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The day finally arrived in the late twentieth century when American Indians
became an economic force to be dealt with in the U.S. business world. Previ-
ously, American Indian communities and their tribal governments had reacted
to U.S. actions and policies. Now the rest of America began responding to
American Indian enterprises, largely as a result of the success of Indian gam-
ing, an annual $10 billion industry involving over 200 tribes in twenty-four
states. As a result, American Indian economic development in the twentieth
century marked the greatest pivotal change in Native American history. How
did this happen? The seeds of successful economic practices had already been
sown in the reservation lands of American Indian tribes. There were hard times
and lessons to be learned. That enormous change and how it has occurred
throughout Indian country are what this book addresses.

Brian Hosmer and Colleen O’Neill have carefully chosen essays that
broadly cover Indian country, ranging from the late nineteenth century to the
present. These important studies are about commerce and incorporation, wage
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work, methodology, and theoretical implications. These salient case stud-
ies are written by established scholars and younger scholars, native and nonna-
tive, for a well-balanced approach to reveal inside accounts of the rise of
American Indian economic development and cultural change in modern
native history.

American Indians learned the values of their colonizer—the Anglo-
Americans. By the late nineteenth century, Indians understood such values
and began to operate in the capitalistic system of big business. But have Indian
business leaders gone too far? Have they assimilated into the mainstream so
they are no longer Indians? The answer and the key to understanding the trag-
edy and triumph of American Indian capitalism are provided in the chapters
of this book. And the story is more complicated than anyone immediately real-
izes. American Indians have always operated within a system of multiple trade
relations, temporary agreements, kinship alliances, and military confedera-
tions. These relationships shaped their economies in ways scholars are just
beginning to understand.

The history of business between Indians and the white man has been one
of trade and exploitation, with a long tradition of bartering, capitalism, and
power. This long history was unfair to the Indians because they were forced to
adhere to the white man’s business system. Eventually, native peoples lost
property and their homelands while holding on to 2 percent of their original
lands. Eager opportunists took advantage of Indian people who could not read
or write and whose command of English was often inadequate. The systems of
values and dealings were different between Indians and whites, and Indians
learned the white ways at their own expense.

The Indians’ lack of cultural materials produced an uncontrolled change
among Indian communities. Tribe after tribe quickly became dependent on
the white man’s material goods, such as metal cooking utensils and guns. The
growing need for these items undermined native peoples’ ability to control
events within their own communities. External influences became too great,
as Indians’ desire for white goods increased. In fact, native peoples became
too dependent on the mainstream and on the federal government. Whereas
before they had depended on their natural environments for their livelihoods,
the shift of dependency to a paternalistic federal government and an opportu-
nistic mainstream re-educated American Indians in white ways and capital-
ism. But native peoples held on to their basic values, as well as to their hope,
identity, and integrity. They would change yet still remain “Indian.” They were
flexible enough to control this change.
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As a result, Indian acculturation of mainstream materialism began to
change native peoples to a certain degree. Their mind-sets were no longer purely
native. Through increasing contact with Anglo-Americans, Indian people found
themselves leaving reservations during the late nineteenth century to work on
ranches and in Wild West shows. Indians in the business world actually con-
stituted the workforce, supplying labor for backbreaking jobs. All of this be-
gan to change as the pendulum of Indian business began to swing toward a
new cycle, starting with mixed-bloods who well understood the American
capitalist system.

Change was under the control of native people and their tribal communi-
ties, and controlling such change became important for their survival. A sup-
pressed people can experience limited sovereignty in their lives as long as they
have hope and their basic identity remains intact. These dynamics of controlled
change and acceptance of acculturation remained internal within Indian com-
munities. Factionalism and kinship influences abounded as they normally did,
but the real threat to Indian livelihood and forced change came externally—
from the federal government and American culture.

In these pages strong arguments are made case after case for the success of
American Indian sovereignty in devising a new culture that has borrowed much
from the American mainstream. But Indians are in control. That control re-
mains vibrant with each passing decade as native business and tribal leaders
have learned how to deal effectively with the white man’s linear world. One
might even say native systems have meshed with non-Indian systems in an
Indian-white business world. The arguments are convincing, and the evidence
is here to tell a new story of how native peoples have incorporated external
culture into their communities and their thinking.

The dawn of a new American Indian culture emerged in the twentieth
century, as substantiated in the following chapters. This new culture of native
ingenuity is being shaped with each new opportunity as indigenous leaders in
various positions seek to advance the interests of their people. This is a new
era of American Indian history, and this important book opens the door to
understanding a new Indian-white relationship while advancing into the
twenty-first century. Collectively, this well-conceived volume is an enlighten-
ing native pathway toward an invigorating American Indian history of old
and new values operating in a complex Indian-white world.

—DONALD L. FIXICO

UNIVERSITY OF KANSAS
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One afternoon several years ago I was browsing through the stacks in the li-
brary, and I stumbled on a book entitled Stories of Traditional Navajo Life and
Culture. That book, published in 1977 by the Navajo Community College Press
and edited by its director, Broderick Johnson, included stories from twenty-
two Navajo men and women about their “traditional culture.”2

Traditional culture? My research was on twentieth-century labor and work-
ing-class history. I was interested in “the modern.” So the book sat on my desk
for weeks while I tried to sort out the “modern” evidence I’d found in the
archives, stories that were at best fragmented snapshots. Most troubling were
the absences, the invisibility of Navajo workers in the documents. Where were
the Navajo workers? Surely Navajo men worked in the coal mines in Gallup,

Rethinking Modernity and the Discourse of
Development in American Indian History,

an Introduction

Simon was world famous, at least famous on the Spokane Indian Reserva-
tion, for driving backward. He always obeyed posted speed limits, traffic

signals and signs, even minute suggestions. But he drove in reverse, using
the rearview mirror as his guide. But what could I do? I trusted the man,

and when you trust a man you also have to trust his horse.

—SHERMAN ALEXIE, The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven1

COLLEEN O’NEILL

C H A P T E R  O N E

The author would like to thank Tisa Wenger, Flannery Burke, Michelle Nickerson,
Benjamin Johnson, and John Nelson for reading and commenting on an earlier version
of this chapter.
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one of the most industrialized towns bordering the reservation in the mid-
twentieth century. I pored over payroll and company housing records, news-
paper accounts, and company correspondence and found little evidence that
could help me describe the experience or even the existence of Navajo work-
ers in Gallup in the 1930s and 1940s.

When I finally opened the book that promised, at least in my imagination,
sacred stories of emergence and fables that stressed values of pastoral tradi-
tions, I found something that made me reexamine my assumptions: workers.
Almost every narrator in the book told a story about some sort of wage work—
working on the railroads, in the agriculture fields, for the Bureau of Indian
Affairs, or at a trading post. They remembered the everyday struggles they
faced in their jobs, as well as their ongoing efforts to fulfill customary kinship
and ceremonial obligations. For these Navajos, “modernity” and “tradition”
were overlapping, not mutually exclusive, categories. Navajo people met their
sacred responsibilities as well as the demands of the capitalist workplace.

This research vignette illustrates how one’s underlying assumptions about
culture, tradition, and modernity shape modes of inquiry as well as the even-
tual narratives—large and small. The rigid modern/traditional dichotomy that
too often marks historical writing is a by-product of a larger problem that ren-
ders American Indians invisible within the broad narrative of American his-
tory. That narrative, steeped in positivist assumptions, tends to embrace and
naturalize a universalized notion of modernity.3

Modernity, as a guiding social principle or state ideology, emerged during
the eighteenth century. Enlightenment thinkers challenged the basic worldview
and social structures of Western European society, rejecting the absolute power
of kings and the association of knowledge with the realm of Christianity. They
advocated a rationalization of power, ideas, and social relationships. As geog-
rapher David Harvey explains, “It was, above all, a secular movement that
sought the demystification and desacralization of knowledge and social orga-
nization in order to liberate human beings from their chains.”4 Part of that
modernizing project involved seeking universal truths about human nature
through scientific observation, logic, and reason. Proponents were, of course,
assuming that there was a universal humanity to be revealed. In the search for
a singular truth and the application of reason to political and economic realms,
Enlightenment leaders generalized that which was “true” for Western Euro-
pean societies to the rest of the world. As states contested for power in Europe
and in their colonial holdings abroad, the “appeal to reason” increasingly in-
formed expansionist ideology, justifying conquest of indigenous peoples as
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well as provoking opposition from nationalists throughout Europe in the mid-
nineteenth century.5

“Rule by reason” had its price. As Eric Wolf argued in his final book, its
practitioners became the “apostles of modernity,” and up to this day they “readily
tag others as opponents of progress.” Wolf continues, “[T]hey have advocated
industrialization, specialization, secularization, and rational bureaucratic al-
location as reasoned options superior to unreasoned reliance on tradition.”6

Modernity has become synonymous with capitalism, and that narrative, a his-
tory in which Indians are portrayed as irrelevant victims of military and eco-
nomic conquest, pronounces the “cultural death” of indigenous peoples in
twentieth-century America.7 It seems there is no room for tradition in a mod-
ern context.

Yet the lived reality of American Indians in the twentieth century proves
otherwise and makes us rethink the kinds of analytical categories that for so
long have rendered them invisible. Like historian David Roediger, who helped
us recognize whiteness, we need to lay bare the assumptions of what consti-
tutes modernity.8 The chapters in this volume help us recognize how American
Indians transcended these rigid categories and created alternative pathways
of economic and cultural change that were not merely static renditions of some
timeless past or total acceptance of U.S. capitalist culture. American Indians in
the twentieth century blended their modern and traditional worlds as a mat-
ter of course and in the process redefined those categories in ways that made
sense to them.

This introductory chapter is an attempt to rethink the modern/traditional
dichotomy and to consider how that construct has informed ethnohistorical
thinking about American Indian economic development. It is an effort to stimu-
late a conversation that examines the relationship between American Indian
culture and capitalism by suggesting ways American Indian histories chal-
lenge underlying assumptions about modernity itself. Revisiting the terms of
the debate may inspire scholars and policy makers to see American Indian
cultural and economic innovations as neither “modern” nor “pre-modern”
nor even “antimodern.” Instead, we are suggesting that American Indians have
crafted alternative pathways of economic development that transcend linear
analytical categories. This chapter will explore that intellectual history and
raise questions that complicate our notions of modernity to reveal a much more
complicated past—a past vividly described by the contributors to this volume.

Authors in Native Pathways represent a variety of disciplinary approaches
and theoretical models, each engaging the literature on culture and economic
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development in critical new ways. They examine how class formation, gender,
race, and cultural practices shaped capitalist incorporation of American In-
dian communities—a historical process that influenced the nature of wage
work, the ways indigenous people produced “for the market,” and how they
weathered shifts in federal policy. We hope this volume inspires a meaningful
dialogue among academics, activists, and policy makers, those who are devel-
oping new ways to understand American Indian historical struggles and who
are initiating new pathways toward decolonization.

TRADITION AND MODERNIZATION

The categories “modern” and “traditional” have survived a long and sordid
history of draconian and paternalistic federal policies, as well as internal debates
among American Indian communities. Those categories describe a cultural
position wherein American Indians define and are defined by their relation-
ship to the American capitalist economy, with all its political, cultural, and
economic features. “Tradition” acquires meaning in relation to the “modern.”
The modern is the benchmark against which tradition is measured. And at
least since the Enlightenment, the concept of the modern has been linked to
the notion of “progress.”9

The modern and traditional dichotomy is a product of modernization
theory, a linear way of thinking about economic change that has shaped ideas
about development as well as our understanding of dependency. Embraced
by development “experts” in the post–World War II era, its underlying as-
sumptions about culture and economic development date back to the mid-
nineteenth century.10 “Building on positivist notions of Western Enlightenment
and 19th-century conceptions of evolution,” according to historian Kathy Le
Mons Walker, at the heart of modernization theory are the social evolutionary
notions “that all cultures follow unilinear and evolutionary stages of develop-
ment.”11 Infused with ideological notions of the “white man’s burden,” mod-
ernization theory linked the expansion of capitalist relations into nonstate,
indigenous societies as a measure of progress. It was a self-congratulatory
embrace of capitalist values and logic that legitimized the expansion of West-
ern imperialist powers worldwide.

Modernization theory has had a lasting impact on development policy,
shaping intellectual paradigms and policy initiatives well into the twentieth
century.12 Scholars and policy makers concluded that the “neoclassic model-
ing of economic behavior that described the logic of incentive, disincentive,
and growth in the advanced West could also describe the logic of economic
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backwardness and felicitous take-off in non-Western regions.”13 Developing
countries would have everything to gain and nothing to lose from following
the example of the West. In fact, these theorists argued that clinging to those
“archaic and outdated structures” kept American Indians poor and at the
margins of the U.S. economy.14 Clearly ethnocentric and, at best, paternalistic,
modernization theory shaped the foundations of American Indian policy from
the development of the first boarding schools and reservation land allotments
to the Indian New Deal and Termination.15 The central thread that connected
these sometimes contradictory policies was that success, or, for that matter,
survival within the capitalist economic system, required cultural change. West-
ern society became synonymous with the “modern” and therefore was not
only desirable but also the ultimate cultural destination on the road to eco-
nomic development.

DEPENDENCY AND THE DISCOURSE OF DEVELOPMENT

Dependency theory emerged as a counterbalance to modernization theory as
the debates over development and modernization were taking shape in the
midst of the decolonization struggles in Africa and Latin America.16 Instead of
viewing the inevitable capitalist transformation as a purveyor of prosperity,
dependency theorists saw the extension of the capitalist economy to develop-
ing regions as one of the causes of poverty and cultural degradation.

Underdevelopment was more than an early stage of capitalist progress.
Impoverished regions in the Third World were not just lagging behind the
industrialized West. Borrowing from Latin American critics of dependency
theory and incorporating the core-periphery concept, Andre Gunder Frank
argued that capitalist development and underdevelopment were part of the
same process. Coining the phrase “development of underdevelopment,” he
called for a global analysis of the historical development of capitalism, suggest-
ing that capitalism’s success hinged on the underdevelopment of peripheral
countries. Feudal relationships in Latin America were a product of capitalist
expansion, not a “backward” stage of economic development. Capitalist world
markets had determined Latin American class relations ever since the Spanish
arrived on American shores in the late fifteenth century.17

The use of dependency theory to explain Native American history in the
United States has had extraordinary staying power for American scholars, ac-
tivists, and officials.18 Drawing on the work of Latin Americanists and African
scholars, dependency theory offered intellectuals, policy experts, and commu-
nity activists an explanatory model for understanding why Native Americans
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suffered such extreme poverty on Indian reservations in the United States.
They found that, like African and Latin American peasants, American Indians
suffered from a legacy of colonial exploitation. For example, dependency theo-
rists argued that unequal trade restrictions between countries at the “core”
and those in the “periphery” undermined the development of Latin American
economies. Advanced capitalist countries siphoned the financial surplus from
developing nations, preventing them from accumulating sufficient capital to
develop an internal industrial base.

In 1971 anthropologist Joseph Jorgensen incorporated Frank’s dependency
model to show that incorporation into the U.S. political economy created des-
perate economic conditions on Indian reservations. Writing against the func-
tionalist paradigm, an anthropological approach primarily concerned with
American Indian assimilation, Jorgensen stated that “Indian poverty does not
represent an evolutionary stage of acculturation.” Contrary to what the func-
tionalists assumed, incorporation into the U.S. market was not a solution. It
was the root of the problem.19

Jorgensen described the relationship between the United States and Ameri-
can Indian communities as a history of super-exploitation. Drawing from
Frank’s metropolis-satellite model, he applied his analysis of the relationship
between developing nations and advanced industrial states to the relation-
ship between the United States and its Native American environs. Jorgensen
argued that “the conditions of the ‘backward’ modern American Indians are
not due to rural isolation nor [to] a tenacious hold on aboriginal ways, but
result from the way in which United States urban centers of finance, political
influence, and power have grown in expense of rural areas.” The growth of
the metropolis, Jorgensen explained, depended largely on the wealth farmers,
ranchers, railroads, and mining companies expropriated from Indian lands.
Although rural people of all races suffered from the underdevelopment of the
countryside, Indians remained formally disenfranchised, under the tutelage
of a bureaucratic system—“special neocolonial institutions such as tribal gov-
ernments which exercise[d] only a modicum of control over their affairs.“20

Historian Richard White, in his examination of how U.S. policies under-
mined Native American subsistence strategies, not only incorporated the broad
dependency frameworks suggested by Frank and Jorgensen but also exam-
ined how “underdevelopment” impacted the land and indigenous cultural
practices. Drawing from the work of anthropologists and other social scien-
tists who were thinking about capitalist development and underdevelopment
in the Third World, his work shows the existence of similar types of historical
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dynamics in the United States. In the Navajo case, he argues that federal re-
strictions and non-Indian settlement patterns circumscribed Navajo land-use
methods. Confiscation of livestock and enforcement of strict grazing limits
undermined the subsistence base for many Navajo families and forced them
into the wage labor market, into a dependency relationship with the federal
government, or both.21

Dependency theory supplied an emerging Pan-Indian, nationalist move-
ment with a fundamental explanation for what caused Native American im-
poverishment and connected that struggle with other liberation movements
in the United States and abroad. But like nationalist discourse in general, it
was rife with internal tensions and contradictions. As Partha Chatterjee has
suggested, nationalist discourse both contests the “alleged inferiority of the
colonized peoples” and asserts “that a backward nation could ‘modernize’
itself while retaining its cultural identity.” The result is a discursive trap. Ac-
cording to Chatterjee, nationalism “produced a discourse in which, even as it
challenged the colonial claim to political domination, it also accepted the very
intellectual premises of ‘modernity’ on which colonial domination was based.”22

By contesting the legitimacy of the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) and de-
manding control over natural resources, the discourse of dependency and the
discourse of development were two sides of the same coin. Activists and ad-
vocates demanded an end to super-exploitation but did not challenge the goal
of capitalist development. The dependency paradigm provided a compelling
set of political objectives, including control over land, political sovereignty,
and a moral case for retribution, but it prohibited a discussion of alternative
models of development. Scholars and activists then faced the prospect of choos-
ing between “tradition,” which relegated culture to a timeless past, or “mo-
dernity,” a homogeneous future within the dominant capitalist society. The
dichotomy is preserved, only in reverse as “romantic primitivism or crude
nationalism.”23

Scholars and policy specialists employing a dependency paradigm have
revealed much about exploitation of indigenous people in the United States.
Whereas the dependency paradigm offered insight into the structural causes
of poverty on Indian reservations, universal assumptions about the relation-
ship between capitalism and Native American culture embedded in that frame-
work obscured the role of indigenous people in crafting alternative strategies
or pathways of development. If capitalism required a specific set of historical
experiences, including alienation from the land, dependence on wage labor,
and a culture that valued individualism, then how could a people like the
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Navajo create their own version of that system without losing all that was
central to their cultural identity?

Even the noted anthropologist David Aberle, a strong advocate of Navajo
rights and an expert in Navajo affairs, could not imagine alternatives that fell
outside the parameters of the dependency paradigm. In 1969 he explained to
the Joint Economic Committee of the U.S. Congress that “Navajo country is an
underdeveloped area.” According to Aberle, “[I]ts historical and current rela-
tions with the larger polity, economy and society” caused such impoverishment.
Like the dependency experts designing programs that would allow Latin Ameri-
can countries to “catch up” to the more industrialized world, Aberle argued,
federal policies deprived the Navajo of capital and needed serious reform.

With “a good deal of reflection on the condition of underdeveloped econo-
mies in the world today,” he recounted how the BIA had underdeveloped the
Navajo Reservation. First and foremost, the Navajos did not have “the capital
or the know-how to achieve development.” Second, the Bureau of Indian Af-
fairs was in no position to help, since Congress and the states were unwilling
to supply the agency with adequate funds. Finally, private industry had ex-
pressed little interest in investing in industrial development on the reserva-
tion.24 Like development experts who were fashioning programs for the Third
World, Aberle saw the Navajo economy as something that could be fixed to
follow the well-worn path toward capitalist development. But much to his
credit, Aberle knew Navajos themselves would determine the success of de-
velopment efforts. Although he shared the view that the ultimate goal was
industrialization, he believed the Navajos needed to control that process. Aca-
demics and specialists were there to offer the Navajo people their services, not
to dictate policy. The Navajos should not be just part of a planning team, stressed
Aberle: “The solution is for Navajos to plan for themselves, drawing on such
advice as they wish, whether from the Bureau and other Federal agencies,
Congressmen, universities, management consultants, private industry and
whatever experts they need.”25

Aberle’s perspective, although sensitive to Navajo cultural imperatives,
fell well within the development discourse of the post–World War II era. Latin
American anthropologist Arturo Escobar argues that development experts of
that generation conceived of Third World “problems” in ways that suggested
limited solutions. According to those scholars and policy specialists, Third
World communities suffered from a lack of capital and insufficient industrial-
ization. For these experts “[t]he only things that counted,” according to Escobar,
“were increased savings, growth rates, attracting foreign capital, developing
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industrial capacity, and so on.” This narrow discourse, then, prohibited alter-
native solutions that conceived of social change in egalitarian and culturally
specific terms. Escobar concludes that this postwar climate preempted an analy-
sis of economic development “as a whole life project, in which the material
aspects would be not the goal and the limit but a space of possibilities for
broader individual and collective endeavors, culturally defined.”26 Aberle’s
analysis and the solutions he proposed for improving economic conditions
on the Navajo Reservation implied (like his counterparts described by Escobar
who were devising plans for Latin America and Africa) a model of develop-
ment measured by the “yardstick of Western progress.”27 That Aberle could
at once critique the system he found responsible for the impoverished status
of Indian reservations and yet find solutions for those problems within that
same system demonstrates how this paradigm prevented alternative ways of
thinking about the past, understanding current problems, and planning for
the future.

Since the 1970s, cultural anthropologists and other social scientists study-
ing Africa and Latin America have generally rejected modernization frame-
works, but they have yet to reexamine their assumptions about modernity.28

As William Roseberry and Jay O’Brien suggest, even scholars who are careful
not to reproduce positivist paradigms still assign analytical categories that are
only meaningful relative to a universal capitalist narrative. Thus, “traditional”
only acquires meaning in relation to the modern; forms of exchange that do
not conform to capitalist definitions are defined for what they are not. Accord-
ing to Roseberry and O’Brien, an analysis of “non-Western economics and
politics . . . founders on the unrecognized use of capitalist categories or catego-
ries designed to illuminate Western capitalist life.”29 The traditional remains
part of the unchanging past, and culture occupies a temporal space that exists
outside of history. Modernity becomes the moment when history begins, and
culture remains the product of precapitalist memory. Capitalist categories re-
main the historical benchmarks that define the significant moments, elements,
and actors that bring about social change.

In the 1980s, Native American activists and scholars moved beyond the
dependency paradigm to question Western-style industrialization—a goal all
participants in the development discourse seemed to accept as a given. At the
heart of the problem, according to Ward Churchill, were the assumptions about
modernization that Marxists as well as liberal scholars had failed to examine.
He argued that Marxists refused to consider issues that countered a positivist
understanding of history, a perspective that saw industrialization as a necessary
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step toward human liberation.30 Churchill’s comments condemned leftist schol-
ars in the United States for applying “European ideology” to American his-
tory. He argued that American Marxists’ inability to offer a satisfying analysis
of Native American history centers on their refusal to accommodate questions
of land, culture, and spirituality. Churchill found that a materialist approach,
one that assumes a fundamental division between nature and culture, lacks
explanatory depth for Native Americans. As he and other Native American
leaders and scholars have suggested, many Native Americans have histori-
cally articulated a more holistic and cyclical vision of human relationships to
the land and to the past.31 Churchill’s critique echoes Escobar ’s analysis of the
postwar development discourse. Because industrialization remains the final
goal among Marxists as well as more conservative agency officials, alterna-
tives that do not embrace an industrial worldview are shut out of the debate.

Critics have argued that world systems and dependency analysis tend to
minimize the historical specificity of capitalist development. More important,
they suggest, are the ways local historical dynamics shaped incorporation into
the capitalist market, from the development of commercial markets to the cre-
ation of colonial labor systems. The ensuing debates over dependency theory,
world systems, and mode of production analysis moved the literature on the
colonial and developing world beyond the mechanistic formulas critics often
characterized as teleological or economically deterministic.32 Scholars influ-
enced by social history and anthropological methodology stressed the impor-
tance of scrutinizing the historical specificity of colonial expansion and the
internal dynamics of “receiving” societies.33

The problem is not necessarily with the concepts of the traditional and the
modern but with the dichotomous manner in which they are employed. That
dichotomy paints a picture of American Indian history in polar extremes, leav-
ing very little room to act in ways that defy the rigid and static construct.34 It is
a false dichotomy for American Indians. They exist in a world where the two
cultural categories fold into one another. So why not discard the categories
once and for all? The notion of “tradition” as a cultural indicator of “differ-
ence” is primarily a Euro-American construct. Yet it would be wrong to discard
these terms altogether, since the categories themselves have become important
cultural markers for American Indians. “Modern” and “traditional” retained
significant currency among native communities throughout the twentieth cen-
tury. Asserting their “traditional” rights has become a significant strategy for
American Indian communities as they struggle over decolonization. Navajos
who have resisted relocation at Big Mountain since 1974 serve as a relatively
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recent example of American Indians’ political use of “tradition.” Their spiri-
tual and cultural strategies powerfully frame their opposition to relocation in
ways that endow them with moral authority and symbolize the essence of
Navajo-ness. Part of their efforts has included documenting sacred places to
support claims to the land under the 1978 American Indian Religious Free-
dom Act. Although Indian activists have insisted that this law is ineffective, it
has provided Big Mountain residents with some strategic advantage and post-
poned relocation, at least for the near future. Setting aside those terms ignores
the ways American Indians have engaged those concepts, a process that at
times amounts to a dynamic history of cultural reinvention.35

Asserting the “traditional” as a political strategy or as an alternative way
of living and seeing the world has had measured success in forcing the U.S.
and Canadian governments to cede physical and epistemological terrain to
native peoples.36 As Chris Paci and Lisa Krebs demonstrate in their insightful
discussion of traditional ecological knowledge in this volume, indigenous
peoples, in Canada in particular, are shaping development policies in their
homelands by insisting on access to their land and meaningful incorporation
of their perspectives into conservation measures. Native peoples are asserting
the value of local knowledge in land-use planning, as well as the importance
of decentering notions of conservation and other concepts about nature steeped
in Western scientific tradition.

Despite the efforts of some American Indian communities to evoke “tradi-
tion” in their struggles to gain political rights and power over land and re-
sources, their frame of reference remains a kind of universalized modernity, a
development discourse that emerged out of nineteenth-century economic
theory and policy applications that were devastating to American Indian ex-
istence. Whereas asserting “tradition” may be a useful resistance strategy, a
way to maintain cultural and economic sovereignty and to counterbalance the
impact of colonialism on American Indian culture, the modern/traditional
dichotomy nonetheless remains problematic for those concerned about issues
of culture and economic development. Some scholars have addressed this is-
sue by examining the ways subaltern groups have evoked “imagined and ar-
chaic pasts” as a strategy to resist modernizing forces.37 But is it enough to
view indigenous cultures as socially constructed within modernizing contexts
or to see cultural traditions as constituting “imagined communities”? Roseberry
and O’Brien argue that seeing the “natural as historical” or the “traditional as
modern” merely preserves the dichotomous paradigm. Rather, they contend
“that there have been a variety of modern tracks toward the traditional [so]
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that with the construction of different household economies, different
ethnicities, and so on, the (combined and uneven) development of the modern
world has created worlds of social, economic, and cultural difference.”38 Tra-
dition and modernity are expressions of “difference” rather than historical
benchmarks that distinguish a particular community’s place in time. Indig-
enous peoples have developed new traditions in modernizing contexts and in
the process have contested the terms of modernity itself. These efforts are not
necessarily conservative rejections of capitalist change. In some cases Ameri-
can Indian communities have embraced capitalist forms. Yet as the chapters in
this volume show, they have done so in ways that cultivate and support their
traditional ways, demonstrating that many paths to capitalist development
might exist.

UNIVERSALIZED MODERNITY

Modernity is a culturally specific, historical construct, yet the concept remains
stubbornly reified as some sort of natural historical phenomenon. As Joseph
Gusfield described in 1967, “We cannot easily separate modernity and tradi-
tion from some specific tradition and some specific modernity, some version
which functions ideologically as a directive. The modern comes to the traditional
society as a particular culture with its own traditions.”39 The use of universal
categories of capitalist development defines a particular kind of historical nar-
rative. Theoretical paradigms that posit subsistence ways of life against prole-
tarian experiences and the traditional versus the modern render historically
invisible economic systems that do not fit within those dualistic parameters.
Recognizing the coexistence of modernity and tradition within the same his-
torical time and space and refusing to think of culture as purely a terrain of
resistance reveals a much more complicated and compelling story. As histo-
rian Kathy Walker suggests from her study of Chinese peasants, “Alternative
pasts indicate a counter-appropriation of history that simply cannot be reduced
to a logic of capitalist development or universalized modernity. They must be
explained on their own terms.”40 Reaching for historical specificity does not
mean ignoring the bigger picture or abandoning the work of capitalist theory.
On the contrary, moving beyond the “discourse of development,” to use Arturo
Escobar’s term, means creating new theoretical models to help make sense out
of the multiple histories that are bound to emerge once we remove the para-
digmatic blinders.

American historians can learn a great deal from scholars studying the ways
rural peoples in the Third World have shaped and been shaped by capitalist
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development. Peasant and subaltern studies scholars have chipped away at
assumptions that had previously characterized peasant societies as undiffer-
entiated, or “traditional,” and peasant uprisings as reactive and conservative.
In effect, they opened Marx’s “sack of potatoes” to look inside. What they
found were complex societies divided along wealth, gender, and age hierar-
chies and united by kinship and other socially constructed identities. Third
World social scientists found that peasants, a social category once defined as
“precapitalist,” existed within capitalist structures as well as on the periphery
of the world system. These scholars wondered how the internal dynamics of
peasant cultures mediated their interactions with the world economy, how
they resisted absorption into the capitalist market, as well as how they accom-
modated to it. This type of scholarship produced a nuanced view that expanded
definitions of resistance beyond collective uprising and revolution to opposi-
tional popular culture, nationalism, gender antagonism, and subtle subver-
sion encoded in “hidden transcripts.”41 Still, revealing the agency of historical
actors does not necessarily shed light on the power structures within which
they operate. However, these types of studies revealed how complex the dance
between power structures and historical agents can be.42

NATIVE PATHWAYS: COMMERCIAL INCORPORATION

The capitalist market has taken its toll on American Indian communities, par-
ticularly since incorporation has usually meant a devastating loss of land and
other natural resources—elements of central economic and cultural signifi-
cance. Yet the way indigenous communities recovered in the twentieth cen-
tury shows a creative engagement with the market. By contesting the terms of
incorporation, either as laborers or as tribal capitalists, American Indians are
challenging the cultural assumptions of modernity itself.

Native Pathways reflects much of the exciting scholarship done by Third
World scholars since the mid-1980s. This volume helps to flesh out what histo-
rian Florencia Mallon has described as “that skeleton historians call the devel-
opment of capitalism.” She examines how Andean peasants used “traditional
relationships” to shape their villages’ transition to a capitalist economy, and in
the process those “weapons of the weak” transformed the villagers and their
communities.43 Paul Rosier ’s chapter on Blackfeet oil leasing demonstrates the
importance of understanding the “culture of political economy” implicit in
the incorporation of indigenous societies into the capitalist market economy.
Even though American Indians do not dictate the terms of their incorporation,
they may in fact shape its impact. For example, Rosier shows that the revenue
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earned from oil leasing did not necessarily subvert Blackfeet culture. Instead,
tribal members incorporated it into their established cultural practices, such
as giveaways, which helped to “mitigate against incipient class conflict”
through a redistribution of tribal income. Cultural practices changed, but they
remained no less Blackfeet in their reincarnation.

Whereas cultural practices might temper the effects of incorporation,
Tressa Berman describes ways informal women’s networks served as a buffer
against the surrounding capitalist market, helping to “spread the risks of sur-
vival across households.” American Indian women on the Fort Berthold Reser-
vation intermixed their production for the market with ceremonial use so that
those realms have become interdependent. Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara
women pooled resources such as commodity food issued by the federal gov-
ernment, wages, or star quilts and redistributed them for ceremonial purposes
or to aid kin who were in need. As a result, Berman states, “[in] both their
structural adaptation and their community-based resistance the core cultural
life remains intact, such that new strategies emerge from the maintenance of
traditional practices.”

David Arnold’s chapter on Tlingit fishermen describes a similar cultural
dynamic. Although development of a commercial salmon industry in south-
eastern Alaska drew Tlingits into the market economy, it did not necessarily
undermine their subsistence practices. Indeed, customary fishing traditions
and seasonal cannery work allowed Tlingits to retain some autonomy from
the market. And like the Blackfeet, the revenue they earned in the commercial
market and from wages in the canneries could be redistributed through cer-
emonial activities and community feasts.

David La Vere’s analysis of the Kiowa-Comanche-Apache Business Com-
mittee in the early twentieth century shows a similar use of “tradition” to build,
protect, and enhance tribal resources. In this example, kinship obligations re-
mained central to the goals of the Business Committee “as a way of navigating
the white man’s road.” In this vein, the council developed a process of adopt-
ing people into the tribes—a well-worn tradition among the Comanche and
the Kiowa—as a way to build tribal membership and resources. Jeffrey
Shepherd’s history of the Hualapai describes a similar dynamic. Like the
wealthier peasants Mallon describes in Yanamarca Valley, who drew on their
influence at the village level to fashion a system of wage-based, commercial
agricultural from a kinship-based system, participation in the market economy
as labor contractors provided Hualapai elites with a new avenue of power and
prestige. According to Shepherd, incorporation into the market economy actu-
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ally encouraged tribal cohesion and strengthened Hualapai identity instead of
eroding it.44

The history of American Indians’ relationship to the developing capitalist
market involves multiple strands of analysis. Although it is important to think
about how Indians responded to the cultural and economic demands of incor-
poration and how they fashioned strategies that rejected the incipient cultural
logic of twentieth-century capitalism, the more compelling story involves the
new institutions they created out of the conflict. Duane Champagne’s chapter
raises these issues in important ways. As he suggests, although American In-
dians formed tribal governments under pressure from the federal government,
those tribal councils did not always behave in the ways the federal govern-
ment had hoped. He argues that in fact, many “[t]ribal governments continue
to operate within the holistic orientations of native community life. Unlike
U.S. society, institutional relations among economy, community, kinship, and
politics are not separated.” For example, whereas the federal government cre-
ated many of the modern tribal councils in an effort to extract valuable natural
resources such as oil, timber, or other resources Western capitalists coveted,
the tribal councils became something else indeed. Champagne’s examples show
that American Indians embraced capitalism yet developed a system that em-
bodies native values. As American Indians have been drawn into the capitalist
economy, they have also been able to transform the institutions originally in-
tended to control and exploit them.

Jessica Cattelino’s and Nicolas Rosenthal’s chapters on gaming offer inter-
esting examples of what tribal capitalism looks like. Although American In-
dian sovereignty and the morality of gaming dominate the public debate, how
and why those operations are “different” from the gaming establishments in
Las Vegas or Atlantic City are often overlooked. Yet as Cattelino and Rosenthal
demonstrate, American Indians have crafted a new pathway of development.
For the most part, American Indians have crafted capitalist endeavors that
redistribute and redirect profits for community benefit. The success of gaming
is unparalleled. However, these chapters show that gaming did not emerge in
a vacuum. The Seminoles and the southern California tribes developed gam-
ing enterprises as one in a long line of development initiatives.

NATIVE PATHWAYS: LABOR

Rethinking “modernity” also means reexamining standard notions of class. For
some scholars the historical development of a working class is the foundation on
which capitalism rests. It is a historically complex process, one labor historians
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have been debating for decades. On a basic level, a working class develops
when economic and political forces transform people into workers, a popula-
tion that has nothing but its labor to sell to make a living. This historical process
distinguishes “class” from other forms of coerced labor, and capitalism from
other types of economic systems. The debate in labor history centers on how and
when workers understand their fate and what they do with that knowledge.

Much of labor history has focused on the development of “class identity,”
a collective self-perception workers derive from their common experiences on
the shop floor. This model for understanding “class” is particularly limiting,
since it privileges the industrial, waged workplace and imposes a historically
specific construct on populations for whom it may not be particularly relevant.
And according to this definition, American Indians and other workers who
move in and out of the workforce and who may perform labor that is marginal
to the “shop floor” fall outside the definition of “class” and, by extension, exist
beyond the realm of modernity.

Other labor historians turn to “culture” to explain the development of class
identity. This paradigm assumes a contradiction between “culture,” or “old-
world ways,” and the demands of the “modern” workplace.45 At first glance
this seems to provide a possible way to bring American Indians into the narra-
tive. But this approach tends to reproduce the modern/traditional dichotomy
that freezes American Indian culture in the preindustrial past. Since cultural
practices that contradict a capitalist worldview not only persist but may be
created by capitalist development, a paradigm that equates culture with a
precapitalist existence cannot accommodate the persistence of American In-
dian tradition within the framework of an industrialized economy. Further-
more, privileging culture tends to neglect the role of trade unions and the shop
floor, conflates class with ethnic and racial identity, and thereby obscures class
divisions and other hierarchies that may divide ethnic communities.

Feminist labor historians offer insights into class that might prove instruc-
tive to those exploring the issue of wage work among American Indian commu-
nities. The use of gender as an analytical category has encouraged historians
to think about class in radical new ways. As Alice Kessler-Harris argues, we
“must lay siege to the central paradigm of labor history,” namely, we must

challenge the notion that paid work, as a fundamentally male activity,
inevitably reproduces itself in a closed system in which men derive their
identity from the process of production (and then reproduce themselves by
training other men), while women act in the household and in the work-
place as the handmaids of the male reproductive system.46
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The shop floor paradigm not only excludes women from the defining ex-
perience from which workers derive their class identities, it also marginalizes
others who are not permanent wage workers. Since working-class women,
both white and American Indian, may not fit the “shop” floor criteria, their
experience of class remains at best derivative of male industrial workers’ his-
tory or at worst invisible. American Indian men are as marginal to the indus-
trial formula as are white women and women of color. And as a result their
story remains similarly obscure.

Other lines of inquiry might explore the impact of wage work on Ameri-
can Indian ideas and social practices that define men’s and women’s gendered
social worlds. Yet gendered relationships take on different meanings in vary-
ing cultural and historical contexts. So the gender impact of wage work might
mean something very different for American Indian households than it does
for non-Indian communities. For example, in the Navajo’s “matricentric” cul-
ture, a man’s identity may be closely linked to how well he attends to his
mother’s or his wife’s needs, and, as a result, he may remain somewhat am-
bivalent to the demands and rewards of the wage labor market. In this case
women retain a great deal of power and respect regardless of the increasing
lure of the wage economy.47

More work needs to be done on the issues of gender and class in American
Indian communities. Scholars have ignored the history of American Indian
women workers, leaving a great deal of empirical work to be completed, par-
ticularly for the twentieth century. Historians and anthropologists have ex-
plored gender in American Indian communities in some depth, but not within
a class context.48 Several chapters in this volume examine the role of women in
reservation economies, a contribution to the field that serves as a significant
starting point. For example, the Navajo women in Kathy M’Closkey’s chapter
were not actively involved in the wage labor market, yet their work contrib-
uted significantly to the Navajo household economy. Navajo women made
important economic decisions in which they found ways to deal with the drop
in the global wool market by weaving wool into rugs rather than selling it
unprocessed. They could get a much higher price for the finished product.
Those decisions, according to M’Closkey, inadvertently provided traders with
a buffer from the volatile wool market, an advantage they did not necessarily
pass on to the weavers.

An examination of the division between the sacred and the secular might
yield significant insights on the gendered work experience of American Indi-
ans. Severing the secular from the sacred obfuscates the cultural significance
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of economic behavior, or, as Berman terms it, the “ceremonial relations of pro-
duction” in American Indian life. Much of that is women’s work. M’Closkey
shows that Navajo women’s work has largely been ignored, both as a source
of income for Navajo families and in the central role it has played in maintain-
ing Navajo cultural identity. Characterizing Navajo weavers’ work as secular
fails to acknowledge the cultural significance of the work itself and, as
M’Closkey suggests, furthers the notion that pre–trading post–era rugs—rugs
that supposedly remain untainted by the traders’ edict or the demands of non-
Indian consumers—are more culturally “authentic.”

To understand cultural production and to fully comprehend indigenous
people’s experience with wage work, we need to think about questions not
often addressed by labor historians. For example, how do American Indian
households or kinship networks shape the meaning of work, for themselves as
well as their employers? Or, how have cultural practices influenced Indian
performance of work, when and where they work, and for how long? How do
reservation communities and nonreservation workplaces exist within a larger
universe of “making a living”? How have federal, state, and tribal govern-
ments participated in “creating” wage work for American Indians? Other issues
worth exploring include examining the relation of wage work to sovereignty
questions.49 For example, how have tribal governments regulated labor rela-
tions on their reservation lands? Have federal labor laws threatened the rights
of tribal governments to govern?

Research on American Indian definitions of work might yield conclusions
similar to what Keletso Atkins found in Natal, South Africa. In one rich case
she examined the stereotype of the “lazy Kafir” and found that, contrary to
British Colonial impressions, the Zulu had developed a strong work ethic. From
their experience performing agricultural labor in their own village communities,
they defined a fair day’s work as beginning at sunup and ending at sundown,
and they kept track of their wages and workdays on a lunar cycle. British offi-
cials who attempted to impose rationalized time regimes were dismayed when
the workers demanded: “The moon is dead! Give us our money!” Those offi-
cials who did not conform or at least adjust to the Zulu work ethic were subject
to labor shortages.50 Like the British Colonial officials who wanted to ensure
they would have a supply of laborers in Natal, South Africa, employers of Ameri-
can Indian laborers have had to adjust to their workers’ cultural demands in
order to get their crops picked, their railroads cleared, and their coal mined.51

To search for answers to these questions means moving away from a con-
cept of universalized modernity. The place where “modernity” and “tradi-
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tion” overlap most dramatically is in the commodification of American Indian
culture. Much has been written about the exploitive relationship between non-
Indian consumers and Indian producers, including studies that explore the
impact of tourism on American Indian cultural expressions and the creation
and consumption of the colonial “exotic.”52 Contributors to Native Pathways
look at this issue from the artists’ perspective, as a way to make a living. Since
the collecting of Native American cultural objects began, non-Indians have
bemoaned the impact of commercial interests on American Indians, preserv-
ing the primitive in all its imagined innocence. As Cattelino suggests, the de-
mand for authentic Indian artistic expression assumes a fundamental notion
that culture is a thing that can be tarnished. When we look at the issue from the
perspective of the American Indian artist or performer, it is much more com-
plicated. As Clyde Ellis points out, “[D]ancing for pay revealed that the rela-
tionship between victimization and agency rested on complex negotiations and
mediations in which an either/or paradigm had little meaning.” Jessica Cattelino’s
study shows how producing cultural artifacts and wrestling alligators, although
rooted in the tourist industry, provided cohesiveness to the Seminole culture.
And although gaming infused the Seminole Nation with significant capital,
Seminoles do not see those enterprises as defining their cultural production.
Dancing for five dollars a day, making sweetgrass baskets, or wrestling alliga-
tors may seem exotic to the non-Indian consumer, but from the perspective of
the workers they were meaningful ways to make a living—ones that strength-
ened rather than eroded their cultural identities.

This is not to say that wage work did not profoundly affect American
Indian communities. The kinds of jobs available to American Indians, such as
railroad, agricultural, and domestic labor, usually required them to leave their
reservation communities for extended periods. The absence of loved ones,
the migration experience, and the dependence on wages rather than subsis-
tence strategies influenced Indian communities in ways we are just begin-
ning to understand.53 William Bauer’s work on Round Valley demonstrates
that working for wages was a mixed experience for American Indians. Em-
ployers reinforced stereotyped notions of “Indianness,” which fortified the
racialized labor market. Yet American Indian workers used their wages to
strengthen their distinct Indian identities. Brian Hosmer ’s work adds an even
more complicated picture to the narrative. Instead of migrating off the reser-
vation to enter the world of wage labor, in Hosmer’s chapter wage work came
to them. Working for the Civilian Conservation Corps introduced many Ameri-
can Indians to wage work for the first time in the U.S. West. For American
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Indians living on the Wind River Reservation, going to work for the Civilian
Conservation Corps meant entering into a lifetime of wage work. Hosmer’s
interviews with Eastern Shoshone and Northern Arapaho elders show that
the memories of those experiences continued to shape American Indian cul-
tural and class identities.

These chapters do more than fill in the gaps in existing American Indian
scholarship; they challenge the very categories we use to define our questions.
Writing about capitalist development in a way that includes American Indi-
ans as historical agents requires pushing past the discourse of development to
incorporate multiple perspectives. Those histories raise many questions about
the role of indigenous peoples in the history of capitalism, as well as about the
nature of that economic system itself, and provide insights American Indian
communities will likely find useful. These case studies demonstrate that Ameri-
can Indians have found creative ways to engage that “modern world,” and the
complexity of their experience defies the static dichotomy of “modernity” and
“tradition.” Their stories provide the vehicle for understanding modernity, in
all its complex forms. Like Simon in The Lone Ranger and Tonto Fistfight in Heaven,
driving forward in reverse may not alter the road’s destination, but the travel-
ers themselves make the journey meaningful. As Jimmy Many Horses con-
cluded, “[W]hen you trust a man you also have to trust his horse.”54
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Economic development in Indian country is frequently characterized as a contest be-
tween “traditionalists” and “progressives,” a competition pitting forces of Western-
oriented modernization against those seeking to protect cherished cultural values, even
if the result is poverty. In his analysis of Blackfeet political economy during the first
half of the twentieth century, Paul Rosier complicates this familiar dichotomy by sug-
gesting a dynamic relationship among politics, culture, and economic development,
wherein decisions regarding resource distribution shaped and were shaped by tradi-
tional ideas regarding redistributive justice, notions of democratic governance, and
market-oriented economic practices.

In spring of 1934, Native Americans debated among themselves and with repre-
sentatives of the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) the Wheeler-Howard Bill under
consideration in Congress. Facing a sympathetic federal government for the
first time in their lives, Native American leaders and their constituents ex-
pressed diverse reactions to the legislation. Some leaders saw it as yet another
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level of intervention in their political and social lives, an effective end to rela-
tions defined by treaties. Others saw it as a unique opportunity to enhance
control of the tribal estate by embedding regulations within tribal constitu-
tions and charters. For some Native Americans the reason to support this bill
was simple. At the Great Plains Congress, one of the ten conferences the BIA
held throughout Native America to discuss the bill, a full-blood delegate of
the Blackfeet Tribe named Rides at the Door told the assembly: “My people
now own a large area of oil land and we have now on our reservation three
producing wells, and that is the reason I came here, and I want some law or
protection whereby I can always hold that property intact so that no white
man can take it away from me.”1 He, like many Native Americans, had seen a
shrinking land base and the assiduous efforts of government officials to
detribalize Native America lead to diminished political and economic power,
sufficient reasons to explore a legislative option that had no precedent in mod-
ern Indian-white relations. For the elderly Rides at the Door, who had wit-
nessed the taking of his people’s land through corrupt treaties and coercive
allotment policies in the nineteenth century, the tribe’s natural resources rep-
resented a last chance for salvation and self-sufficiency in the twentieth cen-
tury. Without new laws ensuring Blackfeet protection of those resources, he
believed that chance would disappear.

For two decades the Blackfeet Tribe had been trying to “hold that prop-
erty intact” and realize some revenue from its oil operations. In addition to
the prospect of credit facilities, the promise of enhanced tribal sovereignty
spurred the Blackfeet and other Indian nations to support the Wheeler-Howard
Bill and to adopt what came to be known as the Indian Reorganization Act
(IRA). An examination of twentieth-century Native American political
economy requires a consideration of the IRA, as it gave many Indian commu-
nities administrative tools and expanded sovereignty and access to federal
loans. What is interesting in the Blackfeet case is the extent to which natural
resource development had dominated political discussion for two decades
leading up to the debate over the IRA, contributed to the tribe’s embrace of
the IRA, and engendered changes in Blackfeet political economy after it was
adopted. In the end, oil leasing and the income it produced politicized the
Blackfeet, especially full-bloods, or “traditionalists,” who engineered a re-
form movement using the IRA to ensure that oil revenues would benefit “the
tribe” as a whole rather than individuals. The Blackfeet case thus provides a
good vehicle for exploring connections among political change, culture, and
economic development.
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The relationship between Native American culture and economic devel-
opment has been a source of recent scholarly inquiry, although much of it has
been limited to studies of the 1960s and beyond. Analyses by Terry Anderson,
Stephen Cornell and Joseph P. Kalt, Duane Champagne, Joseph Jorgensen, and
others aid in understanding Native Americans’ attempts to construct a political
economy based on cultural and economic conditions specific to their “institu-
tional environment.”2 Such reviews need to consider the role of both collective
and individual sovereignty, the impact of self-aggrandizing individuals, but
most important the culture of the political economy—the historical, climato-
logical, and social forces that drove or, in the case of federal intervention, hin-
dered its development. Kathleen Pickering and David Mushinski, building on
the work of scholars noted previously, have found that “the cultural character-
istics of a tribe do not serve as an impediment to a tribe’s level of develop-
ment, but . . . they do have an impact on how the income obtained from that
level of development is distributed.” Pickering and Mushinski also note that
the degree to which income distribution reflects long-standing traditions of
“inter-community reciprocity” is influenced by political factors such as the
“hierarchical” nature of decision making, the extent to which evolved political
institutions have attenuated “traditional” collective or consensus decision
making.3

I question their conclusion that “the cultural characteristics of a tribe do
not serve as an impediment to a tribe’s level of development,” but the second
half of the equation, that income is in large measure distributed according to
cultural rules, fits nicely with my focus on the problem of income distribution
in Native American communities struggling with difficult political changes.
On reservations with limited income streams and individual “dams” to divert
those streams to acculturated tribal members attuned to white economic prac-
tices, the revenue derived from economic programs created great social stress.
As Michael Walzer contends, the distribution of community assets in a demo-
cratic community “is what social conflict is all about.”4

Cornell and Kalt have argued that “Indian societies have collective tem-
plates that describe how they can and should organize themselves and re-
spond to the political, economic, and social conditions they encounter. In the
development arena, culture thus provides standards by which to measure the
‘goodness-of-fit’ of goals, governing institutions, and economic strategies.”5

The Blackfeet Tribe was forced by changing demographic and economic con-
ditions to consider the meaning and value of its cultural institutions while
debating its future in a market economy governed by a decision-making process
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characterized as a representative democracy. What follows is an account of
how culture interacted with Blackfeet “goals, governing institutions, and eco-
nomic strategies,” specifically how the Blackfeet struggled first to establish a
viable oil-leasing program and then to maintain an equitable distribution of its
revenues. The promise of oil was a unifying force on the Blackfeet Reservation
in the 1920s and 1930s, and the profit of oil was the most divisive issue in the
1940s and 1950s. By the early 1940s oil leasing was producing roughly $300,000
annually for the Blackfeet treasury.6 As a result, the Blackfeet tribal govern-
ment became responsible for directing a political economy increasingly based
on community-owned oil revenues. Culture had little to do with driving re-
source development, already sanctioned by political consensus. But culture
and economy overlapped in more complex ways. When it came to distribu-
tion, questions arose about the cultural significance of per capita distributions
and the extent to which modern tribal decision making marginalized tradi-
tional social groups fighting to preserve their political influence and the idea
of tribal obligation.

���

In the 1910s the Blackfeet Tribe was divided over the value of land: for whom
should it produce income, in what ways should it do so, and who should con-
trol this development—tribal institutions or the individual? A predominately
mixed-blood (or assimilated) group pushing for dissolution of the tribal estate
struggled to control a predominately full-blood (community-oriented) group
intent on keeping the reservation intact for the benefit of the tribe. The advent
of natural resource development and the attendant promise of wealth created
new forms of stress as the tribe, as a cultural institution and a means of social
control, faced internal and external forces of coercive assimilation bent on re-
ducing its power to act politically. Full-bloods in particular felt this pressure.
In 1885 only 18 mixed-bloods lived among roughly 2,000 full-bloods; in 1914,
1,189 full-bloods lived among 1,452 mixed-bloods. Political influence shifted
accordingly.7

The allotment policy altered the physical nature of the Blackfeet Reservation
and created a contentious debate over the fate of the tribe’s 156,000 “surplus”
acres. Since 1913, Robert J. Hamilton Sr. and the full-blood tribal members he
represented had been actively campaigning against the sale of the surplus acre-
age, which he contended was sought mostly by “the favored class” of Blackfeet
allied with white ranchers and merchants organized in local chambers of com-
merce. Hamilton contended that the surplus land should be “held intact” for
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livestock cultivation to benefit all Blackfeet and that the land contained depos-
its of oil and gas belonging to the tribe.

As the fight over the surplus acreage raged, Hamilton consolidated power
as head of the new Blackfeet Tribal Business Council (BTBC) and began to
promote the tribe’s natural resources. In May 1916 Hamilton outlined to Sec-
retary of the Interior Franklin K. Lane his vision for development, explaining
that BTBC members “have every reason to believe that our tribe will develope
[sic] into a self-supporting condition, if the natural resources upon this reser-
vation, are developed.”8 He asked Interior to support the tribe’s interests by
giving it permission to lease more than 4,800 acres, the limit specified in de-
partment regulations. But the Office of Indian Affairs (OIA) declined, believing
mining regulations passed in 1891 adequately served the Blackfeet’s interests.9

The OIA’s perfunctory dismissal of Hamilton’s requests for aid underlined the
disjunction between the Blackfeet’s interest in oil leasing and the distant
bureau’s lack of interest. The decision, the first of many to deny the Blackfeet
latitude in developing their natural resources, reflected the OIA’s bias against
tribal economic organizations. Under the tutelage of Commissioner of Indian
Affairs Cato Sells, the OIA sided with acculturated Blackfeet mixed-bloods
who had little interest in preserving the tribe as a cultural and political entity,
displaying a prejudice against collective economic action that subsequent com-
missioners also practiced.

After a bitter battle that carried both factions to Washington, D.C., for two
separate congressional hearings, the case of the 156,000 acres was finally re-
solved when Congress passed the June 30, 1919, act.10 In a victory for the
Hamilton faction, each Blackfeet received an additional 80-acre allotment, and
the tribe retained the land and the rights to the oil and gas many Blackfeet
believed flowed beneath it. Thus, by the end of the 1910s the allotment of the
Blackfeet Reservation had been completed, but the debate on the best ways
and means to utilize the remaining tribal land continued. The acculturated
Blackfeet whom the OIA had supported wanted to liquidate not only the res-
ervation as a formal zone of economic development but also the tribe itself as
an empowered political manager of that development. These Blackfeet op-
posed the tribe’s efforts to manage the development of community-owned natu-
ral resources because it distributed widely both the control of and the revenue
from those resources. Acculturated Blackfeet ranchers thus rejected any rela-
tionship between Blackfeet culture and economy, on either the production or
the distribution side. Hamilton, on the other hand, understood clearly that
any plan for economic progress had to consider the increasing class stratification
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and cultural disjunction that had manifested during the battle over surplus
land.

The agenda of Hamilton and his full-blood supporters protected the no-
tion of tribe as a way to mitigate incipient class conflict and ensure that a po-
litical body truly representative of tribal interests could manage that economic
progress by evenly distributing the return from its development of natural
resources. In a sense, Hamilton championed institutionalizing the Blackfeet
tradition of the “giveaway,” which dictated that poor Blackfeet benefit from
the largesse of wealthy Blackfeet or the community at large. This struggle be-
tween assimilated conceptions of economic development that championed
individual accumulation of wealth and tribal conceptions that retained a com-
munity-oriented distribution of tribal income would dominate debates and
decisions on the shape and management of Blackfeet political economy through
the 1950s and beyond. At stake were the nineteenth-century notion of “the
tribe” and the meaning of culture in the political and economic lives of the
Blackfeet people in the twentieth century.

���

The development of the gasoline-powered automobile and the Great North-
ern Railroad’s conversion to oil burners in 1910 stimulated great interest in
Montana crude oil prospecting. Discoveries of promising fields, including one
on the Crow Reservation, fueled an “oil excitement” in the state in 1921. The
discovery of the Kevin-Sunburst field and the Cut Bank field, which lay east of
the Blackfeet Reservation, had much to do with the keen interest in Blackfeet
resources in the early 1920s.11 The Blackfeet sought to take advantage of this
oil excitement in part because the postwar failure of the livestock industry and
the collapse of wheat prices had devastated the reservation economy. By 1921,
with most Blackfeet in dire straits, tribal leaders had become restless. The OIA
had not approved a single tribal oil lease, so no money from oil sales had been
pumped into the Blackfeet treasury.

Oil leasing, therefore, dominated BTBC deliberations. The battle over the
Lambert lease in early 1921 heralded a decade-long struggle to secure assis-
tance from the government theoretically representing the tribe’s best interests.
H. L. Lambert, an agent for eastern oil and gas interests, proposed in January
1921 that the council give him a monopoly on mineral development of the
tribe’s 553,032 unallotted acres for a period of ten years. Lambert’s presence
generated excitement on a reservation in need of good news. During the Janu-
ary 8 BTBC meeting, Lambert told the Blackfeet, “You might become one of
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the rich nations of the United States or of the world as the Oklahoma Indians
of today have done,” citing the unusually high per capita income of the Osage
Indians to illustrate his point.12 Frustrated by the lack of any progress in natu-
ral resource development, tribal leaders supported the idea of giving control
of the reservation’s putative reserves to one developer, especially one promis-
ing to make the Blackfeet the Osage of the Northern Plains. Both mixed-bloods
and full-bloods supported Lambert’s proposition. Full-bloods seemed unified
in their support of large-scale development. Rides at the Door argued that
Lambert’s project would “bring joy” to every Blackfeet and make them “rich.”13

Mixed-bloods shared the “excitement” but expressed concern that Lambert
could turn out to be yet another speculator who would eventually sublease
the land to other developers. In the end, the BTBC accepted a lease it knew
was flawed, in large measure because it felt compelled to act for the tribe.14

The time and energy spent discussing the lease came to naught when the
OIA again informed the BTBC that Interior regulations prohibited leases of
over 4,800 acres.15 As a consequence, by 1926 the once contagious oil excite-
ment in Montana had virtually disappeared on the Blackfeet Reservation. The
few tribal leases that were granted generated no royalty income for the tribe or
employment for its members.16 The Blackfeet were naturally disappointed that
no oil had been found, but they were also bitter that the OIA had failed to
represent their interests.

Frustrated by the constraints and favoritism of the department’s leasing
system, the BTBC looked for new ways to facilitate tribal oil development. In
February 1927 mixed-blood oil booster John Galbraith proposed that the tribe
fund its own oil and gas corporation, explaining to the BTBC that his experi-
ence with oil companies had taught him that “if we operate our own well here
we will know . . . what is wrong with our resources.” The council approved of
the idea of forming a tribal oil corporation.17 But the Blackfeet lacked capital,
credit, and collateral. In August 1927 the BTBC petitioned Congress for $12,000
to promote oil leasing, but the OIA refused to consider the request.18 The elec-
tion of Herbert Hoover gave the tribe hope that it might benefit from a different
group of policy makers. But Hoover ’s “oil conservation policy” was applied
to Indian reservations as well as to public lands, angering the BTBC.19 In April
1929 the council protested to Hoover that “an emergency exists on this reser-
vation both as to the needs of the Indians and the preservation of mineral
rights and that the only relief immediately available is the development of the
tribal oil lands.” The council asked the president to exempt the Blackfeet from
his conservation policy so that “the Indians now living may participate in the
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enjoyment of the revenues to be derived from [oil] development, and our people
may be relieved from their present condition of poverty.” The Blackfeet re-
ceived no dispensation, although the OIA did approve a lease with the Brown-
ing-Fertig oil company, whose principals included three white businessmen
and mixed-blood Levi Burd, the kind of men the OIA supported.20

The decade that began with the oil excitement of 1921 ended with Hoover’s
oil conservation policy of 1929. The resolution the business council telegraphed
to the president in April 1929 captured a decade of Blackfeet hopes and frus-
tration. The council’s act of underlining the words now living symbolized the
deep frustration felt by all Blackfeet who had actively pursued resource devel-
opment throughout the 1920s, only to face prejudice from the Department of
the Interior and false promises from the business community.

���

Facing a mixed-blood majority, many full-bloods organized in chapters of the
Piegan Farming and Livestock Association (PFLA), although they also partici-
pated in BTBC elections and routinely won seats commensurate with their
demographic presence.21 Factional conflict between the PFLA and the BTBC,
which raged during the 1920s, was mediated by a collective interest in the
development of oil lands. Politicized by sustained OIA prejudice against tribal
economic development, the promise of oil revenue and increased tribal con-
trol of that revenue unified Blackfeet factions, bringing them together to talk
about common ground and common goals. A consensus emerged among full-
bloods and mixed-bloods that natural resource development would give the
Blackfeet some control over reservation conditions and, importantly, that tribal
resources should be developed by the tribe for the use of the tribe rather than
allotted to individuals. The oil believed to be flowing beneath the reservation
had become for many Blackfeet the “second buffalo.”22

In the early 1930s, wildcatters began producing oil near the reservation’s
eastern boundary, creating a new round of oil excitement on the reservation.
Rides at the Door ’s trip to the oil fields on the reservation border had given
him hope. “I thought salvation had come to the tribe and [we] would live in
plenty,” he told his BTBC colleagues. In late February 1933 the Cut Bank Pio-
neer Press reported that tribal members “became richer” by nearly $48,000
from a per capita distribution of oil-lease bonuses. “This is the first of what is
expected to be several ‘melons’ to be cut by the Blackfeet,” the article ex-
claimed, predicting that by the end of 1933 “a steady stream of oil royalties
will be flowing into the tribal treasury.”23 The Blackfeet finally saw oil flow on
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their reservation two months later when wildcatter Tip O’Neil’s oil well yielded
roughly seventy-five barrels of oil. On April 28, 1933, a group of Blackfeet,
including several “Chiefs in full regalia” and the tribe’s famous band, visited
the Blackfeet’s first producing well to celebrate Mother Earth’s new offer-
ing.24 The first oil strike and the per capita distribution that resulted were not
large by any means, but, after so many years of promises unfulfilled, they
were tangible. And the first oil revenues were distributed on a per capita
basis, reflecting the tribal conception of oil development—the idea that the
tribe produced it rather than individuals—as well as the tribal conception of
sharing its revenues. Any other distributive scheme would have been unac-
ceptable to a people who had waited for over fifteen years to see the promises
of oil realized.

The Blackfeet’s first per capita distribution of money earned from oil leas-
ing coincided with the arrival of John Collier, a Progressive reformer whose
vision of Native American renewal married his embrace of traditional Indian
culture to the statistical legacy and programmatic blueprint of the Meriam
Report of 1928, which documented in alarming detail the failure of U.S. poli-
cies.25 Collier and his staff emphasized organization above all as the means to
the desired end of Indian self-determination. At the February 1934 Great Plains
conference, Collier argued that “in the United States, if you are going to do
business and make money and protect yourself, you have got to do it in an
organized way.”26 Collier believed neighboring whites would continue to gain
access to Indian resources unless Native Americans organized to protect them-
selves, to “keep the wolves” away as Blackfeet full-blood councilman Oscar
Boy put it. This theme of organization resonated with the Blackfeet. Their po-
litical system enabled citizens to elect, every two years, a governing council—
the Blackfeet Tribal Business Council—which typically contained a number of
full-blood members. Full-bloods had organized the PFLA to promote their
agricultural interests. In addition, the Blackfeet Indian Welfare Association had
formed to pressure federal officials to promote Blackfeet employment, educa-
tion, and release of the tribe’s treasury funds in per capita payments. Organi-
zation came naturally to the Blackfeet, but none of these groups had any real
authority to effect economic development to benefit the tribe as a whole.

As Collier’s vision found legislative expression in the Wheeler-Howard
Bill (IRA), the Blackfeet as well as other tribes began to debate its merits. This
debate dovetailed with the Blackfeet’s heightened expectations of expanded
oil development and heightened frustration over the BIA’s continued control
of that development. As noted previously, full-blood councilman Rides at the
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Door explained at the Great Plains Congress that he wanted “some law or
protection” that would allow his people to maintain control of their oil fields.
Similar sentiments percolated throughout the meetings the BTBC organized
to discuss the Wheeler-Howard Bill. Most speakers at these meetings agreed
that the best economic policy remained the development of the tribe’s oil re-
sources.27 On October 27, 1934, nearly 83 percent of participating Blackfeet
voters supported the IRA.28 The Blackfeet did not vote to adopt the IRA simply
because it offered them the promise of expanded control over their oil re-
sources; the IRA’s proposed Revolving Credit Fund was especially appealing
to assimilated mixed-bloods eager to expand farming or ranching operations,
and the somewhat vague promise of sovereignty appealed to all political lead-
ers frustrated by the BIA’s reluctance to accept their voices as authentic and
authoritative.

But it is important to stress that the Blackfeet’s history of oil leasing af-
fected their views of the IRA and its applicability to their arrested political
economy. The tribe’s overwhelming support represented a rejection of a past
characterized by the vagaries and vice of BIA rule. And adopting the IRA’s
machinery of political economy was a natural first step for a tribal community
eager to control its future by strengthening its existing organizations with con-
stitutional powers. Politicized by the debates over the IRA itself as well as by
BIA encroachment on their expanded sovereignty, the Blackfeet subsequently
completed their “reorganization” by adopting a constitution that empowered
the BTBC to “manage all economic affairs and enterprises of the Blackfeet [cor-
poration], including . . . the disposition of all oil royalties from tribal lands,”
and a charter of incorporation, which would make the tribe eligible for federal
loans.29

By 1936 the tribe’s leasing program had generated only an annual $10
royalty for each Blackfeet, a negligible amount and a small percentage of the
average $162 per capita income.30 Interest in the reservation’s potential re-
mained high, but the tribe had to compete with productive white-owned oil
lands in the adjacent Cut Bank field. The BTBC had won some concessions
from the OIA to make tribal oil leases after the tribe adopted an IRA constitu-
tion and charter, but it still needed OIA authority to advertise for bids and
faced Interior’s veto of those leases. Assistant Solicitor Felix Cohen advised
that Interior could not appear heavy-handed in its use of the veto because
BTBC leaders had made it clear that the “question of tribal management of oil
resources has always been uppermost in their minds.”31 Frustrated by the OIA’s
delays in approving bids, several councilmen sanctioned a “showdown” with
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the OIA. Medore La Breche told his colleagues, “Here is our chance to find out
whether or not we are really self-governing and how much power we have.”32

The BTBC’s hardened attitude led to productive changes in its ability to
manage both production and revenue distribution. Cohen’s advice precipi-
tated a change in the department’s conception of Blackfeet sovereignty and of
Indian sovereignty generally. Cohen in particular emphasized to OIA staff the
need to help tribes develop both sources of revenue and the mechanics of
managing that revenue for tribal benefit.33 A Blackfeet delegation had raised
this issue during a visit to Washington in February 1937 by asking the OIA to
modify its standard oil lease to permit revenue to go directly to the tribal trea-
sury rather than to the superintendent. The OIA’s decision to grant the Blackfeet
the right to manage their own funds set a precedent that would become one of
“broad policy.” Some OIA officials felt revenue was best managed by white
superintendents, fearing “malfeasance or misfeasance” on the part of Indian
officials. But John Herrick maintained that the OIA was “honor bound to give
the Blackfeet the privilege of handling money” because it had adopted the
IRA, an instrument designed to give control of such functions to tribal lead-
ers.34 After three months of strenuous negotiations the BTBC received permis-
sion from Interior officials to use the new lease and thus assume control of oil
income.35

The Blackfeet had won an important victory, convincing the OIA that they
had the right to manage their own revenues, in large measure because they
had faithfully adopted the government’s prevailing Indian policy. Blackfeet
politicians asserted their right to assume control of an essential function of
government—the distribution of community-owned financial assets. Once in
control of these assets, however, fair distribution of them would prove a big-
ger challenge for the BTBC than its effort to secure their rights from the federal
government.

���

As oil revenue slowly increased in the late 1930s, the question of what to do
with it dominated tribal politics. The BTBC, encouraged by BIA officials, de-
cided to invest tribal revenues in the Rehabilitation Program—specifically the
rebuilding and resettling of the dormant Two Medicine Irrigation Project (TMIP)
to expand hay production for the Blackfeet’s growing livestock industry, con-
sidered by most tribal and government officials to be the best long-term eco-
nomic program. Demand for participation in the TMIP was high, especially
among younger mixed-blood couples who could take advantage of the IRA’s
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Revolving Credit Fund. In November 1937 the BTBC voted to establish a part-
nership with the federal government to fund the TMIP. The BTBC made the
right decision, taking advantage of the government’s offer to give money out-
right and to lend monies at 1 percent interest to provide the tribe with a basis
for long-term economic development.36 But the decision to invest in the Reha-
bilitation Program contributed to political turnover at the polls. On January
11, 1938, ten of the thirteen incumbents lost their seats, most by large margins.
Although many Blackfeet supported the “rehabilitation,” many more thought
it either discriminated against their communities or diverted per capita in-
come from them during the difficult winter months. The BTBC’s December 27
resolution asking the Indian Office to approve a per capita distribution was
too little too late.

The newly elected council failed to deliver on its promise of distributing
oil revenue, maintaining the previous council’s commitment to the TMIP and
the livestock industry. As the January 1940 election approached, a class con-
sciousness manifested among Blackfeet voters. In a letter to the Glacier County
Chief, Hugh Jackson asked his fellow Blackfeet: “When your councilman whiz-
zes past you in a new shining gas buggy, don’t it sort of seem to you that some
of your [oil] money missed your pants pocket or stocking?” Jackson attacked
council “aristocrats” and “elites,” like Councilwoman Mae Williamson and
her oil-rich husband, who were all perceived to be ill suited to represent the
interests of the “Blackfeet Tribe of Indians.”37 The result of the election was
once again high turnover.

The lesson of the 1938 and the 1940 BTBC elections was that the pursuit
of the economic “greater good” was not enough to ensure a measure of politi-
cal stability. The exigent task of new councils was to create a political economy
that balanced rehabilitation with relief and to address full-bloods’ argument
that oil revenues belonged to “the people.” During a heated council meeting
held shortly after the 1940 election, Blackweasel complained that “all of our
Tribal money and oil money goes toward [IRA administration]” while elderly
Blackfeet went hungry. James White Calf told the new council to “ask the
people what they want to do with this money. It is the people who have hired
you to do the work for them.”38 As the 1938 and 1940 elections demonstrated,
many tribal members wanted the council to distribute oil revenues to “the
people” rather than invest them in programs that benefited a small segment
of Blackfeet society. A perception existed that the BTBC spent oil revenues on
council salaries and on loans for “white people”—Blackfeet with little Indian
blood.
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By 1940 the Blackfeet Nation had become split between proponents of long-
term rehabilitation funded by oil revenue and supporters of short-term per
capita distributions of that revenue. Two economies were therefore evolving
on the Blackfeet Reservation: one an organic economy that rested on the hope
of a “rehabilitated” reservation capable of providing self-sustaining agricul-
ture; the other an “artificial economy,” to use Thomas Biolsi’s term,39 that de-
pended upon welfare from tribal and federal sources, a system that offered
little promise of structural change. Each economy contained elements of the
other. The artificial economy depended largely on the benefits of tribal oil pro-
duction, whereas the organic economy depended in part on the “corporate”
welfare of government credit and investment. The artificial economy remained
a tribal economy, embracing the tribe as both developer of natural resources
and provider of welfare payments; the organic economy evolved as an assimi-
lation economy, asserting the need for individual investment and adoption of
“white monetary attitudes.”

Economists typically sanction the allocation of financial resources for
long-term development programs rather than cash payouts. What is impor-
tant here is how cultural issues infused this debate over income distribution,
especially because oil production connoted, for full-bloods in particular, an
offering from Mother Earth. The protest against the BTBC’s management of
oil revenues was both economic and cultural in origin. Many Blackfeet, mixed-
and full-bloods alike, did not believe they would benefit from the BTBC’s
trickle-down cattle economics, which they considered discriminatory because
it favored younger mixed-blood families. Older Blackfeet of high blood quan-
tum saw these families, by virtue of their age and limited Blackfeet blood
quantum, as the least worthy of receiving the proceeds of the tribal estate. In
a 1941 protest letter to John Collier, Hugh Jackson argued that “the real Indi-
ans are ignored and penalized under the present set up. . . . Your honor my
pure blood friends positively want their oil money paid to them in cash.”
Jackson claimed tribal revenues should be “paid out to the rightful owners
annually.”40 Full-bloods and mixed-bloods like Jackson objected to council
members “profiting” from “their” lands, in part because full-bloods, more
than any other group, had retained their individual allotments and an atten-
dant belief in the sacredness of land. Blackfeet who had sold their allotments
had, in effect, given up their right to earn any income from the land or from
the oil that lay beneath it.41 The conflict that raged between the respective
supporters of the Rehabilitation Program and per capita distributions—what
Duane Champagne calls “sustained economic enterprises” and “subsistence
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economic orientations,” respectively42—thus had class, cultural, generational,
and racial dimensions.

Historians of Native American political economies have noted the effect
of an “unstable political environment” on the viability of long-term economic
development.43 But these factors feed off each other, as the 1938 and 1940 BTBC
elections indicated. And per capita payments, although not a source of stimula-
tion to an economy lacking consumer goods production, nevertheless provided
the means for individual or group investment. A family of five (the average
family size on the Blackfeet Reservation) could use its combined payment to
purchase livestock or farm seed or for other worthwhile purposes. Some
Blackfeet, for example, used a distribution from a 1936 land claim to pay for
school tuition. Per capita distributions were seen as welfare payments or hand-
outs by most federal officials and by some, but not all, assimilated mixed-
bloods. Both groups were intent on creating “sustained economic enterprises”
in line with Western models. Failing to consider the various cultural dimen-
sions of Native American economies, federal officials opposed Blackfeet con-
trol of distribution in the 1940s and 1950s, just as they had fought to control
tribally based production in the 1920s and 1930s.

The BTBC thus faced pressure to produce a long-term investment pro-
gram sanctioned by the BIA while satisfying the short-term needs of an in-
creasingly outspoken group of Blackfeet injecting culture into an economic
debate. The council was stuck in the middle between struggling constituents
needing income and enterprising constituents needing capital. The council
could not avoid releasing per capita payments, given the demand for them;
councilman Leo Kennerly argued in late 1941 for the timely release of oil money
to help “the poorer class of people.”44 And yet by doing so the council risked
setting expectations of annual distributions. When those expectations were
not fulfilled, political turnover was the result, creating an unstable political
environment. BIA official George Fox noted to a colleague in 1942 that council-
men felt compelled to “get the [oil] income committed in order to take the heat
off themselves that is being applied by their constituents.”45 The BTBC’s chal-
lenge was to create a stable political economic environment that could balance
the needs of the two factions—the assimilated and the tribal—and stimulate
growth in their respective economies.

The Blackfeet Nation’s economy was affected by a number of factors be-
sides federal resistance and constant political turnover. According to Howard
Gaare, who audited the nation’s finances during the late 1940s and early 1950s,
BTBC members’ lack of financial education and their resistance to white ad-
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visers and their administrative practices contributed to their poor performance
and thus to the rise of dissident groups eager to divest them of fiscal control of
community resources. Gaare, echoing Fox’s point, also attributed the council’s
problems to the “constant pressure” members faced from relatives, friends,
and constituents to release funds in per capita payments or “loans” for hay,
school uniforms, and other necessities—most of which “were not paid back”;
although many of the loans were for good causes, their proliferation created
budget problems and the perception of favoritism. For example, Gaare con-
fronted BTBC treasurer Iliff McKay after discovering a $6,500 “shortfall.”
McKay explained to Gaare that he “took the money and gave it to people who
asked for it.” In Gaare’s (and McKay’s) mind these distributions were not cor-
rupt but were an “Indian” form of resource distribution, a modern form of the
traditional giveaway that characterized traditional Blackfeet social relations.46

Other contemporary observers of Blackfeet politics like Felix Cohen, John
Ewers, and William Fenton all argued that what appeared to white officials to
be corruption was actually a syncretic form of cultural tradition. Fenton, who
investigated Blackfeet factionalism in August 1950, described a “payoff prob-
lem” that was “related to the problem of gift giving” and the maintenance of
“status.”47 Cohen, the tribe’s attorney, described to new council members the
“resentment which white officials have so often expressed against the gener-
osity that Blackfeet Indians and their tribal leaders have always shown to-
wards those of their own people who are in need or distress. We have a hard
job ahead of us, in trying to combine Blackfeet generosity and white man’s
business practices.”48

Thus, the Blackfeet cultural tradition of the giveaway, the sharing of com-
munity or family assets in difficult times, was institutionalized through tribal
income distribution. Council officials would issue “tribal emergency loans” of
between five and twenty-five dollars, many of which went to full-bloods.49

Despite good intentions, such distributions were not regularized and so were
open to abuse. For example, during the unusually harsh winter of 1950, the
council distributed a portion of its tribal funds in the form of a per capita ad-
vance.50 According to Howard Gaare, Blackfeet from outlying communities trav-
eled to the tribe’s welfare office during a blizzard, only to discover that the funds
were insufficient to give everyone a “loan.”51 In the framework of IRA constitu-
tional democracy, BTBC fiscal behavior was inconsistent and at times corrupt,
leading many Blackfeet citizens as well as BIA officials to rightly expect reform.

Leaders of the Blackfeet Nation, a constellation of interest groups that had
formed along cultural, ethnic, and class lines, tried to mediate this civil conflict
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through various democratic measures. In March 1945 the BTBC organized a
Constitutional Convention to consider amendments to the nation’s governing
political framework and, more generally, its future in postwar America. Dur-
ing the nine-day meeting, the first of its kind in Native America, delegates
spoke urgently about providing returning servicemen and younger Blackfeet
with viable work and establishing a diversified economic agenda in the event
the tribe’s oil supplies dried up like a dust bowl grazing range.52 Theodore
Haas, the BIA’s chief counsel, emphasized the need for coordinated develop-
ment that would ensure a steady revenue stream not contingent upon sus-
tained oil flow. BIA officials were concerned that if the tribe’s oil revenues
decreased or were “spent entirely on per capita payments, it is possible the
future Blackfeet generation may be in a critical condition.” Per capita pay-
ments jeopardized a tribe’s capital wealth, Haas argued; he sanctioned instead
investment vehicles like war bonds, land purchases, and livestock enterprises.53

BTBC chairman Joseph Brown told the delegates he had experienced diffi-
culty “expressing [similar] views because if I did, you would be on my neck,
particularly so with this per capita payment that we have been making here
every year.”54 Brown acknowledged that the pressure for per capita payments
would continue, but he cautioned delegates that “it is just as Mr. Haas told
you, that unless you put your money into something to bring your money
back, you are sure to fail, as soon as your oil wells dwindle down and that is
sure to come. Your income will be exhausted.”55

Brown succeeded to a great extent in presenting a view of a council well-
meaning in its control of the reservation economy by explaining to the full-
blood faction and other interested Blackfeet “where your money has been
going.” But he admitted that a certain segment of the tribe did not wish to
support stock owners and wanted the cash instead. He thus failed to satisfy
those Blackfeet who could not secure loans because of insufficient collateral
or those who had little inclination to begin a stock enterprise, as well as the
perennially disgruntled minority who continued to believe the tribal govern-
ment “cost too much on overhead expenses.”56 Oil revenue distribution prac-
tices stubbornly remained a cause of intratribal tension.

On one hand, elderly full-bloods failed to appreciate the various programs
the BTBC had established in support of their interests. Under the leadership of
Joseph Brown, whose mother was a full-blood, it had funded a tribal welfare
office, tribal ceremonies, arts and crafts programs, and rheumatism treatments
for full-blood members, as well as championed referendums that established a
tribal sick fund and a funeral fund.57 At the same time, these full-blood dissidents
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succeeded in waging a remarkable campaign to keep the “poor Indian”—both
mixed-blood and full-blood—involved in and the object of Blackfeet politics.
The “minority group” posed legitimate questions about the BTBC’s manage-
ment of tribal oil assets. A related problem involved the granting of preference
rights to oil tracts to the wealthiest Blackfeet rather than seeking the highest
return from competitive bidding.58 Most important, these problems affected
not just full-bloods but all tribal members who depended on oil revenues—
whether for per capita distributions or for legitimate tribal loans.

Tribal members became increasingly sensitive to BTBC economic strat-
egy because it had the potential of jeopardizing a sustained income flow. A
new resistance to BTBC activities began in late 1945 when tribal members
voted on two referendums on oil policy.59 On October 3, 1945, Blackfeet vot-
ers soundly rejected the BTBC’s plan to invest tribal funds in its own oil op-
eration by a vote of 543–55, deciding, in effect, to retain BIA supervision of
their oil resources.60 Concerned about losing access to tribal loans and to what
little income they got from per capita payments, voters elected not to risk it.
On November 30, Blackfeet voters defeated by a vote of 532–244 a similar
referendum that proposed the sale of the tribe’s “participating royalty inter-
est” in drilling contracts for a lump sum.61 The Indian Reorganization Act had
given the BTBC more authority to engage in economic development. It also
gave the Blackfeet people democratic tools to circumscribe that development
agenda depending on how they saw it; the Blackfeet’s IRA charter had forced
the BTBC to put the oil plans to a vote. And in the 1946 election, Blackfeet
voters again made their voices heard, rejecting ten of thirteen council mem-
bers who had decided to withhold an end-of-the-year per capita distribution
in favor of livestock purchases.

The legitimacy of BTBC sovereignty was questioned in two important elec-
tions in the early 1950s that represented two radically different paths for the
Blackfeet. In June 1950, voters rejected by a wide margin the BTBC’s efforts to
expand its control of tribal economic affairs by “terminating” elements of the
Interior Department’s regulatory authority. And in May 1952, dissidents orga-
nized a referendum on transferring the authority to distribute tribal income
from the BTBC to the agency superintendent. Concerned about the BTBC’s
capacity to function for the tribe as a whole, the Blackfeet electorate took the
path toward lesser sovereignty rather than the one leading to greater sover-
eignty. In the middle of this intense civil conflict, a terminationist BIA helped
to drive Blackfeet factions apart and prevent an agreement that could have
ended a long-standing cycle of dissension. BIA officials co-opted the full-bloods’
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new “people’s committee” that had pushed for fiscal reforms, assumed con-
trol of managing the referendum election in violation of the Blackfeet Nation’s
IRA constitution, and refused to sanction a compromise measure reached be-
tween the people’s committee and a newly elected crop of progressive BTBC
leaders.62 But the Blackfeet Nation as a whole benefited from the election cam-
paigns. The public discussions and anger over government interference per-
force pushed the factions closer together even as BIA officials pulled them
apart.

Although the BTBC did not secure expanded powers of supervision, it
did retain control of tribal revenues. And the issue of per capita distributions
assumed a prominent place in budget considerations because it had become
obvious to council leaders that they had to regularize these distributions.
During the July 1952 BTBC budget meeting, “per capita payment” was item 1
on the agenda, reflecting its political importance. The council chairman an-
nounced that “the people should be informed that in accordance with their
wishes, approximately 50% of the anticipated income has been set aside for
the [payment].”63 The council also agreed to budget $800 to fund the full-
bloods’ political action committee, the Honorary Council Committee, thus
indicating its newfound influence. The BTBC subsequently approved per
capita payments in late 1952 and in 1953, 1954, and 1955. The council’s ac-
tions reflected both the importance of this new political consensus and the
dramatic increase in oil revenues. The 1955 payment amounted to $225 per
tribal member—the largest amount ever released—the result of oil-lease bo-
nuses totaling nearly $2.5 million. According to the local newspaper, the Brown-
ing Chief, “Every member of the Blackfeet tribe is looking forward to
Christmastime this season—out of the joy of expectancy in a per capita pay-
ment from accumulated Tribal oil royalties.” Not quite satisfied, full-blood
leaders protested the $225 payment because the council had originally prom-
ised to pay out $300 to each tribal member. And so the council issued an addi-
tional $75 payment.64

���

Per capita distributions failed to solve all of the tribe’s political problems; tribal
dissidents, full-bloods in particular, continued to protest the actions of the BTBC
and to pressure Interior officials to monitor tribal finances. But they served as
reminders that the Blackfeet electorate had demanded an equitable distribu-
tion of tribal resources and that political action could produce change if prop-
erly organized. Since the mid-1930s most of the tribe’s financial resources had
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gone to fund the expansion of the livestock industry: the council allocated
funds for cattle and land purchases, credit committee and cattle board expenses,
cattle and hay loans, and the reservation’s irrigation infrastructure. These ex-
penditures were mostly legitimate and had resulted in the creation of what
could be called a Blackfeet middle class. But, as noted, cattle had not become
the “second buffalo” for many Blackfeet citizens. Oil had. And “the people”
accordingly had demanded what Michael Walzer calls “distributive justice.”

Beyond the political and economic dimensions of this struggle over com-
munity-owned resources was the question of the character of the Blackfeet
community. Full-bloods sought to preserve the idea of the tribe as a “family,”
as Wades in the Water put it. According to Walter Wetzel, BTBC chairman in
1952, “the main thing [full-bloods] asked me to [do was] keep the reserva-
tion—the tribe—together.”65 Walzer wrote that “[d]istributive justice in the
sphere of welfare and security has a twofold meaning. . . . [I]t refers, first, to
the recognition of need and, second, to the recognition of membership. Goods
must be provided to needy members because of their neediness, but they must
also be provided in such a way as to sustain their membership.”66 Per capita
distributions of tribally owned assets represented both a form of economic
justice for the Blackfeet “needy” and a symbol of the Blackfeet Nation taking
care of its own by providing welfare and security to its members through an
institutional form of the giveaway custom that had governed traditional
Blackfeet social relations.

Salvation and sovereignty were tied together in a cultural economy shaped
by political action, class-based struggle, and cultural persistence. Between the
end of the allotment period in the 1910s and the termination years of the 1950s,
oil leasing and its profits dominated the discourse of Blackfeet politics and
drove the BTBC’s search for sovereignty. Blackfeet politicians defended this
sovereignty in the face of coercive state intervention in the democratic process
while resisting exploitation by white businessmen intent on stripping the
Blackfeet Nation of its assets. Through referenda governed by IRA provisions,
Blackfeet citizens mediated this vision of sovereignty to help steer the Blackfeet
Nation’s economic policies, influencing the character of their community in
the process. In searching for salvation and restored social influence, full-bloods
adapted to the political reality of Western models of twentieth-century demo-
cratic decision making. And in waging a sustained protest movement they
also helped shape a syncretic Blackfeet political culture that contained an ele-
ment of nineteenth-century decision making based on deliberation and con-
sensus. By doing so, they helped enlarge the constituency of the “real Indians



46     PAUL C. ROSIER

who constitute the real tribe” and thus defended the value and importance of
being Blackfeet in the modern world.
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With their self-government circumscribed by the conditions of reservation life but with
the dominant culture still expecting them to “modernize,” Indian nations in the early
twentieth century responded by establishing business councils. Intended to reconstruct
tribal governance in ways that segregated the political (or personal) from the profes-
sional, business councils can be seen as evidence of assimilation, critical stages in
which external domination extended to the mechanics of governance. But given the
reality of external domination, what kinds of “business” could these bodies reasonably
conduct? In his examination of the Kiowa-Comanche-Apache Business Committee
during the first decades of the twentieth century, David La Vere documents a process
whereby native council members adjusted their activities to those areas where they
still enjoyed some autonomy and used this new body as a way to chart a course be-
tween tradition and modernity.

“Follow the money.” This is not only a useful guide for investigators in mod-
ern America, it also implies what is important in U.S. society. If you want to
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know who profited from the merger or why the city council built the bridge
where it did, then “follow the money.” In American Indian society a better
directive might be “follow the lines of kinship.” Do you want to know why
someone joined this faction rather than the other? Kinship would provide a better
clue than a money trail. “Who’s your mother” means more and gets asked more
often than “what do you do for a living.” For thousands of years kinship served
as the cornerstone of each and every American Indian band, village, and na-
tion. Kin looked after kin. During the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen-
turies, as the U.S. government tried to inculcate a sense of business enterprise
among the Indians but wanted to regulate it at the same time, the government
kept getting caught in these webs of kinship and obligations of reciprocity.
Turn-of-the-century Indians put more emphasis on supporting kin and expand-
ing one’s kinship network than they did on creating profitable ventures. A
good example is found at the turn of the twentieth century with the Kiowa-
Comanche-Apache (KCA) Reservation Business Committee. Much to the U.S.
government’s dismay, the reservation Indians used the Business Committee
not only to outflank government strictures but also to graft “traditional” meth-
ods onto modern economics and politics to produce a uniquely “Indian way.”

October 10, 1899, was a busy day for the Indian peoples of the Kiowa-
Comanche-Apache Reservation in southwest Indian Territory. It proved to be
a significant one, also. Their agent, James Randlett, had called a general coun-
cil of the reservation’s three resident nations to present some proposals that
needed their collective attention. Scores of Indians milled around the agency
headquarters at Anadarko, Indian Territory, now Oklahoma. To a select group
of Kiowa, Comanche, and Apache chiefs and principal men, Agent Randlett
ticked off the issues.

The Acme Cement Plaster Company of St. Louis, Missouri, had asked to
lease some reservation land to mine gypsum. The Absentee Wyandotte Indi-
ans wanted to purchase some KCA Reservation land on which they could settle.
Settlers from the nearby town of Chickasha had been stealing stone from the
reservation, and although Randlett insisted he would try to enforce the law
against this thievery, the agent suggested the Indians sell the stone to the towns-
people by leasing the quarrying privilege. One T. A. Babb and his sister, Mrs.
Bianca Babb Bell, both of Texas, had requested to be adopted by the Comanches
in consideration of their brief captivity over twenty-five years ago in one of
the last Indian raids into north Texas. Their mother had been killed, and they
had lived among the Comanches for eighteen months and ten months, respec-
tively. Their father had spent a small fortune to recover them.1
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Randlett felt all this was a lot to digest, and he concluded by saying that
since commercial concerns would increasingly come before the Indians, their
traditional council method of letting every man have a say in the decision-
making process would be too cumbersome. So out of thin air Randlett created
the “Kiowa-Comanche-Apache Business Committee.” He proposed that the
reservation’s four recognized chiefs form the core of the committee: Apeahtone
of the Kiowas; Apache John of the Apaches (Kiowa-Apaches); Quanah Parker,
whom Randlett recognized as the principal chief of the Comanches; and Eschiti,
a Comanche principal chief only slightly less important than Quanah. These
four chiefs would each then select one man from among their own followers to
make up the remainder of the committee. Apeahtone of the Kiowas chose
Pahkotoquodle, Apache John chose Saddle Blanket, Quanah selected Coathty,
and Eschiti selected Otto Wells. Apeahtone, Apache John, and Quanah, along
with their seconds, tended to be pragmatic, so-called progressive men who
acknowledged that their people had to slowly adopt the trappings of Ameri-
can culture being forced upon them. Eschiti and Otto Wells were traditional-
ists who rejected wholesale acculturation and demanded that the United States
observe every last line of the 1867 Treaty of Medicine Lodge Creek, which had
placed these Indians on this reservation. An intense rivalry, even a dislike,
simmered between Quanah and Eschiti over these issues and would bedevil
the committee for years. Although Agent Randlett termed it a Business Com-
mittee, in reality it was a three-nation coalition reservation government with
the eight men representing the Indians as a whole but under the control of the
agent. Although these chiefs represented their respective nations, the agent
was king and the Business Committee his royal advisers over whom he held
veto power.2

That Randlett could create an Indian, multinational reservation govern-
ment with the stroke of his pen showed how far these Southern Plains peoples
had fallen into the clutches of the U.S. government. Prior to the 1860s the
Comanches, Kiowas, and Plains Apaches had laid claim to just about everything
south of the Arkansas River. During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries,
the Plains Apaches and Comanches had battled each other for domination of
the buffalo- and horse-rich Southern Plains. The Comanches and their Wichita
and Caddo allies prevailed, eventually driving most Plains Apaches into the
mountains of New Mexico or the Hispanic settlements of northern Mexico. To
replenish goods lost in battle, they raided Mexican towns, missions, and ranches
and thus managed to keep the Spanish presence in Texas weak and ineffec-
tual. After the 1790s the Comanches solidified their control of the Southern
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Plains by allying with the Kiowas and Kiowa-Apaches who were migrating
down from Yellowstone country. The Kiowa-Apaches were distant cousins to
the same Plains Apaches the Comanches had driven from the Plains, but gen-
erations ago they had joined with the Kiowa people and migrated south with
them. Although a much smaller nation than the Kiowas, these same Kiowa-
Apaches became the Apaches led by Apache John and one of the three nations
residing on the Kiowa-Comanche-Apache reservation.3

On the Southern Plains the Comanches, Kiowas, and Apaches participated
in a far-flung economy in which they exchanged horses, buffalo hides, and
captives for firearms, kettles, cloth, and a host of other manufactured goods. A
man could go far if he controlled the distribution of these commodities. He
gained status by taking care of his kin. Strong men generously gave away food
and goods and tried particularly to look out for weaker kin. The demands of
reciprocity obligated recipients to respond with support and assistance, per-
haps even with labor and commodities. The more kin one could call on, the
greater one’s influence. By drawing upon the obligations of reciprocity his gift
giving reinforced, an ambitious man could advance his interests and those of
his band. He could gain a true following by expanding his kinships through
blood, marriage, or adoption—especially if some of the married or adopted
kin were powerful people in their own right, such as other Indian leaders or
Euro-American traders. If he could also display such cardinal virtues as gen-
erosity, courage, and wisdom while delivering the goods to his people, so to
speak, he became a man to be reckoned with, a leader of his people, even
recognized as such by the Americans. But he could never forget his kin, from
whom his power flowed.4

The ability of the Comanches, Kiowas, and Apaches to control the South-
ern Plains economy had eroded by the 1850s. The creation of Indian Territory,
the American settlement of Texas and Kansas, the influx of migrants passing
over the trails west, the destruction of the great buffalo herds, and the epidem-
ics that periodically swept through their camps hemmed them in and made
them weaker. The 1867 Treaty of Medicine Lodge Creek forced them onto a
reservation constituting the southwest corner of Indian Territory. One last at-
tempt to stave off reservation life came with the brief Red River War of 1874–
1875. Although they were led by Quanah Parker and others, the Comanches,
Kiowas, and Apaches were quickly defeated by the U.S. Army and put back
on the reservation. By the mid-1880s the Comanche population had plum-
meted from about 20,000 during the Spanish years to only around 1,400. From
the 1880s onward, Quanah and the other leaders found themselves having to
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walk a fine line between helping their own people and acquiescing to U.S.
demands.5

And the United States demanded much, most important that Indians be-
come settled, Christian farmers scratching out a living on individually owned
plots of land. To teach the Indians “civilization,” the government and religious
organizations combined to build churches, schools, and model farms. Aiming
to stamp out Indian culture, agents listed rule after rule with which the Indi-
ans must comply, such as prohibiting Indian dances and ceremonies, banning
the drinking of alcohol, even regulating how cattle must be slaughtered. The
government also struck at the issues of kinship and reciprocity when it for-
bade “giveaways,” in which Indians handed out quantities of their goods and
property as gifts. A major blow to Indian sovereignty came in 1892 when the
Jerome Agreement applied allotment to the KCA reservation. Pressured into
giving up their reservation lands for $2 million, the Kiowas, Comanches, and
Apaches began receiving their land allotments in 1901, and in 1906 the United
States threw open the remainder of the reservation to white settlement.

Many Indians protested. Kiowa chief Lone Wolf’s assertion that the U.S.
government illegally broke up their reservation without the three-quarter vote
of reservation men as required by the Medicine Lodge Treaty went all the way
to the Supreme Court. In 1903 the Court ruled in Lone Wolf v. Hitchcock that
Congress had the right to allot Indian lands, as it not only had the power to
abrogate treaties but could also pass legislation over the Indians’ objections.
Still, confusion resulted. Were the Kiowas, Comanches, and Apaches still In-
dian nations or just a mass of individual Indian property owners? Even the
government could not decide. It was in this shadowy period between the sign-
ing of the Jerome Agreement and the breakup of the KCA reservation that
Agent Randlett created the Business Committee.6

If anything, the Business Committee, with elections held every two years,
became a new and very visible Indian political arena. Quanah, Eschiti,
Apeahtone, and Apache John had followers and kinfolk, and they needed to
provide for their people in order to retain power, especially as rivals always
lurked in the background hoping to gain at their expense. Quanah and Eshiti
often battled each other on the committee, but after they died in the early twen-
tieth century the committee evolved into a 3-3-2 structure: three Comanches,
three Kiowas, and two Apaches. But these later representatives sometimes
found it difficult to serve their people, as the agent and later the superinten-
dents could overrule the committee. Even elected committeemen could be
denied their seats for drunkenness, peyote use, or “evidence of nonprogres-
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siveness.”7 With hunting and warfare no longer routes to prestige, aggressive
and ambitious men now fought over political positions. Since leaders sat on
the Business Committee and such a seat was evidence of leadership, intense
rivalries developed within each nation for the positions. In the early twenti-
eth century, what is often described as the old progressive-traditionalist divi-
sion could best be seen in the peyote issue, pitting those advocating the use of
peyote in Native American church services against those who saw it as a drug
and as “nonprogressive.” So these factions battled for seats on the Business
Committee and if their candidate did not win, they immediately asked for a
new election.8

In the days after the initial Business Committee meeting in October 1899,
the eight representatives met with Randlett and quickly disposed of the com-
mercial questions at hand. They approved the gypsum-mining lease with the
Acme Cement Plaster Company, and they agreed to sell stone to the Chickasha
townfolk. They refused to sell reservation land to the Absentee Wyandottes
and unanimously rejected Babb and Bell’s petition for adoption. Going a step
further, the committee also voted to use $60,000 of their “grass money”—money
they received for leasing parts of the reservation to cattle companies— to pur-
chase young heifers to be distributed among the reservation population so
they could create their own herds. Finally, the committee officially requested
that the agent prevent the sale of alcohol on their reservation.9

Then the actual “business” activities of the Business Committee came to
an end. For the next fifty years the committee rarely dealt with business as
Euro-Americans would define it. From here on the committee mainly autho-
rized the paying of bills or tried to protect the interests of reservation Indians
by supplicating the government for various things, such as money for attor-
neys to press the Indians’ land claims or for royalties from oil and gas wells in
the Red River.10 The most obvious reason for the committee’s lack of interest in
business enterprises was that members quickly realized that the agent and the
U.S. government, not the Indians, would decide what type of commercial ven-
tures they should be involved in. For example, when the Business Committee
tried to hire an attorney in early 1900 to recover back-due grass money, Agent
Randlett quashed the attempt, writing that “this matter will be attended to by
the agent and there is no occasion for paying anyone else to attend it.”11 When
Randlett convened the Business Committee to select the 480,000-acre “big
pasture” initially set aside from allotment, the committee members allowed
the agent to select the acreage for them.12 Any doubt as to who actually held
the power was dispelled in 1917 when the Bureau of Indian Affairs told the
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Indians that “the Business Committee is not expected to handle any business
independently of the superintendent [agent].”13 Ironically, that same year Com-
missioner of Indian Affairs Cato Sells told the Comanches that the “purpose of
the work which the government is doing for the Indians is to train and equip
them to attend to their own affairs and to get them away from the old tribal
government.”14

Another reason for ending the committee’s business interactions was that
as the KCA reservation was allotted and the surplus lands were opened to
white settlement, individual Indians rather than the Business Committee be-
gan to make, or tried to make, their own business deals. Even then, the agent
had the final say. When Kiowa George tried to lease some of his allotted land
so a white man could open a slaughterhouse, Randlett stepped in, arguing
that the white man had no right to enter into an agreement with Kiowa George,
and he ejected the man from the reservation.15 As the leasing of allotments
picked up steam in the early twentieth century, Agent Randlett pressured the
Business Committee to allow him to handle the leasings for individual Indi-
ans, promising that he would not allow them to take less than twenty cents an
acre per year.16

Although the Business Committee may have abandoned commercial ven-
tures, it became very active in adopting and enrolling outsiders into the re-
spective Kiowa, Comanche, and Apache Nations. The petition of T. A. Babb
and Bianca Bell seemed to open a spillway of Business Committee actions on
adoption. In fact, the day after the Business Committee was created, the mem-
bers returned with a list of people they wanted to adopt into their respective
nations.

Quanah Parker, chief of the Comanches, proposed the adoption of David
Grantham, a white man and “a desirable man to be adopted into the Comanche
tribe.” Lone Wolf, a chief of the Kiowas, asked the committee to adopt W. D.
Lancaster, a white man the Kiowas wanted to hire to build a cemetery and to
move the bones of their people into it. Ned Brace, describing himself as a full-
blood Kiowa and a graduate of Carlisle Indian School, asked the committee to
adopt his wife, Martha, a “half-blood” Indian who had no Indian rights any-
where else. Jim Waldo, a Kiowa and future committeeman, stating that he had
no children of his own, asked the committee to allow him to adopt Willie Gibson,
a ten-year-old Cherokee boy. And so on the same day that the Business Com-
mittee rejected the petition of Babb and Bell, it officially approved the adop-
tions of Grantham, Lancaster, Martha Brace, and Willie Gibson.17 Ironically,
although Babb and Bell were refused, the Business Committee later adopted
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two other former captives—Annie Le Barre, a white woman from Texas,18 and
Herman Lehmann, one of the most famous Texas captives who had lived with
the Comanches during the 1870s and had written a widely read account of his
captivity entitled Nine Years Among the Indians.19

But White Buffalo of the Comanches raised an important question: What
about white men who had married Kiowa, Comanche, or Apache women? He
pointed out two such men, Dr. J. F. Rowell and John Bert Bear, a former Indian
trader. Both had married Indian women, had children, and planned to live
among the Indians for the rest of their days. “They ought to be adopted so they
can get places for their children,” White Buffalo explained. “I think we can
afford to adopt them.”20 White Buffalo got the Business Committee to think
not only about white men who had married Indian women but about others as
well. What about people who had been adopted earlier by individual Indians?
And what of Comanche, Kiowa, and Apache adults and children who had not
been enrolled for land allotment? What of children born after all the allot-
ments had been made and the surplus land sold? Or children born to Kiowa,
Comanche, or Apache parents who did not live on the reservation?

Understanding that kin had to be officially adopted into the nation to re-
ceive their share of land and money, the committee went on a spree. The com-
mittee adopted Rowell and Bear, and also, over the next few years, it adopted
William Pedrick, the reservation’s district farmer who had married the sister
of Kiowa chief Apeahtone;21 Carl Reid, a part-Lakota part-Chippewa man who
had married a Kiowa woman;22 and Harry Heath, the son of an Apache woman
and a Comanche man who had been born at the Uintah Ute Agency but who
lived on the Mescalero Apache Reservation.23 The council officially adopted
William Lone Wolf, a mixed-blood Creek who years earlier had been adopted
by Kiowa chief Lone Wolf as his own son.24 A few years later the committee
would adopt Laura Clark Parker—the wife of White Parker, Quanah’s son—
and Aubra C. Birdsong, husband of Quanah’s daughter Neda Parker. Eschiti,
Quanah’s enemy, vigorously opposed adopting Parker and Birdsong, as did
Superintendent Ernest Stecker, who pointed out that their spouses owned al-
lotments so there was no need for them to have separate lands. Despite the
agent’s objections, the committee adopted them and enrolled them for land
allotments.25

The Business Committee also turned its attention to Comanches and their
children who had fled the nation during the Plains Wars and thus missed out on
allotment. The committee adopted Mootadah; her two grandchildren, Werchekard
and Pessa; and her great-grandchild, Mesquah. All four had been living with the
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Kickapoos in Mexico.26 The committee also approved the adoption of Sotero
de la Cerday, the son of a Comanche woman, as well as his three children, and
Sanawas, an elderly Comanche—all of whom had been living in Mexico.27

Unfortunately, the chance to get a free 160-acre allotment of land or a cut
of Indian money also brought the snakes out of the grass. Ellen Davlin ap-
peared at the agency, a two-year-old baby girl in tow, claiming that in 1898 she
had spent the night in the tepee of Kooyastley, an Apache man who had since
died. The child was his, she said, and so should not only be adopted but should
receive a share of the grass money. When no Indians supported Davlin’s claims,
Agent Randlett, relying heavily on the fact that the child had blond hair and
gray eyes, turned down the request.28

Another woman, Lizzie Ford, approached Randlett in 1901 with a petition
signed by some Kiowas asking that she be adopted. Ford finally admitted that
an attorney had told her that if she paid him twenty-five dollars, he would get
her enrolled among the Kiowas so she could acquire a tract of Indian land. The
agent turned her down, too. Randlett and later agents also had serious misgiv-
ings about Dr. Rowell’s and Bert Bear’s adoptions. They viewed them as “squaw
men” who had married Indian women to get their land and who now wanted
an allotment and monies of their own. But the Comanches saw Rowell and
Bear as valuable kinspeople and fathers of Comanche children who should
have enough resources to take care of their families.29

The fact that the agent could turn down Davlin and Ford for adoption
demonstrates the limits of Business Committee authority. As with so many
other issues pertaining to the Indians, the U.S. government had the final say.
Just because the Business Committee made the adoptions did not mean these
people would be officially recognized as Indians by the government, be placed
on the rolls, or ever get a share of annuities, grass money, oil revenues, or
allotted land.

Early on, Randlett asked the commissioner of Indian affairs for instruc-
tions regarding adoptions, but none was forthcoming. Rather, adoptions and
enrollments were taken up on a case-by-case basis and sent to the commis-
sioner and the secretary of the Interior, who either approved or disapproved
them. In the first spate of 1899 Business Committee adoptions, Randlett rec-
ommended all be disapproved except that of Martha Brace, the half-Indian
wife of Kiowa Ned Brace. When the list came back from the commissioner of
Indian affairs, the white man David Grantham had been adopted and enrolled
because he had been specifically approved to receive land in the Jerome Com-
mission agreement. All others had been rejected, including Martha Brace.30
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Still, the Business Committee did not give up. Over the years it often went
head to head with the agent and later with superintendents over the adoption
and enrollment issue.31 Kiowa chief Lone Wolf’s adopted Creek son, William,
was finally approved, and he eventually received his own allotment and share
of the grass money.32 Former captive Herman Lehmann was allowed to be
adopted and was given, as a Bureau of Indian Affairs lawyer stated, “all the
benefits of money conferred by the [Jerome] Agreement of October 21, 1892,
the same as if a member by blood, this being the only right which the Indians
could confer on persons adopted or enrolled after the cession of their lands.”33

Lehmann never received an allotment of land, although he would keep try-
ing for years to come.34 Dr. Rowell’s allotment came in 1925. Martha Brace,
after numerous tries, finally had her adoption approved and, along with fel-
low petitioners Anacleto Portillo and Bessie Yellowfish, received her allotment
in 1926. Carl Reid, the Lakota-Chippewa worker, got his allotment in 1928.35

W. D. Lancaster, the cemetery worker; Annie Le Barre, the former captive;
and Willie Gibson, the ten-year-old Cherokee boy, might not have been so
lucky. Their names do not appear on the reservation land rolls.36

The Business Committee had much better luck with people who were ac-
tually of Comanche, Kiowa, or Apache descent. Harry Heath, the Comanche-
Apache boy on the Mescalero Reservation, was finally approved, as were all
the Comanche men, women, and children who had missed out on the first
allotment.37 In fact, in 1906 and 1908 the government cut additional, although
smaller, land allotments out of the grazing and wood reserves to give to
unallotted KCA adults and children.38 Even after all the reservation land had
been allotted or sold, Business Committee members would try to get shares of
oil and gas revenues and other monies distributed to their unenrolled and
unallotted children.39

So why did the Business Committee abandon “business” and spend so
much time on adoptions and enrollments? Certainly, a main reason must have
been that its members quickly realized that the committee lacked true autonomy
over strictly business matters. The government had overturned earlier cattle-
leasing arrangements made by Quanah Parker and other chiefs. Even when
land allotment became a fait accompli and each head of family was to utilize
his allotted land as he saw fit, the government still took it upon itself to ap-
prove or disapprove leasing arrangements. So the Business Committee real-
ized the obvious: that it had little power when it came to business affairs.

Nevertheless, adoptions were something committee members felt they had
some control over, and in this instance the Indians acted in both a very modern
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and a very traditional manner. On one hand, since the U.S. government viewed
them as domestic dependent nations, as nations the Kiowas, Comanches, and
Apaches therefore had the right to determine which people were or were not
their citizens. In this light, then, adoptions were an act of naturalization, creat-
ing new citizens who would benefit the nation as a whole.

On the other hand, the Business Committee was also acting in a very tradi-
tional Indian manner. Before the Indians were placed on reservations, adoptions
had been a family matter. Some captives, friends, traders, and other strangers
who proved their value and loyalty had been adopted by families and so be-
came kin, with all the rights and privileges as members of that society. Many
of these adoptees married Kiowa, Comanche, and Apache men and women—
a good example being Quanah’s mother, a onetime captive named Cynthia
Ann Parker. Over the decades the Comanches, Kiowas, and Apaches had
adopted hundreds, if not thousands, of people into their societies. Adoptions
became a method of creating alliances; of bolstering populations decimated
by disease, starvation, or war; or of acquiring labor for managing horse herds or
processing valuable buffalo hides for use or trade. In fact, by the mid-nineteenth
century a high percentage of the Comanche population consisted of either
adopted non-Comanches or their descendants.40

Once on the reservation and under government scrutiny, families could
no longer adopt captives. Raiding had ended, and the pool of available outsid-
ers grew ever smaller. Still, the Indians found people whom they wanted to
adopt. Some of these, as we have seen, were already kinspeople, such as hus-
bands, wives, or children not necessarily recognized by the U.S. government
as members of the Comanches, Kiowas, or Apaches. Others were people such
as Hermann Lehmann and David Grantham with no blood or marriage ties
but who had provided or might provide valuable service to the Indians. All
these adoptees—as kinspeople always had—were expected to provide for their
families, render assistance, and give good counsel. The reservation Indians
envisioned them serving as mediators with the white man’s world. In turn, the
new adoptees would reap the same rewards of kinship the Indians enjoyed
and, if the Indians had their way, would share in land allotments, grass money,
and oil and mineral royalties. In many ways it was the sharing of the lands and
revenues that clouded the adoption issue for the U.S. government and made
the agent try to restrict adoptions.

Nevertheless, in the early twentieth century the Kiowas, Comanches, and
Apaches needed more than ever to create new kinships with people who could
help them travel down the white man’s road. They needed people who would
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uphold the reciprocal obligations of kinship by providing assistance and good
counsel, whom they could incorporate into their families and into the nation
as a whole. So the Business Committee, the only authoritative body recog-
nized by the United States, acted to create both new kin and new citizens.
Grantham, Lancaster, Pedrick, Bear, Dr. Rowell, Laura Clark Parker, and Aubra
Birdsong were non-Indians who had married either Comanches or Kiowas,
some proving valuable by their service to the reservation community. Martha
Brace, Carl Reid, and Henry Heath, as well as Mootadah and Sanasa, were
Indians and were adopted so they could share in the lands and monies granted
to all reservation Comanches, Kiowas, and Apaches. Even Annie Le Barre and
Herman Lehmann, former captives, kept their kinships alive by living nearby
and keeping in touch with their Indian families. All were adopted and en-
rolled for allotment by the Business Committee, whereas people like Babb and
Bell, who had forgotten their obligations of kinship, were turned down. At the
same time, the Comanches, Kiowas, and Apaches were upholding their own
obligations by sharing their land, money, and so much more with their new
citizens and kinfolk. And so, in this way the KCA Business Committee truly
was “minding its own business” by trying to create kin who could help the
Indians navigate through the tempest of twentieth-century American Indian
policy.
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Jessica Cattelino’s chapter examines the links between economic development and cul-
tural identity among the Florida Seminoles. Her work provides an excellent opportu-
nity to rethink the problematic dichotomies that have framed American Indian experience
as a choice between modernity and tradition or economic development and cultural
survival. Seminole commercial enterprises promoted cultural expression and strength-
ened tribal identity. In shaping the terms of incorporation, they developed an alternative
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pathway of economic development, rendering the choice between modernity and tradi-
tion somewhat irrelevant.

At parties, over coffee, and in supermarket checkout lines, non-Indians of many
political stripes who learn that my work addresses Florida Seminole casinos
almost always ask a version of “So are Seminoles losing their culture?” or “Have
they sold out?” Mainstream newspaper editorials, both for and against tribal
gaming rights, worry that native people will become more materialistic, less
“traditional.” Some tribes vote down tribal gaming referenda in part because
they do not view gaming to be compatible with the cultural life they value.
Others, including most of the Florida Seminoles with whom I conducted thir-
teen months of ethnographic fieldwork in 2000–2001 and 2002, do not see a
conflict between gaming and their cultural distinctiveness as a people, for
reasons that have much to do with their history of poverty and economic
development.

In 1979 the Seminole Tribe of Florida opened Hollywood Bingo, the first
high-stakes tribally run bingo hall in North America. This act began a slow
but steady journey from crushing poverty to economic comfort on the tribe’s
six urban and rural southern Florida reservations,3 and it led to a gaming
revolution across Indian country, with 201 tribes operating high-stakes casi-
nos by 2001.4 Gaming did not just happen to Seminoles. Instead, it represents
one stage in a complex history of twentieth-century economic development
initiatives, ranging from cattle to crafts, from airplane manufacturing to alli-
gator wrestling.

Seminole cultural values and economic development have been inextrica-
bly intertwined throughout the last century. Indeed, culture and economy cannot
be analyzed as separate categories in this context but are mutually constitutive.
By accounting for this interplay, we can reject and reformulate the seeming
paradox of how Seminoles, often considered by outsiders to be among the
most “culturally conservative” Native American groups, became the first
American Indian tribe to pursue and embrace a casino economy. This “para-
dox” assumes an inherent conflict between Native American “culture” and
market integration, and it relies on a static and essential concept of “culture”
(as something that can be “lost”). Instead, I follow Elizabeth Povinelli in
“theoriz[ing] the relationship between the productivity of indigenous practice
and the production of cultural identity,”5 showing how Seminoles have pro-
duced meaningful cultural categories and expressive modes through an array
of economic regimes. During the casino gaming era, they have chosen a path
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of market integration as a mechanism for producing and maintaining cultural
and political autonomy.6

To understand gaming, it is crucial to examine how prior Seminole eco-
nomic practices enabled and were shaped by cultural production.7 It is in part
through these economic practices that the very idea of Seminole “culture”—as
a measurable, identifiable, and potentially commodified “thing”—emerged.
With women’s craft production and men’s alligator wrestling and cattle programs
in particular, gendered economic practices became privileged sites for Semi-
noles to produce, maintain, and discuss “tradition.” More recently, Seminoles
have revised the relationship between cultural production and economy by us-
ing cigarette and gaming ventures to promote their political self-determination
and cultural distinctiveness. In contrast to cattle, crafts, and alligator wres-
tling, which came to be part of what defined Seminoles as Seminole, most tribal
members view casinos and cigarettes simply as income sources, as projects
that facilitate but do not embody cultural production. Thus they exploit the
fungibility of money—the ability to separate its source from its use—to dis-
connect casinos and cigarettes as economic projects from the forms of cultural
production they have enabled. At the same time, many Seminoles view their
legal and political battles over gaming rights to be part of an effort to maintain
their tribal sovereignty, their political and economic self-reliance and cultural
distinctiveness as a people.

COWBOYS AND INDIANS

A 1959 Miami Herald article entitled “Indians, Cowboys at Peace: Former Have
Become Latter” suggests that “[a] legendary Indian chief looking down from
the happy hunting grounds on the Florida Indians of today would probably
turn pale with anger” because “as the cash register sings jingle, jangle in the
background,” Seminoles have become cowboys. An accompanying cartoon
(Figure 4.1) contrasts “real” Indian life (bareback riding) with cowboy ways
and their technologies, depicting a befuddled Seminole man asking of another
Seminole mounted on a saddled horse and dressed in cowboy attire, “What’re
we coming to?” The answer: “A saddle!”8

Seminole cattle programs, a key twentieth-century federal and later tribal
economic development project, sparked the imagination of observers who con-
sidered cowboys to stand for all that was American and therefore, in a world
of mutually exclusive racial identities, not Indian. In fact, Seminole cattle be-
came a marker of heritage and tradition, a symbol and practice of “Indianness,”
and an institution through which Seminoles elaborated emergent tribal class
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and gender relations. Culture and economy are tightly entangled in Seminole
cattle programs, but they come together productively and in mutual constitution
rather than in a simple contrast between economic development and cultural
authenticity.

Ironically, there is a historical fallacy in opposing cattle to Indianness. Semi-
noles and their ancestors have been working cattle since they obtained cows
from Spanish colonists, long before American cowboys ranged the West. Semi-
nole cattle ranchers reminded me that their ancestors owned large herds in
northern Florida prior to the nineteenth-century Seminole wars and that they
fought against Americans who raided their herds and seized their pasturelands.
In 1879 R. H. Pratt, an investigator sent by the Office of Indian Affairs in Wash-
ington, D.C., who later founded the Carlisle Indian Industrial School, estimated
that in southern Florida one-third of Seminoles’ annual income—$2,000 of a
total $6,000—came from the sale of hogs and cattle.9

In late 1936 the federal government shipped 500 head of Hereford drought-
relief cattle from Apaches in Oklahoma to the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA)

Figure 4.1. Miami Herald, 1959.
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Seminole Agency, ushering in a new era of Seminole economic development.
Government officials hoped cattle would provide Seminoles with much-needed
income, starting them on a march to economic self-sufficiency through modern,
scientific agriculture. Officials worked with Seminoles to distribute cattle on
the Brighton and Big Cypress Reservations, to build fences and develop pas-
tures, to seek technical assistance from agriculture experts in the government’s
Extension Service, to build the herd (which required cross-breeding with cattle
that could endure the Florida heat), and to structure herd management. Over
time the program has evolved, but it generally has consisted of both a tribal
herd and individually owned herds, with individual owners paying fees to
the tribal cattle cooperative in return for pasture improvement, marketing,
breeding, and other services.

Cattle ownership under the new regime had far-reaching social, economic,
and political consequences. The Indian agent distributed cattle herds only to
residents of the new reservations, and today many Seminoles consider the cattle
program to have been a government ploy to “herd” reluctant Seminoles onto
reservations. Seminoles in the new program became reliant on government
technical and financial aid, and cattle program administration formed the
nucleus of the emerging federal apparatus that would dominate Seminole gov-
ernance through the 1970s.

Over the course of the twentieth century, cattle shaped Seminole social
organization, facilitating the emergence of new economic and status distinc-
tions.10 Federal agents distributed cattle exclusively to men, shifting the gen-
der of property ownership, since women (and, more generally, matrilineal clans)
had previously been the primary property owners. In order to own cattle, both
individual Seminoles and the tribe as a whole took on unprecedented debt,
entering debt relationships to the federal government that would not disap-
pear until the advent of casinos. But cattle investment also had productive
potential: cattle owners leveraged their herds as equity to obtain loans un-
available to other reservation Indians, who had no collateral because trust
land is inalienable. Cattle as equity, in turn, enabled new capital-intensive
pursuits— for example, housing and business ventures—that were previously
unimaginable, and cattle owners gained both economic and political power.
Cattle owners’ emerging status and increased contacts with outsiders led some
scholars and BIA agents to characterize them as “the less conservative, more
white-oriented members of the tribe”11 or as agents of acculturation.12

Today Seminoles are among the largest cattle operators in the state of
Florida, and they collectively own the twelfth-largest cow-and-calf operation
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in the United States. The tribal herd, of which all tribal members are share-
holders, totals approximately 7,000 head, whereas individuals’ herds aver-
age about 100 head.13 The cattle program rarely turns a profit, however, so
why does it persist, and what can this tell us about the significance of cattle to
Seminoles?

On Seminole reservations today, especially at rural Brighton and Big Cy-
press, cattle have become a marker of Seminole belonging and community
identity, in a resignification of their prior role in government programs as in-
struments of modernization and assimilation. This is evident in their promi-
nence at public celebrations, as well as in day-to-day practices that mark cattle
as key to Seminole heritage. Some nonowners resent that the tribe pours re-
sources into a cattle industry that benefits individuals but consistently loses
money for the tribe as a whole (in part because political pressure prevents the
tribal government from levying cattle program fees for individual owners at a
sufficient rate to defray costs), yet cattle appeal even to most critics as an em-
bodiment of Seminole culture and economy.

Multiple events and institutions celebrate Seminoles’ cattle heritage, with
rodeo among the most visible. On a warm day in February 2000 I attended
Brighton Field Days, a tribally sponsored weekend celebration that features
patchwork clothing competitions, sporting contests, entertainment acts, a parade,
and a rodeo. Attendance peaked at approximately 2,000 (including hundreds
of non-Seminoles) for the evening’s professional rodeo, held in a gleaming
arena and broadcast on the tribe’s closed-circuit television station. Events in-
cluded bareback and saddle bronco riding, calf roping, steer wrestling, barrel
racing (the only event for women), and bull riding. Several Seminoles, mostly
men, compete on the professional rodeo circuit, and scores of children partici-
pate through the tribal youth recreation program; many rodeo participants are
from families that have owned cattle for generations. In addition to rodeo,
each spring hundreds of Big Cypress residents and non-Seminole locals gather
for the Junior Cypress Cattle Drive. On horseback, participants drive cattle
through the reservation to the rodeo grounds, where they gather for a barbe-
cue and an all-Indian rodeo. Each year children participate in a tribal 4-H steer
program and annual steer sale, which attracts publicity for the youth and the
many civic leaders who buy their steers. Cattle also reinforce Seminoles’
“Indianness” through intertribal institutions like the Eastern Indian Rodeo
Association and the Intertribal Agriculture Council (est. 1987).14

Cowboy aesthetics, albeit in a modified form, have become a Seminole
aesthetic. In a 1956 National Geographic article about “Florida’s ‘Wild’ Indians,
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the Seminole,” a caption beneath a photograph of Seminole boys wearing Semi-
nole patchwork shirts and cowboy boots reads: “Cowboy Boots Say American
Boy; Shirts Bespeak the Seminole.”15 This typical midcentury logic contrasted
the cowboy with the Indian, but cowboy aesthetics today are Seminole aes-
thetics, with many men wearing cowboy boots, jeans, and hats and tribal offi-
cials often donning cowboy hats for public occasions and posed photographs.16

With casino wealth, expensive ostrich boots and other Western-wear accesso-
ries have become a common form of conspicuous consumption. The cowboy
motifs extend beyond clothing on the rural reservations, where cattle graze in
the pastures, country music blares from extended cab pickups, and rodeo
grounds dominate the built environment.

Cattle ownership still conveys status, despite the fact that casino dividends
have all but erased the income gaps that once separated cattle owners from
others. Richard Bowers (Panther), a Big Cypress resident, is the tribe’s natural
resources coordinator, chairman of the Big Cypress cattle owners’ committee,
assistant to the cattle manager, and president of the Intertribal Agriculture
Council. He and his brother Paul are third-generation cattle owners. In an in-
terview Richard characterized cattle as “the social fiber of the community.” He
believes cattle benefit not only the owners but also their extended families,
and they produce jobs for Seminoles and non-Seminoles alike.17 When I asked
Richard and Paul about the role of cattle owners, Paul replied that if you are a
cattle owner “you’re somebody in the community” (April 13, 2001).18

Under the cattle program, government officials allocated cattle only to men,
and this soon led to a partial male gendering of Seminole tradition. With cattle,
men’s economic power and social status grew relative to those of women, as
property patterns shifted away from female ownership and matrilineal clan
inheritance.19 After anthropologist Alexander Spoehr interviewed Naha Tiger
(Snake), an elder at Brighton, Spoehr recorded the following in his 1939
fieldnotes: “A girl with a lot of hogs has an easier time getting a good husband
than one with no property. . . . Naha thought that in old times the women
proportionately owned more hogs than the men. And they owned the houses
and the fields, though the land itself was not owned, so far as I can make
out.”20 Today, as the tribe has taken over the cattle program from the federal
government, the male gendering of cattle as Seminole heritage, although pow-
erful, is not absolute. Once again, many women own cattle, and some ride in
rodeos. Women often run the accounting and business aspects of cattle owner-
ship, and they provide meals when their families’ cattle are being worked.
Louise Gopher (Panther), a middle-aged Brighton resident, is the principal



CASINO ROOTS    73

owner and manager of a herd she and her siblings inherited from their father.
Gopher once presented a paper on female cattle owners at an academic con-
ference, in collaboration with a local anthropologist, Susan Stans. She estimates
that about half of the cattle herds are owned at least in part by women. She
considers cattle ownership to be her “expensive hobby”; you can’t get rich on
cattle, she says, but it is “a tradition you carry on” (March 13, 2001).

By analyzing the often hidden role of women in Seminole cattle opera-
tions—as owners, managers, cooks, accountants—it is possible to recognize
both the male gendering of cattle as a marker of Seminole tradition and the
embeddedness of cattle in the extended matrilineal family. Gender is a micro-
cosm for the interplay of cultural production and economic development in
Seminole cattle enterprises; government cattle operations did change—some
might say assimilated—the gender of Seminole property ownership and in-
heritance patterns. However, Seminoles have reframed this economic regime
as a site for cultural production, and, paradoxically, women’s roles as owners
and extended family members are reemerging. Cattle are not “simply” an eco-
nomic venture: they both bind a distinctly Seminole community and reveal
some of its internal distinctions.

CRAFTING CULTURE

Gift shops sprinkled throughout Seminole reservations feature bright patch-
work skirts and jackets, sweetgrass baskets, palmetto dolls, and glittery beaded
jewelry. Twentieth-century tourism and commercial craft production began as
economic development initiatives but emerged as important forms of cultural
production, enabling Seminoles to engage in meaningful labor during a time
when they faced poverty and new pressures of market integration. Other schol-
ars have documented the development and forms of Seminole crafts.21 Here
my project is narrower: to show how Seminole crafts have been shaped by
economic development initiatives and, simultaneously, have been a site for
the production and consolidation of Seminole “culture” as embodied in mate-
rial objects, labor, and monetary transactions. Women defined and sustained
these practices, such that today Seminole tradition is increasingly located in
gendered craft production, women’s paid labor, and its objects.

Cultural tourism as an economic development strategy has gained cur-
rency among indigenous peoples around the world.22 Seminoles began to self-
consciously market their culture—and themselves as culture—during the 1920s,
after the hunting-and-trapping economy bottomed out and the completion of
the Tamiami Trail highway and the Florida tourism boom opened new markets.
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Like other indigenous and minority groups, Seminoles have engaged in cul-
tural tourism and commercial crafts as forms of cultural production, navigat-
ing the relationship between the local meanings and the broader sociopolitical
implications of marketing culture. These intercultural practices generate and con-
test cultural meanings: they do not (only) commodify culture, they produce it.23

According to ethnohistorian Patsy West, by 1930 more than half of the
Mikasuki-speaking Indians in southern Florida were involved in the tourist
economy, many employed in white-owned tourist villages where they mar-
keted themselves and their crafts to curious onlookers.24 Some government
officials criticized the villages for exploiting Indian workers;25 West, however,
argues that tourist villages offered Seminoles spaces in which to sustain “tra-
ditional” ways of life, and many Seminoles today remember tourist villages
as an important part of their economic and cultural history.26 By the 1960s the
BIA Seminole Agency and the tribe decided to pursue the tourist village model,
and in March 1960 the tribally operated Seminole Okalee Indian Village and
Arts and Crafts Center opened on the Hollywood Reservation. It featured
craft sales and demonstrations in a chickee village setting.27 Despite the fact
that the tribe has only intermittently profited from the Okalee Village, it has
remained a funding priority. After periodic closures during budget crises, its
doors remained open until the building was razed during a 2003 casino ex-
pansion; there are plans for a cultural display in the new casino complex (Fig-
ure 4.2). At the Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki Museum at Big Cypress, museum officials have
constructed another tourist village, although it is focused more on craft edu-
cation than on profit; the museum also has a gift shop located inside the main
exhibit building.

The fact that Seminoles today perpetuate tourist villages as economic and
educational institutions suggests that this practice of cultural tourism and
display, originated in part by outsiders, has taken hold as a form of cultural
production. Indeed, many Seminoles told me that tourism itself is a Seminole
tradition, and some consider casino gaming, as a form of tourist entertain-
ment, a logical extension of this legacy.

What about the crafts themselves, as objects that convey cultural mean-
ing?28 Seminole crafts emerged as a modern cultural category in the context of
government- and missionary-sponsored economic development initiatives. The
category of Seminole crafts quickly became a way of figuring and exploiting
the value of culture itself.29 In 1940, school instructor William Boehmer and
housekeeper Edith Boehmer established the Seminole Crafts Guild, a small-
scale cooperative at Brighton, with the assistance of the Indian Arts and Crafts
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Board in Washington, D.C.30 In 1960 the organization was sold to the Seminole
Tribe of Florida for $25,000. Throughout, Mrs. Boehmer worked closely with
Seminole women to “improve” the quality of their crafts, selecting design ele-
ments and instituting standards in materials and sewing methods. On the
Tamiami Trail, Deaconess Harriet Bedell, an Episcopal missionary, led a simi-
lar project beginning in 1933, selling Indian crafts at her Glade Cross Mis-
sion.31 In his field notes, William Sturtevant recorded that the deaconess held
artists to “high and somewhat peculiar standards,” with clear ideas about de-
signs and methods, but that she also encouraged innovation, including beach
bags and pillow covers.32 Government documents suggest that by a conserva-
tive estimate, over 25 percent of all Seminoles were engaged in craft produc-
tion and sales by 1937.33 In 1967 the tribal government undertook a new mode
of craft production as economic development, opening a factory in Big Cy-
press that employed men to produce wooden items for sale.34 Unprofitable
and plagued by workplace organization difficulties, the factory closed within
a year and a half.35

The economic development potential for craft production is difficult to
gauge, but a gender lens adds clarity. Most scholars and government officials

Figure 4.2. The “Culture Village” at the Okalee Village, Hollywood. Photo by author.
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considered craft production to be supplementary income for Seminole fami-
lies, relative to male breadwinners.36 The maximum gross income earned by a
craft producer in 1964 was $1,000.37 In 1963, 99 of 175 total Seminole families
earned $500 or less annually, and only 37 families earned more than $1,500, so
craft income may have played a significant role in household economies.38 Most
characterizations of craft production de-emphasize this economic impact, in
part by overlooking the importance of craft income for women, especially for
the many single mothers who could not rely on husbands’ incomes. Many
Seminoles remember craft production as a crucial part of their household econo-
mies. Elaine Aguilar (Otter) said that when she was growing up, her single
mother survived by making crafts, sitting at the sewing machine daily by 5:30
A.M.: “She made everything. Anything to make money to feed her kids” (Janu-
ary 3, 2001).

Since gaming has increased individual and family incomes, few Seminoles
make a living from craft production, and there is a widespread perception that
fewer young people are taking up craftwork. Elder Jimmie O’Toole Osceola
(Panther), an accomplished patchwork maker (unusual for a man), believes
young people’s incorporation into broader American culture directs them away
from crafts: “They are too busy with other culture. Young people very busy
with schooling and education, and the boys are very busy with sports nowa-
days, so they’re not doing any wood carving. They like things that is done in a
few minutes. Craft takes long time to make ’em. Not one day” (May 22, 2001).
Nonetheless, gaming has sparked new opportunities for individuals to pro-
duce crafts. Several women and men hold jobs demonstrating crafts for visi-
tors to the new museum, and others work as craft instructors for expanding
tribal cultural programs. Women own several of the largest reservation craft
shops (Figure 4.3). A high-end collector’s market, with several Seminole buy-
ers, has opened up for patchwork and baskets, allowing “master” artists to
realize significant profits.39

In the early 1970s one observer stated with confidence that “most of the
wares for sale at the Arts and Crafts Center, clothing excepted, are made just
for sale to tourists and do not represent part of an artistic heritage.”40 This is
not the case today, if it ever was. Seminole crafts no longer play a major role as
income generators, but their significance as markers of identity, tradition, and
community has only increased over time; and today many Seminoles and out-
siders alike value sweetgrass baskets, dolls, beadwork, and other “tourist items”
as meaningful representations of Seminole heritage. Mary Frances Johns (Pan-
ther) told a 1999 interviewer that when a Seminole makes and demonstrates
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crafts, “what you are doing is publicizing your people.”41 As forms of cultural
expression and celebration, patchwork adorns the stoles on the tribe’s Afachkee
school graduation robes, Seminole dolls hang as Christmas tree decorations in
the tribal headquarters lobby, and contestants in the annual Miss Seminole
contest demonstrate basketry, doll making, or other artistic forms in the talent
competition. Most tribal festivals feature well-attended clothing contests and
craft demonstrations.42 Crafts also represent the polity of the Seminole Tribe of
Florida when Seminoles present crafts to visiting dignitaries from other tribes
and foreign countries. In these acts crafts become markers of diplomacy, mea-
sures of honor and status, and representations of tribal sovereignty.

Craft producers continue to innovate, from Seminole patchwork sewn onto
Miami Dolphins fabric to beaded pool cues to Florida State Seminoles team
logos incorporated into sweetgrass baskets. In recent years artists have begun
to produce objects that feature clan totems in a new mode of asserting identity
and distinction within the tribe, not just between Seminoles and outsiders.
Some Seminoles have become specialists in producing historical designs, and
several men have begun to produce period clothing and accessories for their
costumes in reenactments of nineteenth-century Seminole wars. This

Figure 4.3. The Anhinga Gallery, a Hollywood craft shop owned by Virginia Osceola (Bird).
Photo by author.
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periodization marks a transition of crafts to a new form of historical culture
making. The question remains whether the gaming generation will take up
craftwork not only as consumers but as producers, not out of economic neces-
sity but for the sake of tradition and aesthetics.

EVERGLADES SMILES

Cultural tourism promoted women’s crafts as markers of Seminole heritage
and, by extension, located cultural transmission in women’s labor, yet tourism
also gave birth to a wholly masculine form of Seminole cultural production—
alligator wrestling. Beginning around 1920, Seminole men earned money at
white- and Indian-owned tourist attractions by climbing into a pool of water
with at least one alligator, catching it, and “wrestling” it (Figure 4.4). Soon
alligator wrestling became “an activity synonymous with the Florida Semi-
noles.”43 Some critics decried alligator wrestling as silly, fake, or exploitative;
but wrestlers gained status within Seminole communities and became respected
as expert practitioners and bearers of tradition. Some men leveraged their skills
to travel across the country for fairs and expos. During the early 1950s, Moses
Jumper (Panther) took William Sturtevant to the white-owned Jungle Queen
tourist boat on the New River in Fort Lauderdale, where Jumper wrestled alli-
gators. Sightseeing boats stopped twice daily at the dock, with its chickees and
alligator pit. Women sold souvenirs, men wrestled ’gators for tips, and on that
day three small girls earned coins by singing “Jesus Loves Me” in Mikasuki
and reciting the pledge of allegiance in English.44 To this day, individual wres-
tlers develop their own routines and styles, but common skills include sitting
atop the alligator, opening and closing its powerful jaws (showing its “Ever-
glades smile”), and rolling it over on its back to scratch its belly and make it
“go to sleep.” During shows some wrestlers talk about how Seminoles coexist
with alligators in the swamps, others describe alligator anatomy and behav-
ior, and some try dangerous tricks like inserting their heads or hands into the
beasts’ open mouths and pulling them out before the alligators’ jaws snap
together. One wrestler told me that in the 1980s he could earn $200–$300 per
show, performing three shows daily.

Today gaming has eliminated the financial incentive for men to risk their
limbs in the ’gator pit, yet alligator wrestling remains a colorful component of
Seminole cultural celebrations. Spectators enjoy shows at the Okalee Village
and at events such as the annual Tribal Fair. Both the Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki Museum’s
introductory film and a segment staff members developed for a local televi-
sion series on Seminole culture feature alligator wrestling. When Naomi Wil-
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Figure 4.4. Alligator wrestling at the Jungle Queen. Photo courtesy of the Seminole/Miccosukee
Photographic Archive.
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son (Snake) reigned as Miss Seminole and competed for an intertribal title in
Oklahoma, she represented her Seminole heritage by wrestling an alligator for
the talent competition (Elsie Bowers [Snake], June 27, 2001).

Alligator wrestling performs Seminole heritage, in a reminder of Semi-
noles’ connection to the Everglades and a demonstration of (masculine) brav-
ery. Alligator wrestling also operates discursively as a metaphor for Seminole
values of toughness and fortitude. For example, at a Tribal Council meeting
Chairman James Billie (Bird), an accomplished wrestler, greeted a longtime
employee returning from an illness by comparing her experience to wrestling
alligators. Billie also joked about making outside politicians and businessmen
hop into the alligator pit before he would support their causes. Some Seminole
men embrace wrestling as connecting their masculinity to their cultural heri-
tage. In 2000, Chairman Billie climbed into an alligator pit after a long hiatus
from the craft, only to have his finger bitten off. The Seminole Tribune quoted
him on his motives for jumping into the pit: “I thought I’d go back in there and
reinstate my manhood.”45 While I was in Florida he often wagged his stump
and joked about his “battle wounds” from life and politics. Other wrestlers
show off physical scars and missing digits as badges of honor, not unlike the
war wounds displayed by veterans.

Many Seminoles lament alligator wrestling’s decline, and some seek ways
to preserve it. The director of the recreation department, Moses Jumper Jr.
(Snake), has considered including wrestling in youth recreation programs so
boys can learn their heritage. Since gaming, however, young men enjoy many
career options, and hardly anyone seems to disapprove of boys’ choices to
pursue safer and more lucrative paths. Indeed, many tribal members were
amused and somewhat befuddled by a September 2000 national media frenzy
over the Okalee Village’s need to openly advertise alligator-wrestling posi-
tions. A New York Times front-page article, “Filling the Job Is Like Wrestling
Alligators,”46 got picked up by the NBC Today show and the international
press. Why would such an obscure story garner front-page attention in a lead-
ing national newspaper? Perhaps because it marked the end of an era and
presented a paradox of culture and money: How can alligator wrestling be
Seminole anymore, and how can Seminoles be Seminoles when no one is lin-
ing up to jump into the pit, when they have the money to attend college in-
stead? Alligator wrestling, as an economic form and a performative act, is
inalienable from Seminole-ness, insofar as only Seminoles themselves, not hired
non-Seminoles, can authenticate it as a cultural practice through their labor.47

Casinos, and the expanded economic and educational horizons they enable,
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have disrupted a familiar equation of Native American tourist arts and cul-
tural heritage with poverty. With alligator wrestling, that which began as an
economic pursuit grew into a marker of cultural heritage, only to be displaced
by new economic opportunities for young Seminole men. This trajectory illu-
minates the complex and productive relationship between indigenous economic
development and cultural practice.

VICES AND VIRTUES: CIGARETTES AND GAMING

Seminoles’ late-twentieth-century foray into cigarette sales and gaming disar-
ticulated and reconfigured the relationship between economic practices and
cultural production. The cases of cattle, crafts, and alligator wrestling illus-
trate that market integration can afford indigenous peoples opportunities to
explore new and expanded forms of cultural production, but few Seminoles
today claim that gaming and cigarettes—the tribe’s main income sources—
comprise or express Seminole tradition. Instead, they view these economic
practices instrumentally, as ways to escape poverty and make money for the
tribe, and thus they increasingly detach economic practices from cultural pro-
duction. Nonetheless, with cigarettes and gaming Seminoles have perpetu-
ated the valuation of “tradition” through, not despite, a market economy by
embracing modern economic and political institutions in the service of tribal
sovereignty and a broader vision of cultural distinctiveness.

In 1976, after hearing about efforts by other Native American tribes to
open tax-free cigarette shops, the Seminole Tribe of Florida opened its first
smoke shops, jumping into legal and political negotiations with the State of
Florida to exercise its right to sell cigarettes without state taxation or regula-
tion. Discount cigarette sales were the first Seminole venture to yield regular,
substantial revenues, leading the journey out of poverty. Located on busy in-
tersections and even on a few quiet Hollywood streets, the small and rather
drab smoke shops—mostly customized mobile homes with drive-up win-
dows—attract a wide range of customers day and night (Figure 4.5).

In 2001 the tribe ran ten smoke shops and over two dozen bingo hall vend-
ing machines.48 Many more smoke shops are owned by individual Seminoles,
who purchase cigarettes from the tribe’s wholesale operation. A tribal tobacco
ordinance governs all transactions, and a tribal tobacco association sets and
regulates prices.

Cigarettes set the stage for casinos. Seminoles cut their political and legal
teeth on cigarettes when they defended smoke shop operations by hiring lobby-
ists, working with lawyers to avoid litigation, crafting public relations strategies,
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and formulating theories of tribal sovereignty that would be tested in future
casino controversies. Prefiguring gaming, smoke shops reworked the relation-
ship between Seminole economic development and cultural production. Un-
like crafts or alligator wrestling, cigarettes and their accompanying controver-
sies prompted Seminoles to contend less with the dilemma of selling culture
than with the specter of selling out. Despite the availability of images of to-
bacco as essentially Indian, few Seminoles consider cigarettes to be essentially
Seminole, as is evidenced in part by the lack of distinctly Seminole iconogra-
phy or names on smoke shops and by the near absence of Seminoles among
smoke shop staff. But although Seminoles do not see an inherent conflict in
pursuing economic ventures detached from Seminole identity, the public re-
sponse has often been negative and grounded in assumptions about the
“proper” activities of native peoples. For example, in the mid-1980s a Tampa
city attorney told tribal leaders what she wished they would do with a reser-
vation site instead of building a smoke shop: “You know what you could do is
have a few carved canoes and statues and interview some old Indian ladies
and get some recipes and put out a cookbook.”49

Figure 4.5. One of the more distinctively decorated smoke shops, Hollywood, 2002. Photo by
author.
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In 1979, Seminoles opened Hollywood Bingo, the first high-stakes tribal
gaming enterprise in North America. They subsequently litigated and won an
important case, Seminole Tribe v. Butterworth, which affirmed their gaming rights
to be grounded in tribal sovereignty.50 Although it was only in the 1990s that
new electronic games lifted the tribal economy to its present heights, casinos’
economic impact is staggering. According to the tribe’s general counsel, Jim
Shore (Bird), prior to 1979 the Seminole Tribe of Florida administered an an-
nual budget of less than $2 million, with approximately 90 percent of total
funds coming from the federal government. Now the tribe’s annual budget
exceeds $200 million, with over 95 percent of funds coming from casino rev-
enues. Seminoles have chosen to devote substantial portions of casino revenues
to social services and cultural programs, and the Tribal Council also distrib-
utes per capita dividend checks to each tribal member.51

Elected leaders and individuals are attempting to diversify the tribal
economy to reduce reliance on gaming and to create jobs. Recent tribal ven-
tures—all subsidized by gaming—include ecotourism, sugarcane fields, and
citrus groves, yet failed ventures abound, including a rope factory, a turtle
farm, an airplane manufacturer, and a vegetable farm. The tribe has pursued
investments in the stock market, non-Seminole casinos, banks and insurance
companies, and real estate interests.52

Seminoles have also directed gaming profits toward tribal social services,
channeling economic development to support self-governance. Because of
gaming revenues and expertise, the tribe now controls programs previously
administered by the federal government.53 Today every Seminole child is guar-
anteed full educational opportunities, from tribal preschool and the K–12
Afachkee School at Big Cypress to adult education. Health clinics on three
reservations offer a full array of free services, and all tribal members carry full
health insurance. New housing, tribal offices, recreational facilities, and other
construction projects dot the reservation landscapes.

Increased gaming revenues enable new and expanding cultural institu-
tions, including language preservation programs, fairs and festivals, the Ah-Tah-
Thi-Ki Museum, a closed-circuit tribal TV station, and an expanded newspaper
and a new website. Seminoles also engage in cultural production when they
choose to direct gaming revenues to economic development and tribal gover-
nance, insofar as this is part of their effort to define what it means to be a
people.

Despite these gains, Seminole casinos generate widespread fears among
outside observers (and some, although relatively few, tribal members) that
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Seminoles are sacrificing their cultural integrity to chase the almighty dollar.
This anxiety, which to a lesser extent also attaches to smoke shops, extends
far beyond earlier rumblings about assimilation or commodification that ac-
companied craft production, cattle operations, and other twentieth-century
Seminole economic practices. Federal officials had previously promoted “non-
threatening form[s] of economic enterprise” for Seminoles,54 but gaming is a
different story, as casinos generate concerns that Indians will be exploited by
organized crime operators, will lose their “Indianness,” and will encounter
increased social problems such as drug and gambling addictions. Gaming
anxieties comprise what Fred Myers calls “scandals of commodification,” re-
vealing conflicting regimes of value vis-à-vis culture and money and mediat-
ing racial and political relations between communities.55

Gaming as a form of economic development fuels critiques because to many
Americans indigenous “tradition” represents the opposite of casinos, which
embody capitalism, nonproductive market exchange, and money itself. Con-
servative critics of tribal sovereignty as “special rights” argue that tribes’ em-
brace of casino capitalism indicates that they are no longer “really” Indians
and thus do not deserve special legal status. Many critics of capitalism, on the
other hand, decry the spread of casino-based materialism as corrupting indig-
enous ways. These critiques rely on an understanding of money as corroding
culture, and they promote a suspect ideology of money as “a single, inter-
changeable, absolutely impersonal instrument—the very essence of our ratio-
nalized modern civilization.”56

Recently, many anthropologists have rejected the assumption that money
erodes cultural uniqueness, instead analyzing the history and cultural speci-
ficity of how people have come to understand and use money.57 During the
twentieth century, Seminoles approached money and markets in diverse ways
as they sought to escape poverty through shifting modes of economic and cul-
tural production. Seminoles have neither rejected modernity nor accepted its
claims wholesale. Instead, they have chosen to engage modernity on their own
terms, to whatever extent this is possible, and they have created “alternative
modernities” in their interweaving of market integration with efforts to main-
tain tribal sovereignty and cultural distinctiveness. Thus they have imposed
limits on the universalist “project of modernity.”58

Gaming is making Seminoles “rich,” both as a tribe and as individuals,
and the mere fact of this wealth generates crises of cultural meaning and poli-
tics vis-à-vis non-Seminoles. By turning to market forces as economic engines
to fuel cultural production, Seminoles have realigned the relationship between
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economic development and “tradition.” Ironically, it is the fungible nature of
money, the very abstraction that supposedly erodes social relations and cul-
tural specificity, that enables these resignifications. The day has passed, if it
ever dawned, when, as Ethel Cutler Freeman asserts, “[t]he Seminoles despise
the man who lives rich.”59 Many, although not all, Seminoles now enjoy the
trappings of wealth, from fancy cars and designer clothes to expensive vaca-
tions and private educations. For many Americans such a wealthy Indian is an
oxymoron or even an offense. Katherine Spilde identifies the dual force of the
“rich Indian” stereotype, which weakens claims to sovereignty because tribes
seemingly “do not need sovereign rights now that they have a new economic
resource” and which posits wealth “as the antithesis of ‘authentic’ Indian iden-
tity.”60 As Seminoles escape poverty, engage in novel consumption practices,
and experience class mobility, they face new criticisms and they forge new
values at the interface of culture and economy.

CONCLUSION

As Brian Hosmer has argued for other native groups, twentieth-century Semi-
noles repeatedly “chose economic modernization as the best possible way to
preserve, not abandon, distinctive identities.”61 Not all choices worked out,
yet some—cattle, craft production, alligator wrestling—yielded meaningful
cultural practices and identities. The spectacular economic success of gaming
casts a new light on this history, allowing us to view the relationship between
economic ventures and cultural production in the context of present-day fears
about cultural integrity, market integration, and wealth. Accounting for con-
tingency and mutual constitution in the relationship between indigenous cul-
tural production and economic development pushes us to address new forms
of political, economic, and cultural integration (e.g., market integration) without
resorting to a discourse of assimilation.

Casinos are not a “new buffalo” that has descended magically on Ameri-
can Indian tribes.62 Instead, casinos represent a new stage in the long and com-
plex history of Native Americans’ economic, political, and cultural struggles.
By attending to this history, we can move away from “impact” studies that
determine what casinos have “done” to native peoples’ cultural and social life
to instead show how tribal casinos are cultural and social practices worked
out at the interface of economy and cultural production. Along with sweetgrass
baskets, cattle, Everglades smiles, and other “traditions,” Seminole casinos
move us away from analyses of culture to cultural production, from modern-
ization to projects of modernity. Thus we escape the paradox of how such a
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culturally conservative group as Florida Seminoles could launch a gaming revo-
lution, and we can begin to understand why a religious/medicine leader and
businessman replied to my question about changes in gaming’s wake:
“Changes? I don’t see changes. Things basically have stayed the same, just
taken new forms.”63
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The proliferation of Indian gaming since the 1980s has produced unprecedented prof-
its for some native communities. It has also generated considerable controversy, par-
ticularly as gaming tribes have attempted to translate casino profits to political power.
For scholars, the phenomenon of Indian gaming and its impacts on native communi-
ties provide opportunity—and challenge—to test abstract ideas about development
and critiques of modernization against lived experiences. In his examination of Indian
gaming in southern California, Nicolas Rosenthal offers preliminary conclusions on
the economic and political consequences of tribal casinos, but just as important he
seeks to assess the many ways gambling enterprises have played a role in cultural and
tribal revitalization.

On April 19, 2002, the Cabazon Band of Mission Indians, a small tribe with a
reservation 130 miles east of Los Angeles, celebrated the grand opening of the
Cabazon Cultural Museum, a multimillion-dollar facility featuring ongoing
exhibits, public programs, and performances illustrating the tribe’s history.1

The Dawn of a New Day?
Notes on Indian Gaming in Southern California
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About 100 tribal members and friends, from young to old, gathered in the
museum’s sculpture garden for ceremonial prayers, songs, and speeches. Join-
ing them was a spokesperson for U.S. Representative Mary Bono, who pre-
sented the tribe with a congratulatory proclamation. Writing of the event, the
director of Cabazon cultural affairs proclaimed, “A new day has dawned. It is
a moment of pride for the Cabazon Band of Mission Indians. Come for a visit
and bring your children and grandchildren.”2

Not long before, few could have predicted this day would come. In 1876
the U.S. government designated 2,400 acres of desert land as a reservation for
the 600 followers of Chief Cabazon, a nineteenth-century Cahuilla Indian leader
who settled his people near the town of Indio, California, after railroad inter-
ests appropriated the band’s water rights.3 A century later the tribe’s enroll-
ment had dwindled to 28, and only a handful of families remained on the
reservation, living in mobile homes without electricity or running water. Yet
encouraged by the efforts of other Indian groups around the country, a small
group of Cabazon leaders saw the potential for harnessing state and federal
funds to serve the tribe. Working out of a rented office in downtown Indio,
they set off on an ambitious program of long-term economic development.
Initial ventures such as jojoba production and shrimp agriculture produced
only marginal returns, prompting the tribe to consider goods and services in
greater demand. Beginning with a tribal smoke shop in 1979, then a card club,
bingo palace, casino, and the opening of Fantasy Springs Casino Resort in 2000,
the Cabazon advanced far beyond their initial goals. By 2002 all tribal mem-
bers had guaranteed employment, housing had been built for members re-
turning to the reservation, a wide range of social services was provided by the
tribe, and profits from tribal businesses had been invested in projects meant to
revitalize Cabazon culture, including the Cabazon Museum. Once ignored or
thrust aside by policy makers, the Cabazon began getting visits from members
of Congress, senators, and state officials, who came seeking campaign contri-
butions and espousing pro-Indian positions on a variety of issues.4

Over the last two decades of the twentieth century, several other Indian
tribes throughout southern California that opened casinos and entered the
world of high-stakes gaming shared the Cabazon experience. Although eco-
nomic development among Indian tribes has a long and complex history, few
engagements with the American marketplace have produced such rapid and
dramatic results for Indian people.5 Indeed, these changes occurred so quickly
and are so recent that it is premature to attempt a full treatment of the relation-
ship between economic development and American Indian cultural identity.
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Nevertheless, contemporary events do provide the material for some prelimi-
nary observations on Indian gaming in southern California. A brief history of
Indian economic development in the region shows how tribes went from pov-
erty and relative obscurity to become operators of multimillion-dollar enter-
tainment complexes. The social and economic impact on Indian and non-Indian
communities throughout southern California is becoming apparent, as casi-
nos have provided employment and generated revenue for tribal services and
economic development, both on and off the reservation. Politically, gaming
has not only provided southern California tribes with the means to achieve the
long-touted goals of self-determination and tribal sovereignty but has also made
them a force in local, state, and national politics. The cultural implications of
Indian gaming are the most difficult to discern at this early date, but evidence
points to several trends, including cultural revitalization, retribalization, and
a rise in Indian people’s influence on American popular culture. If these trends
continue into subsequent decades, the Cabazon Tribe’s notion of a new day
dawning seems fitting, not only in terms of tribal culture but also in regard to
the social, economic, and political status of Indian people throughout south-
ern California.

���

The opening of casino resort complexes offering high-stakes gaming and other
forms of leisure and entertainment on Indian reservations in southern Califor-
nia should be seen as the most successful of Indians’ recent efforts to develop
tribal lands and resources to complement the regional economy. During the
1960s and 1970s, Indian people across the country acquired unprecedented
funding for economic development through the national Office of Economic
Opportunity and other federal and state programs. Much of this funding went
to a younger generation of Indians who worked outside the lines of power
developed through years of close association between tribal leaders and the
Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA). Educated in urban universities and radicalized
by identity politics, this new leadership sought creative solutions to the eco-
nomic woes of Indian people. Even within the BIA, an agency with a notorious
record when it came to acting in the economic interests of Indian people, there
was movement toward support for self-determination, or empowering Indian
people to take control of their economic destinies.6

These developments were not lost on the thirty or so Indian tribes in south-
ern California, which had long suffered from an almost total lack of economic
opportunity on the small, isolated lands that made up their reservations. Over
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the years the allure of work in nearby towns and cities and powerful regional
interests had drained the reservations of residents and resources, and those
Indians who remained negotiated unemployment, poverty, and a scarcity of
basic services.7 For many southern California Indians, new prospects for eco-
nomic development fueled by federal funds raised hopes of self-sufficiency
and tribal revitalization. In 1970, representatives from twenty-two California
reservations formed Indian Campgrounds, Inc., a chain of Indian-owned camp-
grounds seeking to compete with the region’s non-Indian recreational facili-
ties. Over the next few years campgrounds and RV parks complete with tribal
stores, electrical hookups, showers, and other amenities opened at reserva-
tions throughout southern California.8

Meanwhile, the Chemehuevi Tribe and Colorado River Tribes underwent
more sustained economic development projects. Situated along the banks of
the Colorado River, both groups built marinas, campgrounds, beach recreational
areas, restaurants, and motels.9 Southern California reservations also became
sites of production for regional and national markets. In 1970 the La Jolla Band
of Luiseño Mission Indians, the Rincon San Luiseño Band of Mission Indians,
and the Pauma Band of Mission Indians announced the establishment of South-
west Indian Enterprise, a firm that would construct prefabricated glass-fiber
homes on the Rincon Reservation.10 A few years later the same three tribes
undertook a joint project to develop reservation fruit orchards.11 In the mid-
1970s members of the Pala Band of Mission Indians broke from the tradition of
electing a tribal elder as chairman by choosing a much younger man, Larry
Blacktooth, for the job. Blacktooth, a recent graduate in business administra-
tion from the University of Southern California, initiated a number of eco-
nomic development projects, including planting alfalfa, flowers, avocado, and
citrus trees and opening a number of tribal businesses, including a wholesale
nursery, a sand-and-gravel plant, a trailer park, a cable television system, and
a Spanish roof-tile manufacturing facility.12 Geographic isolation, problems of
political and economic capital, and fluctuating federal supports limited the
size and viability of all these operations. Nevertheless, Indian people through-
out southern California, like Indian people throughout the country, clearly were
working during the 1970s to integrate their lives and lands into larger regional
economies.

Beginning in the 1980s and into the 1990s, tribal economic ventures in south-
ern California bore unprecedented fruit as tribes turned to offering various
forms of gambling, culminating in the development of high-stakes, Nevada-
style gaming. Encouraged by a favorable district court ruling for a Seminole



THE DAWN OF A NEW DAY?     95

bingo hall in Hollywood, Florida, in 1980, the Cabazon Tribe opened a card
club offering draw poker games that same year. Card clubs were legal under
state law but were regulated under city and county jurisdiction, prompting
police raids and legal challenges by the city of Indio and Riverside County
officials. Over the next seven years the case worked its way through the courts
until the U.S. Supreme Court handed down a landmark decision in the case of
Cabazon Band of Mission Indians v. County of Riverside (1987), asserting the right
of Indian tribes to operate games of chance already legal under state law, free
from local and state regulation. Congress, aware of the potential expansion of
Indian gaming into areas beyond card clubs and bingo halls, moved quickly to
pass the 1988 Indian Gaming Regulatory Act (IGRA). IGRA stipulated that
social games for minimal prize values associated with traditional ceremonies
or celebrations (Class I gaming) fell under the exclusive jurisdiction of Indian
tribes; card games and bingo (Class II gaming) were subject to oversight by a
National Indian Gaming Commission but could be played free of state regula-
tion on Indian reservations in states that already allowed such gambling; and
Nevada-style casino gambling, lotteries, and pari-mutuel betting (Class III
gaming) would be permitted on Indian reservations only after a tribe passed
an ordinance authorizing gambling activities and negotiated a compact with
the state that set the terms for gaming operations. Moreover, Class III gaming
was restricted to states that already permitted some form of such activities; for
example, after a successful court battle by the Mashantucket Pequot Tribe in
Connecticut, it was determined that laws permitting high school students to
hold Nevada-style “after-prom parties” were sufficient precedent for allow-
ing tribes to operate table games for high stakes under IGRA. Proponents of
Indian gaming in California won another victory in 2000 when 65 percent of
state voters approved Proposition 1A, clearing the last legal hurdle to tribal
operation of video slot machines and Nevada-style card games.13

By 2002, eighteen tribes in southern California had opened Class III gam-
ing facilities, most of which evolved into multimillion-dollar entertainment
complexes.14 The Agua Caliente Band of Cahuilla Indians, for example, spent
over $230 million to upgrade and expand its Spa Resort Casino, which lies on
nine acres in downtown Palm Springs and offers slot machines, card games,
luxury hotel accommodations, spa services, fine dining, and golf.15 In addition
to Fantasy Springs Casino, which features bingo (in English and Spanish), black-
jack and other card games, off-track betting, and slot machines, the Cabazon
Tribe built an outdoor amphitheater to accommodate boxing matches and
musical concerts. During the period 2000–2002, performers included the Doobie
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Brothers, Bill Cosby, Merle Haggard, George Jones, and Isaac Hayes.16 In June
2002 the Pechanga Band of Luiseño Indians opened Pechanga Resort and Ca-
sino, a $262 million gambling and entertainment facility and the largest trib-
ally owned hotel and casino in the western United States. Replacing a smaller
casino built in 1995, the Pechanga Resort encompasses a 1-million-square-foot
area, including 65,000 square feet of casino space, 522 hotel rooms, six restau-
rants, a dance lounge, a 1,200-seat theater, and a 40,000-square-foot conven-
tion center.17 For anyone who remembered the reservations just ten years before
the casinos, the changes seemed dramatic—these Indian lands, neglected and
all but forgotten by most southern California residents, had become major
destination centers, drawing millions of people per year from around the world.

Just a decade and a half after the passage of IGRA, a complete assessment
of the economic impact brought on by Class III gaming in southern California
is difficult to compile. As part of a legislative analysis for an Indian gaming
proposition in 1998, California tribes reported $600 million in gambling profits
the previous year, but that number is likely to have grown with the expansion
of gaming following Proposition 1A in 2000 and the proliferation of gaming
resorts.18 In any case, tribes are under no obligation to enter their earnings into
the public record. Nevertheless, some of the economic and related social im-
plications of Indian gaming are becoming apparent; it remains to be seen if
these trends continue into subsequent years and decades.

One apparent benefit of Indian gaming often touted by the tribes them-
selves is the expansion of employment opportunities and other benefits for
both Indians and non-Indians in areas that historically have faced economic
hardship. Gaming is the most successful venture in the history of Indian inter-
actions with American capitalism in terms of generating jobs and providing
the means for individual self-sufficiency. On the Viejas Reservation, for ex-
ample, the Viejas Casino eliminated unemployment, which before the advent
of gaming had reached 80 percent.19 Yet whereas most casinos have provided
employment to any tribal member willing and able to work, the majority of
jobs go to non-Indians, thus creating common interests between Indians and
their neighbors. In 2002, Barona Casino, owned by the Barona Band of Mis-
sion Indians, maintained 1,500 full-time staff, about 97 percent of whom were
non-Indians, making it one of the largest employers in San Diego County.
Although many of these were service jobs, the casino offered generous ben-
efit packages that included medical and dental insurance, retirement plans,
child care, vacation pay, and English as a Second Language classes.20 The popu-
larity of gambling has also insulated tribal casinos and their employees against
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slowdowns in the regional and national economy. Despite a spike in the na-
tional unemployment rate and a slowdown in the tourism industry during
fall 2001, the Twenty-Nine Palms Band of Mission Indians was predicting
steady business for its Spotlight 29 Casino and planned to hire 300 additional
workers.21 Furthermore, notwithstanding an exemption from many forms of
taxation, the most successful gaming tribes have pumped substantial amounts
of money into local, state, and national economies. In 1999 the Barona Casino
purchased $53.9 million in goods and services and paid $3.1 million in pay-
roll taxes.22 Gaming tribes have also made charitable contributions to non-
Indian causes. The Cabazon Tribe, for instance, has supported such groups as
the local chapter of the American Diabetes Association, the City of Indio Po-
lice Department, United Way of the Desert, Toys for Tots, and the Boys and
Girls Club of Coachella Valley, in addition to other local, regional, and na-
tional organizations.23

Beyond employment, casino profits produce other social benefits for In-
dian people in southern California. After a century and a half of relying on the
Bureau of Indian Affairs for services that were both inadequate and destruc-
tive, many tribes gained the ability to determine and provide for their own
needs. With casino revenues, the Viejas Band of Kumeyaay Indians spent mil-
lions to build and renovate tribal housing, expand tribal offices, construct a
community park and senior citizens’ center, improve emergency services, and
restore the reservation land and watershed.24 By 2002 the Barona Tribe had
committed to provide full medical, dental, and health insurance for all tribal
members and their nontribal spouses and dependents, spent $2.5 million on
road construction throughout the reservation, and expanded the tribal school
to offer tutoring, computer access, a library, and Head Start programs.25 As
long as students maintain reasonable grades, the Cabazon Tribe has paid the
educational expense for all its members, from day care through graduate
school.26

Southern California Indian tribes who have not reaped large profits from
casinos have also felt the impact of casino revenues. As a provision of the gam-
ing compacts negotiated with the State of California, Class III Indian casinos
agreed to give millions of dollars of gaming revenue to California tribes that
have no casinos or that run small gambling operations. In 2001, sixty-eight
tribes shared $10.1 million under this plan. A year later more than $39 million
had been paid out and earmarked for a variety of tribal services. The Los
Coyotes Band of Mission Indians, for example, planned to construct a tribal
office building with the money it received or to open a store adjacent to its
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campground, whereas the Torres Martinez Desert Cahuilla Indians hoped to
improve water and sewer services and create a tutoring program for their chil-
dren.27 Outside the requirements of state compacts, gaming tribes in southern
California have contributed to Indian causes on their own volition. In 1998 the
Viejas Tribe, the Barona Tribe, and the Sycuan Band of Mission Indians helped
sponsor the annual powwow of the Southern California Indian Center, Inc.
(an organization serving the needs of Indians living in the Los Angeles metro-
politan area), and the Barona Tribe began talks to become involved in the In-
dian Center ’s social services programs.28 During the 2001–2002 winter holiday
season, the Pechanga Tribe and the Morongo Band of Mission Indians col-
lected about $40,000 in donations for the Santee Sioux of Nebraska, whose
assets had been seized by the federal government in a dispute over the tribe’s
gaming operation.29

Although it is easy and perhaps even justified to emphasize the tremen-
dously positive aspects of Indian gaming—for scholars who have spent their
careers exploring the ways in which Indian people have struggled against
European and American colonialism, this news from Indian country is stag-
gering—it would be shortsighted to leave the economic side of the story a
simple narrative of steady progress, uncomplicated by past, present, and fu-
ture challenges. The ambiguities at the intersection of tribal, state, and federal
jurisdiction have produced the legal foundation for Indian gaming while also
leaving the entire enterprise open to future court challenges and federal legis-
lation. Some tribes in southern California have realized this and have made
efforts to diversify reservation economies and tribal holdings. The San Manuel
Band of Mission Indians, for instance, formed the San Manuel Bottled Water
Group in April 2002 to produce Big Bear Mountain Premium Spring Water.
Although awash in profits from the San Manuel Indian Bingo and Casino, San
Manuel tribal chairman Deron Marquez noted that gaming could be “here
today and gone tomorrow,” and the tribe planned to “do everything possible
to get money from gaming and diversify.”30 Additional efforts at economic
diversity have included First Nation Recovery Incorporated, the Cabazon
Tribe’s tire-recycling facility, and factory outlet stores on the Viejas Reserva-
tion.31 Other tribes have been more reluctant to stake their fortunes primarily
on gaming. The La Jolla Tribe opened the smallest Indian casino in southern
California, with just thirty slot machines located in a minimarket on its reser-
vation. Rather than compete with several large Indian casinos in the area, the
tribe decided to use the slots to promote its popular outdoor recreational fa-
cilities.32 For the San Pasqual Band of Mission Indians, gaming did not pan out
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as the tribe had hoped. Its relatively small Valley View Casino made modest
profits, but far short of what the tribe had anticipated. The tribe planned to
expand its operations by building a much larger, $230 million facility resem-
bling a Mediterranean palace, surrounded by horse trails and vineyards, but
trouble with its business partner, First Nation Gaming of Louisiana, put those
plans on hold.33 Although usually in the minority, there have been dissenting
voices among tribes contemplating gaming ventures. Karen Toggery, a mem-
ber of the Jamul Band of Mission Indians, filed a string of lawsuits beginning
in the late 1990s in an effort to block casino plans and prevent development on
the Jamul Reservation. Distressed by the thought of excavating the grounds
where her relatives lived and were commemorated, Toggery stated, “I’m fight-
ing for traditions. I’m trying to stand up for what’s right.”34 This and other
dissenting voices, the legal status of casinos, tribal economic diversification,
and competition among gaming tribes, among other issues, may all prove cru-
cial for native people and for scholars assessing the economic and cultural
impact of Indian gaming.

Closely related to the economic growth and development fueled by In-
dian gaming in southern California have been fundamental changes in the
tribes’ political fortunes. Beginning in the 1970s, federal policy and the con-
cerns of Indian people themselves focused on concepts like self-determination
and tribal sovereignty, or empowering Indian communities to address their
own needs and asserting the rights of Indian tribes to act as sovereign nations.
With gaming revenues, southern California Indian tribes advanced toward
both these goals. Through the social services, economic development, educa-
tion, and community outreach programs discussed in the last section, the tribes
gained considerable control over their day-to-day lives. A concerted effort has
also been made to translate economic success into increased political power.
Speaking at the 2002 Western Indian Gaming Conference in San Diego, Viejas
tribal member Anthony Pico issued a call for Indians nationwide to work
through the courts and state and federal legislatures to protect and restore
Indian rights. Pico outlined a special role for California tribes, believing they
possessed the experience and funds to lead the charge. Jacob Coin, executive
director of the California Nations Indian Gaming Association, agreed, arguing
that both recent challenges to tribal sovereignty by the states and the improved
position of tribes with gaming ventures made action imperative. “Up until
now,” Coin stated, “tribes have never had the economic wherewithal to make
a difference. Before the tribes had resources to contribute to political campaigns,
no one cared.”35
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Indeed, one of the big stories of Indian gaming in southern California is
that a wide range of politicians suddenly began to care greatly about Indian
issues as the tribes ascended to prominent roles in local, state, and national
politics.36 This shift in the political landscape is partially attributable to the
necessity for Indian tribes and government officials to enter negotiations fol-
lowing the legalization and proliferation of casinos. The terms of the Indian
Gaming Regulatory Act, for example, stipulated that tribes and the state work
out gaming compacts, with federal oversight to make sure both sides act in
good faith. Once a tribe had signed a compact and decided to build a casino,
new relationships had to be formed with county and city governments. In past
decades local officials often found little reason to take Indian issues seriously.
With the rise of Indian gaming, the same officials developed a host of concerns
relating to traffic, crime, the environment, and other possible casino impacts
yet found they had little or no jurisdiction in regulating Indian actions. In San
Diego County, for example, new relationships between gaming tribes and lo-
cal officials slowly evolved through trial and error. Early on, when the county
ran into a problem with the tribes, it appealed to state agencies like the De-
partment of Alcoholic Beverage Control, state officials such as the governor
and attorney general, and the federal Bureau of Indian Affairs—often without
consulting tribal leaders. When these efforts failed, county administrators were
forced to contact the tribes and sit down to negotiate. Following meetings be-
tween county supervisors and the Rincon Tribe, for instance, the tribe agreed
to pay $7 million for roadwork to offset the increase in traffic caused by the
Rincon River Oats Casino. Moreover, in 2001 the county hired a full-time tribal
liaison to develop and maintain lines of communication with local tribes on
gaming issues.37

The reluctance of state and federal officials to get involved in matters be-
tween Indian tribes and local officials could be interpreted as a sign of a grow-
ing respect for tribal sovereignty. To a great extent, however, that deference
only developed as tribes in southern California became able to put substantial
amounts of money into the political system, primarily to support pro-gaming
politicians. As early as 1994, California gaming tribes became a force in state
politics when they gave $700,000 to their preferred candidate for attorney gen-
eral in an attempt to unseat an incumbent who had frustrated gaming efforts.38

California assemblyman Tony Cardenas developed into a leading supporter
of an Indian legislative agenda, particularly as an advocate for limiting state
regulation on Indian casinos and as an author and supporter of bills to expand
gaming on tribal lands. This work helped him garner hundreds of thousands
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of dollars in contributions for an aborted run to become secretary of state for
California in 2001 and thousands more for an election bid to the Los Angeles
City Council.39 In the last days of the tightly contested 2001 Los Angeles may-
oral campaign, the Sobobo Band of Mission Indians spent $100,000 on a post-
card campaign supporting eventual winner James Hahn, and the Morongo
Tribe aired $200,000 in radio spots against Hahn’s opponent, Antonio
Villaraigosa, who had failed to support Indian gaming while serving in the
California State Assembly.40 California tribes also spent millions of dollars in-
fluencing California voters to pass pro-gaming legislation. Collectively, they
raised about $21 million for the passage of Proposition 1A, including $7.7 mil-
lion from the San Manuel Tribe, $3.5 million from the Viejas Tribe, $2 million
from the Morongo Tribe, and $1 million from the Pechanga Tribe.41

Although impressive, these numbers pale in comparison with the $68.6
million collected by the tribes to support Proposition 5, a similar pro-gaming
measure that passed overwhelmingly in 1998 despite substantial opposition
by Nevada gaming interests but which the courts later declared unconstitu-
tional.42 The magnitude of these contributions is an indication both of how
profitable gaming has been for the tribes in recent years and of how much is
at stake when it comes to gaming legislation. It also suggests that a few hun-
dred thousand dollars given to a mayoral campaign or to support a candidate
for secretary of state may be relatively little when compared with the total
amount spent by tribes on political contributions. Indeed, if it is believed that
substantial monetary support would be a politician’s primary motivation to
journey to a sparsely populated reservation in the Colorado Desert, then watch-
ing the Cabazon Reservation may be a way to gauge tribal spending on state
and national politics. Between June 2001 and May 2002, the Cabazon Band
hosted U.S. Representatives Bob Filner (California), Brad Sherman (Califor-
nia), and Patrick Kennedy (Rhode Island); California State Senator Jim Brulte;
California Lt. Governor Cruz Bustamante; California Governor Gray Davis;
and U.S. Senators Tom Harkin (Iowa) and Tim Johnson (South Dakota).43

Whereas diversifying the economy is good policy for any nation, this partici-
pation in the American political system may be the tribes’ best insurance against
legislative and judicial shifts that threaten the existence and profitability of
Indian gaming.

���

In recent years, scholars of American Indian history have become interested in
issues of cultural identity and its intersections with various social, political,
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and economic phenomena. The best of this work employs careful, detailed
analysis in isolating the markers of Indian cultural identity and exploring
change over time. Language, economic activity, community organization, gov-
ernment relations, settlement patterns, social and religious affiliations, mar-
riage, leadership, education, relations to land, and political ideology, among
other categories, have proved fertile ground for probing the various, dynamic,
and shifting ways of “being Indian” in many different settings throughout the
last four decades of American history.44 Gaming provides a fresh context for
examining cultural change among Indian people, one that promises to utilize
similar cultural categories, build on this earlier work, and foray into new di-
rections. At the present time, however, a full treatment of gaming and its inter-
sections with Indian cultural identity is not possible. Since gaming has emerged
just since the early 1990s, with the greatest activity in only the past several
years, scholars might recognize that Indian people are sowing the seeds of
cultural change, but it remains to be seen how and if they will grow. Further-
more, the scant sources available represent only the most visible aspects of
Indian culture, whereas oral interviews, which might uncover a wider range
of cultural response, have yet to be conducted. Nevertheless, there are some
initial indications of how casinos have impacted the cultural lives of both Indi-
ans and non-Indians in southern California, many of which raise questions
that may prove starting points for future inquiries into Indian gaming.

One of the most obvious signs of cultural activity relating to Indian gam-
ing involves efforts at tribal revitalization. In other words, revenue from In-
dian casinos has allowed many southern California tribes to invest in attempts
to rebuild from over two centuries of cultural genocide brought on by Euro-
pean and American colonialism. The Agua Caliente Tribe, for example, began
work in 2002 on a 100,000-square-foot, $37 million facility to document and
display its history. For the generation of tribal leaders building the museum,
the project took on tremendous symbolic value. Believing Indian identity could
be a hindrance to survival in a white-dominated world or faced with disinter-
ested children and grandchildren, many past elders were reluctant to hand
down tribal culture. In 1951 the ceremonial leader of the tribe burned the
tribe’s ceremonial house to the ground, ordered the burial of all sacred cer-
emonial bundles, and declared the customs and traditions of the tribe fin-
ished. The tribe’s last ceremonial singer died in 1979 after refusing to teach
anyone the songs that detailed the tribe’s history and beliefs. Only in the late
1980s, as the tribe’s fiscal outlook began to improve and its land base was
secure, did the Agua Caliente begin to turn its attention toward attempts to
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rebuild tribal culture. With gaming revenues, the tribe began Cahuilla lan-
guage classes, employed older tribal members to teach tribal culture, and drew
up plans for the new museum.45 Efforts at revitalizing tribal culture were also
undertaken by the Cabazon Tribe. In addition to its museum, described in the
introduction to this chapter, the tribe worked to transform “tribal elder” into
an elected position. Beginning in 1989, any retired tribal member with ten years
of service to the tribe became eligible for election to the office. Benefits include
a lifetime annual salary and a new car, with the understanding that the elder is
to represent the tribe at functions and share knowledge of tribal culture with
Cabazon youth.46

Another cultural development relating to Indian gaming in southern Cali-
fornia might be called “retribalization,” or the reversal of a decades-long pat-
tern of flight from the reservation and disengagement from tribal life.47 The
social, cultural, and economic opportunities made possible by Indian casinos
seem to be attracting tribal members to reservations or retaining reservation
residents who might otherwise move out of the area. One example is the
Pechanga Reservation, where the population increased from under 100 in the
1960s to 346 in 2000. Individual cases of Pechanga tribal members illustrate
this trend. Gary DuBois grew up in nearby San Bernardino County during the
1970s and occasionally visited the Pechanga Reservation for tribal meetings.
After attending college in the area, DuBois left for graduate school in St. Louis,
then worked in Oklahoma and Washington, D.C. DuBois returned to Califor-
nia and moved onto the reservation for the first time in 1999, becoming cul-
tural resources director for the tribe—a position made possible by the growth
of the Pechanga’s gaming operations. Russell “Butch” Murphy was raised on
the Pechanga Reservation, then went to school in nearby Riverside and settled
down to teach in San Diego. In the late 1990s Murphy was able to move back
to the reservation when he took a job as tribal spokesman. Marc Macarro also
grew up on the Pechanga Reservation, then left for college in Santa Barbara.
After graduation he returned to serve the tribe and assumed the office of tribal
council chairman.48

Although the lives of native people are the most strongly affected by Indian
gaming, there have been cultural implications for other residents of southern
California as well. Millions of non-Indians, many of whom were once oblivi-
ous to the survival of California Indians, have journeyed to southern Califor-
nia Indian casinos and resort complexes, where they have experienced a type
of Indian culture firsthand. Even those who have never stepped onto an In-
dian reservation have felt the cultural impact of Indian gaming. With revenue
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from casinos, tribes have taken an increasingly active role in the cultural life of
southern California’s cities, towns, and rural areas. In 2000–2001, for example,
the Cabazon Tribe served as the primary sponsor of numerous events through-
out the region, including annual festivals like the Riverside County Fair, the
Southwest Arts Festival, and the National Date Festival; sports tournaments
such as the Bob Hope Golf Classic; and black-tie Beverly Hills awards shows
like the annual Diversity Awards, the annual First Americans in the Arts
Awards, and a fundraiser for the American Indian College Fund.49

The Cabazon Tribe also got involved with the University of California,
Riverside, by working with the college on its endowed chair in American In-
dian history and by developing its forthcoming Native American Research
Center.50 In 2001 the Pechanga Tribe took steps to become partners with the
Southwest Museum, the largest repository of American Indian artifacts in the
western United States and the oldest museum in Los Angeles. The financially
struggling Southwest Museum first explored a deal with the Autry Museum
of Western Heritage, but the Pechanga stepped in with a counteroffer that in-
cluded annual operating costs and the construction of a museum branch on
land adjacent to the Pechanga Reservation, which the Southwest Museum fa-
vored. By late 2002 the Pechanga had second thoughts on the deal and the
Southwest Museum forged a new agreement with the Autry.51 Nevertheless,
the prominent role of the Pechanga in the negotiations reveals that Indian people
have returned as major players in the cultural life of southern California after
generations of European and American cultural impositions.

These cultural currents—tribal revitalization, retribalization, and the in-
creasing impact of gaming tribes on southern California as a region—provide
starting points to pursue several avenues of critical analysis. Scholars might
explore how elements of tribal culture persevered to the advent of gaming and
what was chosen and by whom to form the basis for revitalization efforts.
Other, perhaps even conflicting or contrasting elements of tribal culture likely
exist outside or alongside of these official activities. Questions are raised by
the use of museums as a major repository of tribal culture, such as how “mu-
seum culture” is both different from and intersects with the “lived culture” of
past and present tribal life. The choice and service of elected tribal elders also
beg for further examination, including whether these elections become en-
meshed in tribal politics and how the activities of an elected elder compare
with those of elders recognized in other ways. With regard to retribalization,
scholars need to explore how life on a politically sovereign and economically
viable reservation might provide different or similar opportunities for engage-



THE DAWN OF A NEW DAY?     105

ment in tribal culture than those found while living in cities and other parts of
the world. Furthermore, although increases in reservation population can be
partially attributed to the return of people who began life with some tribal
affiliation, the benefits of being a tribal member in a time of cultural and eco-
nomic rebirth have likely encouraged some people with Indian heritage to
connect with the tribe for the first time. The experience of these people may
run a range from those who identify with the community and seek their iden-
tity as Indians to those who simply move to where employment opportuni-
ties exist. Finally, it should interest scholars to see if the increasing influence
of Indian people in the cultural life of the region, along with the presence of
non-Indians on gaming reservations, has an effect on the ways Indians and non-
Indians in southern California understand themselves and each other. With
the examples provided by past scholarship and the possibility of including
numerous native voices, especially through oral interviews, these questions
represent exciting possibilities for examining the relationship between Ameri-
can Indian economic development and cultural identity.

���

The latest beneficiary of Indian gaming in southern California appears to be
the Torres Martinez Desert Cahuilla Indian Tribe. Historically, the Torres
Martinez has been among the poorest Indian tribes in California. The U.S. gov-
ernment created the Torres Martinez Reservation in 1876 on approximately
24,000 acres of land located 150 miles east of Los Angeles. In 1905 the bursting
of a dam on the Colorado River flooded 11,000 of those acres, forming the
Salton Sea, a large, saline lake that stayed replenished through agricultural
runoff. Over the years, efforts at farming dates and wine grapes, two products
grown successfully by non-Indians in the region, failed because of the harsh-
ness of the environment or for lack of capital to dig the necessary wells. Al-
though work was available 50 miles away in the Palm Springs area, dirt roads
made travel across the reservation slow and arduous. Social services for tribal
members were so underfunded that health problems stayed far above the
national average, and many adolescents emerged from school unprepared to
pursue higher education or compete for good jobs. In the 1990s nearby tribes
like the Cabazon, Morongo, and Agua Caliente grew wealthy, but prospects
for opening a casino on the reservation seemed dim because of its remoteness
from major thoroughfares. By 2001 about 250 of 659 tribal members contin-
ued to live on the reservation, many in homes without electricity or running
water. For young people like eighteen-year-old Jacob Ward, the reservation
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offered few prospects for the future. “There’s really not much to do here,”
Ward stated after outlining his plans to leave the area and attend vocational
school in Wyoming.52

In March 2002, following fifteen years of litigation, the Torres Martinez
Tribe had what it hoped would prove to be a dramatic change in fortune. Con-
gress approved a $14 million reparation package to compensate for the flood-
ing of the reservation almost a century earlier. Furthermore, the tribe was
granted the right to purchase 640 acres of land for a casino north of the reser-
vation, near Interstate 10, which would be the first Indian gaming center in the
country built on nontribal land. During a public ceremony, Secretary of the
Interior Gale Norton presented a check for the first payment to the tribe, ac-
companied by U.S. Representative Mary Bono, the sponsor of the legislation.
Tribal chairwoman Mary Belgardo graciously accepted, stating that the “fruits
of all our suffering [are] about to come to bear.” The tribe planned to use the
money to build new homes, invest in the school system, and embark on a pro-
gram of economic development, with a new casino as the cornerstone. “This is
the key that will lift us out of poverty,” said Ernie Morreo, the sixty-seven-
year-old spiritual leader of the tribe. “I never thought the day would actually
come.”53

Indeed, it might seem a foregone conclusion that the Torres Martinez would
follow what by now has become a well-worn narrative in southern Califor-
nia—an Indian tribe suffering from generations of poverty embarks on a ven-
ture leading to rapid economic prosperity, political power, and cultural capi-
tal. Yet for the Torres Martinez and other Indian tribes in the region, the future
is far from certain. The prospect of a casino run by the Torres Martinez exacer-
bated concerns that the market for Indian gaming is reaching a saturation point,
raising possibilities that casinos operating in the same area will have to cut
back their operations, compete for business, or find new ways to cooperate.54

Any such shift in economic fortune is sure to have implications for the indi-
vidual tribes, in addition to rearranging the landscape of intertribal relations.
Without any precedent for an off-reservation Indian casino, the Torres Martinez
may face legal challenges, and the tribe still has to negotiate a gaming compact
with the state, which could be strained because of the off-reservation issue.
Although the political clout of Indian tribes has clearly grown tremendously
in recent years, this political influence does not go uncontested. Relationships
between California Indian tribes and the state took a turn for the worse during
the early 2000s following former governor Gray Davis’s veto of a bill that would
have added protections to sites in California considered sacred to native people,
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the filing of a lawsuit by the San Manuel Tribe and the Pechanga Tribe against
the state over casino revenue-sharing payments to nongaming tribes, and the
state’s legal efforts to have California tribes disclose political campaign dona-
tions.55 The cultural implications of gaming, which have only begun to emerge
and still appear hazy to researchers, are likely to intersect with shifts in other
realms of tribal life. These and many more questions surround the social, eco-
nomic, political, and cultural issues raised by the Torres Martinez casino ven-
ture and the ongoing development of Indian gaming as a whole. Based on the
evidence available at this time, it seems fair to say, as some Indian people
have, that tribal gaming in southern California has ushered in the dawn of a
new day. As the sun now breaks the horizon and ascends into the sky, how-
ever, it remains to be seen what the new day will bring.
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Kathy M’Closkey examines the impact of commercial incorporation on the lives of
Navajo women weavers. She argues that although weavers played a significant role in
the regional economy, they rarely received an equitable share of the wealth they cre-
ated. Their work provided a buffer for traders against the volatility of the global wool
market. Yet the more they wove, the poorer they became. Her analysis of the Navajo
weavers challenges the paradigmatic divide between the sacred world and the secular
marketplace. For the Diné women, weaving for the market did not diminish the cul-
tural and artistic significance of their work or of the textiles they produced.

In his new history of the American West, Richard White highlights how cattle,
minerals, timber, and wheat exports supplied a growing world market in the
nineteenth century. Although White does not include sheep and wool in his
list of commodities, domestic wool production was very much a part of the
global economy by the mid-nineteenth century. White notes how, in the drive
to wrest the vast resources from that region, Native Americans were pushed

The Devil’s in the Details:
Tracing the Fingerprints of Free Trade and

Its Effects on Navajo Weavers

KATHY M’CLOSKEY

C H A P T E R  S I X



THE DEVIL’S IN THE DETAILS     113

aside, and many perished from starvation and disease.1 By contrast, Navajo
(Diné) and Pueblo peoples of the Southwest were able to maintain their farm-
ing and herding economies until well into the twentieth century. This is not to
say that Navajos were unaffected by world economic markets. In fact, focus-
ing on the effect of volatile international markets on prices for domestic wools
makes it possible to acknowledge the contributions of thousands of Navajo
weavers who produced a fully finished product in an extractive economy. And
in this fashion, we can link the configuration of Navajo labor with broader
economic forces.

Today Navajo weaving is jeopardized by free trade, globalization, and the
volatile investment market for historic textiles, all of which drastically reduce
the demand for textiles created by more than 25,000 contemporary weavers.2 I
conclude my chapter by elucidating how anthropologists’ embrace of the re-
puted bifurcation between the sacred world of religion and the profane/secu-
lar world of commodity production compromises the survival of an economic
and culturally vital activity.3

BACKGROUND/CONTEXT

Over 200,000 Navajo, or Diné, currently occupy an 8,000-hectare reservation
in the southwestern United States. Historically, Navajos managed a broad sub-
sistence base that included farming, herding, raiding, and trading, but they
earned a major portion of their subsistence from weaving and livestock pro-
duction until the Great Depression. By 1800 the Navajo blanket had become
the most valuable commodity in southwestern intertribal trade, but incarcera-
tion at Hwééldi (Bosque Redondo) after 1863 undermined Diné self-sufficiency.4

When they returned home in 1868 to what was now their reservation, the Diné
found their self-sufficiency greatly undermined by an incipient network of
government-licensed traders and dependence on expendable commodities.5

This affected blanket producers directly, since the expansion of textile produc-
tion increasingly bound weavers to individual traders.6 Weavers, nearly all of
whom were women, faced a debt-and-repayment cycle that ensured a con-
tinuing supply of rugs while diminishing their bargaining position. Traders
reaped double benefits from two-way commodity trade, as they engaged in
“credit saturation” facilitated by geographic isolation and territorial monopoly.

Gary Witherspoon estimated conservatively that 100,000 Navajo women
have woven 1 million textiles over the past two centuries.7 Saddle blankets
and rugs also served as an alternative means to market wool.8 In 1934 Charles
Amsden observed:
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With weaving, these [favorable] circumstances are spare time and cheap
wool. Traders long ago noticed that most of their rug purchases are made
in the spring because most weaving is done during the long idle days of
winter. . . . [T]he Navajo woman weaves when she has nothing better to do,
or when the family wool crop cannot be sold to better advantage in the raw.
. . . [W]ool in rug form brings a little more money.9

Yet this type of activity has not been factored into our understanding of the
Navajo and their influence on the regional economy.

Extant analyses of the Navajo economy have failed to adequately take
account of weavers’ production because women wove at home and not in facto-
ries.10 My research challenges Amsden’s statement, reiterated by Marxist econo-
mist Larry Weiss,11 by investigating linkages between regional geopolitics and
fluctuations in wool prices in international wool markets. The characteriza-
tion of Navajo weavers as primarily “domestic” has masked the relations that
link their labor to economic policies legislated by Congress.

The few published government reports that identify Navajo women as
weavers designate the production of hand-spun, -dyed, and -woven textiles
as an industry that, because women produced for an external market, also fell
under the category commercialization.12 Yet when scholars consider this prodigious
production, they tend to consign it to the domestic sphere, a realm separate
from the market economy. This notion is supported by evidence suggesting
that Navajo women continued to weave because it was their “favorite pas-
time”13 or that they did it “for their beloved pin-money.”14

“THE MORE THEY WOVE, THE POORER THEY BECAME”

The Navajo population increased by 50 percent between 1885 and 1915,15 yet
textile production escalated more than 800 percent. Annual reports to the com-
missioner of Indian affairs confirm the escalation in the value of production
(no weights are provided) by noting that traders shipped textiles worth $24,000
from the reservation in 1890. That amount had increased to $1 million by 1930.16

Pima baskets ranked second in cash valuation at $14,500, confirming govern-
ment reports that textile production by Navajos was “the most profitable of
the native industries . . . and is done by women in their spare time.”17

Yet as hard as the weavers worked, they did not reap the financial re-
wards. Per capita income on the reservation remained at 20 percent of the
national average.18 The acceleration of textile production, combined with the
usurpation of the market by Pendleton and other trade blanket manufactur-
ers, oversaturated the market.19 As a consequence, weavers’ workloads tripled
after 1890, with twenty-five to forty hours of labor embedded in every pound
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of weaving they produced. For decades, women averaged two cents per hour
in book credit. Traders treated saddle blankets and rugs like other renewable
resources such as goatskins and sheep pelts: they graded, bundled, and sold
them wholesale by weight.20 Textiles and hides were shipped to jobbers on a
weekly basis and were credited against traders’ monthly balances with re-
gional wholesalers.21

This means Navajo women faced a dilemma, at least in the eyes of Indian
Office personnel. According to a 1916 report prepared by Agent Stephen Janus
of the Leupp Jurisdiction:

The Indians weave blankets and this is the only industry outside of their
stock. It is rather a slavery for the women and they cannot do the domestic
work constantly urged by the [Indian] Office and weave but no one has
apparently sensed this inconsistency. A better wool that would produce
more revenue per animal and free the women from this exacting toil might
be better.22

Thus Janus acknowledged that low wool values necessitated women’s weav-
ing. Navajo women failed to become accomplished housewives, since they
were constantly at their looms.23

Information about weaving extracted from the statistical section of Janus’s
report reveals an estimated 400 weavers produced 8,000 rugs for a total amount
of $80,000, or $10 each. Out of a population of 622 women and girls, 275 adult
women and 125 girls under age seventeen were weaving; those figures repre-
sent almost 65 percent of the entire female population. Each weaver could
expect to earn $200 per year. Janus estimated that 100 silversmiths in the Leupp
Jurisdiction produced $4,500 worth of jewelry that year, or an average of $45
per smith. Therefore, four times as many weavers produced eighteen times
the income of smithing. Diné located within that jurisdiction sold only 2 per-
cent of their sheep and goats that year. The total value of all stock sold, includ-
ing horses and cattle, amounted to $20,800, or just 25 percent of the value of
weaving. Unfortunately, Janus’s report does not document the value of wool
sales.

The superintendent’s reports and accompanying statistics demonstrate
great industry, especially in the realm of textile production. However, the Bu-
reau of Indian Affairs did not see it as productive activity. In his 1917 report to
the Board of Indian Commissioners, board member Edward A. Ayer of Chi-
cago adamantly supported a mass hiring of Indians to alleviate the shortage of
cotton pickers because “what our Indians need most is to be taught to work.
There are nearly 50,000 Indians in Arizona and a very small percentage of
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them do any useful work.”24 Only nonsubsistence labor performed outside the
home counted as work. Although thousands of Navajo women and girls were
weaving at this time, with few exceptions textile production within the house-
hold remained absent from the published record, thus hidden from history.
Participation in the informal economy translated into invisibility.25

Yet weaving produced a sizable percentage of household income. Accord-
ing to Robert McPherson, “In 1922 in the [Navajo] Western Agency, 23,080
pounds of rugs sold for $41,000; raw wool for $22,000, comprising 78% of all
the commerce for that year to include the sale of sheep, cattle, pelts, silver and
miscellaneous items.”26

W. O. Roberts, who had replaced Janus as superintendent at Leupp by 1926,
also remarked on the importance of the blanket weaving industry:

There is a particular demand for the Navajo product at the present time,
particularly if the standard of the product is good. The work is suffering to
some extent by the influence of outsiders who try to influence the I[ndian]
to make various designs which, of course, are not the native Ind[ian]
Patterns. Also due to the fact that the length of time required to weave a
rug makes the economic value of weaving questionable. All the traders
appear to be doing a heavy business in the N[avajo] rug and this industry
will doubtless continue for some years.27

THE HUBBELL PAPERS

Evidence that outlines the link between the wool market and Navajo poverty
remains buried in underresearched reservation trading post records. Don
Lorenzo Hubbell, deemed the “czar” of Navajo trade and the “father” of the
Navajo rug, and his family actively influenced the growth and development
of reservation commerce from 1883 to 1950.28 My analysis of a portion of their
business records reveals that textiles were acquired from weavers by weight.
The treatment of a fully finished product as a renewable resource contributed
to the sustained impoverishment of Navajo weavers. Available for study since
1977, these rich archival resources have been woefully underutilized in sub-
stantively assessing the importance of textile production to traders’ financial
success.29

I discovered that Navajo livelihood was undermined in a manner not
readily apparent from official documents utilized by other researchers. My
analysis challenges several assumptions that have dominated the literature
for nearly a century: (1) traders “saved” Navajo weaving by developing off-
reservation markets;30 (2) acquiring blankets by weight was a short-lived phe-
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nomenon;31 (3) weavers benefited financially by trading their own blankets/
rugs for machine-made trade blankets;32 (4) rug weaving decreased when wool
prices were high and increased when wool prices dropped;33 and (5) traders’
greatest profits lay in wool.34

The Hubbell archives provide a barometer of the regional economy, as the
family controlled a significant portion of Navajo trade for decades. My analy-
sis of a portion of their ledger books reveals that textiles, skins, and wool were
the “currency” with which the Hubbells paid creditors, and for decades their
annual profits in blanket sales averaged twelve times their wool profits. The
sale of the wool clip paid down the Hubbells’ accounts with wholesalers every
spring, but blanket sales occurred continually. After 1900 the Hubbells typi-
cally shipped more pounds of weaving annually than sheep pelts and goatskins
combined.35

A vignette provides an example of the higher profits traders realized sell-
ing blankets and rugs directly to other wholesalers rather than to merchants to
whom they were indebted. S. J. Nicolas of Santa Barbara and Los Angeles
purchased both Navajo blankets and piñon nuts.36 During 1920 he purchased
at least nineteen bales of rugs from the Hubbells:

Date Bales Weight (#s) Cost Average/#

3/3/1920 7 912 $2,133.20 $2.34
5/7/1920 4 500 $1,250.50 $2.50
5/23/1920 4 686 $1,328.80 $1.94
5/26/1920 4 553 $1,252.55 $2.26

Totals 19 2,651 $5,965.05 $2.26

In 1920 the price of wool had plummeted to ten cents per pound. Had the
weavers sold raw wool instead of rugs, the Hubbells would have earned a
mere $530 rather than grossing $5,965.05.37 The Hubbells, however, had to ex-
tend an average $1.25 per pound in credit.38 Thus credit extended to weavers
amounted to $3,313.75, and the Hubbells netted $2,651.30, or five times the
value of the raw wool. That was not a bad return, amounting to 44 percent of
the gross earned by just shipping the rugs. Moreover, traders were not bur-
dened with the expenses associated with marketing the annual wool crop and
earned profits on all goods bartered to weavers.

According to the Hubbells’ business records, more than 415,000 pounds of
hand-spun, handwoven blankets and rugs had been shipped from their trad-
ing posts between 1891 and 1909 to regional wholesalers and other non-Indian



118     KATHY M’CLOSKEY

consumer markets. By 1909 the Hubbells’ profits in textiles were nearly four-
teen times higher than their wool profits and greater than the total amount of
wool sold. Because of a shortage of Moroccan kidskin at the end of World War
I, unprocessed goatskins sold for more per pound ($1.25) than hand-spun and
-woven Navajo fancy-patterned saddle blankets (90 cents) and rugs ($1.20).
How is it possible that such productivity could result in sustained impover-
ishment? For by World War I, 85 percent of the Navajo population was “poor,
average or destitute.”39 I searched for clues in an attempt to explain the para-
dox that had emerged from my analysis, that is, “the more they wove, the
poorer they became.”

Although I had appropriately linked traders’ financial success to their co-
opting the marketing of Navajo textiles, I lacked macro-level evidence concern-
ing fluctuating values of wool internationally. What I had traced (unknowingly)
in the Hubbells’ business records were the fingerprints of free trade. Remark-
ably, the terms wool tariff and free trade remain absent from the vast literature
on the Diné.40 Frustrated by the lack of information in extant literature, I turned
to U.S. Congressional Records and tariff regulations and discovered that wool
was one of the most volatile commodities traded internationally.41 The first
inkling that something was amiss concerns the discrepancies between the
amounts traders were receiving for Navajo wool and the annual average price
per pound as reported in the national record.42 At the back of their book A
History of the Navajo: The Reservation Years, Garrick and Roberta Bailey incorpo-
rate a table highlighting the average annual value of domestic wool and live-
stock between 1869 and 1970.43 Navajo wools typically sold for 50–70 percent
less than other domestic wool. Initially, I thought the Hubbells were cheating
the Navajos, but their wool profits were almost nonexistent. Why was Navajo
wool devalued?

THE WILD WOOL MARKETS

The information in this section provides the context to initiate a repositioning
of Diné weavers within the globalization and free trade literature. The Na-
tional Association of Wool Manufacturers’ bulletins (1865–1940) provide the
most fulsome context to understand the workings of the U.S. wool market in
relation to international movements in the prices and amounts of wool. For
much of the nineteenth century, the production of wool and cotton for textile
manufacturing in the United States was the third-most-important U.S. indus-
try, following agriculture and steel production.44 Next to Great Britain, the
United States was the greatest consumer of wool in the world, and although
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domestic wool growers clipped over 300 million pounds annually after the
Civil War, manufacturers required nearly half a billion pounds a year. Unwilling
to risk dependence on foreign sources for a vital resource, Congress legislated
high duties to protect domestic growers. In fact, the wool tariff was referred to
as “the keystone of the arch of protection” and served as a model for other
tariffs.45

By 1890, domestic growers had upbred their flocks to produce clothing-
quality wool (Classes I and II). These fine wools, when imported from abroad,
were subject to much higher duties and ad valorem fees. The livestock is-
sued to the Diné after Bosque Redondo (1868–1869) were churros.46 The
hardy little churro was a lightweight in both meat and fleece,47 yet it was well
adapted to the Navajo range, and it produced an excellent coarse wool for
rug weaving. Since Anglo and Hispanic growers desired “more bang for their
buck,” they shifted to heavier breeds for meat and weightier fine-wool fleeces
and were happy to divest themselves of the lowly churros. (Although they
constituted only 0.003 of the U.S. population, Navajos owned 2 percent of
U.S. sheep.)

The power looms invented by Erastus Bigelow during the 1850s had revo-
lutionized carpet manufacturing, and the United States shifted from import-
ing carpets to becoming the largest carpet manufacturer in the world. Prior to
1900, 75 percent of the wool imported into the United States was carpet-quality
wool. Class III carpet wools were inexpensively raised in China, Argentina,
Russia, Turkey, and Asia—primarily by nomadic peoples—and were imported
as “raw material.”48 The only wool produced in the United States that was
classified as carpet grade (Class III, the lowest category) was produced by
churros. But Diné growers produced less than 5 percent of the more than 100
million pounds necessary to service the carpet industry annually. By 1890 the
well-organized and powerful carpet manufacturers had successfully lobbied
Congress to allow Class III wools into the country duty-free or with a small ad
valorem. In 1894, when Democrat Grover Cleveland was elected president, he
placed all classes of wool on the duty-free list. Over a four-year period, nearly
half a billion pounds of carpet-quality wool was imported into the United States.
Is it a coincidence that the Navajo blanket was transformed into a rug during
that decade? After 1898 the tariff was reinstated, exempting Class III wools
valued at less than 13 cents per pound. Although the cost of living quadrupled
for Navajos between 1900 and the Great Depression, the value of their textiles
stalled at 1902 levels,49 suggesting that the price of weaving was pegged to the price
of wool. Without the weavers’ productivity, the U.S. government may have
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needed to step in and subsidize the purchase of Diné wool. Price supports did
not materialize, however, as government policies instilled self-sufficiency and
industry within Navajos and other Native American populations.50 Thus thou-
sands of “dark-skinned housewives” effectively subsidized the trading post
system on the reservation for decades.

However, churro wool was ideal for hand spinning, hence the dilemma of
whether to upbreed the flocks and destroy desirable characteristics necessary
for hand weaving or continue with the churros and risk low returns.51 Although
Indian agents had periodically introduced “new blood” into Navajo flocks,
selective breeding had produced mixed results.52 The unstandardized nature
of Navajo herds produced a less desirable product for the national market and
decreased the value of their wools in competition with foreign carpet wools.
Cross-breeding for beneficial characteristics requires scientific management.
It may take ten years for desirable characteristics to become “fixed,” during
which time flocks must be carefully monitored or genetic recidivism may oc-
cur. The wool from introduced breeds was kinky and oily, difficult for women
to process by hand. Since women wove more than 25 percent of the annual
wool crop into rugs after 1900, altering its positive characteristics posed a real
threat to traders. Having women weave fleece into textiles provided a more
secure means of diversification for traders faced with continual oscillations in
the international wool markets. Consequently, the seeds of Diné impoverish-
ment lay with the genesis of free trade policies instigated by the United States
government more than a century ago.

My analysis of Lorenzo Hubbell Jr.’s wool records during the 1930s reveals
that up to 80 percent of the wool he bought from the Navajos was still graded
carpet quality. During that decade the trader typically lost 15 to 30 percent of
the value of the crop to processing charges. Regardless of its value—whether
a nickel or a quarter per pound—traders had to absorb the costs associated
with shipping and handling, sorting, scouring, and paying brokers’ commis-
sions. Thus the negative consequences of free trade began for Navajo wool
growers and weavers more than a century ago, and the primary means to
ameliorate the most pernicious effects of free trade involved marketing car-
pet-grade wool in the form of rugs. This correlation suggests reformatting
Navajo weavers’ productivity within the geopolitics of the period. Situating
the Hubbells and their business contemporaries within the economic history
of the Southwest, which incorporates price oscillations of the international wool
market, illuminates an important problem that has not been investigated to
date. Traders’ business records in tandem with pertinent evidence extracted
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from U.S. tariff history and wool commission houses demonstrate that
pauperization was sustained in a manner not revealed in other publications
on the Navajo economy.53

This “hidden” history, based on analysis of information contained in the
underutilized Hubbell Papers and regional wholesalers’ records, may be the
North American equivalent to the Lace Makers of Narsupur.54 Maria Mies describes
how the production of crocheted lace by over 100,000 Indian housewives in
the state of Andhra Pradesh not only provided much of their household in-
come but became the most valuable handicraft export from that region in the
mid-twentieth century.55 Yet the lace makers were missing from the census
records. Mies’s research demonstrates that women’s provisioning does not
depend on a separation between home and workplace. Recontextualizing
Navajo weavers in this manner differs substantially from recent publications
highlighting the way weavers and other Indian craft makers became exotic
pawns in the escalating Southwest tourism market.56

WEAVING AS RECURSIVE MANIFESTATIONS OF K’E

Given the magnitude and extent of the appropriation of surplus labor for de-
cades, I question why women would continue to weave. Ethnographer Gladys
Reichard sanctioned the categorization of functional textiles as “nonsacred”
craft commodities because commercialization not only submerged any sacred
associations but also obliterated a distinctly Navajo “aesthetic.”57 Museologists’
statements support Reichard’s thesis,58 and, in particular, Kate Peck Kent main-
tained that

rugs woven in this [the twentieth] century will not tell us anything about
Navajo personality or values because Anglo traders and markets have
influenced Navajo weavers so much that any meanings or aesthetic styles
which may have existed in early weavings were extinguished. . . . The
search for a distinctive Navajo aesthetic ends with the onset of the Rug
period. When weavers ceased to manufacture blankets for their own use
and turned to the production of rugs for sale to whites, they accepted
Anglo American standards of taste.59

Labeling weaving as “nonsacred” not only covertly justified museologists
writing for the investment market but opened the doors to wholesale appropria-
tion of Navajo patterns by entrepreneurs anxious to cash in on the “Southwest
look.”60 In the remainder of this section I provide an alternative interpretation
based on weavers’ statements and reconceptualize weaving as cosmological
performance.
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In Diné Bahané, weaving plays an important role in the origin and main-
tenance of the Diné. The Navajo Creation Story comprises a rich, extensive,
and complex belief system that reveals the order and character of the world
and the relationships of people with one another and with all living creatures.
It provides a charter for behavior and defines meaningful social relationships
both among members of the community and between the community and the
entire cosmos. The order inherent in the cosmos was meant to serve as a pat-
tern for proper behavior in both general and specific ways.61 Such harmony
epitomizes the pattern of hózhó (beauty, harmony, local order), manifest every-
where in the universe. It governs male-female relations and cosmic relation-
ships such as earth and sky, night and day, mortals and supernaturals.62 Major
mythical figures set examples for the personal growth and maturation of Na-
vajo men and women. The ideal pattern for Diné relationships is summed up
in the word K’e. The pattern for K’e, or “right and respectful relations with
others and [with] nature,” is not an abstract ideal but provides a model for
concrete human behaviors encompassing kindness, helpfulness, peace, coop-
eration, and generosity.63

Acknowledging the centrality of K’e in relation to Navajo culture may pro-
vide the key to understanding the escalation in textile production despite con-
ditions of extreme impoverishment. Here it is important to consider forms of
reciprocation that remain absent from models in economic anthropology.64 For
example, K’e does not exhibit the concepts of reciprocity, redistribution, con-
sumption, or householding, as depicted in generic models of economic rela-
tions.65 Most political economists would consign K’e to the symbolic sphere.
However, to exclude the concept of K’e from economic models suggests that
political economy models may be excessively androcentric and Eurocentric.
This is related to gender bias, but it also relates to the fact that the nonhuman
world is perceived as passive rather than as an active partner/participant in
the perpetuation of Navajo lifeways.66 Grace McNeley writes:

The Navajo term ketl’ool—derived from ke, meaning “feet,” and tl’ool,
meaning “root system”—expresses the concept of having a foundation for
one’s life in the earth, much as a plant is rooted in the earth. . . . Let us
visualize the central root as extending all the way back to Asdzààn
Nàdleehi, “Changing Woman”—who is Earth Mother herself. Developing
from this main root is the complex web of kinship relations extending back
even to ancestors and including clan relations, the extended family and the
immediate family. Tied to this system are material goods, familiar sur-
roundings and livestock. This webbing of earth, of ancestors, of clan and
familiar surroundings all constitute a Navajo home, enabling those within
it to flourish, to thrive.67
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The K’e that exists between mother and child provides the foundational
concept and form for all relationships in Navajo social life. Motherhood in
Navajo culture is identified and defined in terms of life, particularly its source,
reproduction, and sustenance. Mother and child are bound together by the
most intense, diffuse, and enduring solidarity found in Navajo culture. The
relationship of Changing Woman (as Earth Mother) to her children provides
the major conceptual framework for the Navajo cultural definition of mother-
hood, as life is created in and sustained by mothers.68 As Mother Earth pro-
vides sustenance for her children, human mothers nurture their children.
Changing Woman taught Navajo women to weave so they would not suffer
from the cold because they would have clothing. Through weaving, women
reflect many Navajo values including that of industriousness by the mother,
who works hard taking care of her family. Navajo weavers unite the two fields
of ritual and work through songs, stories, and prayers. Weavers’ mapping of
the domain of textile production includes a cosmological realm:

When you weave you don’t go by the hour, by time . . . you weave your
rug in your mind. . . . Even to feel the touch of the rug is sacred. . . . There’s
a song to go over the weaving after it’s finished, but one cannot talk about
it. . . . The thoughts and ideas of the original weaver are in the rug . . . it
must not be touched [i.e., repaired], nor should one copy another’s
pattern.69

During my reservation fieldwork in 1992 and in recent conversations,
when women spoke about weaving they frequently referenced plants, ani-
mals, the land, their kin, and the importance of provisioning—thereby reveal-
ing sets of relationships marginalized in current publications highlighting the
“aesthetics” embedded in gallery-displayed textiles. Much of the current lit-
erature on Navajo weaving fits more comfortably within an art historical frame-
work. Pre-1950 textiles sell for thousands of dollars at international auctions,
depressing the demand for textiles created by more than 25,000 reservation
weavers.70 Only by reformulating formalist concepts of aesthetics (i.e., beauty
and quality reside in the object divorced from its context) can readers surmise
the threat to Diné lifeways.71 Although the Indian Arts and Crafts Board man-
dates stringent fines for retailers falsely advertising “Indian-made” goods,
communal property rights remain unprotected in the United States.72 The
Native American Graves Protection and Repatriation Act (1990) allows for
repatriation of funerary goods and sacred artifacts from museums, and gov-
ernment regulations provide stringent fines against looters of archaeological
sites.73 But because patterned rugs were designated nonsacred commodities
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by previous generations of scholars, they remain vulnerable to various forms
of appropriation.74

Complex patterns of Navajo relations were occluded through the episte-
mological lens of the colonizers and, later, the ethnographers. The narrative of
the origin of the loom and weaving tools as revealed in the Creation Story is
frequently referenced at the beginning of texts on Navajo weaving. Authors
then describe the “facts” and relate that everything was borrowed: the loom
from the Pueblos, sheep from the Spaniards, dyes and patterns from the trad-
ers. Because none of the ingredients is deemed indigenous, most authors dis-
claim any symbolism or sacred associations attached to the woven textiles.
What is suppressed, overtly or covertly, is the acknowledgment of women’s
provisioning as a core component of K’e.75 Utilizing an epistemology more re-
flective of Diné values has the potential to reveal how the patterns of relations
that brought Navajo rugs into existence are fractured when cultural pattern is
split from commodity.

CONCLUSION

In this chapter I have argued that Navajos were affected by the first major
wave of globalization.76 Trade liberalization during the 1890s, initiated by re-
moval of the wool tariff during Cleveland’s administration (1894–1897), dra-
matically affected returns to domestic wool growers. Relentless competition,
both domestic and international, marginalized Navajo wool growers in a man-
ner not investigated by other scholars. Thus Navajos underwent a unique kind
of structural adjustment not experienced by other domestic growers subject to
tariff protection for clothing wools after 1898.

At this time, culturally salient craft production provides a sustainable rem-
edy to alleviate poverty among aboriginal populations. Yet as a result of defi-
cient narratives constantly recycled on the “history” of weaving, in tandem
with the lack of a marketing infrastructure on the reservation, weavers in-
creasingly face formidable odds in today’s competitive global marketplace.
Yet Navajo weavers remain active participants in their own histories, as they
continue to endure difficult conditions to ensure cultural survival.
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Tressa Berman provides a contemporary example of how federal policy continues to
structure dependency while affording new economic strategies. Women’s networks on
the Fort Berthold reservation provide their communities with a buffer against the eco-
nomic instability wrought by ever-changing federal Indian policy. Mandan, Hidatsa,
and Arikara women piece together various sources of subsistence—including com-
modity food and other welfare programs—to craft an informal network through which
they redistribute resources and ensure community cohesion.

The ethnographic literature of the Northern Plains is rich with descriptions
and images of the settled village life of the Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara
along the Upper Missouri River. In the nineteenth century the artist George
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Catlin painted realist landscapes and portraits of a people at peace and at work.
From the top of earth-lodge dwellings, men scouted for game and intruders,
and women worked their garden plots, tending to their fragile rows of corn,
beans, and squash—the symbols and mainstay of intertribal trade and cul-
tural continuity. Women’s gardens were not merely subsistence plots but
gendered and ritualized spaces where women sang planting songs and honed
their gardening skills as their claims to land, livelihood, and identity.

Before I lived on the Fort Berthold reservation in North Dakota, I had read
Buffalo Bird Woman’s accounts recorded by Gilbert Wilson and expected to
see no trace of that earlier way of life in the late twentieth century.1 I took to
heart my Hidatsa language teacher’s comment when she said, “Today our
garden is the Super ValueTM store.” I observed the familiar effects of more than
a century of colonization and resettlement; I attributed the high rates of diabe-
tes to poor diet, lack of healthy foods to the government commodity programs,
and the general decline in quality of life to irreversible changes in subsistence
economy. It was with surprise and assurance that I began to notice small sprouts
of gardens growing in unexpected places. Off-reservation families transplanted
to trailer parks in Bismarck and Minot grew stalks of corn that were the envy
of crows, in stark contrast to their non-Indian neighbors who tried to replicate
green lawn suburban settlements in the western outback. Elders who lived on
their own land often cleared a parcel of rugged badlands to give way to culti-
vated patches of native crops. A young Mandan woman was given the respon-
sibility of harvesting a hybrid of traditional Mandan corn, passed down for
countless generations from the seed of Mother Corn. And on the edge of New
Town, the population center of the reservation, a group of Arikara women led
me to their secret garden plot, where squashes of several varieties grew along-
side empty beer cans amid the windswept brush of the prairie. These are some
of the images that replace those of Catlin’s and Wilson’s days. Through these
individual and collective acts of resistance, women continue to hold together a
social fabric that has been systematically ripped into by the disruptions of fed-
eral interventions. Native women resist these disruptions every time they plant
a garden and otherwise work for the benefit of family and community.

My subsequent work at Fort Berthold has come to stress the ways infor-
mal economies (such as gardening, barter, and artistic production) intertwine
with the formal economy of wages and welfare.2 This is the premise upon
which I draw here. First, I emphasize how treaties established a unique set of
rights that govern the federal trust relationships between Tribes3 and the U.S.
government. I suggest that welfare reform potentially violates federal trust
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and show how it was designed to do so.4 Second, I describe the effects of these
violations by examining the daily lives of Fort Berthold women. Their stories
demonstrate how welfare reform disrupts the balance struck between formal
and informal economies, leaving an already fragile reservation economy at
greater risk of economic harm. By focusing on women’s activities within one
reservation economy, we can better extrapolate to other communities that share
similar outcomes in relation to federal policies through time. In these ways,
welfare reform can be better understood as the same old wolf grafted onto
new sheep’s skin. This point is better understood within the historical frame-
work of federal Indian policy shifts.

FEDERAL TRUST AND WELFARE REFORM

To illustrate how new legislative reforms such as welfare reform may have the
broadest impact on Tribes, I consider only those Tribes that currently exercise
federal trust relations with the U.S. government while acknowledging the back-
log of petitions by Tribes still seeking the legal standing of federal recognition.5 I
consider welfare reform in this context by stressing the need to interpret policies
of one era (those of termination) into another (those of self-determination).
The history of interpreting statute into American Indian policy forms the basis
of federal Indian law.6 In other words, contemporary legal interpretations rest
with legal doctrines laid down long ago in treaties and Supreme Court opin-
ions that govern issues of jurisdiction (federal, state, or tribal) and outline the
plenary power of congressional oversight over Tribes.7

In matters of land, natural resources, housing, health care, and economic
development, the federal trust relationship sets American Indians apart from
other U.S. ethnic minorities by holding responsibilities administered by fed-
eral agencies to federally recognized Tribes. Until the passage of the 1996 Per-
sonal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (P.L. 104-193;
hereafter, welfare reform act), responsible agencies included the Bureau of In-
dian Affairs (BIA) as the federal arbitrator between the U.S. government and
American Indian Tribes; Housing and Urban Development (HUD), which ad-
ministers block grants to Tribes for reservation housing; the Indian Health Ser-
vice (IHS); and a host of federal welfare programs not unique to American
Indians, such as General Assistance (GA) (now Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families [TANF]), Social Security Income (SSI), food stamps, and commodity
food programs.

According to the terms of the welfare reform act, states have new authority
to request and administer federal welfare funds and, “at their option,” may
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include tribal family assistance programs in their counts for requesting block
grants. What this means with respect to dispensation of funds to Tribes has
begun to come to light through independent longitudinal studies in Arizona
and South Dakota.8 The most direct effect on American Indian communities—
both on and off the reservation—lies with new caps on spending in TANF, SSI,
and HUD and the consolidation of nutrition programs, such as food stamps;
the Women, Infant, and Children program (WIC); and school lunch programs.9

These cuts strike into the heart of the reservation economy, where policy ef-
fects have forced a delicate balance between formal and informal economies.
Program caps and time limits that reduce the welfare roll without eliminating
conditions of poverty undercut the ways American Indians have come to com-
bine household resource strategies with various forays into wage work. By
highlighting key policy turns of the past, I show that welfare reform in Indian
country is an extension of federal policies that have always served to uphold
or dismantle federal trust responsibilities. The overall trend in American In-
dian policy has been to isolate and then assimilate American Indians, first by
dispossessing them of their lands and then by converting them to a variety of
Christian religions that reinforced the values of the colonizers. The 1934 Indian
Reorganization Act (IRA) reconstituted tribal landholdings and reorganized
consensus-oriented polities into federally chartered constitutional governments.
A direct effect of these policy changes manifested in a decline in women’s
public status, especially in matrilineal societies such as among the Mandans,
Hidatsas, and Arikaras. This decline throughout Indian country was directly
related to the selection of male leaders by U.S. agents and to the increase in
wage labor, particularly for men.10 Despite these effects at Fort Berthold, as in
many other reservation communities, women’s roles remained centered on kin-
ship relations.

As in other reservation communities, the loss of traditional sources of
livelihood, in which women’s roles had been equal to men’s, was not com-
pensated. These structural changes in social organization, fostered by early-
twentieth-century Victorian family norms of the nuclear family, further
eroded women’s collective status and security. At Fort Berthold, mission-
aries and government officials worked together to convert a horticultural
people to a ranching economy, thereby devaluing the work of women who
controlled their families’ garden plots. Where women maintained control over
their subsistence activities or developed new strategies based on modified
modes of subsistence, they retained a relatively higher status in relation to
men.
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The most direct and egregious policies aimed at eradicating tribal steward-
ship came about through termination policies initiated by the 1953 Termination
Act, which defined the Termination era. Termination policies of the 1950s took
aim at tribal sovereignty by attempting to dismantle political structures that
uphold the federal trust relationship—a relationship that historically signifies
treaty responsibilities. The question before Tribes, states, and the federal welfare
system is not merely economic. In a legislative sense, one might ask: To what
extent do the consent clauses in welfare reform represent treaty abrogations,
and what might the socio-legal consequences be with respect to cultural harm?
Precisely how reservation communities intend to cope with deep cuts to their
economies forces a critical examination into the ways in which community
members—especially women who receive the bulk of welfare for dependent
children—strategize to make ends meet.

CASELOAD: FORT BERTHOLD

Fort Berthold is situated along the upper confluences of the Missouri River,
which prior to its damming was the life vein of a horticultural, fishing, and
hunting economy among matrilineal Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara peoples.
Today the Garrison Dam rises up to meet the jagged buttes that jut up from
rugged badlands and spill out onto eastern farmlands, split up over decades
of western land grabs and consolidations of Indian and non-Indian lands. In-
dustries boom and bust, especially in oil, shale, and other natural resources
where Tribes and individual tribal members retain mineral rights through trea-
ties, including on lands leased by white ranchers. The main on-reservation
employers are the Tribal Administration, the Northrop assembly plant, and
the Four Bears Casino. Yet even with these industries, the unemployment rate
hovers at 50 percent.11

The reservation shares some features with its rural counterparts in west-
ern North Dakota, Montana, and the Southern Plains of Canada. However, the
circumscription created by the reservation boundary, as one both geographic
and political, offsets these similarities through institutionalized racism against
Indians and the results of federal subsumption of culture and economy, sym-
bolized by the reservation itself. In these respects, the Indians of Fort Berthold
share more in common with the Kalahari !Kung of South Africa than they do
with neighboring non-Indian wheat farmers of North Dakota. For example,
some ethnographic work has compared the ranching economies of reservation
and nonreservation communities,12 but little comparative work beyond the
anecdotal has focused on American Indian and white women on the Northern
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Plains. Rather than setting the reservation economy within the frame of other
rural economies, my purpose here is to set welfare reform within the context
of federal policies that have long treated reservations as an internal colonial
artifact, within which federal assistance programs have been administered.
These programs range from agrarian reform and ranching (as specified through
the terms of the 1887 Dawes Allotment Act and the 1934 IRA) to new clauses
in welfare reform legislation aimed specifically at Tribes.

American Indian Tribes are the only distinct population given special con-
sideration in the welfare reform act. The reason for this lies with the unique
political and legal status Tribes hold with respect to the U.S. government. There-
fore, scrutinizing welfare reform from the standpoint of U.S. and tribal rela-
tions allows a more comprehensive understanding of the long-term effects of
policy on tribal communities.

The first cession of Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara lands by treaty was
accomplished by the 1851 Fort Laramie Treaty, which designated 12.5 million
acres of reservation lands between the Yellowstone and Missouri Rivers of
what is now Montana, Wyoming, and North Dakota. The 1887 General Allot-
ment Act opened up previously collectively held lands to fee patent, whereby
individual “allottees” were frequently coerced into selling their land to white
shareholders. The 1910 Homestead Act further opened up western land sales,
resulting in what is referred to as a “checkerboard” effect of many reserva-
tions, including Fort Berthold (although the result looks more like a “patch-
work” of Indian-white landholdings). The historian Robert Merrill noted that
the original land set aside by the Fort Laramie Treaty was reduced to 640,000
acres by 1910.13 Ben Reifel, an American Indian anthropologist, stated that “since
their first treaty at Fort Laramie . . . they [the Three Affiliated Tribes] have
relinquished title to an area greater than that of the states of Massachusetts
and New Hampshire combined.”14

It was at a point of remarkable demographic and economic recovery from
disease, dispossession of land, and social reorganization that plans for dam-
ming the Missouri River were introduced along reservation lands throughout
North and South Dakota,15 lands that had been protected by treaty since the
1800s.16 The removal and relocation of 90 percent of the Fort Berthold popula-
tion came about at the height of termination policy nationwide. The 1955
American Indian Relocation and Vocational Assistance Act (referred to by In-
dians and policy makers simply as “Relocation”) coincided with the push to
end federal services to reservation-based tribal members. In short, the Termi-
nation era at Fort Berthold was marked by two kinds of relocation: one the
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result of a dam, the other the result of urban job training programs that sent
migrants as far east as Philadelphia and as far west as Los Angeles.17

The maintenance of kin-based networks—both on and off the reservation—
serves as an important determinant in individual well-being and women’s
collective action. Whether in reservation or urban contexts, American Indian
women have always upheld their kinship networks to resist the alienating
effects of government policies. Urban relocation lay at the heart of Termina-
tion-era policies, a theme now recurring in the wake of welfare reform as res-
ervation residents do what they have always done when few job opportunities
exist in rural reservation communities: move to cities to look for work. Except
this time there are no federal subsidies or outreach to follow them there.18

Since the allotment of native lands in the nineteenth century, the philo-
sophical problem with outside interventions in the reservation economy has
rested with economic ideology of private property and privatization, concepts
that run counter to tribal values of collective land use and kinship.19 Given the
national trend toward privatization of health and human services in the United
States (from health care to private food banks), the trend will likely continue in
this twenty-first century. Implementation and incorporation of new policies
into the reservation economy depend on balancing family and community re-
sources. In the daily rounds of making a living, what gets to count as “work”
takes on culturally specific meanings that affirm cultural identity as flexible
and not subject to the vagaries of economic development schemes. Women are
particularly positioned to shape economic interventions, as they mediate be-
tween family life and welfare policy.

The inaugural days of the self-determination era drew increasing attention
to women’s claims and the movements that grew out of them.20 Landmark legis-
lation of this policy era related to social welfare issues included the 1978 Ameri-
can Indian Child Welfare Act (AICWA)21 and its subsequent amendments in the
1990s that coincided with welfare reform movements nationwide.

WOMEN’S WORK AND THE WELFARE STATE

Within the reservation economy, American Indians continue to live within the
most bureaucratic communities in the United States—beginning at birth upon
receipt of a tribal enrollment number, the symbol of the federal trust subsumption
of sovereignty that validates entitlement to government programs,22 including
annuities, housing subsidies, and commodity foods. Since the end of treaty
making, federal policy has guided social rearrangements of native communi-
ties—from reservations to relocation and job training programs. In particular,
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American Indian women continue to shoulder the responsibilities of balancing
work and family life as a result of the structural effects of increases in female-
headed households and the interhousehold exchange cycles that radiate out
from women-centered kin networks.23

We can analyze female-headed households in one of two ways. On the one
hand, matrifocal residences in reservation housing communities can be under-
stood as an extension of “traditional” matrilineal family structures. On the
other hand, this kind of cultural explanation is not wholly accurate and dis-
tracts from understanding the structural constraints of the daily realities that
force women to keep up with demands for rent and pressures to sell family allot-
ments and move into HUD communities (furthering dislocations from the land) to
make ends meet across housing communities.24 As I discuss in the next section,
Fort Berthold women do this through a variety of mixed economic strategies that
combine formal and informal incomes, such as beading, sewing, cooking, as-
sisting with child care and transportation, and shuffling welfare-based incomes
among household members and extended kin. In these ways, Fort Berthold women’s
strategies look more like the African American women described by Carol Stack in
the urban “Flats,” where women stand at the center of redistributive networks,
than like the matriarchs of popular literature.25

American Indian social welfare policies have had differential effects on
men and women through time, especially where top-down policies operate
with little knowledge or regard for kinship and gender relations. Since the
earliest days of dispossession, American Indian women were targeted for small-
scale commodity production that reified their roles as domestic workers and
seamstresses, whereas men were assigned the agricultural roles that in some
cases had previously been the domain of women. Among Mandans, Hidatsas,
and Arikaras, missionaries and government officials worked together to con-
vert a horticultural people to a ranching economy—thereby devaluing the work
of women who controlled their families’ garden plots.

At Fort Berthold, social welfare policies that began with the final and forced
resettlement of renegade Hidatsas in the late 1800s stipulated the terms of
surrender and “reservationization.”26 This description of early reservation life,
recollected by an elderly Hidatsa woman, forms part of a cycle of stories about
the transition from self-sufficiency to dependency that stand in contrast to the
master narratives of welfare dependency.

[A]t that time, the government gave stoves and furniture to these . . .
people. . . . [T]hey make a fire outside and cook and they [settled Indians]
always laughed at them, [they’d say] “they’re poor, and us, we got a lot
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money,” like that . . . and after the government told them to come back [to
the reservation] and the police were after them . . . they go on horseback
and they bring them just like they’re chasing them back. . . . And when they
have a house, a log house, after that . . . they get some stoves. When they
got that per cap [per capita payment], they took some money back to pay
for the commodities to pay for the stove, the ax . . . so they [the govern-
ment] didn’t give it to them [the Indians], they paid for it!27

This Hidatsa woman’s narrative shows how dependency on government
goods was enforced: first by punishing Indians who refused to comply with
ration programs (by forcing resettlement onto reservation encampments), then
by taking away compensation for tribal lands (per capita payments) to pay for
the rationed goods. Finally, government coercion tactics exacerbated tribal fac-
tions by playing “settled” Indians against their “unsettled” cousins. Later, when
renegade Hidatsas refused to send their children to government and church
schools, the government outposts withheld their rations as a forced measure
of compliance. In short, the cycle of dependency emerges as structurally inher-
ent, designed to confuse and control its subjects. Subsequent policies of social
welfare reform tactics followed federal Indian policy through its vacillations
between isolation on the one hand and assimilation on the other. In either case,
the alienation of native lands has always been the cornerstone of federal inter-
ventions. The first legislative attempt at privatization of tribal holdings came
about through the implementation of the 1887 Dawes Allotment Act, which
ceded fee-simple property rights to individual Indians deemed “competent”
by a U.S. court of law. Competency clauses continue to shape federal policy.
For example, the 1996 welfare reform act allows some Tribes to manage their
own welfare rolls providing they are “qualified” to do so (as stipulated by the
1997 Balanced Budget Act). The ideology of “competency” embedded in pa-
ternalistic policies that grant sovereignty with federal aplomb and take it away
with state sanction mirrors the requirements laid down by termination policies
of the 1950s. These policies ended federal trust responsibility to Tribes deemed
“qualified” to manage their own affairs. This echoes the themes brought out in
the test cases for termination, most notably the Menominee Tribe of Wisconsin,
which lost its federal status after achieving economic self-sufficiency.28 Early
reservation-era policy applied this same reasoning to American Indian families
through the implementation of social welfare policies that determined what fam-
ily forms and social arrangements qualified American Indians as “fit” parents.29

In many ways this unwritten policy of removal was an extension of earlier
assimilation policies that established Indian boarding schools at the turn of the
twentieth century in an attempt to resocialize Indian children to non-Indian
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ways of life.30 Whereas the 1978 AICWA was passed to redress more than a
century of upheaval and social dislocations, the 1996 welfare reform act, by
cutting welfare benefits to women and children, is a policy shift that requires
new safeguards in Indian country—where high unemployment, low mortal-
ity, and shifting economic structures (gaming industries notwithstanding) have
always indicated that the stakes are higher than elsewhere.31

Women-centered kin networks provide a buffer against the harsh effects
of policy shifts and budget cuts, often by straddling the formal and informal
economies to spread the risks of survival across households. Fort Berthold
women combine a variety of paid jobs (working for tribal governments, the
BIA, the IHS, or the occasional start-up enterprises) with unpaid household
labor, such as artistic production. Artistic production commonly involves bead-
ing and sewing, especially sewing quilts for an unending cycle of ceremonial
activities. Despite the constant demand on women’s productive labor, most of
the work women do remains unremunerated. Since the 1970s, some reserva-
tion women have also secured wage labor through the Northrop assembly
plant situated on the edge of the reservation hub of New Town. Others have
found similar work in distant cities. “Carol,” a Mandan woman, spoke to me
about her work in a microelectronics factory in California: “[that work] . . .
with all those copper wires and tiny things . . . was just like beadwork, and [so]
that had something to do with me.”

Carol’s statement illustrates key points—mainly, that it is not the work
itself (e.g., beadwork) that is inherently “Indian” but rather the perceptions
women bring to the work they do and the social relations that continue to
govern production. The reservation assembly plant employs non-Indians and
Indians, many of whom find entry-level work through relatives already work-
ing in the plant. These work-based networks32 continue the chain of relation-
ships within and outside the workplace.33

Economic development strategies since the 1930s have approached prob-
lems of employment as a social welfare issue with programs designed to address
the loss of a land-based economy by replacing it, for women, with handicraft
production. The American Indian Arts and Crafts Board Act of 1935 imple-
mented one of the first programs to target women’s skills as beadworkers and
quilters to bring them into wage labor.34 Production for use and production for
exchange have since become enmeshed with ceremonial activities, so that
market relations and kin-based ceremonial relations have grown interdepen-
dent and form the basis for what I call ceremonial relations of production.35 These
structural interdependencies between market relations and kin-based relations
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are a consequence of both the increasing need for cash contributions for ceremo-
nial events and the wealth differentials that require more prosperous families to
act on their redistributive obligations. Less advantaged families rely as much as
possible on their immediate kin, but with fewer resources to exchange, even the
generalized reciprocity of former times becomes tenuous as family and commu-
nity members vie for scarce resources, especially cash.

CEREMONIAL RELATIONS OF PRODUCTION

To make sense of the different sets of social relationships required for participat-
ing in contemporary ceremonial life, Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara women
engage in forms of ceremonial relations of production. I develop this concept as a
way to account for the contradictions American Indian women face in their
daily lives by integrating state-level sanctions while at the same time resisting
hegemonic domination. In both their structural adaptation and their commu-
nity-based resistance, the core of cultural life remains intact, such that new
strategies emerge from the maintenance of traditional practices. The early res-
ervation-era introduction of cash economies to community life created new
ways of dealing with outside interventions. The contradictory effects of capi-
talism within the reservation economy reflect its market penetration but also
result in ceremonial intensification within the spatial webworks of social rela-
tions that straddle more than one “site,” for example, household to household.

Ceremonial relations of production distribute power by stretching webs
of social relations across households and through time. Where local economies
intersect with state-level prerogatives, women negotiate between kinship and
cultural values balanced against economic imperatives.36 The principle of cer-
emonial relations of production allows us to conceptualize women as a link
between those domains and the household as a “mediator” between the politi-
cal economy and subsistence activities.37 This approach allows us to connect
the household and community to human welfare rather than to a given process of
growth and accumulation.38 It also introduces a way to theorize a network of
social and symbolic relations that crosscut formal and informal exchange39 and
ideology.40 Applying this conceptual frame to American Indian women’s work
leads to an examination of the kinds of work women do and the social matrices
through which they view it, as highlighted earlier by Carol’s reflections on her
work in the microelectronics plant.

Since the turn of the twentieth century, American Indians have been recruited
to build railroads,41 mine coal,42 clean houses, and assemble the machinery of
war. As a result, the reservation economy exports capital in the forms of both
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labor power and economic resources. In pre-reservation days, mixed economic
strategies on the Upper Missouri included horticulture, hunting, and fishing,
with the Mandan and Hidatsa at the center of a Plains-wide trade network in
which their agricultural goods were highly sought. Although the “old way” of
life was disrupted by white encroachment and forced resettlement, today many
Hidatsa women continue to garden, and household economic activities—such
as sewing and cooking—proliferate within almost every household as supple-
ments to household income and as contributions to social and ceremonial life.
Similar to other rural reservation communities, Fort Berthold holds few op-
tions for wage work, except within the recurring cycle of job corps programs
and boom-and-bust enterprises, usually aimed at natural resource extraction.43

Opportunities for formal wage work remain tied to land consolidation
programs in the cattle business and to the development of tribal enterprises,
such as Department of Defense subcontracts in microelectronics, the Indian
Health Service, and the Four Bears Casino. Mixed household income strate-
gies combine wages from work in the formal sector with those of nonearned
income from government-sponsored assistance programs, such as food com-
modities and WIC. In addition, informal economic activities (such as artistic
production and babysitting among women, ground work and cattle roundup
among men) provide a buffer to abject poverty conditions while they sustain
kin-based spheres of production. Since the casino opened in 1993, reservation
unemployment figures have come down from the 75 percent in 1990 but still
do not account for chronically “unemployed” individuals and the seasonal
and temporary nature of many wage work opportunities, including work at
the casino.44 Casino employment, like other “temporary” wage sectors, also
serves as a means for accumulating cash for family occasions that require huge
feasts and gifting during seasonal ceremonial cycles.

In addition to or in lieu of formal employment opportunities, many Fort
Berthold Indians receive government assistance. Up until the implementation
of welfare reform, programs such as WIC, Food Stamps, GA, Aid to Families
with Dependent Children (AFDC), Commodity Food Programs, and the ser-
vices provided by the IHS and HUD were largely programs developed during
historic periods of federal welfare expansion, with one major difference in In-
dian country: health care, food, housing, and education remain basic living
criteria guaranteed to American Indians by treaty in exchange for their native
lands. Treaties became the contracts by which native peoples signed into agree-
ment their reduced land base as reservations. The government thereby con-
tracted to uphold certain agreements often spelled out in terms of annuities,
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goods, and future obligations to Tribes. This fact bears repeating if we are ever to
understand the complexity of the rural poverty and community initiative that
mark treaty Indians in distinct relationship to government agencies and pro-
grams, including welfare-to-work.

Bureaucratic welfare programs become income options that Fort Berthold
women integrate into and manage in their household and community activi-
ties. The ways in which they do this are governed by their specific needs of
maintaining their households and “helping out” kin. For example, although
commodity program regulations specify that it is illegal to “use someone else’s
commodity food,” “trade or sell commodity food,” or receive commodities
and food stamps, economic realities that limit relief income by household size
make compliance with state measures impracticable and unjust. For example,
the income limit in 1990 for a family of five was U.S.$1,488/month combined
allowable income.45 At Fort Berthold, commodity food distribution services
combine warehouse and “tailgate” distribution (i.e., from the back of a truck)
for remote rural residents, a service welfare cuts abolished in some reservation
communities.46

In addition to commodity food programs, households with incomes be-
low the poverty line are eligible for WIC services for children up to four years
old. Fort Berthold (in 1992) had 509 WIC clients (roughly 10 percent of the
reservation population), with seven reservation-based clinics administering
WIC services. In keeping with commodity regulations that stipulate that com-
modities cannot be distributed to Food Stamp Program recipients, one WIC
official summarized the policy as indicating that “the whole household has to
receive the same benefits.” Because of this, income averages become a way of
resource pooling, but only in formal reporting strategies (wages, TANF, un-
employment, SSI). In other words, family members who may or may not re-
side within the same household use their eligibility for specific programs to
contribute to the needs of kin. Taken together, swapping, pooling, and exchang-
ing benefits form a collective income base that can mean the difference be-
tween getting by and going hungry. Furthermore, given the fluctuating nature
of households and household members’ mixed economic strategies (such as
combining food stamps and commodities), “fixed” income bracketing required
for formal reporting to social welfare agencies and restrictions against mixing
economic “income” set unreasonable expectations.

System “abuses” in the context of distribution programs can be read as
survival strategies that frequently combine economic and cultural incentives.
For example, black market commodity trade serves as part of an incorporative
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exchange system whereby large quantities of food can be amassed and pre-
pared for ceremonial occasions (such as wakes and funerals) by drawing on
“savings accounts” of commodity products, such as flour for fry bread. In the
informal exchange networks of everyday life, food has commodity value in
both social economic and bureaucratic contexts. For example, gifts of food are
received as “payment” for assistance and are given away as “surplus” and as
a display of generosity in private and public forms of exchange. Refusals of
gifts, in these and most any contexts, are not only insulting but mark the re-
fuser as a noncooperative (socially useless) community member. Bureaucratic
dispensation programs commodify food as “rations,” which in turn can be
traded, stored, or expended.

Women who are the most sought after for their ceremonial and commu-
nity knowledge—those I call focalwomen—generally have a reserve supply of
commodities on hand for occasions that call on their ability to prepare huge
feasts at a moment’s notice. When I asked one interviewee what women do
that holds the community together, she replied, “Women cook.” Whereas cook-
ing rightly reflects community wisdom about the main activities of women,
“stockpiling” (not food preparation per se) contributes in greater significance
to informal exchange systems.

Many Fort Berthold women participate in diversified ventures, working
for a wage while actively participating in daily social and ceremonial life. Many
elders lament the loss of “traditional ways,” yet sewing, beading, cooking,
and preparing for ceremonies and feasts remain integral to the reproduction
of cultural life. Although the specific forms of ritual tasks and items may vary
from former times (e.g., synthetic fabrics used for ceremonial outfits to cer-
emonies conducted in a living room instead of an earth lodge), the intention
and transformative nature of ritual present a view of a culture still very much
practiced. Women’s formal constructs of work in their responses to work histo-
ries I elicited tend to reflect structural definitions that relate “work” to a wage.
Yet when women describe their daily rounds of gathering ceremonial donations,
sewing quilts, preparing for feasts, and making dance outfits, their sentiments
reveal what one tribal member remarked in comparing these tasks with the
skills of her foremothers: “It’s hard work!” “Sue’s” mixed strategy, described in
the next paragraphs, illustrates how women combine income and skills.

“Sue” lives in a HUD rental house for which she pays $185 a month, not
including utilities.47 She receives no income or welfare income, but she has
received meager revenue from grazing leases on land she holds on another
part of the reservation. She has two daughters who live off the reservation in
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two separate households, although they have lived together in the past and
retain the option for doing so in the future. She stays with one daughter on a
semipermanent basis, “commuting” to her rental house, and sometimes trades
residences with one of her daughters or maintains a residence by herself with
an infant grandchild. After returning to her rental house on one occasion and
finding the electricity had been turned off, she threatened in despair to aban-
don the house and move permanently off the reservation. Instead, one of her
daughters offered to move back to the reservation and assist with living costs.
“Sue” had come back to the reservation to pick up her commodity foods, since
“they were all out of food” at her daughter’s house. She picked up food (for a
household of three), which she used to combine with welfare payments she had
been receiving for her granddaughter but which she no longer receives. She
searched her house for food and goods to take to her daughter’s off-reservation
residence and was glad to have found a package of new sheets she used for
batting down quilt tops, so now at least she could make some quilts and sell
them for cash.

Later I accompanied Sue on a morning round in which she made several
attempts to peddle, then eventually sold, a star quilt. Her rush to sell the quilt
was in an effort to raise $200 for a bus ticket for her son who was stuck in
Michigan and needed to get to California. Her efforts reveal the wide net cast
by women’s kin networks to assist relatives both on and off the reservation yet
that still have an impact on the reservation economy. Through her decisions
about whom to ask to buy the quilt, Sue revealed preferences for kin over
nonkin in the ranking and informal marketing of cultural goods. Her survival
strategies are typical of the way in which women combine income sources and
link households to provision their families. In situations such as these, women
rely on cultural items, such as star quilts, as a way to raise money on an “as-
needed” basis while they combine sales with other mixed income strategies.

Outside observers, such as economic development personnel contracted
through federal programs, see informal activities, such as peddling star quilts,
as potentially successful income-generating activities. These activities then
become the target for generating microenterprises on the reservation. How-
ever, multipronged programs that target welfare recipients to convert infor-
mal to formal activities generally leave little improvement in overall condi-
tions in their wake. As “Tracy” discusses,

[I worked with that] EARN project, Employment Assistance Readiness Net.
That was to address the eighteen-year-old who said, “Eh, I’m gonna be on
GA” [and] people on welfare. EARN evolved around this captive group of
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people. . . . The principle or goal was to address the dependency that the
people have grown used to. The hand out . . . to turn that around and
enhance the work ethic. The socioeconomic conditions are not conducive to
that goal . . . there are no jobs here. . . . It was just a band-aid. The [tribal]
college had a subcontract with the Tribe. They hired two psychologists
from [the city] to come in and interview people. From there they were
recommended to go to counseling. We set up the schooling part on adult
employability. These people were totally resistant because the system was
batting them around again. One of the largest disagreements I faced every
day was with the people themselves . . . they were withdrawn, they were
dealing with the manipulation, the oppression. No way could I introduce
new thoughts. They were caught in the system; they were told what to do
. . . they had no choice. They [project personnel] even threatened if this
person did not go to counseling, did not go to class, they were going to take
their checks away! It was so degrading. They didn’t even give any real
thought to AFDC, to young mothers. I’m glad it failed.48

Some of the issues Tracy raised relate to participants’ experiences in pro-
grams that seek to bring welfare recipients into wage work but fail to analyze
the structures of opportunity and cultural strategies that sometimes run counter
to job training programs. Women’s networks can form a type of “culturally
defensive” approach, serving as a pooling and redistributive mechanism. The
failure of the EARN project, billed as an economic development project to move
people from welfare to wage work, is symptomatic of the kinds of “work fare”
designed to replace relief through cottage-based industries. But the notion of a
“captive” target group eliminated choices of self-selection and imposed a sys-
tem of economic incentive without regard for the process of work and the social
networks that surround work activities. For example, the social relations of
women’s networks influence their choices about making requests or purchases
and about those with whom they feel they can work best. Furthermore, the
degrading aspects that threaten participants with cuts in benefits are reminis-
cent of early reservation policies that threatened noncompliant Indians with
ration (welfare) cutoffs. Given the history of social welfare programs on In-
dian reservations, resistance to state-sponsored programs, such as lack of par-
ticipation, reads as a form of self-protection against further encroachment on
tribal sovereignty and as subjects’ unwillingness to be agents in the reproduc-
tion of their own economic marginality.

IMPLICATIONS OF WELFARE REFORM
FOR THE RESERVATION ECONOMY

The delicate balance struck by combining household resource strategies de-
scribed earlier could be undercut over time by the welfare reform legislation
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implemented in the 1990s and thereby could disrupt the ways in which formal
and informal economies intertwine. With every new policy era, American In-
dians adjust to structural changes, but not without cost. Although American
Indians have always been asked to pay the price for shifts in national policies,
at the same time they manage to imbue new ways of making a living with
cultural meanings that reconceptualize ideologies of “work” away from its
association with a wage in the formal sector. The informal economy has been
understood to serve this purpose in other communities whose members sub-
sist on the margins of the political economy,49 especially in kin-based commu-
nities that stand outside the macrostructures of power.

Ceremonial relations of production provide a mechanism for reinforcing
and coming to terms with economic and social interrelationships. Moreover, I
suggest that urban residents subject to two-year time limits for TANF, unlike
their reservation relatives, find themselves relying increasingly on extended
kin for assistance, thus straining already scarce resources. By describing how
kin networks operate within and beyond reservation boundaries, I show how
these structural interdependencies extend across cultural geographies—where
urban and rural remittances flow between primary and subsidiary households.
Although these flows can be said to mirror the strategies of other migrant popu-
lations, the twist in Indian country remains that cultural commitments to life-
cycle events (from funerals to public honoring ceremonies) reinforce commu-
nity values as signifiers of cultural identity and of a way of life that remains
continually practiced. It is in the space “betwixt and between” economic and
ceremonial, public and private, formal and informal, reservation and city that
ceremonial relations of production allow simultaneously for economic adjust-
ments to the macroeconomy while at the same time reinforcing kinship rela-
tions, which lie at the heart of cultural membership and continuity. As Marjane
Ambler has pointed out with respect to American Indians and welfare reform,50

the idea of community responsibility lies closer to the core of tribal values than
to the implied values of the Personal Responsibility Act (PRA).

In the overview of federal Indian policies, “welfare reform” reads as a
policy of state contraction consistent with historical trends to isolate, assimi-
late, remove, and disband tribal control over tribal resources, including labor
power. Tribal control over block grants may be one mitigating clause in the
welfare reform act. However, social factors may mitigate even more strongly,
as I have attempted to show by pointing out the strengths and flexible nature
of women’s kin networks. Although ceremonial and social networks may protect
against culture loss, the fragility of the reservation economy is not impervious
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to economic and cultural harm. Globalization of production—from Northrop’s
expansion at Fort Berthold to the international export trade in American In-
dian goods—conscripts Indian labor in new forms while cutting economic as-
sistance programs and violating the federal trust relationship. The result is
renewed confusion with respect to the “sovereign dependency” of Tribes by
allowing for neither.

Development enterprises that intervene in the reservation economy by
attempting to formalize informal activities will continue to have limited suc-
cess, especially where cultural conceptions of “work”—as both a process and
an objective—clash with profit incentives that target individuals without re-
gard for the family economy. Moreover, the stereotype of the “welfare queen”
as a woman (usually a woman of color) who “just sits around” doing nothing
defies the American cultural ethos of rugged individualism.51 Welfare-to-work
programs are therefore not new or unique in their approach to target indi-
viduals for meager economic incentives. Further, the welfare reform act is not
without precedent in its inadequate measures to protect Indian child welfare.
During a 1996 address to the national governors’ conference, former president
Bill Clinton commented: “[I believe] the biggest shortcoming . . . of the bill I helped
write, the Family Support Act of 1988 . . . was that we did not do enough in the
child welfare area.” Despite this statement, neither 1990s amendments to the 1978
American Indian Child Welfare Act nor the renewal of the 1996 welfare reform
act in 2002 mentioned this important piece of child protective legislation.

The rhetoric of welfare reform continues to reproduce an ideology of “self-
sufficiency” while doing little to tackle the material conditions that reinforce
economic and racial inequalities.52 In this way, “self-sufficiency” stands in for
“self-determination” in policy terms, but only in the limited sense of compli-
ance with federal guidelines. Furthermore, federal job training programs do
not keep pace with industry demands, and where they do it is only to offset
the cost of labor production. In other words, welfare-to-work workers join the
workforce as a source of cheap labor, where they often remain.53

In part, what “welfare-to-work” rhetoric demands is a critical examination of
what gets to count as “work” and how race, class, and gender assumptions are
built into welfare reform tactics and economic development schemes. Further-
more, privatization of social services (such as the transition to privatized food
banks in the United States54) will see parallel effects in Indian country, as cuts in
commodity distribution programs and other subsidies that provide food to the
elderly have created a crisis in social service administration in some reservation
communities. As White Mountain Apache tribal chairman Ronnie Lupe stated
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in an editorial in the tribal newspaper the Fort Apache Scout: “The White Moun-
tain Apache Tribe did not create welfare, the federal government did. So if it’s
the federal government’s intent to dismantle welfare, then it should provide
opportunities for welfare recipients rather than throwing them out on the
street.”55

Some Fort Berthold women have described recent cutbacks to Indian pro-
grams as a backlash against sovereignty movements and punishment for the
perceived success, however uneven, of Indian gaming as a component of eco-
nomic self-sufficiency. In this spirit, the 1996 Personal Responsibility and Work
Opportunity Reconciliation Act reads as a new kind of “treaty,” one that reaf-
firms power relations between policy makers and their subjects. As provision-
ers of mixed economic strategies, Fort Berthold women and their counterparts
nationwide will continue to strategize against targeted cutbacks, no doubt by
insisting that “personal responsibility” resides with collective efforts toward
self-determination. For American Indians, the swiftness of federal reform by
the stroke of a pen is not new. Whereas some social welfare researchers sug-
gest that the new options give some Tribes more control over distribution of
welfare benefits, what the changes echo according to women I asked is “ ‘Ter-
mination’ all over again.” In part, this sentiment suggests that welfare reform,
constructed in a political mood of ruthless cuts to subsistence benefits, deliv-
ers a direct blow to American Indian women, who have chiseled a fine line of
survival through a package of benefits outlined by treaties and legally pro-
tected by the federal trust relationship.

SUMMARY

The federal trust relationship, as an artifact of treaties, is only one legislative
measure for ascribing economic relations in Indian country. Through this
macrolens, everyday life continues to unfold in visiting, ceremonies, gather-
ings, conversations, and ongoing cycles of production and exchange. Welfare—
from commodities to government subsidies—ramifies through the reservation
economy with distinctive force as an aspect of state-level economy designed
to overtake sovereign rights to land and livelihood. Women’s gardens are but
one site of contestation to the overlay and interplay of welfare structures. Yet
they remain particularly powerful reminders that “Indian ways” have not given
way to money market economies without a serious accounting for how those
economies create a goodness of fit with extant forms of social life.

What studies of the informal economy have revealed is the ways in which
those economies intertwine and adapt to formal or “official” economies. The
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emphasis on wage labor as a TANF requirement under welfare reform reflects
the ideology that only wage work, no matter how meager, counts as real work.56

Whereas some reservation activists will lobby for greater tribal control and
devolution of federal block grants and some welfare recipients will simply fall
off the rolls into off-reservation employment or disappear into the unreported
ranks of the chronically unemployed, a few women will continue to plant their
gardens and sow the seeds. As federal policies move through reservation econo-
mies with the predictability of a North Dakota snowstorm, what remains when
they pass is what matters.
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David Arnold’s case study of Tlingits in Alaska brings American Indians to the center
of U.S. capitalist development, as active participants in the early-twentieth-century
Alaskan fishing industry. His chapter examines how the Tlingits adapted to market
conditions, employing “modern” strategies—such as organizing trade unions and
producers’ associations and engaging in litigation—to protect the rights of Indian
workers as well as “traditional” rights to subsistence fishing. The cannery workers
and fishermen fought for their rights within a white-dominated salmon-fishing indus-
try and in the process strengthened Tlingit cultural identity and fostered intertribal
cooperation.

The commissioner of Indian affairs under Theodore Roosevelt, Francis E. Leupp,
observed that “the notion that the Indian is by nature indolent and by habit an
idler has been so impressed upon the minds of [the] American people that it is
hard to shake loose.”1 The notion of the Indian as idler rather than worker
began with the first colonists, who “were struck by what seemed to them the
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poverty of Indians who lived in the midst of a landscape endowed so aston-
ishingly with abundance.” Those first Europeans in America constructed a
myth of the idle savage living within a “virgin wilderness.” Despite the fact
that native peoples had supported large populations and effectively utilized
their natural resources for thousands of years, Europeans chose to believe that
Indians had been blessed with the bounty of nature but chose instead to live,
as one settler put it, “like to our Beggers in England.”2 By the nineteenth cen-
tury this notion of the “lazy savage” had become ossified in the American
mind. Nineteenth-century writers often alluded to the fact that Indian culture
had rendered native peoples unable or unwilling to embrace the Protestant
work ethic and compete in the marketplace.3

Nowhere is the stereotype of the “lazy” Indian more misguided than on
the northern Northwest Coast. There, during the nineteenth century, native
peoples adapted readily to commercial markets created first by the fur trade
and then by the salmon-canning industry. Tlingit Indians, who inhabited a
vast territory of islands and coastline constituting present-day southeastern
Alaska, participated in the region’s economic growth as trappers, miners, log-
gers, and, most significant, as commercial fishermen and cannery workers.
And although such participation was accompanied by cultural assimilation,
Tlingits continued to practice traditional ways—such as maintaining their sub-
sistence economy—and to maintain unique cultural identities as Indian peoples,
even as they redefined and renegotiated those identities.

The incorporation of Alaska into the global capitalist economy unques-
tionably limited the freedom and autonomy of native peoples. This did not
mean, however, that Indian people moved ineluctably toward complete eco-
nomic dependency and social marginalization, as is the common story line.
The ability of Tlingits to resist such a fate was largely the result of three factors,
the first two environmental and the last cultural. First, southeastern Alaska’s
remote, northern environment prohibited the development of agriculture and
thereby discouraged white settlement and the rapid dispossession of Indian
lands. Second, the emergence of salmon canning as the region’s leading indus-
try allowed Tlingits to continue traditional occupations—fishing and fish pro-
cessing—in a new economic context. The fishing industry brought economic
opportunity, whereas subsistence fishing provided native peoples with a hedge
against total market domination and a connection to their cultural heritage.
Finally, a resilient cultural outlook allowed Tlingits to adapt collectively and
as individuals to market capitalism while still maintaining important indig-
enous values. In Tlingit society, acquisitiveness and individual achievement—



158     DAVID ARNOLD

so important in encouraging market participation in the modern era—were
(and are) balanced against notions of social responsibility and reciprocity, al-
lowing change and adaptation as well as cultural persistence.

This chapter focuses on the “traditional” and the modern salmon econo-
mies, both of which served as primary activities for Tlingit people. Salmon
was not and is not the only important resource for Tlingit people. In the
precontact period many other subsistence resources were important to Tlingit
culture, and in the modern period many other occupations and economic av-
enues have been open to Tlingit people, especially since the mid-1970s. But
salmon fishing and processing offer a special view of cultural continuity and
change through a relationship—between Tlingits and salmon—that has existed
for thousands of years and persists to this day. Salmon was vitally important
to Tlingits in the precontact period, became an important source of economic
participation and market incorporation from the late nineteenth to the mid-
twentieth centuries, and remains important to this day as both an economic
and a cultural resource.

THE PRECONTACT FISHING ECONOMY AND
THE FUR TRADE ERA TO 1867

Salmon were the backbone of Tlingit culture. In practical terms, the predict-
ability and abundance of salmon runs, combined with native technologies for
catching and preserving salmon, sustained dense coastal populations long
before European contact. Salmon also provided the surplus that allowed for
economic specialization, social stratification, and cultural elaboration—charac-
teristics usually associated only with agricultural peoples.4 However, fishing
was far more than the material process of transforming animals into calories
for human consumption. It was, in anthropological terms, a “lifeway,” a com-
prehensive system of production, distribution, and exchange that operated
within a web of social relationships and cultural values.

Salmon fishing—as with all types of economic production—reflected the
hierarchical nature of Tlingit social relations. The primary unit of production
was the household, an extended kinship group of clan members who lived
and worked together. Tlingit society was organized hierarchically, with houses
forming the basic unit of economic and social interaction and clans (composed
of a number of different households) forming the primary unit of ceremonial
and ritual life. Household labors were divided on the basis of gender as well
as social ranking. As was common in many hunter-gatherer societies, Tlingit
men fished and hunted while women gathered and cultivated numerous wild
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plants, roots, and berries. Labor was also organized according to social rank-
ing. Tlingit society was composed of aristocrats, who gained and maintained
their status through heredity as well as achievement; commoners, who held
no hereditary titles but were full members of Tlingit society; and slaves, who
were chattel property, most often acquired in war or by trade and who did not
participate as full persons in Tlingit social or ceremonial life.5 Although all
members of the household participated in day-to-day subsistence activities,
commoners and slaves more often provided the labor, whereas Tlingit elites
mobilized, directed, and regulated such activities.

Fishing required extensive knowledge of fish, tides, and technology; it also
required tremendous collective effort and social organization. The largest
projects entailed damming salmon streams with latticework weirs that diverted
migrating salmon into wooden baskets. Such methods could be brutally efficient.
Whereas conventional wisdom holds that native peoples did not overexploit
salmon runs because they had only small populations and inferior technology,
ample evidence suggests that Northwest Coast Indians could put extreme pres-
sure on salmon populations with technologies, such as fish weirs, that were as
efficient as those later used by Euro-American commercial fishers and with
social systems that could effectively mobilize the labor of entire households.6

That native peoples did not overexploit salmon populations speaks to the nu-
merous social and spiritual constraints placed on the catching and consump-
tion of salmon. Most of these constraints flowed from the special relationship
that existed between Indian peoples and the natural world, which required
that humans treat animals (of which salmon were the most highly valued)
with proper respect or risk starvation.7 Numerous social prescriptions, such as
those prohibiting fishing during periods of special ceremony or mourning,
constituted a very effective system of conservation that, according to Tlingit
elder Lydia George, Indian people took very seriously: “Since fish was our
main food, we were very careful; the fish were treated well. If a man broke any
of our laws, his fishing equipment was taken from him; sometimes his spear
was broken up.”8 Or, in the words of another Tlingit elder, “Subsistence living
was not only a way of life, but also a life-enriching process. Conservation and
perpetuation of subsistence resources was a part of that way of life, and was
mandated by traditional law and custom.”9

The distribution of salmon, like the catching of it, was also carried out
within a complex web of social customs, also overseen by house and clan lead-
ers. Systems of reciprocity and exchange, social stratification, and the obliga-
tions of leadership were clearly expressed in the distribution of salmon. Foods
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obtained through collective effort were distributed throughout the household
on the basis of need. The house leader’s first responsibility was to his immedi-
ate kinsmen. When surplus exceeded need, other types of exchanges circu-
lated subsistence goods outside the household, reaffirming extended networks
of reciprocity. A successful fishing season therefore provided sustenance for
the house and clan group throughout the year and increased the status and
legitimacy of house leaders, whose primary responsibility was to oversee the
collection, production, and distribution of salmon. It also created surplus, which
increased the prestige and status of individuals, houses, and clans. Surplus
enabled leaders of the richest clans to employ artists and craftsmen whose
efforts (in carving totem poles or ceremonial canoes, for instance) raised their
own status as well as that of their entire clan. Dried salmon, fish oil, and other
subsistence products could also be traded for prestige items. Such items, as
well as salmon itself, were exchanged in feasts and potlatches—ceremonies
that both asserted the prestige of the hosts and cemented reciprocities and
mutual obligations between hosts and recipients.10

In sum, salmon fishing not only sustained Tlingit individuals, households,
and clans, it also served as a microcosm of Tlingit culture, expressing the so-
cial relationships and values that knit the society together. As noted earlier, the
rituals of the salmon economy conveyed the spiritual bond that connected
humans and animals. Fishing also supported the individual and collective ac-
quisition of wealth even as it promoted reciprocity and cooperation in its pro-
duction and distribution. Bountiful harvests bestowed wealth and prestige upon
individuals, houses, and clans—but, as with positions of rank within Tlingit
society, such wealth and prestige were never a given. They were earned through
the individual and collective efforts of clan members and were expressed pri-
marily through deeds of social responsibility and reciprocity. Salmon was more
than just subsistence—it was a social and cultural lifeway.

During the maritime fur trade (1785–1825) and the Russian occupation
(1795–1867), the aboriginal salmon economy and Tlingit culture itself remained
intact. Maritime traders had neither the desire nor the ability to destroy native
cultures or the natural environments that sustained them. They simply wanted
“soft gold,” and the quickest route was to exploit existing systems of exchange.
Indians, for their part, were eager to oblige European profiteers in a trade that
was most often mutually beneficial—Europeans received furs that could be
traded in Canton for healthy profits, and Tlingit traders received practical items
that made life easier (iron implements and guns, for instance), as well as pres-
tige items (beads, cloth, and clothing) that enhanced the status and prestige of
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Tlingit elites and fueled the social economy of the potlatch. The proliferation
of totem poles and potlatches in the first part of the nineteenth century is one
indication that the maritime trade may have enriched rather than weakened
Tlingit culture, as new wealth was channeled into traditional patterns of status-
enhancing reciprocity and exchange.

But that new wealth also increased social stratification within Tlingit soci-
ety, as opportunistic individuals and clans dramatically increased their wealth
and power, measured not only in trade goods but also in slaves. Clearly, the
fur trade was not without negative consequences: the sea otter was depleted;
native warfare increased, as did competition between individuals and clans;
and outbreaks of European diseases took their toll on native populations.11 At
the same time, Tlingits were able to maintain their cultural autonomy prima-
rily because they retained control of their subsistence lifeways. Before the ad-
vent of industrial canning methods, Europeans did not have the means to
commodify salmon on a large scale. Even if salmon were salted and trans-
ported in barrels, they were not, until the rise of the canned salmon industry,
easily stored or highly profitable. This did not mean Tlingits refused to sell
fish to Europeans. They traded surplus salmon and other foods with Europe-
ans, just as they traded such items with other native peoples. However, salmon
and salmon-fishing sites were not overexploited by Europeans or Indians as
sea otter populations were. This was the case not just because salmon lacked
market value but also because native peoples realized they needed salmon to
survive and therefore exercised a degree of restraint. English trader George
Dixon noted that Tlingits were willing to barter their summer surpluses of fish
with Europeans but that dried salmon, cured for winter consumption, re-
mained primarily outside the realm of exchange. He observed that “large
quantities of salmon [were] frequently hung up on shore to dry,” but the Indi-
ans “were not very willing to sell.” Tlingit unwillingness to barter their win-
ter stores of salmon, as Dixon concluded, showed “that fish is a principal and
favourite article of food here.”12 Such reluctance also demonstrated that Tlingits
could engage in new economic relationships while controlling their subsis-
tence activities.

Russian settlement in southeastern Alaska, beginning in 1795, constituted
a greater threat to Tlingit subsistence patterns and cultural autonomy than did
the maritime trade. Although Tlingits never passed over an opportunity for
profitable exchange, the establishment of “permanent” settlements in Yakutat
(1795) and Sitka (1799) transformed Russians from potential trading partners
into unwarranted trespassers on Tlingit lands and uninvited users of Tlingit
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resources. This transition from trader to intruder increased conflicts between
Tlingits and Russians, most originating from Russian incursions on tribal ter-
ritories. Yakutat tribal histories invariably cite Russian encroachments on tribal
fishing streams as among the primary reasons leading to the 1805 destruction
of the Yakutat fort by Tlingit warriors. According to most accounts, the Rus-
sians “put a gate up across the creek” that prevented the salmon from ascend-
ing to their spawning grounds. “The only time the Russians opened the gate
was when the chief came by. [Clan leader] Tanux said they would all starve
together because the fish couldn’t go up past the gate.”13 Despite increased
violence and encroachment, the Russian presence in Tlingit country was still
tenuous and did not extend much beyond the palisaded walls of their settle-
ment at Sitka, numbering only about 500 Russians by 1863.14 Although small-
pox epidemics in 1836 and 1862 reduced the Tlingit from a precontact popula-
tion of nearly 10,000 to approximately 7,500, this tragic loss of population was
not yet accompanied by the destruction of traditional subsistence economies,
the massive influx of white settlement, or the loss of cultural confidence, as
was the case on the Great Plains and in the far West.15 The gravest threat to
Tlingit culture was still on the horizon.

TLINGITS AND THE SALMON-CANNING INDUSTRY, 1870s–1910s

After the United States purchased Alaska in 1867, American industrialists ar-
rived in the far North Pacific with the technology and the desire to make salmon
into a commercial commodity sold on a world market. Very quickly, the fluid
frontier of the fur trade hardened into a more rigid frontier of industry and
settlement, leaving Indian peoples with less autonomy and fewer choices. Once
an independent nation that had confronted European traders on equal foot-
ing, Tlingits became a conquered people—subject, according to the terms of
the purchase treaty, “to such laws and regulations as the United States may,
from time to time, adopt in regard to aboriginal tribes of that country.”16 Not
only were Tlingits incorporated into the American political state as subjects
rather than citizens, but with the arrival of the salmon-canning industry their
land and labor were pulled into the churning gears of industrial capitalism.

According to standard narratives of Indian history, in the late nineteenth
century, Native Americans in the West became the unwitting victims of Ameri-
can progress, as the twin engines of westward expansion and industrial devel-
opment forced Indian peoples from their traditional lifeways and relegated
them to the margins of U.S. society. Unable or unwilling to assimilate, Indian
communities became pockets of abject poverty, underdevelopment, depen-



WORK AND CULTURE IN SOUTHEASTERN ALASKA     163

dence, and isolation as Indian land was incorporated into the system of global
capitalism, providing the growing nation with abundant land and resources
for industrial exploitation while Indians themselves remained at the margins
of these economic developments. Although true in its general outline, this nar-
rative misses other story lines, such as the way native peoples participated in
and adapted to market capitalism in culturally distinctive ways. The case of
the Tlingits in the commercial salmon fisheries provides just one example of
Indian peoples engaging in market capitalism while maintaining and renego-
tiating distinctive cultural identities.

In the last decades of the nineteenth century, few obstacles stood in the
way of the Alaska salmon-canning industry’s remarkable growth. Salmon were
abundant. Settlement and overfishing had already decimated salmon stocks
on the Sacramento River and were in the process of destroying those on the
Columbia, but Alaska’s salmon habitat was still pristine. Government regula-
tors, who could scarcely cover the region’s vast territory, offered little chal-
lenge to laissez-faire capitalism. Alaska’s only drawback, besides its distance
from markets, was the seeming absence of a large resident workforce. In south-
eastern Alaska, canning industrialists solved this problem in two ways—by
importing Euro-American and Asian laborers and hiring Tlingit fishermen and
laborers. From the beginning, Tlingit labor proved indispensable to the com-
mercial fisheries, the dominant industry in Alaska well into the twentieth cen-
tury. In 1869, Tlingit and Russian labor had been employed at a salmon saltery
operation in Sitka. Superintendent O. B. Carlton found that whereas Russians
were “too indolent to employ to advantage,” Indian workers were “willing
and industrious.”17 Sheldon Jackson, a Presbyterian missionary who later ad-
ministered federal education programs for Alaska natives (and who also
founded the Sitka Industrial Training School for Indians), observed a Sitka
cannery in 1879 where “all the operations, from the catching of salmon to the
boxing of the cans ready for market, were carried on by Indians under the
supervision of white men.” “It was a new sight to see over a hundred Indian
men working as steadily and intelligently as the workmen in an Eastern factory,”
marveled Jackson, who saw such labor as “a partial solution of the problem
[of] how to elevate and civilize the Indians.”18

By the 1880s, Tlingits had proved themselves efficient laborers in trans-
porting freight, longshoring, construction, logging, working in shops and other
businesses, and, of course, in salmon fishing, where their abilities were self-
evident.19 Tlingit fishermen outnumbered their white counterparts until the 1920s.
“The fish are caught almost entirely by the natives,” observed a government
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official at Klawack in 1890; “they constitute the principal help employed on
the launches, and, aside from a dozen white men employed, native men,
women, and children do the entire work.”20 A survey of southeastern Alaska
salmon canneries by the U.S. census office in 1890 revealed that Chinese laborers
usually predominated inside the plants, whereas Tlingit fishermen dominated
the extractive end of the industry.21 By 1897, Tlingits comprised 80 percent of
the fishing fleet in southeastern Alaska and 53 percent of the total workforce,
including cannery workers.22 In 1909, Tlingits still made up 58 percent of the
salmon fishermen and 46 percent of the total cannery labor force in southeast-
ern Alaska.23 As late as 1939, Tlingit workers constituted nearly 30 percent of
the fisheries’ workforce.24 In southeastern Alaska, Indian labor proved instru-
mental to industrial development and would remain so until the mid-twentieth
century.

Not only were Tlingits important to the fisheries industry, but fishing and
processing fish—much more than mining or logging—remained an important
source of wealth to native people, just as they had in the precontact period.
Although salmon became a commodity sold on a world market and native
fishermen could no longer ensure that fish were treated properly or protected,
commercial salmon fishing did not constitute an irreconcilable break from the
precontact fishing economy. The gendered division of labor in commercial fish-
ing and cannery work echoed that of the traditional fishing economy, with
men fishing and women “processing” the salmon. Of course, selling fish or
working on the processing line for dollars was different from putting up fish
for household consumption, but most Indian workers chose to balance com-
mercial and subsistence activities.

The seasonal nature of the industry allowed native people to participate
on flexible terms, taking time off to catch and prepare fish for personal con-
sumption or to intertwine commercial and subsistence fishing, as many Tlingit
fishermen did—much to the chagrin of cannery operators whose insatiable
demand for salmon conflicted with the native subsistence ethic. While con-
ducting fieldwork at Tlingit fish camps during the summers of 1885–1887,
Albert P. Niblack witnessed an abundance of “salmon suspended in the smoke
of the dwelling houses, or drying in the open air on frames erected for the
purpose.”25 In the mid-1880s traveler Horace Briggs noticed the inactivity that
characterized Tlingit villages during the summer, “for the males are away at
work in mills and canneries, or catching and drying fish for their food supply.”26 A
decade later another visitor made the same observation: “The permanent In-
dian villages during the spring and summer months are practically deserted
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except by a few old people, the young men and women being away, living in
camps and curing their winter supply during the spring, and when the canneries
open, fishing for them or doing work about them.”27 Although participation in
the commercial fisheries carried numerous conflicts for native peoples, as dis-
cussed later, it also offered them an opportunity to engage in new economic
activities alongside, rather than in lieu of, traditional subsistence practices.28 It
moreover provided them with seasonal wages upwards of $100 for women
and $200 for men in the late 1890s.29 These earnings, along with participation
in a still profitable fur trade and an expanding commercial and tourist economy,
allowed many Tlingits to engage quite successfully in Alaska’s industrial
economy.30

Salmon had always been an item of exchange, traded with other tribes
and later with Europeans for other kinds of wealth; and commercial fishing,
from the viewpoint of the native fisherman, was not necessarily incompatible
with traditional relationships—both economic and spiritual—between humans
and salmon. Even though precontact salmon fishing was strictly controlled
through ritual, in the words of Richard White the fishery “in actual practice
was about doing everything that the taboos prohibited; it was about shedding
blood; it was about taking what was inside living things—blood, bone, and
organs—and putting it outside. It was about the death necessary to sustain
life.”31 In this sense native salmon fishing, for commercial or subsistence pur-
poses, changed little in the twentieth century, even if the technologies em-
ployed and the rituals required did; it was still about (and still is about) taking
salmon to sustain life—in this case a life adapted to the market economy.

However, non-Indian observers generally saw native participation in
Alaska’s economic life as an indication that Tlingits, unlike Native Americans
of the lower American West, were readily assimilating into American society
without government assistance. To travelers, missionaries, and government
officials, Tlingits appeared to be eager converts to both Christianity and capi-
talism, and, by all accounts, they were rapidly shedding the garb of “savagery”
in favor of a more elevated style. Eliza Ruhamah Scidmore, who contributed
to the federal census of Alaska in 1890 and also wrote one of the most influen-
tial tourist guides to the territory, reported glowingly on the rapid advance of
“civilization” among the Indians of southeastern Alaska. Skidmore remarked
that Tlingits were “almost too quick to lay aside their old ways”:

These intelligent and industrious Thlingits [sic] were never to be con-
founded with the plains Indians, and are far from being a savage or
uncivilized people. . . . It is the Thlingit’s [sic] aim to dress and live as the
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white man, and he fills his home with beds, tables, chairs, clocks, lamps,
stoves, and kitchen utensils, and even buys silk gowns for his wife . . . and
he occasionally hoards silver in sums ranging from $8,000 to $10,000.32

In her estimation, Native Americans in southeastern Alaska were no longer
“picturesque, distinctive, or aboriginal.”33 An article in the Sitka Alaskan praised
Alaskan natives as “intelligent, honest and good workers; an accumulative,
thrifty people, quick and anxious to improve their condition.” The author
applauded them for having “established themselves as an independent, self-
supporting population . . . [w]holly through their own exertions and industry,
[and] without any material assistance from the general government.” Other
whites were just as effusive, extolling the natives’ “wish and ability to imitate
white men.”34

Such adaptations, contrary to the views of non-Indian observers, did not
necessarily mean Tlingits were uncritically embracing American “civilization”;
nor were they casting aside their entire culture in favor of a new one. In his
exhaustive study of Tlingit culture and Russian Orthodox Christianity, Sergei
Kan shows that Tlingit Christianity often reflected indigenous cultural values
and that, in Tlingit hands, it was often used to protect, rather than destroy,
Tlingit civilization. “The sudden rise in Tlingit interest in Christianity and
education,” Kan argues, “was essentially an indigenous movement aimed at
helping the Native people adjust to and benefit from the presence of the pow-
erful newcomers.”35 The same could be said of capitalism. Many Tlingits sought
to accumulate wealth not just because they needed to survive (which was true)
or because they wanted to become successful American capitalists (which was
also true, as some Tlingits came to own commercial fishing operations) but
because money obtained through such relations could be funneled into cer-
emonial activities, such as potlatches and feasts, which conveyed the tradi-
tional values of individual achievement and prestige balanced by social re-
sponsibility and reciprocity.36

Just as new wealth acquired during the fur trade had been incorporated
into Tlingit social and ceremonial life, money acquired in canneries or mines
allowed many Tlingits to continue to participate in a social economy of their
own design. White observers interpreted the Tlingit penchant for acquiring
and “hoarding” silver dollars as evidence that Indians had fully accepted ac-
quisitive capitalist values, but by the late 1880s, silver dollars represented more
than just American currency to Tlingit peoples; they had also become a popu-
lar item of exchange in potlatch ceremonies.37 The traditional social economy
and the modern commercial economy were not mutually exclusive, even if
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their underlying motives were different: traditional Tlingit attitudes toward
wealth acquisition, individual achievement, and social responsibility steered
even “traditionalists” toward market participation. Potlatches continued well
into the 1900s, much to the consternation of white settlers and missionaries,
and such ceremonies elevated the status of “wealthy” clan leaders, as they
always had.38 Therefore, commercial fishing and cannery work offered the
possibility of continuity with traditional values and practices. But the market
was a double-edged sword, for it also challenged the traditional Tlingit social
hierarchy by offering economic opportunity to lower-status members of Tlingit
society and eroding the power of older clan leaders to control the production
and distribution of salmon.

Tlingits could make choices, but it would be a mistake to assume that they
could control the powerful new economy. For instance, they were powerless
to prevent commercial fishing operations from invading tribal fishing grounds.
In the precontact fishery, Tlingit house and clan groups had controlled access
to ancestral fishing sites. Outsiders could use such resources only by obtaining
permission from clan leaders. If they were caught trespassing, punishment
usually consisted of monetary restitution or, in some extreme cases, corporal
punishment.39 In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, Tlingits
sought to impose those same patterns of resource use on non-Indian fishers,
asking them to pay clan “owners” for the rights to use ancestral fishing sites or
sometimes refusing outsiders the right to fish or erect commercial traps in
salmon streams. In a few instances such requests were honored, at least with
promises, but most often non-Indian fishers had little concern for native cus-
toms or “property rights,” which conflicted with their own doctrine of water-
ways as “common property” resources open to common exploitation by all
“citizens,” which did not yet include Indian peoples. Moreover, U.S. military
power firmly backed non-Indian rights to an open-access fishery. American
troops and gunboats used their firepower to disperse Tlingits who resisted
interventions by non-Indian commercial fishers.40

Just as canneries refused to acknowledge Indian rights to their ancestral
fisheries, they also paid little attention to the idea or practice of conservation.
In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, industrialists insisted that
the natural supply of fish in Alaskan waters was “beyond all calculation.”41

One booster claimed the “prolific waters of Alaska” would “supply the na-
tions of the world for centuries to come.”42 Even so, fears of salmon depletion
encouraged Congress in 1889 to legislate against the “erection of dams, barri-
cades, and other obstructions” in streams and rivers.43 As it turned out, the
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1889 law was used primarily to stop natives from fishing with traditional traps
and weirs rather than to prevent canneries from using commercial fish traps.44

Tlingits increasingly viewed industrial fish traps—which caught millions of
salmon in their labyrinth of wood and webbing—as the prime symbol of greedy
industrial exploitation. But with little threat of government interference, can-
neries carried on their operations as if the salmon were indestructible—fishing
during the weekly closed period, closing off stream entrances with nets and
traps, and taking the fish directly from spawning grounds.45

Waste abounded. In southeastern Alaska, “tens of thousands” of pink
salmon, in the words of one observer, “were hauled on the banks and left to
decay.”46 Roy Bean, a Tlingit who began commercial fishing with his uncle in
1909, later recalled that “[i]n them years, the . . . canneryman [didn’t] care much
about the pinks and the dogs, or most kind of species of fish, their care was for
red salmon, sockeyes they call[ed] them, that was valuable to them.”47 George
Dalton, another Tlingit who worked for the Superior cannery in Tenakee from
1914 to 1916, remembered that “often they would throw away everything but
the Reds. . . . The whole bay Tenakee Inlet was just full of sour fish. . . . That’s
the beginning of the dying off of the salmon. . . . They just threw [them] away,
and Fish and Wildlife never looked for it.”48

Such environmental exploitation aroused resistance even from Tlingits who
embraced the commercial economy because it clashed with traditional prac-
tices and threatened their livelihoods as commercial fishers. Near Petersburg
in the early 1900s, a clan leader tried to stop cannery fishermen from using
“his fishing grounds” in Pillar Bay, reminding them of the importance of the
salmon for his people’s survival: “That is what we live by, and when the fish
go up the stream we dry them for our food.”49 In this case the chief allowed the
interlopers to fish for two days for a fee, but other Indians refused to compro-
mise with non-Indian fishers. In 1890, Tlingits from Klukwan and Haines ob-
jected to a fish trap erected by the Alaska Packers Association (APA) cannery
at Pyramid Harbor. The obstruction blocked traditional fishing sites in Lynn
Canal used by clans from both villages. When the cannery refused to remove
the trap, Tlingits armed with guns destroyed it.50 Such confrontations not only
increased tensions between Indians and whites, they also put those Indians
who worked for the canneries in the untenable position of either challenging
commercial fishing operations and thereby jeopardizing their employment or
acquiescing to the destruction of the salmon. In 1894 the Klawack cannery
superintendent fired a Tlingit fisherman who demanded that the company
remove a fish trap that prevented salmon from migrating upstream. “We are
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catching the fish for you,” he protested. “Now you are going to block the creek.
That creek is not going to last.”51

The transformation of southeastern Alaska’s marine environment from an
aboriginal fishing grounds to the site of a powerful extractive industry offered
Tlingits economic opportunity but also posed a supreme threat to Tlingit soci-
ety. Invasion of Tlingit property undermined the ability of clan house leaders
to control household property. Industrial practices also undercut the spiritual
and ethical dimensions of the aboriginal fishery, which for centuries had en-
forced an indigenous conservation ethic. Commercial fishing transformed
salmon from an animal of invaluable spiritual, social, and economic signifi-
cance to a mere commodity. Once fish were sold, Tlingits could no longer en-
sure proper handling or disposal of fish remains; further, they could not pre-
vent canneries from wasting large amounts of fish. Beyond these changes, the
cash economy restructured Tlingit social organization. Tlingits migrated from
traditional village sites to commercial centers to take jobs in canneries, mines,
and logging operations. The focus of Tlingit life, the clan house, began to give
way to nuclear family units as younger Tlingit increasingly moved into more
“comfortable” and “prestigious” single-family homes.52 Most significant, the
accumulation of material wealth, which in precontact times had served as a
means to increase one’s status through ritualized giveaways, was becoming
for some Tlingits an end in itself, as acquisitive and individualistic values were
coming to dominate those of community responsibility and generosity.

TLINGIT RESPONSES:
THE ALASKA NATIVE BROTHERHOOD, 1920s–1940s

In the first decades of the twentieth century, Tlingit society was at a crisis point.
Although many Tlingits were enjoying remarkable success in the marketplace,
economic development—especially in the commercial fisheries—had its costs,
both social and environmental. Not only were salmon runs declining under
intensive pressure from commercial fishing, but powerful corporations and
distant bureaucracies were coming to dominate the lives of Tlingits, as they
were those of all Americans. The use of large-scale commercial fish traps by
canning corporations, which overexploited salmon runs and diminished the
need to employ individual fishermen, threatened the livelihoods of native
peoples, who survived by combining commercial fishing with subsistence har-
vesting. Tlingits responded to these economic and environmental challenges
by asserting their economic rights as marketplace producers while struggling
to protect fisheries resources. In the process, Tlingits renegotiated their cul-
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tural identities to flexibly incorporate change and modernization while remain-
ing distinctly Tlingit.

In the 1920s, intertribal organizations such as the Alaska Native Brotherhood
(ANB) led the way in promoting Indian economic participation and cultural
survival. The ANB, which was founded in 1912 by a group of educated, Chris-
tian Indians under the influence of Presbyterian missionaries at the Sitka In-
dustrial Training School, initially sought to eradicate all vestiges of Tlingit
culture. The founding members wanted to assimilate their fellow clansmen
fully into American society by eliminating tribal practices—including the pot-
latch—and cultivating a new breed of Indians who were educated, Christian,
and patriotic. Under the influence of William Paul, who became the first in a
line of influential Tlingit politicians, the ANB evolved into a powerful lobby
for Indian political, social, and economic equality. The organization used its
political power within the territory to demand that the U.S. government ex-
tend to Alaskan Indians full citizenship, equal educational opportunities (which
meant the dissolution of Alaska’s segregated school system in which whites
attended territorial schools while Indians went to poorly funded institutions
subsidized by the U.S. government), and economic equality (which to Paul
and other Tlingits meant abolishing fish traps and granting Indians the eco-
nomic benefits of citizenship).53 Under the leadership of William Paul and his
brother Louis, the ANB still emphasized Americanization and integration, but,
more important, it sought to place in Tlingit hands “control over the circum-
stances and direction of Indian life”—which included reasserting native control
over the maritime environment by reining in the economic and environmental
exploitation of large salmon-canning corporations.54

By the 1920s the ANB’s primary focus was no longer “abolishing aborigi-
nal culture” (although it still served as a stronghold for cultural modernizers)
but rather was “abolishing fish traps” and advancing the interests of the small
Indian fisherman against the powerful “fish trust.”55 This shift represented an
emergent cultural nationalism that was taking root among younger, educated,
more progressive Tlingits who encouraged assimilation but also wanted na-
tive peoples to be able to exercise a degree of control over their own destinies.
Toward that end the ANB founded a newspaper, The Alaska Fisherman, which
promoted Tlingit interests in the fisheries (as well as in other areas of life), and
Paul and other ANB leaders pressured territorial and national politicians to
consider the economic needs of Indian peoples when they regulated the fish-
eries. The ANB gave Indians in Alaska a powerful voice in territorial politics.
Their ability to publicize the fish trap issue, for instance, helped make the de-
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vices a symbol of greedy “outside” corporate domination and eventually cul-
minated in their 1958 prohibition.

In the 1930s the ANB, and Tlingits in general, also became involved in the
maritime labor movement. Frank Peratrovich, who was involved in a struggle
with William Paul for leadership of the ANB, led the first major effort to union-
ize Tlingit fishermen and cannery workers. In 1936 Peratrovich founded the
Alaska Salmon Purse Seiners Union (ASPSU) and the Cannery Workers Aux-
iliary Union under an American Federation of Labor (AFL) charter. The union
consisted of Indian and white residents of Alaska and was meant to challenge
the power of “outside” unions that relied primarily on Asian and white work-
ers hired in Seattle and San Francisco. Rather than uniting Tlingits and whites,
however, the formation of the ASPSU initiated a struggle that pitted Indians
and whites against each other and divided the Tlingit community into factions
led by Peratrovich and the Pauls. These factions did not divide along “pro-
gressive” and “traditionalist” lines, as was the case in other Native American
communities. Neither faction was antagonistic to market participation; rather,
they split over issues of political leadership and economic strategy.56 Peratrovich
wanted to bring whites and Indians together in a national labor organization
such as the AFL, and the Pauls, once advocates of assimilation, wanted a ra-
cially separate and independent ANB union to represent Tlingits and their
distinctive interests. William Paul argued that a non-Indian union would never
make sacrifices for its Indian members or carry out the unique social functions
of the ANB. In arguing for an ANB bargaining agency, Paul appealed to Tlingit
ethnic identity: “We are the only union bound together by ties of blood, tradi-
tion, history, and a real spirit of sacrifice and love for each other,” he told ANB
members.57 He excoriated ASPSU supporters for listening to “white leaders
whom you would never admit as full members of the BROTHERHOOD,” and he
urged them to embrace the ANB out of ethnic solidarity: “Indians constitute
7/9 of the Union membership and no matter what some Indians might say, down
underneath we are all related and . . . none of us can hold out against fathers
and brothers.”58

The ANB and the ASPSU eventually merged but lost their bid to represent
fishermen and cannery workers throughout southeastern Alaska when they
lost a National Labor Relations Board representation election to the Congress
of Industrial Organizations in 1946.59 Even though it was not successful, the
union movement expressed Tlingit workers’ desire to assert their economic
rights in the fisheries industry. The failure to create a Tlingit bargaining agency
also forced the ANB to look in other directions in its continuing effort to
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strengthen Indian peoples’ economic hand. Increasingly, its focus would re-
volve around the issue of aboriginal rights. William Paul, among others, be-
lieved that taking up the legal struggle to assert Tlingit aboriginal title to an-
cestral lands and waterways (which had never been ceded to the United States
in a treaty with Indian peoples) was the only avenue open for asserting Tlingit
economic power. If acknowledged, aboriginal title might allow Tlingits rather
than canning corporations to monopolize prime fishing areas and trap sites.
At the very least, it would result in Tlingits receiving monetary restitution for
extinguishing their rights to such areas. Such a course reflected the ANB’s
gradual migration from purely integrationist economic strategies to ones based
on acknowledgment of their Indian cultural heritage. Paul, for one, thought
Tlingits had no choice:

We tried to get fair fishery laws and failed. What then? What would you do
if you knew (as the cannery lawyers very well know) that you were still the
legal owners [of the land] . . . and yet you saw your government closing
your fishing grounds for the express purpose of breeding fish for foreign-
owned fish traps? You know we fought for over 20 years only for fair
fishery laws where there would be no special privileges for anyone. Did
any help come from [the non-Indian community]?60

In the 1920s the ANB had stood firmly against pursuing policies based
solely on Indian cultural identity because they savored of “special privileges.”
By the 1930s, however, some leaders, including William Paul, were changing
their tune as they considered the potential benefits of the Indian Reorganiza-
tion Act (IRA)—the centerpiece of John Collier ’s “Indian New Deal,” which
sought to encourage cooperative economic activity and self-government on
Native American reservations.61 Since Alaskan natives had not experienced
conventional reservations or allotments, certain IRA provisions, such as those
ending allotments and consolidating or expanding reservation lands, did not
apply to Alaska. However, the IRA did allow Indians to adopt charters of in-
corporation, organize businesses, and take loans from a revolving credit fund.
Ideally, these credit provisions would allow Tlingit fishermen to purchase com-
mercial fishing gear and canneries, thereby achieving economic independence
and regaining control over the fishing grounds and the workplace.

Some members of the ANB, such as Frank Peratrovich, rejected the IRA in
part because it broke with the ANB’s tradition of rejecting “special privileges”
and race-based policies. Louis and William Paul, on the other hand, viewed
the IRA as a panacea that would help Indians “secure employment by orga-
nizing industries and business.”62 William Paul recognized the taint of “spe-
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cial privilege” carried by the IRA, but by 1936 he had also come to realize that
U.S. society was “founded on special privileges,” and he, for one, was ready to
begin “fighting privilege with privilege.”63 Paul did not deny that his position
represented a change of mind on his part. In a confessional tone, he told one
white Alaskan unionist that when whites had “deserted [Tlingits] for immedi-
ate gain” in the battle against fish traps, he had begun his “movement to ben-
efit Indians primarily[,] even at the cost of the white people.” His goal was
now “saving” Indian workers through “economic freedom”—in other words,
using the IRA to create Indian capitalists by “lending [Tlingits] the money so
that [they could] become the owners of the (fish) business.”64

Paul was instrumental in getting the provisions of the IRA extended to
Alaska as part of the Alaska Reorganization Act (ARA) of 1936. The program
financed 383 individual loans worth over $600,000, most of which went to
Tlingits and Haidas in southeastern Alaska who used the funds to buy new
boats, upgrade their fishing gear, and even establish a native-owned cannery
in the village of Hydaburg.65 Besides providing Indian peoples with loans, the
ARA opened another avenue for Tlingit economic development and environ-
mental control—namely, that of securing aboriginal fishing rights by creating
reservations. Beginning in the late 1930s, Secretary of the Interior Harold Ickes
wanted to use the ARA as a means of setting aside traditional hunting and
fishing grounds for Alaskan natives. He acted out of a genuine concern for
Alaska’s indigenous peoples and also out of a desire to assert federal control
over the salmon-canning industry, which he believed was ruthlessly exploit-
ing salmon populations as well as native rights.66 With Tlingit reservations
extending throughout southeastern Alaska’s waterways, Ickes reasoned that
corporate fish traps could be eliminated (or at least curtailed), fishing inten-
sity reduced, and the region’s rapidly depleting salmon runs saved. Most
Tlingits vigorously opposed reservations, believing they would permanently
mark them as second-class members of U.S. society. The Pauls, like other Tlingits
who were strongly influenced by the early assimilationist ideals of the ANB,
had opposed reservations as antithetical to the “principles of sound Ameri-
canism.”67 But William Paul changed his mind when he realized that the legal
principle of “aboriginal rights” offered a means for increasing the power of
the ANB and improving the lot of Tlingit fishermen. Promoting aboriginal
rights, like the ARA’s revolving loan program, would not only further the ANB’s
unionization efforts but would also help “our fishermen catch more fish.”68

In the end, neither provision of the ARA really helped Tlingit fishermen. The
loans, as mentioned earlier, helped some Tlingits purchase fishing equipment.
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However, such investments yielded little profit because of poor market condi-
tions and environmental declines that were affecting the entire fisheries in-
dustry, especially in the postwar period. Moreover, many purchases made by
the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) on behalf of native peoples consisted of
substandard equipment, much of it already cast off by canneries but now sold
to the BIA for profit. In one instance non-Indian fishermen sold the BIA con-
demned, unseaworthy vessels that were then given to native fishermen. In the
words of one Tlingit fisherman, the boats “were just too old for . . . our type of
fishing.”69 Moreover, Ickes’s plan to enforce reservations that would allow
Tlingits to eliminate corporate fish traps was rejected by Congress, which was
persuaded by the salmon-canning lobby to reject Indian fishing rights. Such
failures little changed the situation of Tlingit workers, who remained an im-
portant component of the commercial fisheries industry. The interventions of
the Interior Department did, however, encourage Tlingit peoples to pursue
aboriginal claims through the Department of Justice, a path pioneered by the
Alaska Native Brotherhood and that eventually led to the controversial Alaska
Native Claims Settlement Act of 1971.

Although they were not always successful, Tlingits, through the Alaska
Native Brotherhood, sought to promote the power of Indian fishermen and
cannery workers and prevent industrial exploitation of the salmon fisheries.
Along the way they forged new identities that were both Indian and Western.
In some ways the ANB departed dramatically from Tlingit “tradition.” His-
torically, Tlingit politics had operated at the local level. In contrast, the ANB
introduced into Tlingit life a centralized political structure (known as the
“grand camp”) composed of locally elected delegates (from the villages, or
“local camps”). With its executive council, constitution, and bylaws, the ANB
also injected Western protocol into Tlingit politics. Meetings did not follow
customary ceremonial patterns but rather used parliamentary procedure.70

However, such Western rituals did not signal the triumph of “moderniza-
tion” over “tradition” in Tlingit life. Clan rivalries endured, the clan system
that undergirded Tlingit social relations still remained, and the qualities as-
sociated with high rank and status continued to inform the character of Tlingit
leadership. Further, because “traditional” Tlingit values did not preclude (and,
in fact, even encouraged) participation in the market, both commercial-ori-
ented and traditionalist clan members could support the ANB’s program of
Indian economic advocacy.

ANB leadership in the villages (the local camps), more than in the grand
camp, reflected the importance of Tlingit values. Most local leaders were “men
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who held ranking titles in their respective clans, or were in the line of succes-
sion to such titles.”71 Tradition, custom, and proper behavior were extremely
important to these clan leaders, but many also embraced economic change
and therefore encouraged the growth of the ANB. Although elderly and un-
able to speak English, Charlie Jones, inheritor of the “Chief Shakes” title, en-
thusiastically supported the ANB among the Stikine Tlingit. He organized the
Stikine Camp and encouraged young Tlingit men (most notably William Paul)
to participate in the new organization. Jimmy Young, chief of the Tcukunedi
Clan of Hoonah, was another village clan leader who supported the ANB.
There were many others, including Charles Newton of Kake and Sam Johnson
of Angoon. Why did traditionalists support the ANB’s modernizing efforts? In
the words of Philip Drucker, they were carrying out the responsibilities of the
chief to “exercise whatever powers he had, for the welfare of his people . . . in
return for the support his social unit gave him.” A program that had as its goal
the betterment of Tlingit people had to be considered seriously even by “tradi-
tional” leaders.72

The ANB’s support for Tlingit fishermen and cannery workers also ex-
plained why traditionalists supported the organization. Many clan leaders and
their families were fully immersed in commercial fishing, owning “large well
fitted-out seine boats.”73 They realized that the ANB’s economic advocacy
would smooth the way for them and their offspring to survive in a competi-
tive, capitalist environment. Support for the organization reflected Tlingit de-
sires for economic and environmental control as much as a yearning for social
integration and cultural assimilation. Even local camp traditionalists realized
that the ANB’s quest for Tlingit economic and political rights represented a
viable alternative to environmental, cultural, and economic destruction.74 The
conventional dichotomy of “traditionalist” versus “progressive” does not ad-
equately express the complexity of Tlingit responses to modernization and
commerce. Characteristics usually associated with capitalism—innovation,
individualism, ambition, and competitiveness—were also traits revered by
Tlingit society, as long as they were balanced by ethics of cooperation and
social responsibility. Thus, Tlingit progressives in the Alaska Native Brother-
hood, because they desired not only to help themselves but also to advance
the interests of their people, were in many ways acting in the best spirit of
Tlingit tradition.

Aboriginal Tlingit society had balanced individualism with social solidar-
ity, wealth accumulation with reciprocity, localism with intervillage kinship,
and competitiveness with cooperation. Industrialization and American settle-



176     DAVID ARNOLD

ment threatened to destroy this delicate balance by disrupting the harmony of
the native fishing economy, overemphasizing individualism and competitive-
ness, altering Tlingit settlement patterns, and disrupting village power relations.
However, at least two consequences of the new industrial landscape—the de-
cline of traditional village life and the rise of new settlements nearer to com-
mercial centers and canneries—also had the unforeseen effect of encouraging
more intervillage and interclan cooperation than had previously existed. In
aboriginal society large potlatches had brought distant clans and villages to-
gether in a loose unity, whereas status striving and competition for rank (car-
ried out at those same celebrations) held them apart. Organizations like the
ANB sought to build a new tribal solidarity over this diffused system of clan
reciprocity and rivalry. The ANB embraced modernization and, at times, cul-
tural assimilation—but, ironically, such survival strategies often conformed
with Indians’ own customs and helped them advance their economic and po-
litical rights and strengthen their hand in dealing with the dominant society.

EPILOGUE

From the 1940s until the present, Tlingits have continued to fish for commer-
cial and subsistence purposes, and such activity has continued to nourish Tlingit
economic and cultural survival. However, the postwar period offered new
obstacles as well as new opportunities. In the salmon fisheries, increased com-
petition, advanced technology, declining fish runs, and more onerous fisher-
ies regulations made it harder for Tlingits to make a living from fishing and
cannery work alone. Limited entry regulations, beginning in 1971, restricted
the number of commercial fishing permits and disrupted cultural continuity
in the native fishery by making it harder for younger Tlingits to take up com-
mercial fishing as an occupation.75 That same year the Alaska Native Claims
Settlement Act gave Alaska natives nearly a billion dollars and title to over 40
million acres of land, but, at the same time, it extinguished their aboriginal
rights to subsistence hunting and fishing. Moreover, the settlement encour-
aged newly formed native corporations to move beyond traditional enterprises,
such as fishing and fish processing, as a means of economic development. Al-
though this opened new possibilities for native economic empowerment, it
threatened to sever the link between native peoples and the natural environ-
ment and aggravated divisions within tribes over economic development on
the one hand and traditional, subsistence-based activities on the other. Today
Sealaska, the regional corporation of the Tlingits, is investing less in the fisher-
ies, which are in decline, and more in other types of enterprises—including
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logging—which pose more harm to salmon populations. Such transformations
have entailed diminishing control by Tlingits over the salmon fisheries, with
cultural consequences that are not yet clear.

At the same time, the struggle by Tlingit and other native peoples to con-
trol their culture, environment, and economic destiny continues. Tlingits con-
tinue to participate in the commercial fisheries and to assert their rights to fish
for subsistence purposes, an activity that connects them with their distinctive
cultural heritage. The salmon is still revered as an important cultural symbol,
and Tlingit identity is still inextricably linked to salmon fishing. The struggle
for subsistence rights especially has constituted a major challenge to both cor-
porate and state control over the marine environment and promises to be an
important issue in Tlingits’ continuing struggle for self-determination. In a
series of oral interviews conducted with Tlingit fishermen in the late 1970s,
native elders spoke eloquently about the persistence of fishing—commercial
and subsistence—in Tlingit life. Roy Bean, who began seining with his tribal
uncle in 1909, declared that Tlingits would “continue on fishing just as long as
there is fish to be caught, just as long as the cannerymen wants fish.” “Fishing
is in these people’s blood,” explained Ronald Bean Sr., who began seining in
the late 1920s. “If they can make 50-60-80 dollars a day [in] wages, they’ll go
right out every chance they get to go fishing. And they’re at it right now. They
got small rigs, you know. And after work, or when they’re not working, they
go right out and fish salmon and coho and halibut, hand-lining, [and] some of
them do good. That’s why I say they’ll still be at it, even if they have a job.”
Albert Davis, who also began commercial fishing in the late 1920s, noted that
“[a] lot of our people still rely on trolling for a living and also subsistence. We
go out in the winter months. We catch one or two king salmon and that will
last us for a couple weeks. So this [fishing] still contributes to our livelihood.”76
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This chapter explores the experience of American Indian dancers who earned wages
performing in “Wild West” shows at the turn of the twentieth century. Clyde Ellis
provides important insight into the performers’ motivations and the strategies they
used to cope with the devastating impact of incorporation. Faced with a diminishing
land base and few opportunities for making a living on reservations, dancing for “five
dollars a day” seemed like an attractive alternative for many performers. As wage
earners they were engaging the growing capitalist economy in ways that sometimes
contradicted the assimilationist policy objectives advanced by the Bureau of Indian
Affairs in the early twentieth century.

Five Dollars a Week to Be “Regular Indians”:
Shows, Exhibitions, and the Economics of

Indian Dancing, 1880–1930

CLYDE ELLIS

C H A P T E R  N I N E

Portions of this chapter were previously published in Clyde Ellis, A Dancing People:
Powwow Culture on the Southern Plains (Lawrence: University Press of Kansas, 2003).
Reprinted here with permission.
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“THAT IS THE WAY I GET MONEY”

On November 18, 1890, seventy-nine Lakota Indians employed by William F.
Cody’s Wild West show gathered in Washington, D.C., to meet with Acting
Commissioner of Indian Affairs Robert V. Belt. They were there to challenge
Belt’s recent opinion that shows featuring Indian dances were, among other
things, “ruinous evils” and that Indians ought to “remain at home and engage
in more civilizing avocations.” At the heart of the matter was Belt’s opinion—
shared by official Washington—that earning a living by dancing in the shows
was not only unseemly, it contradicted federal Indian policy. Speaking for the
troupe, a Lakota man named Black Heart reminded Belt that the Indians had
been “raised on horseback; that is the way we had to work. These men fur-
nished us the same kind of work we were raised to do; that is the reason we
want to work for these kind of men. . . . If [an] Indian wants to work at any
place and earn money, he wants to do so; white man got privilege to do the
same—any kind of work he wants.” Echoing his fellow performer, Rocky Bear
said that if such employment “did not suit me, I would not remain any longer,”
adding that “if the great father wants me to stop, I would do it.” There was no
doubt that the great father wanted Indians to stop dancing, but in a comment
that was cold comfort to federal officials who demanded that Indians become
self-sufficient wage earners, Rocky Bear reminded them that he already was a
wage earner; dancing in the Indian shows, he stated, “is the way I get money.”1

Between 1880 and 1930, thousands of Indians joined dozens of shows, ex-
hibitions, and fairs to earn a living dancing, singing, and giving other perfor-
mances. This work put money in their pockets, allowed them to escape the
reservation, and rewarded them for portraying what they knew best—their
traditional cultures. Yet although scholars have shown increasing interest in
the changing contours and meanings of dance culture, few have taken notice
of Rocky Bear’s words and examined the economic side of dance shows and
exhibitions, especially during the late nineteenth and early twentieth centu-
ries when such shows were at their height.2

This chapter argues that show dancing during that era was an economi-
cally significant venture for performers and promoters alike. It is tempting to
dismiss show Indians as props in some inane native minstrel show tradition,
hopping around for the benefit of white audiences, paid a pauper’s wage to
prostitute themselves. Indeed, contemporaries were often (and correctly) ap-
palled by what they perceived to be the callous objectification of performers.
Were some Indians forced into performing by the horrendous conditions on
reservations? Yes, of this there can be little doubt. As Rocky Bear put it, on the
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reservation “I am getting poor.” Did promoters and owners sometimes use
performers crudely and insensitively? Again, there is no doubt that some did. As
Michael Wallis notes, for example, the Miller Brothers’ 101 Ranch Real Wild West
Show used Indian performers as “exotic lures to attract large crowds . . . the
Poncas would be put on display—just like prize livestock, award-winning pies
and jams, and such freaks of nature as two-headed snakes and miniature ponies.
The payoff was promising.”3 And was the payoff equitable? In most cases, no.

Yet the cultural, political, and economic factors Indians weighed as they
contemplated joining the shows suggest that the decision to become a per-
former was complicated. If some shows were grossly exploitative, it is also
true that dancing for pay was an attractive alternative to the chronic poverty
and chaos that plagued many reservations. According to the performers them-
selves, show dancing could be financially and emotionally rewarding. As Kills
Enemy Alone, a Lakota who joined Cody’s 1887 European tour, pointedly re-
marked, “I came over here to see if I can make some money.” Sitting Bull—
who in Robert Utley’s opinion saw the shows as a way to “relieve the tedium
of the reservation and to earn money”—knew that giving his earnings away
according to Lakota values of generosity would affirm his status as a leader.
And for a generation of students who know Nicholas Black Elk only as the
ultratraditional icon in John Neihardt’s books, it might come as a surprise to
learn that as a young man Black Elk “got disgusted with the wrong road that
my people were doing now . . . so I made up my mind I was going away from
them to see the white man’s ways. If the white man’s ways were better, why[,]
I would like to see my people live that way.” Black Elk seems to have had
solidly practical motives, and as L. G. Moses noted, “[p]erhaps his enjoyment
came . . . in the adventure of it all, in re-creating brave deeds, and in getting
paid for it.”4

Moreover, performers were not powerless. The Miller Brothers learned
this lesson the hard way in 1914, for example, when their refusal to pay wages
for extra performances in England prompted a walkout by their dancers. More-
over, dancing for pay was hardly a fatal corruption of Indianness. As Joy Kassen
notes, Indians exerted some control over the context and substance of their
performances; Frank Fools Crow (Black Elk’s nephew) remembered that “[i]n
our Wild West shows we Indians rode, sang, and danced. The dances were
social performances, though, and never sacred ones.” His uncle reaped even
greater rewards, saying that “as I traveled to competitions and toured with the
Wild West shows, word of my healing and prophetic powers would spread.
Then people who were doubters would ask me to prove what I could do by
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telling them my visions and performing my ceremonies for them.”5 Indeed,
Vine Deloria argues that the shows not only gave performers a measure of
financial independence, they also helped them make informed decisions about
living in a world dominated by whites. “As a transitional educational device
wherein Indians were able to observe American society and draw their own
conclusions,” he writes, “the Wild West was worth more than every school
house built by the government on any of the reservations.” Rita Napier ob-
serves that “Indians who toured with the Wild West could enjoy the best bitter
in a London pub, mingle with royalty in a dignified and courteous fashion,
and yet retain their own values as the basis for their ‘vision’ of life.” Moses
echoes these sentiments: “Ethnic identity need not be preserved through isola-
tion, it may also be promoted through contact . . . [which] strengthened rather
than weakened culture. . . . It would be wrong therefore to see the Show Indi-
ans as simply dupes, or pawns, or even victims. It would be better to approach
them as persons who earned a fairly good living between the era of the Dawes
Act and the Indian New Deal.”6 Dancing for pay revealed that the relationship
between victimization and agency rested on complex negotiations and media-
tions in which an either/or paradigm had little meaning.

“RAW, UNADULTERATED WHORE HOUSE ENTERTAINMENT”:
THE CAMPAIGN TO SUPPRESS DANCING

That Indians danced at all—much less for money—had already prompted an
intense debate by the 1880s. More than a decade before Belt’s meeting with
Cody’s Indians, official alarm about dances and rituals perceived to be mor-
ally and spiritually objectionable had spurred a fifty-year campaign to sup-
press dance culture, including theatrical performances. If performing with the
shows provided some Indians with the means to become self-supporting, it
also encouraged behavior that reformers deemed uncivilized and antithetical
to the Indians’ best interests. Official policy encouraged economic self-sufficiency
based on a variety of pursuits, none of which included portraying what the
Miller Brothers publicized in 1912 as “pure blooded people of the wild old
days . . . [who] remain strangers to work.” In 1903 the Osage agent reinforced
widely held negative opinions of dancing when he informed the government’s
director of Indian exhibits for the St. Louis World’s Fair that if he wanted “an
exhibit of great big fat juicy Indians in their native costumes doing nothing I
can supply you with as many as you may want, or if you want a dancing party
in native costume I can supply you with them . . . but to supply the natives
engaged in any constructive work will be an impossibility.” In 1929 a writer
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lampooned one Ponca woman’s work in the Wild West shows by observing
that because she weighed 450 pounds, “all she has to do is sit on a platform
and let people gaze in admiration, mixed with awe.”7

As these examples suggest, the debate was driven by more than the fact
that some Indians made money from performing. Officials wanted Indians to
earn their own keep, but a livelihood earned in the shows contradicted the
government’s assimilation agenda, a point Commissioner of Indian Affairs
Hiram Price emphasized in 1884 when he wrote that “one Indian farmer will
do more to civilize and elevate the race . . . than one hundred Indians parading
through the country for exhibition.” This opinion was standard fare among
his successors, including Cato Sells, who wrote in 1914 that he considered any-
thing (especially dancing) that disrupted farming “an economic and social
crime.” In 1922 Commissioner Charles Burke excoriated Indians who “sacri-
fice real necessities to obtain money [by dancing] in the middle of a short grow-
ing season.” Still others appealed to moral urgency, as when Charles Shell
declared in 1909 that dances at Oklahoma’s Cheyenne and Arapaho Reserva-
tion were “accompanied by drunkenness, gambling, and other immoral prac-
tices.” Audiences were thrilled by the Miller Brothers’ 101 Ranch Real Wild
West, but many policy makers agreed with one man’s 1932 assessment of the
show as “raw, unadulterated whore house entertainment” that deserved to be
(and was by then) out of business. And it wasn’t only traditional dancing that
left policy makers fuming. When a representative of the 1919 Revue of Hitchy
Koo recruited young Indian women as chorus line dancers at thirty-five dol-
lars a week plus transportation to and from New York City, the Cheyenne and
Arapaho agent turned him down cold. There were no girls at his agency who
met the requirements (sixteen to eighteen years old, pretty, and with some
knowledge of music), but even if there were, he was “not . . . willing that they
should accept employment of this character.”8

According to the mood of the day, it was unthinkable that dancing—either
for Cody or for the Revue of Hitchy Koo—would become a substitute for live-
lihoods in the officially mandated agricultural, mechanical, or domestic arts.
Besides, as Commissioner of Indian Affairs Robert Valentine wrote in 1912,
not only had he “seen little good come of dancing for gate receipts,” but danc-
ing for pay was the wrong way to make a living. When a Cheyenne man named
Little Snake attempted to join a Wild West show in 1924, L. S. Bonnin reminded
him, “it is the desire of the Department at Washington and this office that all
able-bodied Indians support themselves by their own labor.” Those who earned
their living by show dancing, wrote Bonnin, were “hurting themselves and
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retarding their own progress, and assisting the white people in commercializ-
ing the Indians for profits. Personally, I would like to see every Indian refuse
to act as a curiosity for people to look at and to earn money for someone else.”
When a group of Cheyennes and Arapahos put on a show in 1902 in Elk City,
Oklahoma, John Whitewell tried to convince the dancers that they “were be-
ing duped. That they were being used as an advertisement for the merchants,
that the populace, not the merchants[,] paid the money . . . and that what was
received naturally went to the stores,” not to the Indians.9

Criticism also came from native people, as in 1914 when Chauncey Yellow
Robe, a Sioux, published a scathing indictment entitled “The Menace of the
Wild West Show” in the Quarterly Journal of the Society of American Indians. La-
menting the “evil and degrading influence of commercializing the Indian,”
Yellow Robe charged that the shows did little more than “depict lawlessness
and hatred” and were “the greatest hindrance, injustice, and detriment to the
present progress of the American Indian toward civilization.” Show Indians
had not merely been taken advantage of, he continued, they had been led to
“the white man’s poison cup and have become drunkards.” Yellow Robe poured
out a stream of invective against people who “think they cannot do without
wild-west Indian shows, consequently certain citizens have the Indian show
craze. . . . We can see from this state of affairs that the white man is persistently
perpetuating . . . tribal habits and customs. We see that the showman is manu-
facturing the Indian plays intended to amuse and instruct young children, and
is teaching them that the Indian is only a savage being.” “How can we save the
American Indian,” he asked, “if the Indian Bureau is permitting special privi-
leges in favor of the wild-west Indian shows, moving-picture concerns, and
fair associations for commercializing the Indian?” What Indians needed, he
concluded, were not more opportunities to earn a living by dancing in the
shows but “cleaner civilization” and, it is safe to say, jobs that did not include
dancing for pay.10

In “The Effect of Wild Westing,” an article in the same issue of the same
journal as Yellow Robe’s piece, E. H. Gohl (a white who claimed to be “an
adopted clansman of the Onondaga”) blasted “the morbid curiosity to see the
red man as a savage in war-paint.” In the Wild West shows, “[M]anagers com-
pel the red man to act the white man’s idea of a war dance. All is burlesque.
The whole thing is deception.” Gohl called for a “determined stand . . . to
discourage and prevent whenever possible Indians making arrangements with
wild-west shows, theatrical troups [sic], circuses, and most of the motion picture
firms.” “Touring the country with shows is demoralizing and a menace to the
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Indian,” he wrote. “And all for a ‘dollar a day and feed,’ with a good deal of the
white man’s ‘rough house’ thrown in. A wild-west show’s contract is simply a
sheet of ‘guaranteed-to-catch fly-paper.’ ” Like Yellow Robe, Gohl believed the
Wild West shows destroyed the “pathway to self-help and progress,” and he
called on “all true friends of our American Indians” to support only those
plays and pageants devoted to “historical or ethnological facts when under
the auspices of colleges and historical societies.”11 The message was clear: danc-
ing was morally repugnant, and dance money was dirty money.

Federal Indian policy was unambiguous. Secretary of the Interior Henry
Teller made the case for the anti-dance movement in 1883 when he bluntly
observed that “the continuance of the old heathenish dances” was single-
handedly responsible for much of the “debauchery, diabolism, and savagery
of the worst state of the Indian race.”12 A decade later Superintendent of In-
dian Schools Daniel Dorchester witnessed a dance demonstration that seemed
to confirm Teller’s dreary commentary. Invited to visit the government’s “edu-
cational” Indian exhibit at Chicago’s 1893 Columbian Exposition, Dorchester
declared it “a celebration of the most degraded phases of the old Indian life.”
Most appalling was a dance demonstration, a “disgraceful affair” fueled by
whiskey, arranged by avaricious whites of questionable taste, and featuring
Indians who, with their “paint, feathers, buckskin, bells, breechclout, and other
toggery, revive and exhibit the quondam degradation of the tribes.”13

Dancing for pay, wrote Dorchester, was “diametrically opposed to all ef-
forts to their education and true elevation. . . . [It] disinclines them to settle
down to labor, and dooms them to the life of vagabonds.” That white people
paid to see all of this was a sin only slightly less serious, but Dorchester re-
minded readers that more was at stake than the nickels and dimes ignorant
spectators gave to the Indians. Taking the moral high ground, he observed
that such fare was not only detrimental to Indians, but it corrupted whites as
well. Women were reported to have fainted at the sight of the “Indian torture
dance,” at which others—gasp—had applauded. It was bad enough in many
officials’ minds that Buffalo Bill had set up shop right next door to the fair with
his daily shows featuring all manner of wild Indians. But Dorchester had seen
an officially sanctioned government exhibit that was no better, in his opinion,
than Cody’s blood and thunder. What sort of message, he pleaded, was all of
this sending? Perhaps dances carefully staged “within proper limitations could
be reasonably tolerated . . . in the interest of historical and ethnological inquir-
ies,” Dorchester wrote. But “naked, painted, bedecked Indians in scalp and
war dances” were too much. “And this at the end of the nineteenth Christian
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century,” he thundered, “in a Christian America, in a Christian city, with a full
corps of strong policemen, as an entertainment at our great Columbian Expo-
sition, for 5,000 at least nominally Christian people. . . . [W]as not the city of
Chicago able to prevent so diabolical a spectacle? . . . [W]as not the manage-
ment of the World’s Fair able to prevent such an infamy?”14

“THE BEST DRAWING CARD WE HAVE”:
POPULARIZING INDIAN DANCING

How did things get to the point where official policy could be comfortably
ignored, crowds would pay good money to see dancing, and some Indians
could make a living by being, well, Indians? One of the most important factors
was the ambivalence of official policy. On the one hand, policy makers in-
sisted that Indians earn their living by the sweat of their brow—preferably as
agriculturalists. On the other hand, those same officials regularly permitted
dances for scientific or ethnologic purposes or in what they believed were sani-
tized, meaningless versions. Moreover, because the dance bans were never
enacted as federal or state laws, officials lacked statutory authority to prevent
Indians from hiring themselves out as performers. As a result, officials rou-
tinely allowed dances and approved employment in shows and exhibitions as
long as promoters agreed to take care of their employees and participants prom-
ised to forswear torture, sexually explicit behavior, and the wanton giving away
of property.

Policy makers sent a mixed message, moreover, when they endorsed shows
and displays associated with official exhibits. In 1875, for example, Commis-
sioner of Indian Affairs Edward P. Smith requested displays for the nation’s
centennial celebration that would illustrate “the native condition and habits,
recent or past, of the American Aborigines.” It was the “intention of the Gov-
ernment to have everything peculiarly American represented,” he wrote, and
“a marked deficiency would exist were the characteristic features in the life,
habits, and history of the North American Indian omitted.” In 1893 the danc-
ing Indians at the Columbian Exposition who had sent Daniel Dorchester into
paroxysms were part of the government’s own “educational” exhibit. Five years
later an official memo for the Omaha Exposition noted, “it is desirable, of course,
that the primitive habits and customs of the tribes should be faithfully and
fully portrayed.” And in 1905, Theodore Roosevelt’s inauguration committee
invited the Comanche Quanah Parker to ride in the inaugural parade, but only
if he came “fully equipped with Indian clothing as gorgeous as possible in its
make-up and complete in its representation of the old Indian dress.”15
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By supplying Indian performers to these exhibits, government officials
were helping to whet the public’s appetite for Indian shows. Of course, pro-
moters like Cody had already seen the promise of such things and aggres-
sively capitalized on it. The appeal of Plains imagery was especially strong,
and promoters paid top dollar for performers who could act the part of west-
ern Indians who were by then synonymous with the nation’s frontier history.
An early 1880s handbill for a show calling itself “Great Extra Attractions,” for
example, promised “forty wild Indians dressed in buckskin suits, with war
paint and feathers just as they are seen on the Western Plains, under a strong
military guard.” The show featured a lacrosse game “almost as exciting as a
battle: the frantic leap, the whoop, the agile bound, the savage assault, the
screaming of the squaws, the blows, the painted and bleeding players, and the
wild, desperate and savage fight for the ball is a scene that savage life alone
can furnish. These Indians (40 in all including Squaws and Papooses) are genu-
ine Western Indians.” In a letter to the Quapaw agent seeking permission to
hire Indians from that agency, the show’s proprietor wrote, “I can get all of the
Indians I want in Canada but I had rather have them from the West.”16

The perceived primitivism of Indians was especially provocative, and never
more so than when they donned dance clothes. In a 1905 letter to the Kiowa
and Comanche agent, H. A. Hall from Comanche, Indian Territory, requested
a group of dancers for that town’s annual carnival because such dancers would
be “the best drawing card we have.” Fifteen years later, promoters for the Hudson’s
Bay Company’s 250th anniversary celebration expressed a similar hope by tell-
ing the Canadian public that “in a few short years the opportunities for . . . a
reconstruction of the costumes, manners and customs of former days will have
passed away.” As one official put it: “What an opportunity for films! As an
object lesson, and an attraction for the public, it would be a superb show.”17

In the United States the growing interest in Indians was apparent in ev-
erything from national parks to the Boy Scouts to mass culture. Park officials
at Yosemite, for example, created “Indian Field Days” in 1916, ostensibly to
“revive and maintain [the] interest of Indians in their own games and indus-
tries.” In reality, it was a carefully choreographed tourist show that Mark David
Spence says “often degenerated into little more than an excuse for tourists and
park officials to pose in buckskin and feathered headdress.” In a rare reversal
of standards, women were better paid than men ($2.50 for women, $1.00 for
men per show), and there were $25 prizes for the “Best Indian Warrior Cos-
tume” and “Best Indian Squaw Costume.” At Mesa Verde, visitors in the 1920s
flocked to exhibitions of Navajos who sang and danced, and Glacier and
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Yellowstone eagerly hired “some good type Indians . . . [who] have good cos-
tumes, put on a good show, and live in peace and harmony.” And in an enter-
prise worthy of Cody himself, the Eastern Band of the Cherokees and the Great
Smoky Mountains National Park collaborated in the early 1930s on a short-
lived show called Spirit of the Great Smokies.18 In 1916 two Boy Scout leaders
from Philadelphia created the Order of the Arrow to recognize outstanding
service by youth and adult scouts. Within a decade it had spread across the
country and was introducing generations of young boys to a highly stylized
and exoticized Indian imagery. The Order of the Arrow continues to flourish
today, and rituals rooted in the romantic appeal of Indians are its stock-in-
trade. Tellingly, “authentic” Indian dances remain one of its most cherished
traditions, and scouting groups like the Koshare Indian Dancers of Pueblo,
Colorado, continue to spread its version of the gospel to groups across the
country every year.

The general public could also expect to have its taste for the dramatic in-
dulged when professional anthropologists and ethnologists proved willing to
pay for the same displays that thrilled audiences. A case in point occurred in
1903 when George Dorsey, the curator of anthropology at Chicago’s Field-
Columbian Museum, and James Mooney of the Bureau of American Ethnol-
ogy were accused of paying Cheyennes to perform a Sun Dance complete with
the “torture” that simultaneously titillated and appalled audiences. John Seger,
an outspoken opponent of dancing, reported that he had encountered Dorsey,
Mooney, and a photographer at a Cheyenne encampment where they photo-
graphed dancers engaged in old-time rituals. A man named Red Leggings
obliged them, but Seger condemned the Indian for play-acting, derided the
scientists as fools, and declared, “[i]t was very plain to me that the torture had
been paid for.” Seger, who had attended the Cheyennne Sun Dance two de-
cades earlier, wrote, “there is as much difference then and now . . . as between
day and night. The old way . . . was the real thing. The torture I saw was a fake
. . . and I think on the whole he had well earned his fifteen dollars that was
reported to have been paid.”19 If respectable scientists paid Indians to dance,
why shouldn’t audiences do the same?

“WE EXPECT TO MAKE SOME MONEY”

As Black Elk, Kills Enemy Alone, Rocky Bear, and Black Heart affirmed, mak-
ing a living by dancing seemed a legitimate enterprise to them and to their
appreciative audiences as well. If it contradicted the government’s notion of
proper living, it nonetheless provided gainful employment and experience in
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the wider world—something reformers, entrepreneurs, and Indians alike val-
ued. Moreover, as most observers knew, the government’s reservation-based
assimilation program was collapsing into a smoking ruin. Because they were
hard-pressed and cash starved, dancing for money made complete sense to
Indians like those at the Cheyenne and Arapaho Reservation in western Okla-
homa who bitterly reminded William Freer in 1912 that their lease monies had
not been paid in months. Young Bear told Freer, “I come like a person carrying
two crying babies. It is six months since I have had money. . . . We understand
that the Government wants us to follow the white man’s way. We must have
money to work with.” A man named Hail observed that “we try to do what the
Commissioner wants us to do in the direction of farming, and we ought to
have our money.” Another man named Ute tersely noted that “a man without
a horse cannot plow.”20

Indeed, economic opportunities for Indians steadily eroded after the 1890s
when federal officials closed schools, scaled back treaty-mandated annuities,
and repeatedly amended the 1887 Dawes Act to leave a majority of Indians
landless. The results were catastrophic, and in 1928 the Meriam Report re-
vealed that Indians’ per capita annual income was $100–$200, compared with
a national average of nearly $1,350. With fewer and fewer alternatives, it is not
surprising that some Indians regarded the shows as a way out of their di-
lemma. “Some may have been attracted by the decent wages Buffalo Bill paid,”
wrote Napier, “that could be sent home or used to purchase luxuries—even
necessities—no reservation Indian could afford.” Moreover, as Moses noted,
once the Bureau of Indian Affairs required contracts, bonds, and “fair and rea-
sonable” wages, dancers in the larger shows could command salaries of be-
tween $25 and $90 a month—about two-thirds of an agent’s salary. “Few Indi-
ans who took out allotments and farmed the land or ran livestock,” wrote
Moses, “could boast of comparable incomes.”21 Reformers routinely denounced
show Indians as the lowest sort, but was that really worse than sitting out
another South Dakota winter eating spoiled beef?

Many of the promoters who ran shows did so because they could simulta-
neously make money, entertain the public, and—they solemnly promised—
expose Indians to a new way of life as assimilated citizens. Cody, for example,
assured government officials that Indians in his shows were well treated, fairly
paid, and introduced to civilized life. During their stay in New York City in
the winter of 1886–1887, he informed federal authorities that his Indian em-
ployees had attended church twice each Sunday for two months and had vis-
ited city hall, a newspaper office, Central Park, Bellevue Hospital, and “all the
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principal places of legitimate public entertainment in New York. . . . I know
from personal knowledge that these Indians are acquiring benefits in their
Eastern life.” And as Cody liked to remind his detractors, Indians with his
show were earning good money, paying their own way, and learning to live
like whites. To critics who charged that Indian performers were being duped
by whites who shortchanged them, Nate Salisbury—Cody’s right-hand man—
pointedly noted in 1891 that “an Indian knows the value of a dollar quite as
well as a white man.”22

At the local level especially, in the small fairs and town celebrations where
most performers found their work, dancing for pay offered the promise of
wages, however modest; the chance to travel; an opportunity temporarily to
escape the confines of reservation life; and for some the opportunity to present
their cultures in ways they found satisfying. Typical of the promoters was a
man named Thornburg who recruited Kiowas, Comanches, and Apaches in
1894 for a show that would tour the “smaller places and public in general
[that] have not had the opportunity of studying the Red Man as he was.”
Thornburg promised happy results for Indians and audiences alike; perform-
ers would get a taste of life outside the reservations, and whites “would be
both interested and instructed.” Tellingly, Thornburg added, “[O]f course we
don’t claim to be impelled wholly by motives of philanthropy actuated by a
desire to perpetuate the history of the West. . . . We expect to make some
money.”23

The payoff for working in many of the shows and government-sponsored
exhibits was a combination of room, board, and expenses, something that ap-
pealed to many performers given the chronically unreliable distribution of
annuities and rations at the nation’s Indian agencies. In 1899, for example,
Will Pyeatt—proprietor of the White Sulphur Inn in Sulphur, Indian Territory—
wrote to the Kiowa-Comanche-Apache Reservation to recruit “the wildest blan-
ket Indians to be had. . . . [W]e want Indians that will eat raw meat and give
the war and goast [sic] dance.” In return for their services, Pyeatt promised the
dancers all the barbecue they could eat.24 A typical offer reached the Cheyenne
and Arapaho Reservation in 1905 from the Cedar Point Pleasure Resort Com-
pany of Sandusky, Ohio, seeking Cheyennes and Comanches as “an educa-
tional exhibit.” Their letter made no mention of pay, but the Ohioans promised
“excellent quarters for the Indians . . . the best of care . . . expenses to and from
their home . . . and board and lodging.” The agent turned them down on the
grounds that there were “no Indians who could be spared without detriment
to their interests.” Two years later showman Zack Mulhall offered expense
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money and transportation to Comanches willing to join a bizarre combination
of automobile races and Wild West shows (horses and autos to be supplied at
no extra cost to the performers!).25

Some communities planned ahead, as when W. B. Garnett informed the
Kiowa and Comanche agent in 1901 that Tonkawa’s citizens had “subscribed
. . . quite a little fund” to sponsor an all-Indian “entertainment.” Hoping for
“quite a company of the Apache Indians,” the town’s Fair Association prom-
ised “to care for them, to feed them well, and [to] furnish pasture for their
ponies.” Moreover, wrote G. C. Brewer, “the Indians are to receive the gate
receipts that will be divided between those that take part.” Other communi-
ties and promoters wrote to ascertain the going rates, as when M. F. Wren
inquired in 1905 as to the chances of hiring Cheyenne and Arapaho dancers
for his town’s fair: “What would it cost us if they can come? We are willing to
do the best we can by them.” A 1910 request from Thomas, Oklahoma, prom-
ised both a “high moreal [sic] tone” and plans to “advertise this extensively
and make it a paying proposition to both the Indians and ourselves.” That
same year the Weatherford Commercial Club guaranteed $750 for expenses
and premiums for Indian performers at the town’s fair, “it being understood
that the agent will take proceeds of the sale of tickets to Indians.” Moreover, in
return for a “free Indian moon dance in front of the Grandstand . . . with camp
fires,” the dancers could charge and keep an admission fee of fifteen cents for
all other dance demonstrations.26

Government exhibits typically did not include outright payment on the
grounds that dancing for wages sent the wrong kind of message. Instead, policy
makers believed expenses and the chance to see the world were ample re-
wards. When Commissioner of Indian Affairs William A. Jones recruited per-
formers in 1898 for the Trans-Mississippi and International Exposition in
Omaha, for example, he declined to offer wages and pointed out that in addi-
tion to the thrill of being “a most interesting part” of the government’s exhibit,
performers would be “well cared for” by virtue of having their transportation
and living costs covered. Samuel McCowan took the same position when he
solicited artisans, craftworkers, and performers for the government exhibit at
the 1904 St. Louis World’s Fair. Strapped for expenses, McCowan confidently
predicted to one correspondent that “after I bring them here [Chilocco School
in north-central Oklahoma], pay their expenses, take them to St. Louis and
return them, it ought to be compensation enough.” Not everyone agreed with
that sentiment, and at least one group negotiated for wages as well as expenses.
Writing from Florida, the Reverend Henry Gibbs informed McCowan that al-
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though it might be “a grand thing” indeed for a group of Seminoles to join the
exhibit, “nothing but large financial inducements would get them to go so far
as St. Louis. And whether their part of the attraction would be a paying one . . . is
hard for me to tell.” McCowan stood his ground, agreeing to pay only travel
expenses plus room and board for sixty days. Interestingly, he did pay cash
wages to Indian carpenters, who “have families . . . and derive their support
largely from their trade.” Could the same not be said of the dancers?27

Although they sanctioned participation in all kinds of shows and exhibits,
authorities tried to be mindful of what they deemed inappropriate demon-
strations, and on occasion they drew the line. It was one thing to let Cody or
the Miller Brothers hire Indians, but it was another thing altogether to give
every would-be performer or promoter free rein. When one Cheyenne man
produced a contract for 500 Indians to perform at a 1923 Fourth of July show
in Fort Reno, Oklahoma, for example, officials refused to sanction the deal
despite promises by the townspeople of “a good feed and half the gate re-
ceipts, providing they give a dance in their native costume.” The agent’s reply
was brief and to the point: “Nothing doing.”28 Yet as every agent knew, be-
cause the federal dance bans lacked statutory authority, officials could not al-
ways prevent Indians from dancing for money. As long as they did not break
the law, Indians could not be stopped from dancing. This is not to say that
agents could not or did not forcibly prevent dances. They could and did with-
hold rations and annuities from dancers, hold sponsors on one charge or an-
other, or impose arbitrary ground rules that they hoped would make dancing
more trouble than it was worth.29

When the Comanche County Fair Association entered into negotiations
with a group of Arapaho performers in 1909, Agent Charles Shell expressed
his disappointment that “dissolute Indians will persist in attending the gath-
erings . . . and that white people of questionable character will encourage them
to do those things which retard their advancement and ruin them physically.”
But he also admitted that because they were “free and independent citizens,
they cannot be prevented from going if they so desire,” a fact underscored by
the 1879 Standing Bear decision that left Indians free from “the arbitrary con-
trol of the Indian Bureau and allowed all the rights and immunities of a free
man.” And as Cody reminded government officials in 1887, “I claim that these
Indians, as Americans, have a perfect right to hire their services where they
please. They earn a good salary here.”30

A less problematic way to discourage dancing for pay was to encourage
attractive substitutes. This was a typical tactic at the annual agency fairs designed
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to introduce Indians to commerce, industry, and individualism and to discour-
age dancing and other traditional pursuits. Because he believed “Indians and
the public should be made to realize that these old customs retard the onward
march of civilization,” Commissioner Cato Sells in 1914 prohibited “Old-time
dances” at the fairs. Yet even as officials made such pronouncements, they also
permitted some dancing as long as participants observed restrictions that lim-
ited when dances could be held, which dances could be performed, and who
could attend. How they could realistically hope to end dancing by embracing
contradictory positions is unclear. Officials also discouraged dancing by mak-
ing sure it didn’t pay as well as other fair events. At the 1900 Cheyenne and
Arapaho fair, for example, premiums for horse races, foot races, and athletic
games ($558.00), band concert expenses ($244.57), and contests ($843.75—which
included prizes for the fattest baby, best-behaved baby, and fattest baby under
one year of age) came to $1,646.32. The premiums paid to Indians who put on
dances came to $68.00. Of the fair’s total disbursements of $3,834.04, money
for dancing constituted only 1.75 percent. A decade later, premiums at the
same fair showed a similar trend against traditional crafts and dances. First
place in the tug-of-war brought $20.00, and the winner of the mule race pock-
eted $10.00. The best pen of ducks was worth $3.00, the winning pound of
country lard was good for $1.00, and the best loaf cake earned its baker a cof-
feepot. The oldest Indian woman took home a $5.00 gold piece, and the pretti-
est baby received an “Indian robe” valued at $6.00. Meanwhile, the best pair
of moccasins brought $1.00, the best pipe $2.00.31

The lure of a payoff for the best jelly and tastiest light bread notwithstand-
ing, dancing remained as popular as ever, and white audiences flocked to see
the shows. In 1902 the Wichita Eagle reported a performance by 200 Cheyennes
with a headline announcing “White Men Participated: Indian War Dance at
Elk City Was a New Feature.” The newspaper began its story by declaring that
“a war dance wherein the white man steps the light fantastic is a new one. A
large crowd paid their two-bits admission and were well entertained. . . . The
performance closed with a dance in which the white man had the privilege of
dancing with a squaw by paying a dime. Several tried the game.”32 This event
was subsequently denounced by agency officials as an advertising scheme con-
cocted by local merchants. Daniel Dorchester would have been mortified; in
1893 at Chicago the audience had merely observed the dances, but now they
were actually participating and paying for the privilege to boot.

It also didn’t help matters that well-known Indians joined shows, for their
presence proved a public relations and advertising bonanza that promoters
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eagerly exploited. As Cody confided to William F. “Doc” Carver in 1883, “I am
going to try hard to get old ‘Sitting Bull’ . . . if we can manage to get him our
ever lasting fortune is made.” One year later an agent wrote to a friend that
where Sitting Bull’s show career was concerned, “there is money to be made
from this if properly managed.” In fact, Sitting Bull signed on with Cody in
June 1885 and quickly became one of the show’s most notable attractions and
best-paid Indian performers. Joy Kasson notes that Sitting Bull was guaran-
teed a salary of $50 a week with two weeks’ wages in advance, a $125 bonus,
and free transportation to and from the show. He also demanded a retinue of
five men at $25 a month each, three women at $15 a month apiece, plus an
interpreter of his choosing to be paid $60. Sitting Bull also amassed a consider-
able pile of cash by controlling the rights to his autograph and photo, memen-
tos for which Robert Utley reports he was receiving $1.50 to $2.00 apiece by
1883. In all, Sitting Bull did remarkably well. “Within only four months,” writes
Kasson, “Sitting Bull would earn nearly half the annual salary of an Indian
agent and two-thirds the annual salary of an agency physician.”33

Other notables followed suit, including Geronimo, who informed his agent
that he would be happy to go to the St. Louis World’s Fair in 1903 as part of the
government’s Indian exhibition but not for the $15.00 per month Samuel
McCowan was offering. “He was paid $45.00 per month at the Buffalo Exposi-
tion (Pan American),” wrote his representative, and he expected to receive at
least that much to go to St. Louis.34

Hoping to capitalize on an association with America’s best-known warrior,
the United States Fidelity and Guaranty Company of Baltimore, Maryland,
offered to sponsor Geronimo’s appearances at St. Louis. The firm’s representa-
tive in Lawton, Oklahoma Territory, commented somewhat breathlessly that
the Apache had “between eighty-five and one hundred white scalps to the
credit of his savagery; also a vest made of the hair of the whites whom he has
killed.” This was absolute nonsense, of course, but who wouldn’t pay to see
Geronimo? (The firm made a pitch to sponsor the Comanche Quanah Parker
as well, calling him “unquestionably the finest specimen of the red men in the
great Southwest. . . . [He] embodies all that we saw pictured in the history read
in our school days.”) Promoters knew a good thing when they saw it, and
Geronimo was in high demand for even the most absurd spectacles. In 1905,
for example, the Miller Brothers offered $1,000 in cash to anyone willing to be
scalped by Geronimo as part of “The Buffalo Chase,” a gala celebration on the
101 ranch grounds that the Millers hoped would draw several thousand spec-
tators. Rumor had it that one man agreed to try it, but he was nowhere in sight
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at the appointed moment. Geronimo’s opinion of the stunt (and his compensa-
tion) went unrecorded.35

FIVE DOLLARS A WEEK TO BE “REGULAR INDIANS”

The most lucrative opportunities came from the larger shows and combina-
tions that flourished between 1880 and World War I. With nearly 100 shows on
the road every year, opportunities for employment were generally good, and
shows had little trouble filling their needs. The giants of the business—Cody
and the Miller Brothers’ 101, for example—held auditions on reservations that
attracted large numbers of aspiring performers in search of a contract and
cash bonuses for the best dancers with the fanciest outfits. Pay for performers
varied widely, even after the Bureau of Indian Affairs required individual con-
tracts and scrutinized pay scales. On the lower end were promoters like W. A.
Husted, who offered $12.50 a month plus room and board in 1896 for Indians
willing to join a “regular series of dancing and ball playing.” Generally speak-
ing, full-time adult employees could expect to earn roughly a dollar a day,
plus food, lodging, and rudimentary medical care. In 1903, D. Bigman reported
that Indian performers with the Kennedy Brothers Indian Congress, Wild West,
and Hippodrome were earning $5 a week. Bigman received $7 a week as inter-
preter, and he approvingly reported that the show’s owners “give us anything
we need.” In 1906, salaries for Indians with the 101 ranged from $5 cash per
week for men to $4 cash per week for women. Three years later the rates went
from $1 a week for children to $7 a week for grown men.36

Federal regulations obliged owners to cover travel, food, and medical costs,
but most shows also required dancers to provide their own show clothes. Dur-
ing most of its history, for example, the 101 required performers to provide
“one set of Indian clothes, head dress, moccasins, etc.” And in 1910, Joe Miller
specified that Indian men were to be “as nearly as possible long-haired or
have good wigs and good costumes.”  Those who could meet the requirements,
he promised, would earn “five dollars a week as ‘regular Indians.’ ” In some
cases the pay was prorated according to the work schedule. In 1914, for ex-
ample, the proprietors of the Days of ’49 Wild West Show had a sliding pay
scale—$2 a day while the show was being organized, and $5 a day plus trans-
portation and meals when the show was in production.37

Comments from Indians working in the shows suggest a wide variety of
experiences—many of them positive, some positively glowing. Luther Stand-
ing Bear wrote that Cody’s show provided him, his wife, and newborn daugh-
ter with a standard of living they could never have earned at home on the
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reservation. Standing Bear, a Carlisle graduate, later remembered that the de-
cision to put his newborn daughter on display during a 1902 tour in England
“was a great drawing card for the show. . . . The work was very light for my
wife, and as for the baby, before she was twenty-four hours old she was mak-
ing more money than my wife and I together.” Others expressed similar ap-
preciation for the chance to work in the shows. “I know if I was at home I
would not do anything,” wrote D. Bigman in 1903, “because there is no work
for me to do.” Life with the Kennedy Brothers Indian Congress, Wild West and
Hippodrome (“the most reliable combination on earth” stated its letterhead),
he reported, was just fine. They were dancing twice a day, he wrote, adding
“[we] are doing well and making money.” Julia Roy, a Ponca working for the
101 in 1914, wrote that “[e]verything is . . . as pleasant as it needs to be or can
be. Only the climate is a little bit colder than in Okla. [she was in New York
City], but at the same time it is very nice to get out and travel a little bit and see
something of the world.” Richard Davis, a Cheyenne (and Carlisle graduate)
who also worked for the 101, wrote Joe Miller in 1911 to tell him, “I have 8
farms, a good city home, and money in [the] Bank and we care for no one else
only yourself and the other Miller boys and we would like to patronize your
show this summer just for pleasure.” Noting that he and his friend Walter
Battice—another longtime 101 employee—were anxious to get back into the
shows, Davis informed Miller, “if you want two of your old boys that will stay
with you write at once.” Miller hired them right away, but as Moses notes,
because the two were so overweight they couldn’t sit on their ponies very
well, Miller reduced their pay from $40 to $30 a month. James Pulliam, an
Oglala with the 101, informed Pine Ridge agent Ernest Jermark in 1929 that “I
like it fine here” (he was in Ogdensburg, New York). Pulliam added, “If I had
to pay for what I have seen so far, I would be broke for the rest of my life.”
Along with four associates from Pine Ridge, Pulliam saved enough money
from the show to buy a new Model A Ford, which they drove home to South
Dakota once the tour ended.38

Although the money was better than what many Indians could have earned
leasing land or farming, it was much less than what the show’s non-Indian
performers received. Whereas regular arena performers—including some of
the more experienced Indians—typically earned between $35 and $50 a month,
non-Indian headliners like Buck Taylor could expect to get as much as $200 a
month. Superstars could count on much more, as when prize fighter and “Great
White Hope” Jess Willard signed with the Miller brothers in 1915 to put on
boxing shows for five months for a staggering $100,000. (The deal also in-
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cluded a private railcar, chauffeur, automobile, chef, and porter.) If white cow-
boys didn’t do as well as Willard, they nonetheless earned better wages than
their Indian counterparts. When Indian dancers were taking home $5 a week
in 1915, for example, experienced horsemen could earn $7.50 a day breaking
horses. The gap between pay for men and women was also striking. Writing of
Cody’s show, Moses notes that well into the 1890s, Indian women “received
the same considerations for medical care, food, and clothing as their husbands”
but on average earned “ten, and occasionally fifteen, dollars a month (a little
less than half the pay of an arena performer).” Wages did not rise significantly
during the three or four decades in which the shows were popular. Indeed,
one recruiter was paying wages in 1906 that Cody had offered in the 1880s.39

It was also true that government regulations could not always protect per-
formers from the predatory actions of promoters like W. H. Barten, a self-styled
talent agent for Wild West shows with a boundless penchant for self-reward.
From 1906 to 1908 Barten secured dancers for the Miller Brothers with con-
tracts that required Indians to surrender most of their pay to him as a crude
rebate. One man signed on for $5 a week, for example, but by the terms of his
contract had to return $4 to Barten. The performer’s wife received $2.50 a week
but had to return $1.50. Moreover, Barten demanded payment for his services
before the shows paid the Indians, a tactic that led owners to deduct 10 percent of
their Indian performers’ wages as a service charge to settle their agreement
with Barten. Performers and their families also suffered other unanticipated
financial setbacks, as when the Miller Brothers pressed a claim for expenses
associated with the death of one of their Indian employees (a young boy) dur-
ing a 1907 tour. “We had his body embalmed and paid his expressage back to
the Agency . . . which was $180. As he no doubt leaves an estate I presume this
amount can be reimbursed to us.” (It is interesting to note that the 101’s 1909
show profits were $47,000; by 1915 they were $200,000. Cody took in $1 mil-
lion in 1885.) Not all performers suffered this sort of abuse. When one of Cody’s
Indian performers died of tetanus in 1891, the showman promptly sent the
widow $500 plus the deceased man’s back wages of $120 and agreed to pay
the woman $25 a month for the rest of her life. After 1885, Cody also enforced
a provision known as the “hold back” whereby his performers were paid as
much as a third of their wages after they returned home. The practice muted
criticisms that performers were wasting their money and ignoring their rela-
tives’ needs.40

Just how high a standard of living the dancers enjoyed is difficult to as-
sess. One enthusiastic writer reported in 1929 that performers with the 101
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“are just like ball players in spring training. Sleeps and eats are to be had for
light work. No pay until they play the schedule. But if admission is charged
they split the gate. . . . [A]t a recent rehearsal the gate provided 26 performers
with $5 each and left $20.” Other accounts suggest that it was hardly “light
work” and that the money wasn’t always as good as $5 a day. Some perform-
ers lived hand-to-mouth on wages that kept them barely afloat. In 1907 a per-
former named High Chief implored Charles Shell at the Cheyenne and Arapaho
Reservation to forward lease payments as soon as possible. “I get $8 per week,”
he noted, “my wife $3 and children $2 to $1 per week,” but it wasn’t enough to
provide for his family’s needs. Lillard High Chief, a performer with the 101 on
tour in Suffolk, Virginia, during 1914 (apparently not the same High Chief
mentioned earlier), pleaded for assistance on the grounds that “I am sick aw-
ful bad and I would like to get my mother’s leace [sic] money so that I could go
back their [sic] right away. The wild horse throw me of [sic] and [I] got hurt
bad and [the show] didn’t pay me for it, please send me the money, I need it
bad.” The agent wired $50 immediately. Others were not so lucky. In 1915,
officials at the Cheyenne and Arapaho Reservation refused a request for lease
funds because they did not believe the couple requesting the payment actu-
ally needed it. “He is getting $25 a month . . . and his wife $12.50 and all their
expenses,” went the explanation from the agency farmer, “so I see no reason
why he should need this money and I think it would be a good idea . . . to save
this twenty dollars a month until he comes home as he would probably spend
it all if it was sent to him.”41

And all too often performers were abandoned without pay. A group of
fifteen was stranded in San Antonio in 1910 when their show’s proprietor “left
the whole bunch of us Indians here. . . . If we had [a] little money it would not
be so bad, but the trouble of it is he still owes us for more than a month’s
wages.” In an urgent appeal to the Cheyenne and Arapaho agent, the writer
closed by noting that “the majority of these . . . are women folks[;] that is what
makes it impossible to work our way home.” Despite a letter from a San
Antonian describing the group as “destitute,” the agent replied that because
more than half of the group had been given the privilege of managing their
affairs some years prior, they “should go to work and earn sufficient money to
bring themselves home.” Apparently, San Antonio was a poor place indeed
for performers to visit. Thirteen years later to the month and day, the city’s
International Fair Association informed the same agency that it had “sixteen
Indians left on our hands . . . what will be done with them?”42
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“WE BEEN HAVING A GOOD TIME”

Between 1880 and 1930, show dancing was an economically significant enter-
prise for many Indian people. Complicated by the tensions that arose between
dancers who took pay as performers and audiences who thought of shows as
merely entertainment to be purchased, working as a performer was not sim-
ply good or bad, not entirely enjoyable or entirely distasteful. Obviously, life
as a show Indian was not always what aspiring performers had hoped for.
They were racially marginalized, the overwhelming majority of the dancers
were paid less than their non-Indian coworkers, and, as with the groups aban-
doned in San Antonio, they followed an avocation in which the gap between
security and desperation was often narrow indeed. Their wages stagnated over
time, and as Anne Butler and L. G. Moses observe, twentieth-century capital-
ism did little to broaden their economic opportunities. Still, many of them
earned a living in which they took pride and by which they could achieve a
measure of financial gain, often according to the only avenue open to them—
as entertainers.43

The shows put money in performers’ pockets when alternatives were lim-
ited and the chances of making it on their own at the reservations were stark.
This is not to minimize the risks and problems, only to suggest that we should
seek to understand both the economic incentives and the drawbacks of show
dancing as complicated negotiations and decisions in which Indians and whites
alike played pivotal roles. In the end, we are left with owners like the Millers,
who pinched an Indian family for burial expenses, and Cody, who promised
to do as well by his Indian performers as he could and did so in at least one
case by providing for the needs of a widow. The hand-to-mouth life of Lillard
High Chief, the young man whose injuries from being thrown off a horse forced
him to plead for $50 of his mother’s lease money, was set against the bounty
Richard David reaped as a Wild West performer. And Indians who went on
strike because they objected to manual labor were joined by those like Henry
Pahocscut, who wrote to tell the Kiowa and Comanche agent in 1906 that “we
are getting along very nicely with this show,” adding that with the exception
of three Comanches who left because the owner barred them from visiting the
saloons, “we been having a good time.”44
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Increasingly, scholars are exploring the complex interplay between economic change
and cultural identity, in which native communities and individuals respond creatively
to the challenges posed by capitalism and wage labor. Utilizing political economy as
his interpretive framework, Jeffrey Shepherd explores the ways Hualapais incorpo-
rated changes around them into their individual and collective worldviews and agen-
das. In doing so he moves beyond agency and adaptation, persistence and innovation,
and suggests that scholars consider how “incorporation,” frequently seen as a unidi-
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rectional, not to mention wholly destructive, phenomenon, can in fact be multifac-
eted and constructive.

When Hualapais irrigated their crops from rivers and streams in northwest
Arizona, long before non-Indians migrated to the region, they engaged in eco-
nomic development. When Hualapais participated in extensive trade networks
that connected people from present-day southern California to northern New
Mexico, they became a vital link in an intricate chain of diverse cultures seek-
ing mutual economic gain and community security. And as local and not-so-
local political alliances shifted, Hualapais adapted to these changes and sought
new alliances with different people, much like they adjusted to environmental
conditions such as drought, flood, erosion, or overuse of hunting grounds.
Their responses to these economic, political, cultural, and environmental fluc-
tuations provided them with a rich array of individual and community values
that persisted into a new era of their history best represented by wage labor,
nonnative migrants, cattle ranching, mining companies, and, of course, Ameri-
can capitalism.

For several decades after Hualapais’ first interactions with these newcom-
ers, they had to adapt to changes in federal policy that ranged from the forced
assimilation of their land and identity into the American body politic to the
tentative support for a reservation-based culture and society. Hualapais, much
like other American Indians, now had to decide how they would react to capi-
talist industrialization and the impact of railroads, demographic growth, wage
labor, and other manifestations of marketplace economics. They also had to
respond to the imposition of nonnative forms of political representation and
new conceptualizations of humans’ relationship with the natural world. But
rather than simply react, they incorporated the changes around them into their
individual and collective worldviews and agendas. Their history reflected a
now familiar combination of adaptation and resistance, continuity and change.

Between 1910 and World War II, the Hualapai economy rested on wage
labor in regional industries and a tribal cattle business on the reservation. These
developments represented two competing tendencies: increased integration
into regional and national markets and a tenuous preservation of tribal self-
determination. More specifically, Hualapais had to embrace wage labor to sur-
vive the demands of a cash economy, but they tried to do so in ways that made
sense to them as a distinct group of people with important beliefs and values.
As Hualapais engaged the marketplace, they confronted several crucial issues
at the nexus of economic change and cultural identity. How did Hualapais
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perceive these new systems? To what extent could they truly control the na-
ture and scope of interactions with capitalist development? Why did they adopt
particular patterns and strategies in response to development, and what were
the implications for Hualapai culture?1 Answers to these questions rest in larger
patterns seen throughout Indian history whereby communities relied on kin-
ship networks, band structure, and knowledge of the regional environment to
selectively incorporate elements of capitalist development into their cultural
identity. Capitalism undoubtedly demanded that Hualapais confront new in-
stitutional and social arrangements, but individuals challenged and modified
many of the assumptions underlying this new economic regime.

A growing chorus of authors has investigated this interplay between cul-
tural identity and economic change in American Indian communities, and this
chapter seeks to contribute to that discourse. Yet this chapter attempts to in-
vestigate the nuances and particularities of some of the important topics, eras,
and themes illuminated by leading scholars in the field.2 For instance, when
scholars discuss labor specifically, they often focus on experiences in the Civil-
ian Conservation Corps, war industries, and relocation programs without criti-
cally analyzing how Indian labor relates to band and tribal identity, how wage
work becomes part of “new tribal traditions,” or how individuals might find
wage labor attractive and useful. At worst, Indian people appear as hopeless
victims forced to work for wages rather than as creative and flexible individu-
als choosing wage labor as an economic strategy that might also maintain cul-
tural institutions. This does not mean, however, that native individuals have
enjoyed the same options and opportunities granted non-Indians, and it should
not imply that American Indians happily or easily embraced these changes.
The complex web of relations between economics and identity produced a
collage of responses and competing agendas shaped by human emotion, tra-
dition, and pragmatism. Tracing these relationships requires us to avoid di-
chotomies that polarize or distort the lives and identities of Indians in relation
to economic change.3 Older traditions persisted, new ones emerged, and both
helped tribes cope with the impact of “progress and modernization” on the
cultural and economic practices of non-European peoples.4

These themes require numerous methodologies and interpretive perspec-
tives, but I embrace political-economy generally to illustrate how Hualapais
experienced these regional changes. Political-economy is a useful framework
because it links the political decisions of Pai bands to the economic structures
surrounding them. These political decisions, in turn, were intertwined with
cultural ideals that shape kinship networks, social obligations, and ties to the
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land. Political structures within Pai society were rooted in the allocation of
resources such as food, thus linking them back to economy, but the structures
also reflected symbolic cultural representations of leadership and legitimacy. The
degree to which Pai bands served as social organizing principles depended on
the internal commitments to them as viable, familiar, and useful versus the compet-
ing external factors—particularly capitalism—pressuring them to splinter.

Pais valued the nature of their society, but by 1900 many Pai leaders specu-
lated that political, ethnic, and economic unity was preferable to total resistance
even if it meant coalescing under the term, category, or symbol tribe. Charting
such a moderate course ultimately enabled them to maintain some of their “old
ways” within economic structures that appeared inimical to their values and
beliefs. Negotiations like this also provided them with political skills to protest
against local, regional, and federal demands on their tribal sovereignty. Politi-
cal-economy is not the only interpretive stance, but it nonetheless helps demon-
strate how these thirteen Pai bands negotiated wage labor regimes and evolved
into the “Hualapai Tribe,” which, in turn, struggled to build a viable commu-
nity on the reservation. Their decision to hold on to a distinct homeland and
forge a common identity should prove that Hualapais were not powerless vic-
tims, one-dimensional relics of the past, or monochromatic economic beings.
Their decisions should, however, demonstrate the vitality of Hualapai identity
in the twentieth century.

HISTORY, PLACE, AND IDENTITY

The Hualapai, Yavapai, and Havasupai are members of the Pai branch of the
Upland Yuman language group in what are now Arizona, California, Nevada,
and southern Utah. The name Hualapai translates to “People of the Ponderosa
Pines” and refers specifically to one of thirteen Pai bands that occupied nearly
5 million acres in northwest Arizona. Oral histories locate Pai origins in Spirit
Mountain, on the Colorado River near present-day Davis Dam.5 Pais migrated
from Spirit Mountain and populated the region where they developed dis-
tinct social structures knit together by origin stories, sense of place, and lan-
guage. Anthropological and ethnographic work spanning nearly a century
roughly echoes this assessment. Scholars have debated pre- and early contact
Pai history for nearly a century, but although they often disagree on historical
and methodological grounds, most generally agree that bands of families
formed the foundation of Pai society. Bands congregated in specific camps,
where they maintained small irrigated farms and seasonally migrated around
the region in search of game and plants.6 Political alliances and interband re-



LAND, LABOR, AND LEADERSHIP     213

lationships shifted depending on a variety of environmental, economic, and
social factors—often coalescing into what some scholars termed subtribes, led
by “headmen” chosen largely on the basis of familial status, diplomatic skill,
and intelligence.7 Linguistic similarities and interband marriages cemented
relationships and fostered the appearance of “tribal” cohesion noted by non-
Indian observers in the nineteenth century.8 Finally, interaction with non-Indians
and administrative structures imposed by the Indian Bureau contributed to the
coalescing of Pai bands into the “Hualapai” Nation.9

Hualapais’ experiences with non-Indians during the 1860s and 1870s pro-
foundly affected their social, cultural, and political organization. In 1863, mining
enterprises in the middle of Hualapai territory convinced Schrum, the princi-
pal leader of the Middle Mountain Band, to trade Pai buckskins for blankets
and blankets for guns and horses in preparation for conflict.10 The unprovoked
murder of Pai leader Wauba Yuma sparked the “Walapai Wars” from 1865 to
1869, which brought death and destruction to Pai communities. In 1874 the
U.S. Army relocated and interned most of the people 100 miles south to La
Paz, Arizona, on the Colorado River Reservation.11 A year later Hualapais es-
caped and returned north to their homelands, only to find cattle ranchers, min-
ing companies, and frontier towns dotting the landscape. Cattle companies
used traditional water sources, settlers shot animals essential for Pai dietary
needs, and Anglo attempts at agriculture ruined important native plants. These
intrusions necessitated significant adaptation if Pais hoped to survive the new
world they now inhabited.

WAGE LABOR AS A CULTURAL SURVIVAL MECHANISM

Although the Hualapai Reservation became the central location for Hualapais
in the mid-twentieth century, its creation in 1883 did not tangibly change their
condition. The 1 million acres constituted only a fifth of Pai aboriginal terri-
tory that stretched westward from Seligman to the present Arizona-California
border and southward to the Bill Williams River. The rugged terrain and rolling
high desert country that became the home to several Pai bands were unfamil-
iar to others who lived further to the west and south. Moreover, the executive
order reservation encompassed only a portion of Pai hunting grounds. So when
Pais returned from La Paz, they had to decide how they would live with new
towns, industries, laws, political structures, and economic relationships. Mak-
ing a living and preserving their families became the first and most immediate
goal for the people, and many looked toward the new economic system to
achieve this.
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Arizona Indians were familiar with the new economic realities, and many
chose wage labor as a potential pathway for cultural and economic survival.
To a considerable degree, many had little choice. Native workers found em-
ployment in cattle ranching, mining, agriculture, railroads, and tourism, as
well as in several budding towns.12 Apaches, Tohono O’odham, Maricopas,
Yaquis, Navajos, Hualapais, Mohaves, and others had worked in copper mines,
in cotton fields, and on railroads in eastern and south-central Arizona terri-
tory for decades. By 1915, Indians in the Salt River Valley worked in the 36,000
acres of long staple cotton. Growers’ associations advertised good working
conditions and promised a future for the nearly 50,000 Indians in the state
“wanting to work.”13 The vice president of the Santa Fe Railroad wanted to
hire more Indians on its line, west of the Navajo and Hopi Reservations, and
hoped the recently built houses for laborers would encourage “more consis-
tent” work patterns.14

However erratic and whimsical their work habits appeared to employers,
Hualapais strove to incorporate wage labor into the social context and econo-
mies of their camps and kinship networks.15 Hualapais grappled with the
meaning of the markets, and their motivations for work reflected cultural be-
liefs partially at odds with the expectations of capitalists. Whereas managers
viewed employees as resources to integrate into the larger process of indus-
trial capitalism, Hualapais perceived employment as a “resource” to integrate
into their larger cultural and environmental landscape. Instead of becoming
part of a rural proletariat, Hualapais traded jobs between family or band mem-
bers to lessen the toll taken by manual labor. The monotony of the work and a
tradition of rotating hunting excursions also compelled Hualapais to change
jobs frequently so that several band members shared a single position in an
industry.16 Trading work also diffused the physical effects of labor exploitation
common to industries of the era.

Eventually, Hualapais and managers created a continuum of labor rela-
tionships rooted in two divergent value systems. At the extreme embraced by
capital, Hualapais represented a local labor pool managers could exploit by
paying them low wages, relegating them to the most difficult work, and fir-
ing them before they fired non-Indians. Conversely, cultural and economic
self-determination represented the opposite extreme embraced by Hualapais.
Most interactions between Hualapai workers and regional industries fluctu-
ated between the two poles of this value system. For instance, employers could
not simply exploit Hualapais when they depended on Indian labor for sea-
sonal agricultural harvests or in remote regions Anglos avoided. Hualapais
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could also avoid dependency by relying on economic support provided by kin-
ship ties. Men avoided wage labor by hunting in the mountains, whereas women
gathered piñon nuts to sell in town. Yet Hualapais needed wages to buy cloth,
food, and other necessities they could not acquire as easily since cattle ranchers,
farmers, and other new arrivals had occupied historic Hualapai homelands.
Although employers and managers benefited more from economic inequalities,
tribal members did retain some control over their choices and actions. Indeed, if
Hualapais wanted to survive, they had to embrace some aspects of the new
economy.17

Geographic settlement patterns of Hualapai families illustrate how com-
munities and individuals integrated wage labor into their cultural landscape.
Like Linkinyoga and the 26 members of his small camp near Hackberry, most
Hualapais worked on the railroad and packed hay for ranchers who paid them
wages and treated them moderately well. Women and young Hualapai girls
washed clothes for residents to supplement male hunting-and-gathering ac-
tivities. Five families totaling nearly 60 people lived in or near Kingman and
worked on the railroad and at a stamp mill as well as herding cattle and sheep
for wages. Many of these families occupied public or private lands and built
small but rickety houses. A group of 23 people led by Leve-Leve resided in the
Hualapai Mountains east of Kingman where they grew vegetables until the
city relocated them in the 1920s. Hualapai Charley lived near Canyon Station,
along the Santa Fe Railroad, with 14 people, stock, and a fenced garden. Thus,
Hualapais combined wage labor with traditional subsistence patterns to sup-
port their families in traditional places and locations.18

These labor trends continued into the following decades. One report noted
over 100 Hualapais working in mines, for cattlemen, or for the Santa Fe, and
at least 6 people joined the Barnum and Bailey Circus. An agency census re-
ported that most Hualapais lived without rations and most earned $1.50 a
day, whereas some of the best Hualapai cowboys received a monthly salary
of $35.00. In 1925, 12 Hualapais worked in the mines in the immediate vicin-
ity, earning $5 a day, whereas others in Kingman worked as chauffeurs, in a
saloon, and in a barbershop. The railroad continued employing some
Hualapais in the baggage department at $160 a month, and a utility company
employed 2 Hualapais as general laborers. Even a slaughterhouse employed 1
Hualapai, who the manager claimed was “as good a beef skinner as any white
man,” and he earned $7.50 a week to support his family. Hualapais also worked
in a Kingman department store and hotel, where they cleaned rooms and waited
on customers.19
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Hualapai women played an important role in the ways bands and fami-
lies adapted to economic change in northwest Arizona, but it has been dif-
ficult to find documentary evidence of this, most likely because of biases of
observers and agency employees. Although many scholars have investi-
gated the intersection of labor and gender regarding women of other races
and ethnicities, only a few have seriously analyzed the role of Indian women
as wage laborers in the United States during the early twentieth century.
This omission is disconcerting, since thousands of native women worked
in their own homes and farms, as well as in the houses and fields of Anglo and
African Americans. Many women worked in schools, for the Bureau of Indian
Affairs (BIA), and in various service-sector jobs. Insightful studies by Beatrice
Medicine, Patricia Albers, Theda Perdue, Martha Knack, Gretchen Bataille,
Katherine Osburne, and others have begun to address native women’s labor
and its cultural implications, and it is hoped scholars will continue this path of
research.20

Native women indisputably worked and labored for wages in new indus-
tries across the United States before World War II. In particular, Hualapai
women played a crucial role in providing income to their families by working
in the homes of Anglo women as domestics in towns such as Kingman,
Seligman, and Hackberry. Women also tended the gardens of Anglos and fre-
quently worked on farms alongside their husbands, brothers, fathers, and sons.
Indeed, Hualapai women often worked twice as hard as and frequently earned
more than men since they worked in the camps at home and for wages in
town. In 1905, Superintendent Gates observed this and noted in his records
that women made the most money in some families because of their work as
domestics and their efforts selling baskets to tourists.21 When jobs proved scarce
a few women took their craftwork into grocery stores and markets and tried to
trade for goods or clothing, whereas others obtained credit from merchants
and repaid them when they could. This infusion of cash generally provided
women with new opportunities, such as increased mobility, greater personal
independence, and increased contributions to the family economy. Although
Hualapai women relied on the wages to purchase food and other household
items, they also used the cash to visit nearby camps and to attend social gath-
erings and ceremonies held by Mohaves, Chemehuevies, and other tribes in
northwest Arizona.22

As men and women adapted to the gendered dimensions of capitalist pen-
etration, Hualapais continued to grapple with the cultural implications of wage
labor and the larger structural context behind it. For instance, regional demo-
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graphic changes sparked by the categorization of land as private property al-
tered many native subsistence activities. Local industrialization also attenu-
ated many of the hunting parties that had enabled men to establish themselves
as leaders and providers for their people. New laws and the imposition of
foreign political boundaries, in turn, threatened to undermine the multitribal
trade networks that for years had generated material wealth for Pai communi-
ties across the region. As a result, band and family leaders had to find new
ways of maintaining authority and prestige among their people, not to mention
providing them with food and shelter. Many Hualapais adapted to these
changes by engaging the invasive economic regime as “labor contractors,” “job-
bers,” or “crew leaders” who coordinated relationships between band members
and employers.23 Many astute Hualapais understood that employers preferred
to rely on a single person to help recruit workers for seasonal or temporary labor
so they did not have to search the region for people. By situating themselves
between band members and potential employers, Pai leaders could re-create
their positions of authority by providing band members with jobs and economic
stability.

As crew leaders in a new economic regime, these individuals frequently
gathered men and women from outside their own band or family structure.
Membership in these labor gangs was more fluid than membership in bands
defined by kinship and geography. Labor gangs helped dissolve distinctions
between bands by increasing “interband” relations and unintentionally rein-
forcing a more overarching “tribal” identity. This phenomenon bears out with
the lives of several Hualapais. In the early 1880s, Major Julius Wilson noted
that Schrum, Hualapai Charley, Sookwana, Mocohone, and Wathutama had
responsibility for several dozen workers who were from other bands, as well
as their own.24 Officials noted that Schrum had one of the largest followings,
“with a [large] band of Wallapais whose services he farms out to the mine
owners.”25 As the Santa Fe Railroad moved into Hualapai country, Schrum
and others contracted men for the numerous stations to work as baggage han-
dlers, cleaners, and maintenance men.26 Hualapais began a similar relation-
ship with the Grand Canyon Lime and Cement Corporation in the 1890s.
Hualapai “contractors” recruited band members from the region to cut cedar
and pine from local forests and sell it to the company to fuel its blast furnaces.
Individuals received $2.75 per cord and reduced rates for supplies from the
company, but the BIA ended the activities after World War I because they in-
terfered with the superintendent’s efforts to encourage more Hualapais to live
on the reservation.27
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Whereas many Pais responded to capitalist development by solidifying ties
across band identities, others had more individualistic reactions. Indian Grover
was from the Big Sandy Band of Pais, approximately sixty miles south of the
reservation. He and his family had a garden and cattle, and they worked spo-
radically for nearby whites. In 1919 he submitted an application for title to
land on the Big Sandy, and in his testimony to the Department of the Interior
he stated, “I have resided on this land practically all my life; since 1905 I have
had possession of it and had lived continuously on the land, and have culti-
vated about eight acres of it.” Additionally, he had “a frame house upon the
land . . . about fourteen [square] feet this house, and I have lived there since
1905.” Grover still had to work for ranchers and farmers to supplement his
income, but he believed title to the land would assure him of a stable life.28 He
wanted the land “as an Indian allotment,” declaring that he was an “Indian of
full blood, and a member of the Walapai tribe.”29 On his land he hoped to use
occasional temporary wage labor to supplement his long-term goal of farming.30

CATTLE RANCHING: FROM WAGE LABOR TO
TRIBAL ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT

Cattle ranching as a native development strategy drew upon Hualapais’ expe-
riences with wage work, and it eventually became the most important indus-
try on the reservation. Despite its ambiguous effect on Hualapai society, it
created economic opportunities for many tribes across the West, especially in
arid regions.31 Hualapai experiences with ranching dated back to the 1860s
when thousands of cattle grazed on the open range. In those early decades
Hualapais “stole” cattle, worked for the better-paying ranchers, and eventu-
ally lobbied state and national authorities to remove ranchers from their land.32

Ranchers’ experiences with Hualapais proved equally ambivalent, since they
depended on Hualapais to maintain their farms and assist with roundups; but
they found some Hualapais difficult to deal with, “undependable,” and in-
scrutable. Moreover, many ranchers wanted to open the Hualapai Reservation
for allotment and relocate the “difficult” Hualapais to the Colorado River Res-
ervation several hundred miles to the south.33

After several decades of working in the cattle industry, many Hualapais
wanted to begin their own livestock operation on the reservation. Lack of capi-
tal, economic competition, hostility from non-Indians, and BIA restrictions
complicated Hualapais’ attempts at organizing a cattle association. Previously,
Hualapais had confronted the new cash economy with marginal success, but
accumulating the resources to start a herd proved more difficult. Banks re-



LAND, LABOR, AND LEADERSHIP     219

fused them loans, and merchants overcharged them for supplies. Few Hualapais
fully understood the technical aspects of range management, and those who
did had difficulty hydrating their cattle.34 Hualapais confronted more obstacles,
since Anglo ranchers had run thousands of cattle on the reservation decades
before tribal members had the opportunity to start their own operations.35

Additionally, Hualapais spent considerable energy combating the local move-
ment to allot their reservation by ranchers who never thought the tribe de-
served the land in the first place.36

Fortunately, several factors merged between 1910 and 1920 to facilitate a
reservation cattle operation. Whereas the BIA, through the Dawes Act and
related measures, promoted individualized agriculture on private property as
the highest form of assimilation, when applied to the arid Southwest this agrarian
ideal collided with environmental conditions.37 Dry farming and the well-known
romance with giant dams on the Columbia and Colorado would alleviate some
of the problems in arid lands, but most reservations still lacked the water they
needed to develop significant farms. Cattle ranching provided an alternative to
agriculture on the Hualapai Reservation, so in 1914, Superintendent Charles E.
Shell assigned fifteen families ten head of cattle each, charged them for the stock,
and informed them that they had to repay the debt within five years.38 In addi-
tion to cattle assigned to individual tribal members, in 1915 Shell began a tribal
cattle herd for the benefit of the entire community. In doing so, he planned to
transform the Hualapais into capitalist entrepreneurs who embraced individual
accumulation of private property. For Shell and the BIA, the cattle industry was
as much an economic endeavor as it was an instrument of social control and
cultural change. Indeed, families resented this assault on their culture, and a
few people eventually seceded from raising cattle.39 Cattle sales slowly gener-
ated additional income, which the agent invested in reservation infrastructure
and, in 1916, in an expanded tribal herd of 900 cattle and 100 horses.40 Ranch-
ing, according to Peter Iverson, did indeed enable “Native communities to build
a local economy and rebuild a society.”41

Despite these efforts, agents’ ambivalence toward the cattle industry proved
frustrating. Hualapais wanted the ranchers off the reservation, but agents coun-
tered that grazing fees generated income when he could collect them. In ap-
proving lease applications submitted by Anglo ranchers, Shell acknowledged
that “no applicant has been denied a permit except where it was thought that
more stock would over-graze and injure the range.”42 So although Shell pro-
vided more cattle to individual tribal members, he also approved grazing per-
mits for 10,000 head of white-owned cattle, which might provide an annual
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income of $15,540.43 To complicate the matter, in a letter to the commissioner,
Shell said, “As a matter of truth, the reservation is not fit for an Indian reserva-
tion but it belongs to the Indians,” an ironic point since individual Hualapais
avoided the reservation because Anglo ranchers monopolized already scarce
water supplies.44

Hualapais reacted to this complex economic and environmental condition
by protesting the situation on and off the reservation. Many of these protests
highlighted the fact that tribal leadership had evolved into a hybrid mixture of
older cultural characteristics indicative of Hualapais’ decentralized band struc-
ture and “modern” institutions influenced by the new political and economic
landscape. Despite inevitable internal differences, Hualapais seemed to present
a somewhat unified voice in the region’s affairs, as leaders of a few bands now
tentatively represented more than a dozen increasingly interconnected ones.
Reports from the Board of Indian Commissioners stated that Hualapais ques-
tioned the practices of Superintendent Shell and several employees in charge
of the tribal herd. Hualapais also complained that Shell treated them poorly
and refused to listen to their thoughts on running the herd. The commissioner
reprimanded the superintendent and replaced the other employees in an ef-
fort to address the contested situation on the reservation. At the end of 1918
the association’s report stated that the tribe had cooperated with the new plans
for the cattle industry.45

POLITICAL RESPONSES TO ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT AND
CULTURAL CHANGE

Continuing difficulties with the cattle industry prompted leaders to demand
an investigation into conditions on the reservation. In 1923, tribal members
signed petitions to the BIA protesting the leasing situation, and Fred Mahone
echoed that discontent in a letter to the commissioner: “For forty years, 1883 to
1923, our government collected thousands of dollars per year from lease hold-
ers upon the Wallapai Indian Reservation and such sums are held in the U.S.
Treasury at Washington D.C. to be released to all Wallapai Indians in equal
shares.” He also addressed the cattle-leasing issue:

We want the use of these reserve funds for the purpose of developing the
reservation in approved businesslike enterprises, employing our own
people under a competent manager [and] we want freedom from the
“restrictions or wardships” under which Indians exist. We want all
reservation land leases cancelled and leasees removed in our favor so that
we may occupy the grazing land and use the waters upon it.46
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Mahone elaborated on the relationship between the community, land, and
even the United States: “We want to be as AMERICANS are, free to develop our
resources, as a community, and to hold as community property, our reservation
land for . . . future generations. No separate allotments do we desire, but urge
that the Executive Order of January 4, 1883 be enforced.”47 This was a particu-
larly powerful statement, since Mahone defined Americanism in terms of prop-
erty held collectively rather than individually.

Mahone’s comments highlighted the interaction among Hualapai land,
leadership, and community in the midst of rapid economic change. And just
as Hualapai culture tried to absorb the impact of the new economy by altering
the meaning and duration of work, Hualapai leadership channeled the new
political currents to the long-term benefit of the tribe. Yet Hualapais’ twenti-
eth-century political structure, although influenced by new ideologies, still
retained elements of “the old ways.” Leadership during this era depended on
the characteristics of precontact Pai identity that enabled Hualapais to formal-
ize older leadership organizations to address contemporary concerns.48 Lead-
ers still acted independently, but they also formed multiband institutions and
a pre–Indian Reorganization Act (IRA) Tribal Council to present their griev-
ances. These hybrid bodies spanned generations, nurtured traditional patterns,
knitted bands together, and reflected individual achievement as well as com-
munity concerns.

Traditional Hualapai leadership grew out of the broad basis of extended
family relations constituting thirteen regional bands. These bands occasion-
ally met under the representation of three “subtribes” to voice the perspec-
tives of individual bands and families.49 The leaders of these bands and subtribes
had to possess these qualities: Tokumet, which meant “generally respected”;
Akinami, which recognized the individual’s accomplishments; and pakawhat,
or talker, which referred to an individual’s oratorical abilities. Marriage across
bands provided a limited but nonetheless important indicator of leadership,
and reciprocity and kinship also bound the bands together.50 Hereditary lin-
eage conferred some legitimacy on individuals but did not preclude intelli-
gence and diplomacy. Finally, leadership required good judgment, care for the
general welfare of the tribe, and an overall sense of justice.51

These qualities remained important during the early twentieth century,
when Hualapai politics centered on the efforts of the “Welfare Committee”
and the pre–Indian Reorganization Act Tribal Council, which coalesced in the
1920s.52 In 1919 the Tribal Council protested the renewing of grazing leases on
the reservation and requested control of the tribal herd from the agents running
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it.53 In 1925, Hualapais living in and near Kingman created a Welfare Com-
mittee, with a speaker and a chairman, to address individual civil rights off
the reservation and tribal land rights on the reservation. The committee met
with Kingman leaders to discuss education, treatment of tribal workers,
and the status of Hualapai camps on the outskirts of town. The committee
provided Hualapais with an important venue for developing leadership
skills and concentrating band identity into a more centralized institution
that professed to represent the interests of many individuals.54 Yet although
these new institutions helped people adapt to changing political and eco-
nomic conditions, they also undermined band identities by shifting decision
making from band leaders to the leaders of the new institutions, which increas-
ingly represented “the Hualapai” as a politically and ethnically distinct group
of people.

A series of events in the 1920s illustrates the concerns of the Welfare Com-
mittee and the pre-IRA Tribal Council. Since 1920, tribal members had com-
plained about Superintendent William Light and his management of economic
affairs for the Hualapai, and their concerns culminated in an inspection by a
federal investigator, John T. Atwater. Council members protested leases to Anglo
cattlemen and miners, the arrangement of grazing units, the handling of cattle
monies, and Light’s general attitude toward the tribe. Jim and Fred Mahone,
Steve Leve Leve, Ray Parker, Edith Wellington, and others signed petitions
and offered testimony against Light.55 A 1922 investigation exonerated Light,
but Hualapais remained frustrated with the policies imposed upon them, and
many wanted direct control of the cattle industry. This desire to engage capi-
talist institutions with a tribally run business venture provided a focal point
for Hualapai energies throughout the decade. For instance, in 1927 Bob Schrum
advocated an end to leasing tribal land: “We are much disturbed about our
land leased to cattlemen. We asked [sic] that it shall not be renewed. We want
to use our reservation from now on.” Schrum argued that the leasing system
kept the tribe off the land, and he addressed the assumption that Hualapais
did not want to live on the reservation: “There are Indians who wish to estab-
lish a home. But the agent objected, that we must stay out of the land that [is]
leased to cattlemen. Why?”56

Correspondence in 1928 echoed similar concerns and illustrated the role
of the committee. Responding to a meeting with BIA officials, the members of
the “executive committee of the Walapai Tribe” expressed their grievances to
Arizona senator Lynn K. Frazier and requested “the President of the United
States and the Attorney General to assign attorneys for the Walapai Tribe on
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the Peach Springs water case.” The case involved a growing debate over con-
flicting claims to natural springs on the reservation. Philip Quasala, Chief Bob
Schrum, and Jim Fielding signed the letter and reminded the officials of the
tribe’s service in the “Great War” and its participation in the nineteenth-century
Apache campaigns. The committee even told Senator Frazier that he could find
maps in the U.S. Surveyor General’s Office in Phoenix proving that the land
belonged to the tribe.57

Drought in the late 1920s and early 1930s hurt the cattle industry and ex-
acerbated preexisting tensions with the BIA. Agency workers slaughtered cattle
to reduce the impact of grazing on the range but failed to consult Hualapai
cattle owners, even though decades of underregulated grazing caused much
of the original erosion. The BIA denied culpability, although it contributed to
the situation by allowing white ranchers to graze their cattle. Forecasting pro-
grams of the 1930s on other reservations in the Southwest, the decision to re-
duce range capacity in the late 1920s penalized the Hualapai just when the
tribal cattle industry began to succeed.58 In 1931 several Hualapai cattlemen
contacted the Indian Rights Association to protest previous stock reduction
and Superintendent D. H. Watson’s management of the herd. Writing on be-
half of “all Walapai Cattle Men,” Fred Mahone said he and the others wanted
to “move all our cattle at our own time and expense” on the reservation.59 He
noted a meeting in which “a heavy argument developed . . . between Watson
and the Cattlemen” over Watson’s decision to withhold money from sales to
force Hualapais to follow his directions. Mahone requested assistance from S. M.
Brosius of the Indian Rights Association who contacted Commissioner Rhoads.60

In response, D. H. Watson wrote, “With reference to the letter of October 3rd
written to Mr. Brosius by Fred Mahone and complaining of the cattle situation,
this is just another effusion from an inveterate trouble maker and has little
foundation in fact.”61

Testimony from another round of hearings highlighted debates over cattle
ranching, labor, land rights, and identity. In May 1930, representatives from
Congress, Arizona, and the Department of the Interior held meetings at the
agency in Valentine to clarify the legal ownership of nearly half the reservation.
Nearly thirty Hualapais sat behind prominent Hualapais Kate Crozier and
Bob Schrum, son of Chief Schrum. Both answered questions posed by Special
Commissioner H. J. Hagerman and BIA officials. In an effort to deflect the
discussion away from the land debate with the Santa Fe Railway, Hagerman
implied that the tribe did not deserve the land because it had failed to utilize
the range, but Bob Schrum returned to the original issue: “We once had this



224     JEFFREY P. SHEPHERD

whole country to ourselves, but were put on a small reservation by the Govern-
ment, and the Railroad is now after this reservation. We lived here before the
white men came into this country, therefore it is ours.”62 District Supervisor
Farris responded, “[W]hat we would like to see is all the men and women of
the Walapai Tribe say, ‘We are going to work and do something.’ ”63 This
typified the divergent concerns held by the tribe and the BIA: Hualapais
focused on land rights and identity, whereas authorities stressed work and
industry.

In 1931, members of the Senate Committee on Indian Affairs convened
on May 22, with Assistant Commissioner of Indian Affairs J. Henry Scattergood,
Senator Burton K. Wheeler, and Arizona senator Carl Hayden. After Hayden’s
opening remarks, the committee heard the testimony of Fred Mahone, a central
figure in the tribe’s campaign to protect the reservation. Mahone, who lived in
Peach Springs, went to the heart of the matter: “To begin with, this land belongs
to the Walapai Indians in Arizona. I protested against the leasing of the land or
appraisal of this land because this land as our reservation itself was set aside
by the United States Army officials in the early days.” When Wheeler requested
evidence, Mahone brought in the elder Jim Mahone, who had served in the
military on its excursions against the Apache. Jim Mahone claimed President
Arthur had established the reservation to reward Hualapai scouts for their
services and to protect the tribe because “there were a lot of people all over the
world, just like a bunch of worms, and . . . they [were] coming to crowd out the
Indians.”64 The leaders had established an interesting method of response in
the hearings: the middle-aged, boarding school generation opened up the testi-
mony and then brought in elders to legitimize their claims. Fred Mahone fol-
lowed this pattern later in the day when he addressed the issue of original
occupancy and introduced Chief Schrum. Schrum argued: “We are people who
have lived in this country far back. It is way back. [I am] one of the descendants
from the early chief. [My] father was chief.”65 He went on to say that the tribe
opposed the division of the reservation, claiming it would “prevent us from
going into civilization.” He said the descendants of the old chiefs would testify
that the tribe deserved exclusive use of the reservation. Indeed, Philip Quasala
was the grandson of a prominent headman, as were Jim Fielding, descendant
of Suwim Fielding, and Butch Clark, another descendant of Chief Hualapai
Charlie. All would testify.66

After listening to Mahone the committee returned to the tribe’s apparent
failure in the cattle business. Charles McGee, one of the few successful Hualapai
cattlemen, provided a compelling example of the challenges facing the tribe.
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McGee had lived off the reservation in Trout Creek until he and his family
moved onto the reservation. They relocated to Pine Springs and began building
a small farm for their cattle, but Superintendent Light ordered them to leave
since whites allegedly leased the land. Eventually, McGee found land below
Peach Springs Wash where he and his father grazed 135 head of cattle.
Scattergood commended him and asked what was the matter, since he had done
well. McGee protested that he “could not make a living off that bunch of cattle.
You know that. It is the same way with a lot of these younger fellows. They
would say the same thing.” Scattergood seemed surprised, but Senator Hayden
asked McGee to go on. “To support ourselves we have to have more range and
more cattle. This is the point I want to get at, and I think that is what the rest of
these younger fellows would say.”67 McGee must have smiled when the stock-
man for the agency informed Hayden that a white family needed 200 to 250
head of cattle to survive.68

THE EMERGENCE OF A RESERVATION COMMUNITY

The onset of the Great Depression and the implementation of President
Roosevelt’s “Indian New Deal” brought significant changes to American
Indian communities.69 The Indian New Deal generally, and the Indian Re-
organization Act specifically, centralized political power in the hands of tribal
councils, incorporated tribal business ventures, developed reservation lands,
initiated work relief programs, and attempted to conserve tribal ranges. These
programs were part and parcel of a larger confluence of forces that made the
million acres economically viable and culturally attractive for the tribe.70 Yet
the Depression seriously crippled the cattle industry, and the superintendent
forced the tribe to cull more stock and encouraged its members to simply con-
sume their beef. By the mid-1930s, white ranchers had terminated their leases
or pulled their remaining cattle off the tribal range, thereby opening up grazing
lands to Hualapai families. Open access to rangeland was helpful, but the tribe
struggled to use those lands in light of ongoing stock reductions and lack of
revenue. Additionally, tribal unemployment rates rose as local employers fired
Hualapai workers. As more Hualapais lacked work off the reservation, they
turned to government labor projects and conservation programs located on the
reservation.

Federal programs did not dictate Hualapais’ responses to economic devel-
opment, nor did they wholly re-create Native American cultural landscapes.
Rather, wage labor, political leadership, geographic dispersal, band identities,
ecological conditions, education, and cultural “conservatism” or “progressiv-
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ism” all influenced Hualapais’ responses to programs such as the Indian
Emergency Conservation Work (IECW) and the Civilian Conservation Corps–
Indian Division (CCC-ID). Initiated in the spring of 1933 under the over-
sight of the BIA, the IECW adjusted many of its programs to benefit tribal
communities. For instance, it allowed married men to join conservation pro-
grams despite regulations reserving work for single males.71 IECW supervi-
sors also opened many of their work camps to families so that conservation
work did not sever bonds between family and tribal culture.72 The IECW and
the CCC-ID had an important impact on the social organization and geo-
graphic dispersal of Hualapai bands because they helped transform the
reservation into a geographic locus for the community. Before the 1930s, people
across the region had lived on the outskirts of towns, searching for employ-
ment, but the Depression forced them from their jobs, so they were now dis-
persed and unemployed.

Many CCC-ID programs drew upon skills Hualapais had acquired from
previous experience with wage labor. Erosion control projects such as the one
headed by Philip Quasala and Jack Jones utilized their experience working for
ranchers and tending to small farms owned by non-Indians. Some Hualapais
honed their leadership abilities by delegating responsibilities to workers in
projects across the reservation. Hualapais such as Rupert Parker brought unique
skills. As a carpenter he built furniture and houses for Anglos, and he used
this expertise to construct “fireboxes” in trees to monitor reservation range
fires.73 Other projects relied on Hualapai experience derived from previous
labor and provided them with opportunities to obtain new work and leader-
ship skills. Suwim Fielding, for instance, was an older foreman in charge of a
crew working with a bulldozer and explosives on the Horse Flat Truck Trail in
the southeastern portion of the reservation. By late September 1935 the trail
provided the community with a road to ease transportation of goods and stock.
The crew also helped the reservation erosion project fortify walls on the washes
and faces of several check dams that were part of a small irrigation system.74

Mike Matuthanya also headed several projects and provided leadership to
those working with him. He and his crew developed Sunrise Springs and Horse
Trough Springs into watering holes for cattle on the western side of the reser-
vation. They also erected large water tanks as part of the range and water
management program.75 These programs improved infrastructure and made
the reservation a more viable location for economic activities such as ranch-
ing, but Hualapais’ labor left a new set of cultural footprints on land that rep-
resented their real and symbolic future.
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THE INDIAN REORGANIZATION ACT: LIMITS TO CULTURAL AND
POLITICAL SELF-DETERMINATION

The lingering impact of previous political developments combined with new
events during the 1930s to alter the economic and cultural landscape of the
reservation. The efforts of traditional headmen from the nineteenth century
and the decisions of the Welfare Committee and the pre–Indian Reorganiza-
tion Act Tribal Council left Hualapai leaders with a mixture of approaches
reflecting their adaptation to life in the twentieth century. Leaders who had
attended boarding school worked beside elders who had served as scouts in
the 1870s and remembered internment in La Paz. Both groups had at one point
in their lives resided off the reservation, and many congregated alongside the
railroad. Most of them, young and old, worked for wages in regional indus-
tries. Elder leaders spoke Hualapai fluently, whereas the younger generation
was frequently bilingual. This multigenerational coalition built upon previous
decisions and dedicated itself to confronting new political and economic
changes presented by the Indian Reorganization Act.

The institutionalization of the Tribal Council under the Indian Reorgani-
zation Act marked a watershed in pre–World War II Hualapai history. The
legislation highlighted an important shift in Indian policy and reflected a greater
awareness of Indian cultures within the BIA, but greater attention to Indian
perspectives has refined our understanding of the scope of the reforms. The
IRA impacted Indian political structures and status, offered economic oppor-
tunities, loosened religious restrictions, altered education policy, and elimi-
nated some elements of colonialism. Yet in many respects the reforms remained
painfully limited. Roughly half the tribes rejected the IRA, and the voting turn-
out rarely reflected tribal members’ true feelings, since many expressed their
opposition by simply refusing to participate in elections.76

Hualapais approved this mixed bag of reforms in 1938, perceiving it as a
limited improvement on the political and legal limbo they inhabited. A group
of older leaders argued that the IRA represented the only mechanism avail-
able for the tribe to hold on to the reservation in the face of poverty and unem-
ployment. To many, the IRA linked Hualapais with the federal government
through its own, somewhat modified form of government. A different group
remained suspicious of the new policies and structures and either opposed it
outright or withheld support from the boilerplate constitution. On the other
hand, younger members with experience in boarding schools perceived the
legislation as a systematic improvement upon previous informal methods of
self-government. Representative institutions that embraced tribal collective
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values appealed to them, and the economic opportunities embodied in the cor-
porate charter attracted them as well. However, population figures for 1938
indicate that of approximately 200 eligible voters, only 62 supported the IRA,
and 34 actively rejected it.77 Fifty percent of tribal members did not vote, al-
though that did not necessarily mean they disagreed with the legislation. Some
surely opposed the IRA, but many members may not have understood its im-
plications, and a few may not have been able to travel to the voting site. Re-
gardless of the reasons for the low turnout, the marginal support for the IRA
government foreshadowed future problems for the legitimacy and authority
of the council.

Familiar leaders nonetheless participated in a new form of government on
the reservation, and pre-IRA Tribal Chairman Charles McGee presided over
the vote and the writing of the constitution. He and others addressed the dis-
persed settlement of the tribe by conferring membership to everyone on the
tribal rolls with one-half or more Hualapai ancestry.78 The charter created a
nine-member Tribal Council that would represent multiple band loyalties and
the interests of members in nearby towns. Eligible adults elected council mem-
bers for staggered three-year terms by secret ballot and chose a chairman and
vice chairman for one-year terms. The council retained the hereditary chief to
provide cultural continuity, and initial elections linked the leaders of the pre-
vious generation with the new political structures of the current era.79 Council
members were older, prominent men who had experienced the struggles in
the late nineteenth century, and the younger members were frequently de-
scended from them. The first tribal chairman elected under the new govern-
ment, Philip Quasala, was the grandson of the preeminent Chief Waba Yuma,
and he best represented the tradition of established political leadership. Quasala
participated in the Santa Fe land claims cases and freely spoke his mind. The
following year the tribe elected Charles McGee as chairman. McGee also played
a prominent role in congressional hearings and directly critiqued government
cattle policy, increasingly a badge of leadership.80

For the remainder of the 1930s, Hualapai government focused on cattle as
the basis for a tribal economy. In this sense politics and economics converged
and made self-determination a more realistic goal. Range management pro-
grams expanded in the late 1930s, and leasing to non-Indians ended in 1936.
During the 1938–1939 winter, the Tribal Council established the Indian Live-
stock and Protective Association to oversee roundups, movement of cattle,
branding, and sales. By 1946 it had established the maximum number of cattle
allowed on the reservation—7,800, all of which the tribe owned.81 By 1941 nearly
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200 adults, approximately half of the tribe, had moved to the reservation and
congregated in Peach Springs near the new reservation day school. Indian trad-
ers increased their business on the reservation, and two stores provided food
and groceries for the budding community. Traditional dwellings cropped up
alongside new frame houses, and cars traveled along dirt roads still frequented
by horses and cattle.

CONCLUSIONS

The congressional hearings and ensuing court cases, as well as the Indian Re-
organization Act, remain important aspects of the broader changes in Hualapai
society between 1910 and 1940. These developments represented part of a com-
plicated and larger whole that comprised Hualapai tribalism and national iden-
tity. Although community life defies easy compartmentalization, these decades
witnessed important changes in Hualapai political-economy that affected and
relied upon continuity in cultural and social identity. The ability of Pai bands
to adapt to forced economic and political change by merging into a more cohe-
sive “tribe” enabled them to survive as a people. Although band distinctions
and differences decreased, they remained important components of Hualapai
identity by reminding people of older family lineages that often played im-
portant political roles. Band identities remained strong, but intermarriage, for
instance, made them more fluid. Economic ventures such as the Livestock and
Cattle Association also strengthened the sense of Hualapai nationhood. Inter-
action with state and federal officials, as well, institutionalized the growing
sense of a community tribal identity.

But the evolving cultural identity that many tribal and nontribal members
labeled “Hualapai” also had its roots in earlier interactions between Pai bands
and the new economic regimes they encountered. Rather than work full-time
all year, Hualapais alternated jobs among tribal members and shared wages
between families. During work they followed their own conceptions of time
and place. Hualapai crew leaders and labor contractors served as a new form
of leadership that combined sociopolitical functions that focused band mem-
bers in a culturally familiar way, even as they also disrupted band distinctions
by distributing jobs among many people regardless of band affiliation. The
fact that women worked as much as men reflected and reinforced Hualapai
notions of gender relations just as much as it signified women’s important
economic status. Additionally, Hualapais continued their yearly migrations
and celebrations. Finally, they supplemented wages with small gardens, pro-
ceeds from baskets and beadwork, and occasional “taking” of cattle owned by
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Anglo ranchers. These decisions enabled Hualapais to use wage labor within
larger structures beyond their control.

Political developments carried this same mixture of change and continuity
that integrated new processes into familiar contexts as leaders appealed to tra-
ditions (and created new ones) in the early twentieth century. The Welfare Com-
mittee and the pre-IRA Tribal Council united a geographically dispersed people
and provided a site for intergenerational transferal of leadership. The council
also served as a focal point for bands to coalesce around, and it formed a nucleus
for the evolving layer of Hualapai tribal identity. New leaders respected cultural
traditions by preserving the position of hereditary chief even after the tribe adopted
an IRA government. And although BIA authorities claimed that yearly appoint-
ments of presidents destabilized the Hualapais’ government, the terms reflected
their lingering suspicion of the position of president and their reliance on the
hereditary leader and the more palatable Tribal Council.

As World War II eclipsed the Depression, Hualapais continued struggling
to gain control of their future. With an economic base, more families could
return to the reservation, and with a new tribal government they bridged past
traditions with modern political structures. Many Hualapais remained off the
reservation for part of the year, but they knew they had a protected space to
return to. The changes they had faced—wage labor, political restructuring,
marginal economic dependency, and limited autonomy—simultaneously un-
dermined some traditions and strengthened tribal identity. Ultimately, indi-
viduals and the tribe as a whole sought to build upon the events of the nine-
teenth century and add meaning to the Hualapai Nation.
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In this chapter William Bauer examines the complicated dialogue between race and
ethnicity in the wage labor market. According to Bauer, the segregated labor market
created a specific, racialized status for residents of the Round Valley Reservation. Yet
for the Pomo, Concow, and other American Indian workers, the wages they earned
enabled them to re-create tribal institutions and reclaim land in their indigenous home-
lands. They became a racialized class of workers in the northern California labor mar-
ket. But at the same time, working for wages provided the means for Round Valley
residents to resist the dehumanizing aspects of that historical process and reclaim their
American Indian identities.

In August 1884, Senator Henry Dawes led an investigation into the conditions
of Indians living in California. The investigators interviewed Philo Handy, the
agency farmer at the Round Valley Reservation, who told the Dawes Commis-
sion, “Some of [the Indians] are very good laborers and some of them are not,
but I think they will average very well with the floating white population.”1

Working for Identity:
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Northern California, 1875–1936
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Handy’s comments and others like it illustrate the creation of racial categories
for Indians within the labor market. White ranchers, government officials, and
Round Valley Indians used the market economy to invent and occupy racial
and ethnic categories in northern California.

In the years leading up to the Gold Rush, whites viewed Indian workers
as an asset. Cheap and compliant, they would be the perfect workers to de-
velop California’s growing agricultural industry. But as Euro-American mi-
grants flooded the region after 1848, Indians became unwelcome interlopers
in a highly competitive labor market. The scramble for the precious metal that
ensued escalated into a class and racial melee, with the struggle between large
landowners and small-scale gold miners nearly exterminating California’s in-
digenous population. The archetypal forty-niner resented wealthy landown-
ers like John Sutter, who employed scores of Indians to mine for gold. And
with images of the Overland Trail filling their minds and feeding their imagi-
nations, the migrants set out on a genocidal rampage of Indian communities.2

Despite the violence and terror, Indians survived and continued to work
in California. The erratic racial hierarchy that had shifted from one extreme to
the next in the nineteenth century had by the twentieth century settled into a
pattern whereby whites occupied the top of the racial ladder, Indians struggled
at the bottom, and ethnic European and Asian immigrants inhabited a fluid
space between the two groups.3

Studies of race and American Indians in California tend to focus primarily
on Indian-white relations, neglecting the context of “racial formation”—in this
case the labor market—whereby Indians found themselves racialized in rela-
tion to working-class whites and other migrants who competed with them for
jobs. Race is a historical construct that assigns social meaning to groups of
people that may shift according to specific historical conditions. Where people
stand in this hierarchy has changed over time. Throughout history, dominant
groups in the United States changed racial categories to assuage a variety of
anxieties and fears, as well as to subjugate people of color.4

The construction of race is not a one-way discourse; it is a dialogue be-
tween those with power and those with little. Solely examining how whites
in Round Valley defined Indians racially, to use the words of historian
Nancy Shoemaker, “consigns American Indians and other non-white
peoples to a passive role in the construction of knowledge.”5 Round Val-
ley Indians responded by preserving their cultures, a process that involved
both acknowledging the external limitations of racism and affirming their
cultural heritage.
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Uncovering tribal identities on a multitribal reservation is a difficult en-
deavor.6 In the twentieth century, tribal intermarriage, similar lifestyles, and
federal Indian policy seemed to homogenize Round Valley Indians and erase
tribal boundaries. Anthropologist Virginia Miller contends that the Yuki had
lost their tribal identity by the turn of the twentieth century and had “blended
into anonymity with the remnants of seven other tribes.”7 However, the his-
torical record shows that racial and ethnic relations were, and continue to be,
more complicated than these scholars have argued. Certainly, there exists an
overarching identity of “Round Valley Indian.” However, ethnic identity, like
race, is not a concrete category. People, especially Native Americans, have
multiple identities that vary according to social setting. Further, ethnic identi-
ties are formed by an exchange of ideas between outside forces and oneself.
Outside observers saw the Round Valley Indians as a homogeneous group,
minimizing their unique tribal affiliations. In the labor market, Round Valley
Indians faced further attacks on their distinctiveness as ranchers, and other
non-Indian employers assigned them a specific place in the racialized labor
market. Yet Indians were not simply onlookers in the construction of racial
and ethnic categories. Wage labor offered material resources and physical space
for Round Valley Indians to reinforce their tribal identities—identities that
countered racialized notions of themselves. In this way, Round Valley Indians
created alternatives to the racialized experience of the labor market.8

Until recently, scholars have ignored both the importance of Native Ameri-
can labor and the working-class dimensions of racial thought. Although some
studies now demonstrate that Indian labor contributed to the development
and growth of white settlements as well as to the survival of Indian communi-
ties, they tend not to examine the intersection of race, labor, and Indians. This
study broadens our understanding of the construction of racial categories and
Indians to include labor as a key component in this process.9

RACE AND AMERICAN INDIAN LABOR

In 1854, Superintendent of Indian Affairs in California Thomas J. Henley es-
tablished the Nome Cult Indian Farm, later known as the Round Valley Reser-
vation, in the northern California territory of the Yuki people. Surrounded by
rivers and mountains and isolated from white settlements, the area was ideal
for teaching Indians “civilized” ways. Subsequently, state and federal officials
relocated at least seven other tribes—including the Concow, Wailacki,
Nomlacki, Pit River, and Pomo—to Round Valley.10 Removal decisions failed
to consider ancient hostilities and alliances between northern California peoples,
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and as a result tribal tensions created a volatile situation and often pitted tribe
against tribe. In 1861, Concows assisted white settlers in hunting down and
killing Wailackis at Horse Canyon for stealing and killing horses. Relations
between Indians and whites were also less than amicable. Indians resisted the
reservation and white settlement by fleeing from the reservation and killing
livestock and white settlers.11

After the Civil War the slaughter of California Indians subsided, and Indi-
ans and whites forged economic relationships through labor. White ranchers
recognized that the displaced and local Indian population represented a po-
tential labor source. They praised the habits of Indian workers, describing them
as dutiful and hardworking. Rancher Saunders Hornbroke stated, “Some one
said [the Indians] were better than the Chinamen. I never saw a Chinaman
picking [hops], but they are better than the white people who pick hops.”12

Hornbroke created a racial hierarchy based on work. Indian hop pickers per-
formed the job better than poor whites and possibly the Chinese. Barclay Henley,
a member of the U.S. House of Representatives and the son of Thomas J. Henley,
concurred: “[S]ome of them are as good as white farm hands. Their progress in
the last fifteen years has been such that if anyone told me that such would be the
case, I would have received it with a great deal of skepticism.” Henley claimed
he paid his workers a monthly wage of twenty to twenty-five dollars, in addi-
tion to rations, because they worked so well. “If you keep liquor from these Indi-
ans,” Henley added, “they are very good workers and are very trustworthy.”13

The racial categories Hornbroke and Henley created were fluid and suited
their needs. They praised the abilities of Indian workers but did not agree on
where they ranked in Mendocino County. Sometimes Indians performed bet-
ter than itinerant white and Chinese agricultural workers. The flexibility of
racial categories did not mean whites attempted to include Indians in
California’s social order. Rather, white ranchers determined the place in which
Indians entered white society by comparing Round Valley Indians with poor,
itinerant white farmworkers and Chinese immigrants. Creating racial catego-
ries, as Michael Omi and Howard Winant argue, is not mutually exclusive of
other social categories. Rather, Omi and Winant note, “it is crucial to empha-
size that race, class, and gender are not fixed and discrete categories, and that
such ‘regions’ are by no means autonomous. They overlap, intersect, and fuse
with each other in countless ways.”14 California’s agricultural economy pro-
vided templates for white ranchers to compare Indians. The fact that minori-
ties and poor whites were farmworkers meant they were racially inferior to
those who had acquired land and wealth.15 Round Valley Indians entered
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Mendocino County’s tiered labor system below poor whites in terms of class
and above the Chinese in terms of race.16

The ranchers thought employment provided Indians with a great service
because native workers learned to work harder and more efficiently on their
ranches. Hornbroke commented, “There has been a general improvement all
the time. All of them were blanket Indians when I first knew them, and the
first crop they made they worked with butcher knives and dug it out with
sticks. . . . [T]hey were no better than brutes when they first came here.”17

Henley praised his family’s efforts in domesticating Indians: “I think that the
most successful attempt ever made in California to civilize the Indians has
been made in Round Valley, on our ranch.” As far as Henley was concerned,
the Indians who lived on his ranch represented the civilizing impact of hard
work. They had “beds, fireplaces, and you will find chickens running around
the house, and also fruit trees in front of the house.”18 Hornbroke supported
Henley’s assessment of the Indians’ progress: “They lived by hunting and fish-
ing, and digging roots [before whites arrived], and when you killed a beef
there was a perfect scramble for it. Now they want the best pieces of it only.
They are pretty high toned.”19 By the 1880s, working for white ranchers, not
the reservation system, had “civilized” the Round Valley Indians, or so the
ranchers claimed. Indians no longer farmed with antiquated tools; they had
adopted the rudiments of American society in the form of material posses-
sions; and they had developed sophisticated palates. Nevertheless, the ranchers
masked their exploitation of the Indians behind a veil of reform and concern.
Much like slaveholders during the antebellum era, ranchers claimed that people
of color laboring under whites was the most efficient and benevolent way to
organize society.20

Even though white ranchers in northern California preferred Indian work-
ers to the Chinese and (sometimes) to white workers and believed they had
civilized the Indians, discrimination, not inclusion, defined race relations in
northern California. Poor whites, Indians, and Chinese farmworkers did not
receive equal pay for equal work. In the 1890s, Indian hop pickers received
$1.00 per hundred pounds of hops picked. In contrast, white pickers received
$1.10, and Chinese workers earned only $0.90.21 Indians and whites worked
separately in the fields. Edna Guerrero, a Pomo who lived in the Ukiah Valley,
remembered working in the hop fields in the early twentieth century: “The
Indians would start on one side of the fields and the white people on the oppo-
site side, and they would all work toward each other.”22 Whites’ compliments
of Indians went only so far in leveling race relations.
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Indian workers experienced segregation in surrounding communities in
northern California. Ukiah store owners simultaneously found a way to make
money from Indian workers, keep hop ranchers happy, and maintain the sta-
tus quo in race relations. They only allowed Indians into their stores on Sun-
days, when hop ranchers gave their workers the day off and the respectable
white population attended church. For the remainder of the week, Indians
stayed in the fields and out of the stores.23 When Al Want and a friend traveled
from Round Valley to Ukiah, they attempted to find a meal at a local restau-
rant, but the owner kicked them out because they were Indians.24 One Pomo
man described the demeaning situation in Ukiah: “They treat us mean around
here. In Ukiah, the Indians are lower than a dog. Because a dog can go into
hotel and restaurant but an Indian can’t.”25

Whites also segregated Mendocino County schools. Between 1880 and 1935,
several schools existed in Round Valley. Indian children attended a day school,
a boarding school, and a public school on the reservation, whereas white stu-
dents went to a public elementary and high school in Covelo. In the early twen-
tieth century, white Covelo residents adamantly maintained the color line. In
1920 agency school superintendent W. W. McConihe attempted to enroll In-
dian children in the Covelo elementary school, but white parents blocked his
efforts. Parents told McConihe, “Indian children are unclean.” McConihe na-
ively offered to wash the children before enrolling them, but parents rebuffed
his offer, telling him there was no room for the Indians in the Covelo school
district.26 The idea that California Indians represented a “dirty” race predated
the parents’ complaints and resonated with the populace in Covelo. Historian
James Rawls writes, “According to long-standing Anglo-American tradition,
cleanliness as a virtue was practically coequal with godliness; by definition
things clean were superior to things unclean.” Whites in California saturated
their observations about the California Indians’ diet, homes, and religious prac-
tices with references to dirt. “The Indians of California,” Rawls concludes, “were
thus ranked not only among the most primitive of people but also among the
dirtiest.”27 Such racist ideas supported the extermination of the California In-
dians in the 1850s and their segregation in the twentieth century.

Some Indian parents continued their attempt to enroll Indian children in
the Covelo schools but met the same response McConihe had encountered.
School board trustee Mr. Tuttle told Mary Clark that white parents had threat-
ened to withdraw their children if her daughter, Ernestine, enrolled. Never-
theless, Mary Clark was adamant in her decision, and Ernestine graduated
from the eighth grade in 1933.28 When Indian children crossed the color barrier,
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they faced reprisals from white students who attempted to enforce the artifi-
cial lines of race. Al Want remembered that white children did not want him or
his brothers to attend school because they were Indian: “[W]hen we first started
it was a fight . . . every day. There used to be a guy there by the name of
Emmett Spurlock. He used to whip me every day, anytime he wanted to, but
I’d fight him. So finally the tables turned—I whipped him. . . . I whipped him
twice every day. Finally [we] turned out to be best friends.”29

Other Indians did not attain the social acceptance Want achieved with
Spurlock. Ernestine recalled constant fights between Indian and white stu-
dents and noticed that whites selectively ostracized Indians: “[W]hen it come
to like a baseball game or basketball or volleyball, [white students] always
wanted the Indian on their side. . . . But when the game was over, we went to
the corner. That was our deal, we’d go to the corner.”30 Jim Crow ideology
reinforced the barriers between whites and Indians in Round Valley even when
Indian children attended the public schools. Whites dictated how and when
they interacted with Indians. Segregation and violence influenced many In-
dian children to prefer reservation schools to the Covelo school. Filbert Ander-
son recalled, “That was bad in them days. I know I was sure against going to
high school—white school. I did everything in my power to get out of it.”31

The treatment of Indians in public places demonstrated the white ranchers’
true intentions. Although they described them as dutiful workers, Indians nei-
ther “cleaned up” enough to attend schools with white children nor shopped
with white patrons.

Standing in contrast to ranch owners’ views, federal agents and inspec-
tors argued that wage labor actually demeaned Indians. Agent J. L. Burchard
remarked that Indians working and living with white ranchers were “used,
kept, and held, much in the same way as slaves were in the former-slave states,
except that the condition of the Indians is not as good as it was [for] the slaves.”
Burchard complained that white ranchers did not provide the necessary insti-
tutions of civilization for Indians, such as churches and schools. Furthermore,
Burchard believed white employers did not watch after their Indian workers.
“In fact,” he wrote, “[the Indians’] morals [are] not being cared for, [Indian
workers] are very immoral and exercise a bad influence on the Reservation
Indians.”32 The debate between government officials and white ranchers ech-
oed the arguments abolitionists and anti-abolitionists had hurled against one
another before the Civil War. Rather than the dutiful, civilized workers white
ranchers believed wage labor produced, agents found degenerate and op-
pressed Indians.
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Agents alleged that the labor system in Round Valley made Indians lazy
and dependent on the federal government. They blamed reservation policies
and off-reservation labor for the Indians’ condition. In 1887 Inspector Frank
Armstrong suggested that reservation work was “making peons out of [the
Indians]” because the agent paid the Indians in rations.33 Later that year In-
spector Robert Gardner agreed. He thought the Indians were “inclined to be
industrious but [they] lack economy and thrift.”34 Reservation labor did not
promote the essential values associated with upward mobility in American
society: “frugality, diligent work, and sobriety of the Protestant ethnic.”35 Agents
also made off-reservation labor—the same labor white ranchers praised—cul-
pable for the Indians’ condition. Gardner argued that off-reservation labor—
traveling to the Ukiah Valley to pick hops or working on the ranches in Round
Valley—should be the exception and not the rule of Indian work. Instead, In-
dians needed to strive for independence from white ranchers and, more im-
portant, from the federal government. He concluded that circumstances in
Round Valley “depress [the Indians] and cause some of them to lead lives of
comparative idleness and dependency.”36 Reservations were supposed to pre-
pare Indians to enter white society, but wage labor undermined that system. It
kept Indians in a state of dependency and did not promote the values and
cultivate the aspirations necessary to advance in American life.

Working conditions were only part of the problem. Agents also worried
about the Indians’ “reckless” spending habits. Inspector T. D. Marcum com-
plained that Indians used their money to purchase whiskey in the border town
of Covelo. On this point settlers and inspectors agreed. Hornbroke stated, “Most
of them spend their wages extravagantly.” He admitted, though, that Indians
imbibed alcohol “about like the average white laboring people.”37 Class dis-
tinctions again played a role in creating racial categories for Round Valley In-
dians. Indians and poor whites failed to climb the agricultural ladder because
they fell prey to the evils of alcohol.38 Stereotypes of Native Americans as heavy
drinkers exacerbated perceptions of their spending habits while simultaneously
underscoring their dependent status. Rather than saving their money, Indians
spent their wages on alcohol. Instead of inculcating the values of free labor,
wage work had created dependent and degraded Indians.

Federal officials opposed the creation of a working class in Round Valley.
According to prevailing attitudes among Indian Office personnel and reform-
ers, Indians were not supposed to be wage workers; they should have been
yeoman farmers. However, working conditions on and off the reservation im-
peded agricultural development in Round Valley and kept Indians mired in a
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state of dependence. Their solution was allotment, which would transform
Round Valley Indians from workers into farmers and undermine tribal identi-
ties. Individual landownership would provide the necessary tools for Ameri-
can Indians to progress along the path of civilization. They would evolve from
hunters and gatherers to wage workers and finally to independent farmers. At
the same time that individual allotments would improve the social and eco-
nomic condition of Indians, they would break up reservations and tribal
ethnicities.39

Allotment did not provide the moral reform federal agents had hoped for
because it did not end agricultural labor for the Round Valley Indians. As many
scholars have suggested, allotment did exactly the opposite, further entrench-
ing Native Americans as wage laborers.40 For most of the early twentieth cen-
tury, federal agents worried about the effect of wage labor on the morality of
the Round Valley Indians. In 1916, agents complained that hop picking was a
time of “indulgence and depravity.”41 As the agents saw it, on long trips away
from both the reservation and the agent’s kind and guiding hand, Indians im-
bibed copious amounts of alcohol and gambled away their meager earnings.

Although whites disagreed on the status of Indian workers, Indians worked
to support themselves and to maintain their respective ethnic identities. They
preserved their tribal distinctions even after the federal government relocated
them from their homelands to Round Valley. By 1880 about 1,000 Indians, rep-
resenting eight tribal and band groups, lived in Round Valley. Agent J. L.
Burchard remarked that all were “distinct in habits, language and appear-
ance.”42 Round Valley Indians preserved these distinctions by establishing tribal
settlements and marrying members of their same tribe. A special government
census conducted in 1880 indicated that only nineteen intermarried couples
were living on the reservation, with the majority of intermarriages between
members of the large tribes on the reservation (Yuki, Concow, and Little Lake
Pomo) and those of smaller tribes (Wailacki, Pit River, Redwood, and Potter
Valley).43 Settlement patterns preserved and reflected these divisions. More
than half of Yuki families lived at the Lowerquarters, and they outnumbered
other Indian families there by more than two to one (Map 11.1). The rest of the
Yuki lived at various places on the reservation. Little Lake and Concow fami-
lies concentrated their settlements more than the Yuki did. Fifty-two of fifty-
seven Concow families and fifty-five of sixty Little Lake families lived at the
headquarters. The remainder of the families were scattered across the reserva-
tion (see Table 11.1).44 The composition and placement of Indian households
sustained tribal boundaries.
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Indians reinforced these distinctions through wage labor. In 1879, Calpella
Pomos fled to protest reservation working conditions, in particular the poor
wages. Agent Henry Sheldon had promised to pay Indians $1.50 per day of
work, half in rations and the other half in cash. However, Charlie Brown (Pomo)
stated, “We were worked there too hard, and [Sheldon] didn’t give us enough
to eat. . . . I killed 100 hogs myself, and scalded and cleaned them, but the
Indians didn’t get any of them.” Agent Sheldon also made onerous demands
on his workers. Brown complained that he forced Indians to work while they
were sick; “when we were not able to work he forced us to work, and when we
would not work he said he would put us in the smoke house. He put some of
us in the smoke house pretty nearly everyday.”45 When refusing to work failed,
Brown and the Pomos fled the reservation south to Ukiah and worked for
white farmers. Back in Ukiah the Pomo found better wage and working condi-
tions than they had experienced in Round Valley. During the summer, for

Map 11.1. Drawn by Jorge Lizárraga.
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example, Pomo workers made $600 picking hops. They then obtained a loan
and used the money to purchase land and lumber for houses. Brown explained,
“We all live in a bunch, but I don’t know but five who have land.”46 Wage labor
reinforced the communal values of the Calpella Pomo. They engaged in wage
labor but pooled their wages to advance community and tribal goals.

Those Pomos who fled the reservation in the 1880s pioneered the use of
agricultural labor to sustain ethnic boundaries in the twentieth century. Some
Pomos remained in Round Valley but maintained ties with their homelands
through seasonal labor. While traveling to and working in the hop fields, Pomos
from Round Valley met friends and relatives who had absconded from the
reservation or were not removed from the Ukiah Valley.47 Agricultural labor
created a regional ethnic community in Mendocino County.48

Table 11.1—Location of Round Valley Indian Households, 1880

Potter Pit Little
Location Yuki Redwood Wailacki Concow Valley River Nomlacki Lake

Lowerquarters, 1 mile 35 1 — — 4 6 1 —
  east of agency
Gravel Ridge 4 — — — — — — —
Gate 2 — — — — — — —
1½ miles east of agency 2 — — — — — — —
Agency 2 — 2 — — — — —
Gristmill 1 — — — — — — —
1½ miles west of agency 1 — — — — — — —
2¼ miles west of agency 7 — — — — — — —
2½ miles northwest 2 — — — — — — —
  of agency
2¼ miles northwest 2 — — — — — — —
  of agency
1 mile east-northeast — — — 2 — — — —
  of headquarters
Headquarters — 14 — 32 1 — 1 55
1 mile north of — — — 1 — — — —
  headquarters
8 miles northwest of — — — 1 — — — —
  headquarters
2 miles southeast of — — — — — — — —
  headquarters
2 miles west of — 1 — — — — — 5
  headquarters

Totals 56 16 2 36 5 6 2 60

Compiled from: Schedules of Special Census of Indians, 1880, National Archives and Records Administration Mi-
crofilm 1791, Roll 5, Washington, DC.
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Other tribes purchased land and preserved their tribal identity as well. In
1907 a group of Concows formed the Concow Cemetery Association and ap-
proached school superintendent Horace Johnson with a proposition to buy an
allotment for a cemetery.49 Oral tradition reveals the impetus behind this re-
quest. From the time of their removal to Round Valley until the early twentieth
century, the Concow buried their dead at Pinegrove cemetery; however, on
one occasion “a Wailaki man and a Konkow man got in a fight and the Wailaki
killed the Konkow. After a while, the Wailaki man died and was buried at Pine
Grove. The Konkow people got mad and no longer buried [their dead] there.”50

On April 19, 1909, the Concow Cemetery Association purchased Eva Brown’s
allotment and used it for a cemetery site, now known as the Headquarters
cemetery.51 Burying one’s dead became a marker of tribal affiliation in the twen-
tieth century, linking tribal identity with the market economy through the pur-
chase of land.

Whereas wages and land contributed to tribal identities, the workplace
provided other areas for Indians to establish their tribal identity. In the 1880s,
agents hired Indians to serve on a police force. Indian reformers supported the
formation of Indian police forces because they brought American ideas of law
and order to the reservation and enforced these codes without the aid of the
U.S. Army.52 Reservation officials attempted to hire men who were leaders of
their respective tribes. Thus the Indian police opened avenues to leadership
positions at the same time it provided an opportunity for agents to manipulate
tribal politics and undermine established leadership structures.53 In 1887, agent
C. H. Yates hired James Sherwood, Jim Henley, Dan Wright, Dick Wesley, Mike
Hunter, and Peter Hudson as tribal police officers and called each one the
chief or headman of his respective tribe.54 This created potential for conflict, as
Indian police officers found it difficult to balance the demands of the agent
and those of their tribe. Agents expected Native American police officers to
conform to the wishes of the agent, not to those of the Indian community.

Although agents hoped Indian police officers would be effective tools in
controlling the reservations, Indian police officers often responded to the pres-
sures of their tribal constituents rather than to the agent. In 1888, Yates com-
plained that the Indian police only arrested members of other tribes and thus
seemed to have resisted pressure to act as agents of assimilation.55 They ad-
ministered justice selectively on this multitribal reservation, thereby garner-
ing public support by sanctioning tribal feuds while also protecting members
of their own tribes. Policemen resisted assimilation in other ways. In 1903,
agency clerk Elmer Kightlinger fired Smith Card, John Duncan, and Alfred
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Brown because they refused to bring Indian children to the boarding school.
They sided with parents and students who resisted the school’s harsh punish-
ments and interference in their daily lives. Students demonstrated these feel-
ings by setting fire to school buildings in 1883, 1910, and 1914. In response,
Indian police officers acceded to the wishes of the community and refused to
enforce school attendance.56 As at many workplaces, the demands of the em-
ployer and those of the employee did not always mesh. Indian police officers
understood that their jobs depended on appeasing both agents and their eth-
nic community. In the examples cited earlier, Indian police officers used their
positions to promote ethnic and tribal identities, in the process countermand-
ing the orders of agents who expected them to promote assimilation.

Even though reservation workers resisted reservation labor and vexed
Indian agents, off-reservation labor irritated both federal officials and reserva-
tion agents even more. Primarily, they complained about the Indians’ freedom
and their ability to hold on to traditional practices. At many job sites through-
out Mendocino County, Indian workers established cultural and tribal institu-
tions. Roundhouses, for instance, remained a vibrant part of the community’s
religious and social life. Before American contact, California Indians held dances
and sweats in roundhouses. As early as 1874, agents complained about the
location of Indian roundhouses. Agent John L. Burchard remarked, “Indians
[living on white ranchers’ lands] are allowed to have sweat houses and in
most cases, [to] gamble, dance, etc.”57 In this way, Indians combined wage
labor with an early form of ethnic renewal.58 In fact, Indians discovered that
wage labor might insulate them from the pressure to assimilate. White ranch-
ers did not suppress cultural expressions, largely because they did not want to
alienate their cheap workers. As a result, Indians found space to establish cul-
tural institutions and practices, like the sweat house, for gambling and dances.

Roundhouses continued to house Indian cultural and social activities in
the early twentieth century. Adeline Figueroa remembered, “[We] didn’t have
no games in the roundhouses. Mostly it was like sacred dances, songs. And
they didn’t do too much in the roundhouses. . . . Not everybody’s allowed in
there.”59 Similarly, tribal spiritual leaders used off-reservation workplaces to
construct tribal institutions. When he worked on the Hop Ranch in Covelo,
Ralph Moore led the Yuki “Devil Society” and taught people to concoct poisons
and to perform magic. Moore used the workplace to pass on tribal spiritual
knowledge. Yuki workers at the Hop Ranch also kept their own roundhouse
on the grounds of the ranch so they could dance when the day’s work was
done.60
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Indian doctors and shamans kept roundhouses on their allotments. Moore
built a roundhouse on his allotment after fire destroyed one at the Hop Ranch.
Acie Hoaglen recalled the importance of the Concow roundhouse and medi-
cine men. “Henry Clay, he used to put [dances] on,” he said. “He must have
been Concow. . . . There’s an old guy used to be, Austin McLean, they called
him, he was Concow. He used to learn most of the people how to dance and
sing, too. . . . They’d have a big Indian dance. . . . The people used to come
from all over to dance. Not only just these people, they’d be Indians from
Chico, Paskenta, all around.” Men like Henry Clay, Austin McLane, and Ralph
Moore taught tribal culture to younger members, thereby underscoring eth-
nic demarcations in Round Valley and perpetuating the survival of each tribal
group in the twentieth century. Shamans and roundhouses connected Indi-
ans of the same ethnicity to a common past. Each tribe in Round Valley had a
different history, worldview, and way of life. Ceremonial spaces linked these
Indians to that past, and these places were connected to the market economy.
Whether at the Hop Ranch or on an allotment, Indians innovatively used the
commodification of land to enhance tribal and Indian ethnicities.61 Allotment
transformed Indian land into a commodity, but it retained its communal char-
acter both in its cultural significance and in practice.

In 1936 the Office of Indian Affairs declared that tribal distinctions had
disappeared and designated Native Americans living in Round Valley the
“Round Valley Confederated Tribes.”62 Anthropologist Amelia Susman, who
conducted fieldwork in Round Valley in 1937, cited intermarriage as the rea-
son for this change.63 Other investigators also noticed the preponderance of
intermarried Indians and the lack of informed consultants. Most contempo-
rary Indians claim descent from at least two tribes and sometimes more. Some
Round Valley residents joke that it might be easier to find out which tribes
people are not members of than to determine those to which they do belong. In
addition to increasing rates of tribal intermarriage, Round Valley Indians prac-
ticed similar economic, recreation, and religious lifestyles by the time of the
Great Depression.64 Certainly, evidence supported the idea that tribal divisions
had disappeared in Round Valley by the beginning of World War II.

Yet the efforts of Indians in the early twentieth century to maintain tribal
divisions still resonate in Round Valley. For instance, there are at least five
cemeteries in the valley. One, the Valley View cemetery, is for the area’s white
population and is a lingering reminder of segregation in Round Valley. The
other four still possess their tribal connections. One reservation resident explained
that the Pinegrove cemetery is for the Wailacki, the Headquarters cemetery is
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for the Concow, the Yuki had a cemetery near Shore Creek, and the Nomlacki
cemetery is for the Nomlacki.65 Indeed, the name of the Nomlacki cemetery
carries its original tribal association. Round Valley Indians may practice Chris-
tian burials, but they do so in a way that articulates tribal cultures. This history
of tribal ethnicity also affects tribal politics. Wayne Cox (Pomo) observed, “The
Nomlakis don’t like the Wailakis and the Wailakis don’t like the Yukis and the
Yukis don’t like the Pomos and the Pomos don’t like the Pitt Rivers and the Pitt
Rivers don’t like the Concows.”66 Pointing to a sign reading “Round Valley
Unified Tribes,” Kathy Cook stated, “People around here need to remember
that. We are unified.”67 Even though Cook emphasized reservation unity, the
fractiousness of tribal politics, of which Cook is a fifty-year veteran, demon-
strates the inherent divisions in Round Valley.

Labor was central to racial and ethnic relations on northern California’s
Round Valley Reservation. White ranchers believed they had paved the path
toward civilization by hiring Indians, but they segregated them instead. Gov-
ernment officials, on the other hand, found that wage labor impeded the path
toward progress by creating a class of lazy, dependent, and improvident Indians.
They believed allotment would solve these problems in the twentieth century.
Examining the intersection of race, labor, and California Indians also allows us
to see ethnic relations from the Indians’ viewpoint. In the twentieth century,
Round Valley Indians found that wage labor and the market economy pro-
vided opportunities to preserve tribal identities. Pomos purchased land in the
Ukiah Valley with wages earned from picking hops, Concows used their wages
to buy land for a tribal cemetery, and Yukis renewed cultural traditions and
institutions while picking hops. The market economy and tribal intermarriage
did not erase tribal identities, and Round Valley did not represent a melting
pot of races and ethnicities.68 Rather, the Pomo, Concow, and Yuki all worked
to maintain their individual identities in northern California.
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Whereas in past decades questions of unequal power, uneven development, and colo-
nialism frequently centered on the ownership and control of natural resources and
human labor, discussions about decolonization now turn on the use, definition, and
ownership of knowledge. In their consideration of traditional ecological knowledge
(TEK), Chris Paci and Lisa Krebs explore the complex convergence of indigenous,
local knowledge and the interests of the academic community. Implicit in their discus-
sion is a critical dilemma: Can TEK be a force for decolonization, of knowledge and
power, or will it be appropriated and then serve only as an engine for neocolonization?

The fact that indigenous peoples have always generated distinctive bodies of
local knowledge sounds like a simple idea; however, this point has often been
lost in quests to subdue or understand the “indigene.” Within the academy
and in aboriginal communities, local knowledge serves a variety of masters
and fulfills different and sometimes opposing ideas and uses of local environ-
ments. Colonization certainly interfered with the production of indigenous
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knowledge by altering the integrity of local aboriginal cultures in a number of
ways, in particular in the erosion of aboriginal languages by use of the dominating
language of commerce—English. Colonization, as it remains in government
policy, seeks to assimilate and acculturate Aborigines into the body politic. De-
spite the weakening of aboriginal cultures, natives have continued to generate
local knowledge.1 This chapter seeks to understand local knowledge, its poten-
tial to reform what is known about local environments, and in particular how
local knowledge relates to indigenous peoples. A growing use of the concept of
traditional ecological knowledge, often used interchangeably with local and
indigenous knowledge, forces us to reflect on just what these ideas mean, in
particular on what they mean to two general groups: aboriginal people and
academics.

As Alfred Young Man observed, “[T]he history of interaction between in-
digenous populations of North America and the invading Europeans has been
an uneasy truce on almost every front for over five hundred years. Economi-
cally, socially, religiously, politically, and artistically[,] European values and
philosophies have had to deal with the very different worldview of the North
American Indian.”2 If one can forgive a crude revisionism, it has become ap-
parent that the products of colonization—Canadians and Americans—have
continued to trade with, borrow from, influence, and usurp indigenous peoples,
mediated by a continuum of adaptation and change at one end and accultura-
tion and extermination at the extreme. Local and indigenous knowledge has
attracted a number of outsiders to speculate on both its specific and general
characteristics. Historically, such explorations have been driven by “the expe-
dient usurping of the human rights, land, and natural resources of the North
American Indian.”3

Among indigenous peoples, local knowledge is defined and perpetuated
by a community of individuals who share a geographic and cultural sameness.
To what extent the views of local knowledge holders have been appropriated
by outsiders who study this knowledge and by its application outside local
contexts is a pressing question. Ward Churchill describes the state of Ameri-
can education as “a paradigm of Eurocentrism, not only in terms of its focus,
but also its discernable heritage, methodologies, and conceptual structure.”4

By now most students are aware of the plurality of art, literature, science, so-
cial structures, governance, and languages manifested by indigenous cultures.
And yet the academy has responded slowly and unevenly to assertions of in-
digenous rights and title, in particular when they concern the nature and form
of research and representation available to scholars and students. We posit
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that the decolonization of Western environmental education is a growing force
and that the inversion of Western constructs by the colonized, and by products
of colonization, challenges the legitimacy of colonial institutions and
worldviews.5 In part, our discussion is offered as a critique to continue to
deconstruct modernity and decolonize the West. Modernity, in terms of West-
ern thought and development, reflects an enduring belief in human achieve-
ment, in particular in humans’ superiority over nature. Hugh Brody argues
that injustice is a feature of modernity:

Colonial change ensures that everyone’s economic and social lives are
interdependent. And colonial beliefs assert that the colonised are inferior.
Their supposed place in the past, as an example of some earlier stage of
evolution, is used to justify extreme inequality. All hunter-gatherer peoples
are aware of the European (or Asian or African) colonists’ perception of
them. They have heard, over and over again, the colonists’ notions; they
have experienced the colonists’ attitudes and behaviour.6

For colonials, modernity is reflected by the Industrial Revolution, in the
mechanistic, in the splitting of the atom, in mathematical rational discourse.
Architecturally, modernity is advanced as clean and simple, functional and
free from the cleavage of past eras—for example, Victorian romanticism. To
deconstruct modernity is to accept that environmental perspectives are diverse,
articulated in a variety of languages. Hearing all of them is to accept the plu-
ralistic and situated nature of knowledge. Such learning has the potential to
displace the exclusive position of the universal expert.

Frédérique Appfel-Marglin argues that local knowledge sits in contrast to
perspectives of the experts (engineers, technicians, economists, anthropolo-
gists, and many others), for whom

universality is the privilege of this modern mode of thought. It is the
privilege, which has enabled this mode of knowing to confidently override
local ways of knowing and doing, secure in its ability to deliver superior
results. The First World is “developed” and the Third World is “develop-
ing” or “underdeveloped.” In the phrases the telos of development stands
revealed and the superior results are there already, luring everyone
“forward.” Simultaneously, this logic transmutes all alternative visions
rooted in local knowledge as going “backwards,” a charge that acquires its
clout wholly from a progress-oriented notion of development.7

Western academic institutions have sought and perpetuated a universal
knowledge in which discrete disciplines have sampled and studied a variety
of geographies and cultures, shedding the embedded nature of knowledge. By
shedding the embedded, Western academics reject specific context-endorsing



264     C. D. JAMES PACI AND LISA KREBS

metatheories, universal theory, and concepts that transcend the local and spe-
cific; ideas were seen to be of great value if they could answer questions be-
yond the local. As such, academic disciplines have sometimes disregarded,
sometimes ignored, sometimes stripped away, and sometimes transcended the
context of local knowledge—the forces that lead to knowledge production—
for its general and universal value.

Julie Thompson Klein notes that in the late twentieth century, “new divi-
sions of intellectual labor, collaborative research, team teaching, hybrid fields,
comparative studies, increased borrowing across disciplines, and a variety of
‘unified,’ ‘holistic’ perspectives” challenged traditional divisions of knowledge.8

Universal and classical disciplinary knowledge has lost its claim to be the ex-
clusive arbiter to answer all questions. For example, on issues of gender and
power, the core critique of feminism has shown that science and the humani-
ties afford the male view a greater advantage, ignoring and erasing female
perspectives. Counterhegemonic discourse has moved cautiously toward re-
search and representation of situated knowledge. Some scholars have changed
their research perspectives on indigenous and local knowledges, and those
concepts have gained academic currency, as paradigms inevitably do. Even
with increasing value in some parts of the academy, indigenous and local knowl-
edge continues to be rendered as universal (pan-Indianism) or as anecdotal,
and it is discarded and ignored in other parts. The uneven and sometimes
uncritical application and attention scholars pay to indigenous and local knowl-
edge can be no excuse for continued colonization and appropriation. In Canada,
First Nations and Native Studies programs and departments have developed
since the late 1960s, a manifestation of this restructuring and development of
hybrid fields.9 This movement includes discussion and criticism, often directed
toward issues of voice and power.10

Robert Warrior has argued that “to inject critical discourse with this ethi-
cal dimension [on the configuration of power] is to foreground the morality
that has all too often been dismissed from Native studies as being ‘political’ or
cheapened in a simplistically defined ‘radicalism.’ ”11 Although the academy
cannot claim to have exclusive dominion over knowledge production and dis-
tribution, it is nonetheless antithetical to universities to operate beyond con-
siderations of local knowledge. In this regard, scholars, particularly those in
area studies, have constructed definitions, and for whatever reasons—whether
to improve knowledge, to challenge dominant paradigms, or to reflect the diver-
sity of knowledge—this has resulted in the hybridization of Western knowledge
systems. One example of this hybridization is the merging of local knowledge
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with ecology, producing a power lens of understanding: traditional ecological
knowledge.

The first challenge in describing local knowledge as traditional ecological
knowledge lies in terminology. This chapter uses indigenous people as a general
term and indigenous environmental knowledge as a general theory (or idiom).
However, such broad terms create problems, not the least being that they ob-
scure the plurality of indigenous peoples and their environmental knowledge.
What is needed is a framework to accommodate differences, one that can ad-
dress power issues. Such a framework is suggested by the writings of a number
of native and some nonnative scholars.12 This chapter endorses a transparent
degree of generalization; in other words, we seek to recognize environmental
knowledge from specific contexts for broader discussions without rendering
the knowledge void of location, history, and culture.

Knowledge that is specific to a linguistic or cultural group, situated in a
specific geography or ecological system, must not be taken to apply more
broadly than is appropriate. Most of what is discussed in this chapter is drawn
from an understanding of the current political, social, economic, geographic,
and historical realities of First Nations in Canada, particularly in northern Brit-
ish Columbia. However, specific knowledge is not claimed; that is, we do not
claim to interpret or represent what specific local First Nations in northern
British Columbia know. The point here, and the key we wish to convey in our
discussion, is that research should always be situated within specific histori-
cal, cultural, and environmental contexts. Our framework will therefore re-
flect an awkward admission as a general theory with specific knowledge not
suitably generalized.

Local knowledge, theorized as it is here as traditional ecological knowl-
edge, is in this respect of a particular cultural, historical, and environmental
quality that requires in each application particular consideration of the spe-
cific. Furthermore, traditional ecological knowledge is part of First Nations’
socio-environmental identities. As used by nonnatives, traditional ecological
knowledge needs to become a hybrid of the recognition of these identities and
the diffusion of its components to serve specific and general research ques-
tions. This dual recognition would support indigenous peoples’ resistance, best
expressed in challenging the legitimacy of being viewed exclusively as sub-
jects of law and research. In Canada, aboriginal peoples are effectively chal-
lenging Canadian legal and legislative curtailment of aboriginal rights and
title, in part as a result of the inclusion of S. 35(1) in the Canadian Constitution
(1982) and of several significant Supreme Court decisions, including Sparrow



266     C. D. JAMES PACI AND LISA KREBS

(1990) and Delgamuukw (1997). In international arenas, aboriginal peoples con-
tinue to press for recognition of their rights and title by nation-states—for example,
the Maori use of the Treaty of Watangi in New Zealand—and in international
forums, such as Article 8(j) of the Convention on Biological Diversity.

For the most part, the stranglehold of anthropology has been loosened on
the study of indigenous peoples and all things indigenous, allowing more
diverse scholarship to develop. Just as indigenous people have challenged
the authority of universal knowledge, the academy has fostered the growth
of different areas of scholarship, including hybrid or subdisciplinary scholar-
ship. One area receiving considerable attention has been the environmental
practices and knowledge of indigenous peoples. These advances do not dis-
miss continued inequalities and appropriations of knowledge by nonnatives,
especially by those who ignore native definition and ownership of knowl-
edge. These changes also do not necessarily lead to the potential decolonization
of scholarship.

Indigenous resource management, use, and rights are topics of consider-
able interest across Canada and internationally. The diversity of indigenous
traditional and evolving economies reveals a diversity of resource/land-use
and management practices. Although the successes derived from legal actions
taken by aboriginal litigants to advance their rights—established in Canada,
for example, through various Supreme Court decisions—create an appearance
of a general body of laws, such changes also mask the diverse environmental
histories of natural resource crises. If there is a blind side to aboriginal rights
litigation, it is in how the environment is conceptualized by the courts. For the
most part, the courts continue to rely on Western concepts of land and envi-
ronment as property, even when listening to aboriginal people who explain
their cosmologies of traditional territories. Judges mostly understand owner-
ship rights, use rights, and possible sui generis (some other new) rights. The
adversarial nature of the courts is effective in establishing responsibility, but it
provides little guidance on implementing changes suggested by their deci-
sions, which is why management is a more effective arena for investigation.
The problem with development and universality, as with anything anthropo-
genic and distinctively Western, is that in the wake of all development there
remain varying degrees of local knowledge that either transmute the univer-
sal or adapt and accommodate change.

Traditional ecological knowledge (TEK) and its application in co-manage-
ment can be seen as an alternative to the discourse of development. Whereas
classic development is characterized by imposition from outside, regardless of
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local knowledge and environments, TEK in co-management seeks to include
and engage local communities in decisions, to alter the questions that are asked,
and to change the ways questions are answered. Although there is no single
definition, co-management is widely understood as constituting the collabo-
ration between state agencies and public groups that participate at various
levels, from mere advisory bodies to joint decision making.13 A search for alter-
natives to the discourses, processes, and institutions of development consti-
tutes a response to the rise of globalized capitalism and the absence, since the
demise of communism, of a legitimate competing political/knowledge sys-
tem or a counterdiscourse. Collapsing or accelerated ecosystems, loss of local
management systems and institutions, cultural instability, and economic de-
pendency have produced significant counterdiscourses but not a united single
voice. Indigenous peoples have not responded with a united single voice. We
may have grown so accustomed to listening for a united single voice that we
cannot hear the multitude.

Local knowledge, according to Fikret Berkes, “is the term of choice of some
scholars. . . . [I]ndigenous ecological knowledge is a subset of local ecological
knowledge. . . . But the term local knowledge conveys neither the ecological
aspect of the concept, nor a sense of the temporal dimension and cumulative
cultural transmission.”14 Berkes goes on to distinguish local knowledge as “re-
cent knowledge.” The point is that local knowledge is not necessarily passed
down from multiple generations; it may not be as old as the world. This dis-
tinction supports recent parallel advances in ethnoscience. According to Vir-
ginia Nazarea, “[T]he situated nature of knowledge, the constraining as well
as liberating effect of this locatedness, and the importance of history, power
and stake in shaping environmental perception, management and negotiation
all contribute to our understanding of this concept.”15 Local knowledge is con-
tingent on locatedness and does not necessarily have much to do with shared
culture. For example, local Cree knowledge in Moosonee (Ontario) may or
may not be shared by local Cree in Fort Chipeweyan (Alberta). Indigenous
knowledge of fishing may share commonalities or be considerably different in
Ristagoche (Quebec) as compared with Saskatoon (Saskatchewan); in other
words, there is something uniquely local about each of these indigenous
knowledges.

Local knowledge is exclusively defined and perpetuated by individuals,
by communities of individuals, and within a public context. Local knowledge is
held by those who share (cohabit) a geographic (spatial and temporal) area with-
out necessarily sharing a cultural sameness. Various levels of local knowledge
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can be understood to exist at the public, community, and private levels (Figure
12.1). Not everyone in a community will share equally in what is termed local
knowledge, and some private knowledge may not even be shared among fam-
ily members. Depending on the nature of research, particularly participatory
action research, and the degree of sharing, researchers will seek to tap into
these various realms. It is prudent to understand that the validity and author-
ity derived from research to gather local knowledge come from a combination
of methodology, community and individual participation, research rigor, and
the extent to which this knowledge fills gaps in current knowledge.

Definitions of local knowledge are also advanced by natives and nonna-
tives from regional, national, and international perspectives. The tensions
among these levels play themselves out in discussions over the legitimacy of
knowledge in terms of setting priorities and establishing institutions and pro-
cesses with reference to government and development. Internationalist perspec-
tives often evoke terms such as common origins and for the benefit of humankind to
justify negation or assert local control. Negation enables the assimilation of
local knowledge into mainstream global and often commercial institutions.
Assertions affirm the role of local knowledge and can form the basis of resis-
tance to globalization. It is important to acknowledge that nothing is really as
straightforward as this, and there have been instances in which assertions of
local knowledge have actually been used to negate local knowledge, in particu-

Figure 12.1. Conceptual levels of local knowledge. Access to research this knowledge is negotiated.



LOCAL KNOWLEDGE AS TRADITIONAL ECOLOGICAL KNOWLEDGE     269

lar when scientific standards are used to judge the accuracy or legitimacy of
local knowledge.16

In some ways the term local is inserted for indigenous to reflect a broader
community whose identity is not necessarily derived from a single culture but
is indicative of knowledge from long-term origins. General definitions of tra-
ditional and local are no longer acceptable without explanation. The use of
indigenous as synonymous with traditional and local limits future develop-
ment of research, methodologies, and studies. With a paradigm taking root in
traditional ecological knowledge, researchers need to differentiate among in-
digenous, local, and traditional knowledge systems. Indigenous knowledge is
as much a political statement as a descriptive label in that it outlines a body of
knowledge derived from people who claim, and self-identify with, origins in a
set space and time. Very often indigenous knowledge is set in opposition to
settlers’ (invaders’/colonizers’) knowledge. Tom Griffiths writes, “[F]rom the
very beginnings of the British occupation [of Australia], colonists have ques-
tioned the depth and narrative potential of the indigenous past.”17

As with colonialism elsewhere, the struggle by colonialism’s progeny to
gain historical legitimacy, whether a scenic claim to “wilderness” or a genetic
claim to “indigenous,” is reflected in narratives by “experts.”18 The silencing
and liberating power of history, the assimilation or recognition of science, the
critique and the rise and legitimacy of the nation-state, and the commodification
of metaphysical knowledge are all continually and perhaps increasingly nego-
tiated by the colonized and the products of colonization. The search for the
Northwest Passage, the historiography surrounding the search, is instructive
in this regard. Arctic explorers such as Sir John Franklin were long heralded as
valiant and heroic, whereas recognition of the aboriginal assistance they re-
ceived on the land has greatly diminished, serving as the paper on which the
narrative is written.19 Northerners are now rewriting the story, telling their
accounts of such disastrous historic actions as the search and noting successes
that depended a great deal on the local knowledge of aboriginal peoples. The
use and definition of local knowledge are a form of resistance that must not be
used as an escape from a discussion of origins and rights to claim land and
resources, social as well as natural resources.

Indigenous knowledge is embedded within a cultural context, expressed
through language, ceremony, artifacts, cosmology, and social relationships. Such
knowledge is always within the context of a larger cultural paradigm, part of
which is the understanding that “[i]mperialism frames the indigenous experi-
ence.”20 Lester Rigney promotes an indigenist methodology “as a step toward
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assisting Indigenous theorists and practitioners to determine what might be an
appropriate response to delegitimate racist oppression in research and shift to a
more empowering and self-determining outcome.”21 The growing interest in the
economy of indigenous knowledge has resulted in its hybridization with West-
ern knowledge systems. TEK is one derivative of this intersection between re-
searcher and indigenous knowledge (Figure 12.2).

The hybrid nature of TEK has taken two paths. The neocolonial path mod-
els TEK as taxonomy, categories, and facts that are anecdotal descriptions used
to legitimize Western management systems.22 The decolonial path posits TEK
as a negotiated event and process; just what TEK means is not assumed.This
path does presuppose a framework, but it does not preassign categories, tax-
onomies, or facts. For most aboriginal scholars the only path is the decolonial
one. This is a cultural reality that is poorly understood or erased by most non-
native scientists whose allegiances are to their disciplines, as if disciplines were
outside of cultures. James Sheurich and Michelle Young note that disciplines
are not free from epistemological racism, a racism that is

drawn from a more fundamental level than societal racism; epistemological
racism comes from or emerges out of what we have labeled the
civilizational level—the deepest, most primary level of a culture of people.
The civilization level is the level that encompasses the deepest, most

Figure 12.2. Conceptual model of Traditional Ecological Knowledge as a hybrid intersection of
both Indigenous Knowledges and researcher.
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primary assumptions about the nature of reality (ontology), the ways of
knowing that reality (epistemology), and the disputational contours of
right and wrong or morality and values (axiology).23

Different academics have emphasized those parts of local knowledge that
are relevant to the kinds of questions they have to ask. For example, a resource
manager interested in local institutions will form local knowledge as a body of
knowledge embedded in those institutions, thereby expressing traditional re-
source management approaches, whereas a cultural ecologist interested in the
diffusion of technology will form local knowledge as a means of adapting and
assimilating new technologies. In each case the use of local knowledge, as op-
posed to indigenous knowledge, enables outsiders to define and delineate just
what knowledge they are speaking about. Local community members, indig-
enous peoples, may or may not be involved. Furthermore, in communities
where indigenous becomes a disputed term, when the question of how indig-
enous I am becomes questionable, the term local knowledge acts as an escape
from entanglements of identity politics.

Many definitions of indigenous knowledge include local knowledge and
come from the study of indigenous peoples through anthropology and cul-
tural ecology. Paul Sillitoe defines indigenous knowledge as “rural people’s
knowledge, indigenous technical knowledge, traditional environmental
knowledge, local knowledge.”24 Sillitoe’s complex definition means in part
that the narrow focus on rural people’s knowledge negates possibilities for its
transmission in an urban context. What Sillitoe reinforces is the development
of an expert perspective on indigenous knowledge as development, or
antidevelopment, staged by “action anthropologists.” This is an improvement
over earlier ethnographies and yet retains the colonial authority of expert
trained observers. In a commentary on Sillitoe, Carmen Ferradas notes that
“indigenous knowledge is a contested concept. ‘Indigenous knowledge’ here
is the knowledge of an other who becomes defined in opposition to an au-
thoritative ‘we,’ vaguely presented as scientists from the West (experts in hard,
natural ‘systems,’ gender-neutral privileged enlightened revealers of truth).”25

Sillitoe’s definition of indigenous knowledge becomes an umbrella term
that encompasses the local biophysical over both temporal and spiritual planes.
Such a distinction partially supports and is in turn supported by earlier defini-
tions, such as that of D. M. Warren who defined indigenous knowledge as
synonymous with

“traditional” and “local” knowledge to differentiate the knowledge
developed by a given community from the international knowledge
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system[,] sometimes also called [the] “Western” system, generated through
universities, government research centers and private industry. IK [indig-
enous knowledge] refers to the knowledge of indigenous peoples as well as
other defined communities.26

The separation of traditional and local knowledge as “community” knowl-
edge, separate and distinct from the “international” or Western system, is
instructive.

TEK is framed in this chapter as a critique of neocolonialism; we see things
from the postmodern decolonial by examining a combination of historical,
cultural, spiritual, and environmental beliefs and practices.27 Holism charac-
terizes a traditional knowledge worldview, which Oscar Kawagley describes
as consisting of the “principles we acquire to make sense of the world around
us.”28 This cosmology supports the “ability to use resources in a sustainable
manner,” which stems from “the possession of appropriate local ecological
knowledge and suitable methods/technologies to exploit the resources . . .
philosophy and environmental ethic to keep exploitative abilities in check and
to provide ground rules by which the relation among humans and animals
may be regulated.”29 Given that in most indigenous communities knowledge
is customarily transferred orally, environmental knowledge is often embed-
ded in language, storytelling, ceremonies, and rituals.30 To generalize about
the nature of TEK, researchers often refer to the holistic dynamism and the
oral communication that create a traditional knowledge worldview.

Donald Grinde and Bruce Johansen write that the “capitalist mode of pro-
duction [has] commoditized goods and people.”31 This illustrates the implica-
tions involved in regarding local or indigenous knowledge as a commodity. By
severing the inextricable link between local knowledge and natural or social
capital, commodification renders the value of a “thing” contingent on several
factors. Natural capital and social capital are terms used in ecological economics
to describe classes of resources and capital that are inherent in ecological sys-
tems, that need to be accounted for in development. The factors that establish
the value of things include the translation and transformation of knowledge
into capital and, in that sense, concepts resemble natural resources. Commodi-
fication is a process of separation that breaks down knowledge to exacting
parts, which can then be valued and used by commercial and industrial inter-
ests. For example, biomedical and botanical research involving aboriginal
peoples has a long history of exploiting local and indigenous knowledge to the
benefit of researchers and to the disadvantage of aboriginal and local infor-
mants. This is the underlying process of colonization that has been at play



LOCAL KNOWLEDGE AS TRADITIONAL ECOLOGICAL KNOWLEDGE     273

since two different cultures—native and newcomer—came into contact in North
America.

Biologist Leonard Tsuji illustrates this neocolonial perspective in his at-
tempt to measure TEK using native perspectives on the sharp-tailed grouse
as a test case. Tsuji focuses on quantifying traditional ecological knowledge
so it can be considered more applicable to co-management structures devel-
oped by Western scientists.32 Furthermore, he attempts to quantify the loss of
traditional ecological knowledge among members of the Fort Albany First
Nation in northern Ontario.33 This is an example of neocolonialism, of schol-
ars translating TEK into terms that can be exploited by Western scientists. In
general, Tsuji reflects only the quantitative nature of TEK and thereby sees it
as a commodity for scientific research.34 Like Berkes, Tsuji argues that TEK
“cannot replace Western science,” but he believes it can add to the existing
scientific approaches to the “resource management problem.”35 After all, TEK
is of “particular importance with respect to resource management in the Ca-
nadian Arctic.”36

To his credit, Tsuji cites the loss of TEK at Fort Albany as a cultural loss to
the community, but he undermines the impact of this statement by consider-
ing TEK to be “worth preserving” solely in terms of Western social and eco-
nomic values.37 In this way Tsuji quantifies TEK in order to empower it within
the Western scientific model, yet he simultaneously undermines its value by
considering “loss” solely in “measurable” terms. This “measuring” demon-
strates the neocolonist paradigm Pam Colorado critiques: namely, the valida-
tion of indigenous knowledge only through the reductionist Western academic
model.38 In this case TEK is subjected to scientific inquiry designed to under-
stand complex phenomena by isolating specific component details.39

Pam Colorado warns that “considering Western science as the central ob-
ject of legitimate, important or serious intellectual endeavor is quite simply
part and parcel of the total European colonial structure—intellectual imperial-
ism.”40 Colorado represents intellectual imperialism as a neocolonial structure
manifested through Western academic research and exploitation. Specifically,
Colorado refers to the problem of using Western scientific knowledge as the
basis for the validation of all kinds of knowledge.

By contrast, Arthur J. Ray has argued that “many of Canada’s Indigenous
people define themselves in terms of the homelands that sustained their an-
cestors.”41 Acknowledging that the forces of landscape and environment de-
fine aboriginal identity leads to the conclusion that a good deal can be read
from the practices and knowledge generated by these different cultures.
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Decolonized environmental studies, then, must focus on the meaning of land
and subsistence as expressed in aboriginal resource use. From aboriginal rights
discourse come illustrations of practices and resource use that may compel the
state to recognize prolonged and preexisting land tenures and systems of gov-
ernance. Although state jurisdiction and regulation have undermined aborigi-
nal identity, they have not dislodged deeply embedded notions of homeland.

In several key legal decisions Canadian courts have begun to articulate
this reality as it supports various rights and title to the land. For example, in
Delgamuukw (1997), the Supreme Court of Canada overturned a lower court
decision in British Columbia, supporting Gitxsan and Witsu’wit’en claims to
aboriginal title to their traditional territory. Delgamuukw was also significant
because of the support the federal court gave to oral history as evidence, giv-
ing it equal weight with documentary evidence. The Gitxsan have now estab-
lished their rights to traditional territory—unextinguished by contact with
Canadians—through existing use. Use has been acknowledged to be expressed
in traditional adawaks (Gitksan oral tradition), songs, and dances used in tradi-
tional governance—in particular in the potlatch hall, in the hereditary house
system, and through matrilineal clan descent. Despite these advances, little
has been accomplished in affirming traditional Gitxsan practices over the pro-
vincial regulations of British Columbia and other Canadian laws. The courts
offer a double-edged sword. For example, in Sparrow (1990) the Supreme Court
of Canada delineated the formula under which aboriginal rights and title could
be curtailed. Ostensibly viewed as a victory for aboriginal rights, Sparrow ac-
knowledged that these rights, in this case the right to fish, could be suspended
if the Crown could demonstrate a need to do so to conserve resources. Because
scientific environmental knowledge continues to evolve out of a narrow scien-
tific view of the world, aboriginal conceptions will continue to be curtailed
and negated.

A critical issue for aboriginal and non-aboriginal scholars is whether local
knowledge can be gathered as traditional ecological knowledge and to what
degree it should be taken from its original context. In the remainder of the
chapter we will ask several questions: Whose ends are served by the integra-
tion of traditional ecological knowledge in co-management? Can co-management
empower local knowledge and lead to the decolonization of aboriginal com-
munities, or will it continue the subjugation and assimilation of aboriginal
people?

Berkes has noted that “the fundamental challenge for successful co-
management is the willingness of aboriginal peoples and government agencies
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to work together, and the mutual recognition of the strengths of the two systems
and the extent to which they are complementary.”42 The process will work only
if both scientific and First Nations’ values and constructs are made complemen-
tary in co-management. Natural resource managers must understand and ac-
cept traditional management and trespass laws.43 Since the 1930 Natural Re-
sources Transfer Act, natural resource management in Canada has been the
exclusive domain of provincial governments, even as federal legislation like
the Canadian Environmental Assessment Act sets national standards. Federal
and provincial responsibilities overlap, but both negate traditional aboriginal
systems. The jurisdictional wrangling is compounded when one considers that
First Nations’ reserve lands, mostly federal areas, lie within provincial natural
resource management regimes. This historical and political context makes it
difficult to institutionalize joint decision making with governments and First
Nations as equal partners. Two recent examples of such an approach are Bill
C-49 and the Lands Trust and Services joint initiative between the Assembly of
First Nations and the Department of Indian and Northern Affairs Canada.

The integration of TEK in co-management rests squarely on power shar-
ing and on shifting the knowledge used in management. This integration is of
considerable importance in improving natural resource management and plays
a vital role in empowering First Nations. The movement to empower the local
is mirrored clearly in environmental discussions at the international level.
According to the World Commission on Environment and Development’s
“Bruntland Report”:

[I]ndigenous peoples will need special attention as the forces of economic
development disrupt their traditional life-styles—life-styles that can offer
modern societies many lessons in the management of resources in the
complex forest, mountain, and dry land ecosystems. Some are threatened
by virtual extinction, by insensitive development over which they have no
control. Their traditional rights should be recognized and they should be
given a decisive voice in formulating policies about resource development
in their areas.44

The World Commission on Environment and Development did not explicitly
state that co-management was the means by which “traditional rights should
be recognized,” but it did suggest that indigenous populations could be given
“a decisive voice” with co-management, which would satisfy the spirit of the
goals accepted by the United Nations.

Indigenous resource management is not a distinct feature; instead, it is the
set of institutions and processes that mediate community behavior in relation
to the natural environment. According to Claudia Notzke, the “indigenous
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system of management is a core feature of all northern Native cultures, and
therefore is intimately linked with their value, ethics, and cosmology, which
are generally based on an integrated, non-compartmentalized view of the en-
vironment.”45 Classical resource management attempts to predict and control
the natural environment by way of segmented knowledge. Not surprisingly,
these two systems are often in direct conflict. Since 1982, several legal decisions
in Canada have established an incentive for co-management. In the Sparrow
decision (1990) involving the Musqueam, the Supreme Court “has given the
government a directive to include Aboriginal people in co-operative manage-
ment of natural resources. The Supreme Court’s ruling has a direct impact on
management.”46

Co-management is one of several responses to ease conflicts between state
and local communities. If neocolonialism is to persist, co-management will
continue to be an appropriation of aboriginal lands and resources, with local
communities acting as advisers over decisions ultimately made outside their
territories and to the ultimate detriment of the local community. Many observ-
ers of and researchers on resource crises argue that without local users’ knowl-
edge being a part of the decision-making process, the management of resources
is doomed to fail.47 In Restructuring the Relationship, the Royal Commission on
Aboriginal Peoples reflected that “across Canada provincial and territorial
governments have been adopting a number of strategies to increase community
involvement in land and resource management decisions.”48 Co-management
is evolving in response to the failure of government management, promising
improvement. But as a relatively new approach it does not necessarily mean a
shift from scientific management. Inclusion of TEK has the potential to decenter
the primacy of scientific and economic values in management decisions. Scien-
tific and economic values are currently dominant in decision making, so the
inclusion of TEK has the potential to open a space for aboriginal values and
local knowledge. When TEK is integrated to decolonize resource management,
the values and goals of management are negotiated in place of knowledge ex-
clusively drawn from outside the area.

Berkes,49 adapting Sherry Arnstein’s50 ladder of citizen participation, de-
scribes co-management on a continuum in which citizen participation and
control are reconceived for First Nations and are viewed in degrees rather
than absolutes. The lowest degree of participation in co-management is “in-
forming.” At this level the dominant knowledge systems suppress other knowl-
edge and TEK is used in a supportive or descriptive role. The greatest degree
of participation in co-management would be full community input into man-
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agement (planning and decisions) with TEK jointly shaping the character and
the direction of resource management. The application of TEK on this co-
management continuum reveals different levels of participation.

According to Evelyn Pinkerton, the use of “decentralized management
decisions permits more appropriate, efficient, and equitable management.”51

This optimism regarding decentralized decision making is based on the as-
sumption that local decisions would not be superseded by environmental
changes and development elsewhere, a problematic assumption when it comes
to the environment. There is also some confusion around co-management, in
part because it tends to be applied in areas beyond the scope of government
control. The impetus to include local communities in management tends to
occur in the wake of a resource crisis or after courts force opposing parties to
recognize joint or usurped rights. Government resource agencies tend to take
an ahistoric approach to aboriginal rights and environmental problems. Natu-
ral resource management tends to be reactive to conditions many years in the
making. Courts are left to delineate the rights to traditional lands and resources,
but the courts make poor natural resource managers. After all, courts consider
jurisprudence and precedence, whereas managers consider a wider range of
information—including ecological dynamics, life history characteristics of spe-
cies, and, in the rare case, the historical and cultural evolution of resource con-
flicts and crisis.

Tracey Campbell found First Nations were routinely ignored by provin-
cial authorities and therefore were without “an enforceable position, ideally
established in law and policy, which can then be formally institutionalized in
the co-management process.”52 Since co-management is a distinctively non-
aboriginal concept, the process does not guarantee their full and equal partici-
pation. In the gap between provincial regulation and enforcement and First
Nations’ control, resource-use anarchy reigns.53 Co-management is hindered
by disagreements about what is to be shared.

When it comes to negotiating an agreement, even after all interests have
been heard, provincial governments are distanced from local groups and main-
tain ministerial prerogative—a situation that inevitably promotes negotiation
with decision-making powers invested in the government. The result is public
interest brokerage politics, with competing interests jockeying for some say
over how resources are used. This process can quickly diminish the trust needed
to establish a formal agreement. Decision-making power and money to imple-
ment co-management flow from outside aboriginal communities. Since insti-
tutional support is essential for the resolution of conflicts, these conditions
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seriously weaken decision-making partnerships. First Nations and provinces
must forge relationships of trust and mutual respect. Campbell warns that
“co-management agreements now appearing on the provincial natural resource
scene should be looked at for what they don’t include, such as substantial trans-
fer of decision-making power, or even a share of royalties for resources harvested
from traditional territories.”54 Many First Nations resist co-management because
they see the process as subverting their claims (and resources) to settle outstand-
ing issues of aboriginal title and rights. For example, for participating First
Nations the British Columbia Treaty process has circumvented co-management
of natural resources with the province; however, recent support for interim agree-
ments may remedy this. Such specific analysis of natural resource co-management
would require a separate chapter. The entire area of co-management needs to be
studied further before it can be agreed that collaboration between Western and
indigenous ways of knowing in the management process is being accomplished
to the satisfaction and benefit of all those involved.

CONCLUSION

In the process of becoming “legitimized,” local knowledge as TEK follows one
of two possible avenues: neocolonial or decolonial. Indigenous knowledge uti-
lized to support Western knowledge and development is always neocolonial.
What is necessary for decolonization is a questioning of who is served by the
conversion and who pays for such transformations. As is exemplified by the
work of Leonard Tsuji, we need to understand why it is important to quantify
the presence or loss of traditional ecological knowledge. Are our efforts not
put to better use working for the community in recording knowledge the com-
munity wants preserved for future generations? Documenting local knowl-
edge for a community does not lessen the scholarly currency of research or
resolve the issue of advocacy.

Decolonization is not an exclusively solitary act. It functions at both indi-
vidual and collective levels. It progresses through emancipation of both the
colonized and the colonizers. Pam Colorado refers to a bicultural research model
built on the infrastructure of Participatory Action Research (PAR), which acts
as a vehicle for the interchange of Western and native science.55 Participatory
research focuses on relationships and on “developing the strengths that al-
ready exist.”56 PAR works on the basis of a symbiosis between the researcher
and the participating community. Essentially, the research conducted will
empower the community while at the same time giving the academic the knowl-
edge needed to pursue research.
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Deconstructing modernity, including neocolonialism, is central to the dis-
cussion of local knowledge as traditional ecological knowledge.57 It is no sur-
prise that definitions of knowledge and their legitimacy are under attack. Is
local knowledge defined by indigenous peoples, is it environmental deter-
minism, or is it a building block to deconstruct modernity, and, if so, who is to
profit from it? These are questions swept aside in a rush to develop, exploit,
dominate, and control, but they remain important to the public, as well as
to policy makers, scholars, and professionals who are searching for what Berkes
calls “alternatives to a materialist tradition in ecology and environmental
science.”58

The present generation of TEK researchers, those of us who are trained
interdisciplinarians, is taking a keen interest in advancing the paradigm(s).
James Frideries advanced a powerful theory to discuss colonization that en-
abled the examination of First Nation reserves in Canada as internal colonies.59

Such analysis energizes research by including political and environmental con-
cerns, multiple viewpoints, marginalized perspectives, and perhaps a
postmodernist approach to understanding the situated nature of knowledge.60

As is apparent in Pam Colorado and in Erin Sherry and the Vuntut Gwichin
First Nation, both bicultural research and PAR are implicit.61 The audience for
this generation of research is not readily broken down into separate spheres of
public, academic, and First Nations. Furthermore, many would reject the ex-
pert status normally subscribed to the study of indigenous knowledge, instead
subverting and affirming expert status at the level of community. As Notzke
argues, “[T]he documentation of traditional environmental knowledge is a
burgeoning field of research which is primarily controlled and directed by
aboriginal people with outside agencies providing technical advice and ad-
ministrative support.”62 The application of decolonization methodologies is
equally important to matters of both culture and the academic disciplines that
perpetuate or negate them.63
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Researchers exploring topics rooted in the twentieth century have the opportunity to
foreground native perspectives and therefore to produce “native-centered” accounts in
ways unavailable to scholars studying earlier eras. Community members’ rich memo-
ries also allow for presentation of an ever wider range of stories. Yet in his account of
New Deal–era work relief projects on the Wind River Indian Reservation, Brian Hosmer

“Dollar a Day and Glad to Have It”:
Work Relief on the Wind River
Indian Reservation as Memory

BRIAN HOSMER

C H A P T E R  T H I R T E E N

The research for this chapter was made possible by grants from several organizations
and institutions. The author thanks the University of Wyoming, Office of Research, for
a Faculty Grant-in-Aid; the University of Wyoming, College of Arts and Sciences, for a
Basic Research Grant; and the University of Wyoming Alumni Association for a Fac-
ulty Growth Award. Thanks as well to the Charles Redd Center for Western History,
Brigham Young University, for a Toppin and Redd Research Award. And not last, thanks
to the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences, University of Illinois at Chicago, for their
generous support. I also express appreciation to members of the Shoshone Business
Council and the Northern Arapaho Business Council, as well as friends and associates
from Wind River communities. Finally, a special thanks to Sara Wiles, Lander, Wyo-
ming, who pointed me in the right direction more than once.



284     BRIAN HOSMER

urges ethnohistorians to listen carefully to how a story is remembered. Drawing upon
ruminations of labor historians and advice provided by contemporary ethnographers,
Hosmer explores the complexity of oral narrative and suggests that ethnohistorians
consult anew the work of labor historians who grappled with analogous questions a
generation ago.

From 1933 to 1942, several hundred members of the Eastern Shoshone and
Northern Arapaho tribes from the Wind River Reservation in Wyoming labored
on a variety of projects sponsored by the Indian Emergency Conservation Work
(IECW) program, later the Civilian Conservation Corps–Indian Division (CCC-
ID). Wind River residents thus joined the ranks of the more than 60,000 natives
from twenty-four western reservations who participated in the “Indian New
Deal” version of this Depression-era work relief program.1 Hundreds more
found work through the Works Progress Administration (WPA), other public
works programs, and the Soil Conservation Service (SCS). Still others worked
on the few tribally run ventures that were linked, sometimes tangentially, to
federal and state work relief programs. Like CCC workers across the nation,
Indian as well as non-Indian, Wind River participants built roads and trails,
fought fires, engaged in forestry work, constructed buildings, and altered their
home landscapes through what were known as “conservation” projects. The
WPA also sponsored road work, but its diverse reservation activities included
school construction and repair, development of community gardens, and—
interestingly—ventures like mattress making and hide tanning that were ori-
ented mainly toward women. For its part, the Arapaho Tribe, with assistance
from the CCC and the WPA, operated a vegetable-canning plant that employed
mostly young women to process the produce of local farmers, Indian and non-
Indian.2

For some Shoshones and Arapahos, the CCC-ID and the WPA represented
an introduction to wage work, perhaps the first time they earned a paycheck.
For others, relief work followed other forms of labor, whether on ranches and
farms or at missions, in government, and at boarding schools. Some left the
CCC for military service, others did not; for some, these work experiences
drew them into a lifetime of wage labor, yet for others work relief constituted
little more than a brief interlude in the rhythms of work that had characterized
their lives and indeed those of their parents’ generation.

This chapter explores New Deal–era work relief projects on the Wind River
Indian Reservation of west-central Wyoming. More precisely, it foregrounds
the memories and perspective of former participants and thus explores the
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meaning of work relief as much as the work itself. For ethnohistorians, both
the work itself and the ways Indians understand it are important. As we begin
to examine Indians as workers and the “world of work” as experienced by indi-
viduals or in native communities, scholars labor to construct a variety of na-
tive pasts that do not fit neatly into dominant narratives of dispossession and
dependency, culture loss and persistence, marginalization and “regions of ref-
uge.” Instead, as research begins to situate Indians in local, regional, and na-
tional economies and as wage earners in salmon canneries, lumber mills, mines,
and railroads; as intimately acquainted with heavy and light industry such as
the production of crafts for sale or for performances for public consumption,
we see Indian interactions with the marketplace as deeply rooted in history.
This realization, of course, complicates the traditional picture of Indians as
somehow operating outside the world of work, subject more to pressures on
their political and cultural autonomy than to the demands of broader labor
markets.3

Although Wyoming Indians were familiar with a cash economy and wage
labor prior to the Great Depression,4 it is reasonable to suggest that the introduc-
tion of programs designed in part to organize labor for production challenged

Figure 13.1. “ ‘Look Pretty, Boys’: Telephone Crew, Shoshone Indian Reservation,” ca. 1936.
NARA RG 75, CCC-ID, Box 205, File 58886-36-Shoshone 346.
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Eastern Shoshones and Northern Arapahos to develop techniques for manag-
ing economic change. From the standpoint of scholarly inquiry, examination
of their experiences furthers our efforts to move beyond the familiar “change
versus continuity” dichotomy and instead to balance notions of native “agency”
with very real manifestations of differential power. Anthropologist Patricia
Albers has described effectively the tension between competing analytical
frameworks. On the one hand lie “materialist” interpretations that give prior-
ity to externals, such as the operations of power, the significance of “class” as
a general interpretive category, and the consequences associated with the glo-
bal spread of the capitalist “world system.” Such interpretations contrast with
those oriented more toward situating economic change (and reactions to it)
within specific cultural frameworks, therefore producing a more particularis-
tic, relativistic set of conclusions. My purpose here is less to engage this debate
directly than to identify the scholarly landscape shaping that conversation and
to suggest, as Albers does in a chapter published in 2002, that “construction
and condition, agency and object, the subject and its object [can] dance to-
gether without overstepping the movement of the other.” Like Albers, I favor
a blending of theoretical perspectives and see room for “weapons of the weak”
and the operations of differential power, wherein evidence of native agency
stands alongside an appreciation of cultural hegemony and structural limita-
tions on freedom of action.5

A second challenge lies in constructing a native-centered narrative, one
that attempts to represent the perspectives of participants but also seeks to
move beyond description and toward meaning. Here oral history offers an
opportunity to broaden, deepen, and perhaps complicate our explorations of
Indians “managing” economic change. Verbal testimony provides an avenue
for producing native-centered interpretations. But it also has been seen to
counter the tendency for documentary evidence to reflect the hegemonic val-
ues of the dominant culture. Consequently, ethnohistorians, particularly those
who consider topics rooted in the twentieth century, now realize productive
results when employing oral history to examine the boarding school experi-
ence, the importance and significance of place, and the role of traditional sto-
ries in integrating change with continuity, to name just a few examples. With
this in mind, it seems reasonable to predict constructive results from creative
combinations of ethnohistory and labor historians’ use of oral history to reori-
ent studies toward the experiences and perspectives of Indian workers.6

But if ethnohistorians are to rely more heavily on native testimony and if
we desire to produce something other than ethnography, we would be well
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advised to consider the rich literature on oral history—its methods, challenges,
and techniques. As Michael Frisch has observed, oral narrative is neither “more
history,” in the sense that interviews can “swing the flashlight of history into a
significant, much neglected, and previously unknowable corner of the attic,” nor
“no history,” whereby testimony subverts traditional historical interpretation
by “provid[ing] a way to communicate with the past more directly.”7 Instead,
oral history is increasingly understood to be a highly complex phenomenon, a
process as much as a result, whose critical characteristics include subjectivity
as much as objectivity, a shifting and creative orality as opposed to a fixed and
written text, and the active interplay of interviewer and interviewed.8

Still more, oral histories are understood to be “about” the construction of
memory. In the introduction to Hard Times, Studs Terkel observed that his “is a
memory book, rather than one of hard fact and precise statistic.”9 Accordingly,
Frisch urges oral historians to consider context when interpreting narratives.
“What happens to experience on the way to becoming memory,” he writes,
“[w]hat happens to experiences on the way to becoming history?” For Linda
Passerini what “happens” is a transformation in our understanding of oral
narrative itself. Her observation that “the raw material of oral history consists
not just in factual statements but is pre-eminently an expression and represen-
tation of culture” corresponds with the poststructural critique of ethnography,
which asks whether we can truly analyze the substance of recollections, as
opposed to the process of collecting and creating what Ronald Grele has iden-
tified as “conversational narratives,” whose meaning can be derived from all
that participants—on both sides of the interview—bring to the interaction.10

The literature on oral history methods is varied, complex, and worthy of
lengthy discussion in its own right. Here my purposes are more modest. If we
begin with Alessandro Portelli’s observation that “oral sources tell us not just
what people did, but what they wanted to do, what they believed they were
doing, and what they now think they did,” then understanding how work
relief participants remember their experiences may shed considerable light on
issues not always apparent when considering the documentary record alone.
For instance, personal recollections can address questions of race, gender, and
class, to name just a few, and in ways that help us get at not just how native
people manage economic change but also what they now make of those expe-
riences. As ethnohistorian Julie Cruikshank observes, memory, as an active
construction of meaning produced through the telling of life stories, can inte-
grate past with present, producing continuities that in turn shape memory
and, indeed, personal identity.11
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THE INTERVIEWS

During the summers of 2000 and 2001 I conducted nearly two dozen inter-
views with Shoshones and Arapahos who had direct experience with work
relief in one way or another. Of these, fifteen are particularly useful for this
phase of my project (the others may prove so in later stages). Interviewees
ranged in age from their late seventies to mid-eighties, and two-thirds were
men. All fifteen provided considerable information concerning the “nuts and
bolts” of work relief—in other words, the location of camps, types of work
conducted, descriptions of camp life, length of time spent on projects, and in
some cases the names of supervisors and compatriots.12 These descriptions
were often similar from person to person and corresponded with evidence
obtained through archival research. For the most part, consultants were quite
forthcoming, if a bit uncertain at first. Many presumed I wanted to discuss
“old times,” meaning details of “traditional life.” This suggested that, at least
on Wind River but probably elsewhere, Indians could be rather experienced
“interviewees” who came to the interviews with their own preconceptions.

Listening to tapes and reading transcripts revealed the rich and complex
nature of narratives. Conversations that began with memories of road projects
or forestry often detoured to other issues and other times, and they presented
methodological challenges. Coherent historical analysis requires sifting and
organizing, of course, but how to accomplish this without doing violence to
the organic flow and internal integrity of the narratives themselves? Absent a
comprehensively satisfying solution and determined to produce a work of his-
tory rather than of ethnography, I decided to organize components of narra-
tives topically. This admittedly artificial approach (which demonstrates the
central role played by the interviewer) nevertheless allows common themes to
emerge. It also offers a glimpse (however filtered) into the flow of conversations,
those places where consultants communicate meaning as much as detail.

FINDING A JOB, WHAT WE DID

As a general rule, recollections about enrolling in work relief programs
tended to be brief and not particularly detailed.13 “[A]ll you had to do,” said
one Shoshone enrollee, “was sign up for it, that’s all it took,” a sentiment ech-
oed by his brother who remembered “just walk[ing] over to where they was
running them, you know, they had guys there that handled the paper work
and all that.”14 Two men, who—significantly—went on to assume leadership
positions, offered a bit more. According to one Arapaho man, “[W]ord gets
around and I was probably in my tenth or eleventh grade . . . [when] these jobs
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became available through the agency at Fort Washakie and that was when I . . .
went to work. I mean, you know, there [was a] depression.”15 Word of relief
jobs evidently traveled widely, as a Shoshone man (who later became a camp
supervisor) drove to Wyoming from the Chemawa school in Oregon because,
he said, it was “during the [D]epression and there was nothing, the mills were
shut down.”16

Interestingly, archival research reveals periodic labor shortages on the
Shoshone (later Wind River) Reservation, and superintendents responded by
requesting authority to “import” laborers from other reservations and thus
preserve project allocations. This proved controversial, as members of the
Arapaho-Shoshone Joint Business Council regularly grilled Superintendent
Forrest R. Stone and sought to ensure that “foreign” workers not take jobs
from qualified tribal members. They were equally determined that the Indian
Office act swiftly to remove “troublesome” outsiders—of which there were
several, at least according to Joint Business Council records.17 Yet although a
number of interviewees made reference to these outside workers, only one
recalled any “trouble.”18 Most others mentioned names of Lakota and Ojibwe
laborers but principally, it seems, because some of these men married into Wind
River families. “They got married and stayed,” one woman recalled, “and that
was good.”19

There also seems to have been no screening or evaluation of skills; prob-
ably, as several participants suggested, work relief favored low-overhead, la-
bor-intensive projects over those that relied on mechanized machinery.20 Even
so, “skilled” laborers or those with certain material possessions received addi-
tional attention. The IECW needed blacksmiths, and according to one woman,
“when the CC camp started, they placed him [her husband] there to work
because he was the only blacksmith at the time.” An agency employee who
learned his trade at the Fort Washakie government school, this man shod horses
and “used to sharpen all the shovels and the blades on the tractors that they
had there.”21 He also supplemented his income by placing his team of horses
in the service of work relief projects, a not uncommon practice for Wind River
IECW projects. By contrast, “There weren’t many heavy equipment operators
among the people, local people,” one Arapaho man remembered, “so they
had [white] people come in that knew something about operating cats and
road graders.”22

Although the same man conceded that “we learned [how to operate heavy
machinery] along the way,” this pattern—of non-Indians in skilled positions,
Indians holding the unskilled jobs—prevailed in administration, at least to a
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point. Project managers tended to be nonnatives (some, like merchant Paul
Hines, were longtime reservation residents), whereas Shoshones or Arapahos
served as “camp managers,” the individuals responsible for day-to-day op-
erations in the field. Some camp managers, like Bruce Groesbeck (Arapaho),
held important positions in tribal government, but the Carlisle-educated
Groesbeck was also a skilled surveyor. But the more common pattern seems to
have been to hire younger men, in their late twenties at the time, and even to
dispatch some to training “seminars,” held in wintertime and, for Wind River
natives at least, at a CCC-ID camp in New Mexico.23 Whether this reflected an
Indian Office determination to produce a new generation of “modern” leaders
is unclear, but it is certainly possible given the overall thrust of Collier-era
Indian policies.

Perhaps not surprisingly, the type of labor performed and their level of
responsibility or authority seemed to influence the way interviewees evalu-
ated their experience. As a general proposition, the most consistently positive
recollections of work relief came from the boarding school graduate who re-
turned home from Chemawa and attended a training seminar after his first
year on the job. By contrast, manual laborers tended to view work relief rather
differently. When I asked general laborers to describe the work, one responded
“[p]ick and shovels and all that,” whereas Indian laborers “done the hard work
and I mean the hard work.” Another man said simply “we just worked,” then
added the telling comment, “the only thing I know is work.”24

One interpretive question has to do with whether—or to what extent—
possessing marketable skills rendered the labor itself more rewarding and there-
fore produced what seemed to be more positive memories. It is possible to
imagine that prospects for advancement, the existence of occupational differ-
entiation, and concomitant distinctions between oneself and one’s peers all
generated a degree of satisfaction that influenced the way one recalled work
relief. At the same time, it is probably facile to suggest that work relief pro-
moted “class” distinctions, in the sense that divergence in conditions some-
how translated to the internalization of a sense of class consciousness. As Portelli
observed, “[W]hile behavior may be imposed and controlled from above, ideas
can only be validated from within.”25 Still, when recalling the value or signifi-
cance of work relief, Indian supervisors tended to reference what we might
identify as hegemonic American cultural values—such as a work ethic or the
notion of “progress”—more overtly than did wielders of picks and shovels.
Clearly, the condition of labor and the ways laborers construct meaning from
those experiences are not the same thing, as Albers argued. Yet it is also pos-
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sible to suggest that just as the character of labor markets influences the way
Indians come to manage economic change, one’s relative position within those
emerging relationships affects the ways of identifying with the values that
support, and are supported by, that system.26

CAMPS FOR YOUNG WORKERS

Naturally, work camps remain a distinguishing component, an enduring
image, of the CCC. In some measure, camps, and not insignificantly the disci-
pline they imply, separated the CCC from other work relief programs and seem
to have insulated it—then and now—from the type of criticism leveled at the
WPA, by contrast. Like the national CCC, the Indian Office assigned many
laborers to “single men’s camps,” which were, as the name suggests, popu-
lated by unmarried, generally young (18–25 on average) men. However, the
CCC-ID also sponsored “family camps” that were unique to the Indian ver-
sion of work relief. Designed to adapt work relief programs to reservation social
conditions (in other words, the fundamental importance of extended families)
and thus to adjust work relief to reservation conditions, family camps were also
a way to economize. According to one historian, the cost-saving motivation was
more important, but since already impoverished families bore responsibility
for housing and subsistence, the result was poor, even squalid, conditions.27

This may have been the case generally, but individuals who spoke with
me typically offered generally positive recollections, enlivened with stories of
relatives, warm interactions, and affirmations of community. By contrast, most
of those in single men’s camps offered scant detail. Only a few assigned to
single men’s camps described recreational opportunities, like boxing, basket-
ball, baseball, and card playing; and most of those were former supervisors.
Many offered little of camp life beyond the layout of tents and the fact that
they “had a place to eat and a place to sleep.” It “was alright,” one man said,
and others echoed his viewpoint.28 Others commented on the absence of bath-
ing facilities (many described once-weekly trips to the hot springs near Fort
Washakie), and a number professed to have no memories at all of recreational
opportunities.29

The interesting question is not whether family camps were better or worse
than single men’s camps, since at the very least conditions could vary from
place to place and year to year. Rather, it is possible to consider the extent to
which single men’s camps either acted as surrogate “communities” or, con-
versely, tended to isolate young men from family and community. To illus-
trate, consider the testimony of one man who remembered single men’s camps
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as “pretty interesting[,] actually. . . . A lot of kids, we had a lot of recreational
things . . . boxing and that kind of stuff. It was lively, it was [where] we learned
how to shoot the dice and cards, and losing your paycheck [laughter] playing
for cigarettes.” Asked if he made friends, the individual responded enthusias-
tically in the affirmative, whereas, by contrast, many others implied that they
generally associated with those they already knew.30

This recollection comes from a native of another western reservation who
married an Eastern Shoshone woman and has resided on Wind River for much
of his adult life. His boyhood was marked by adventure but also loneliness.
Sent to the government Indian school in Riverside, California, before age ten,
he periodically ran away to find work on railroads, in hop fields, and as a
ranch hand, returning to school time and again but for shorter and shorter
periods. A soldier in World War II, he was also a CCC-ID “veteran,” with ex-
perience in several reservation work relief programs. Interestingly, although
he was reluctant to claim that he learned any useful skills from work relief
projects—“Damn right I learned how to dig a hole,” he laughed. “I was never
more than just a hole digger [except that] I did learn how to drive a truck”—he
remembered work relief as extraordinarily beneficial. “It saved a lot of us,” he
said. So what was it? Away from home at an early age (“when I was a kid, a
little fellow, I remember being lonesome . . . homesick, but I got over it because
I had my little brother there”), disconnected from friends and family (“when
we go over there [to the family home, after five years away] we don’t know a
lot of them people”), he made friends in the single men’s camps and perhaps
realized a measure of security and belonging that may have been absent in
other settings.31 By contrast, those who remembered camps as little more than
a place to eat and sleep may have felt less of a connection to work and work
location, since home and community were both away from the camp and close
enough to visit on weekends. In this sense we may find parallels with experi-
ences of boarding school students, who sometimes found a sense of belonging
in created families far from home and expressed those connections quite force-
fully, not at the moment but in hindsight.32

WOMEN AND MEN, WORK AND CAMPS

According to oral historian Joan Sangster, “The exploration of oral history
must incorporate gender as a defining category of analysis, for women often
remember the past in different ways in comparison with men.” Women,
Sangster observes, tend to downplay their own activities while emphasizing
those of other family members, and this “embeddedness in familial life” may
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shape their view of the world and lead them to reconstruct the past by “using
benchmarks of their family’s life-cycle.” In short and probably obviously,
women may remember the past differently than men do, and differing memo-
ries also translate into divergent ways of constructing meaning.33

Women’s reflections on work relief support Sangster’s general observa-
tions. To an extent, this is because their CCC-ID experiences were located less
on the projects than in the camps. Consequently, women’s recollections often
focused on camp life, and in the process they seem to suggest that family camps
provided opportunity to spend time with extended family, friends, people one
knew, and in places—up in the mountains—where they had long spent happy
times in the summer. Women spoke about cooking meals, older people telling
stories at night, kids playing, and some measure of material security. Others
contrasted CCC family camps with conditions during the late 1920s and early
1930s when, as one woman commented, “nobody would even know how bad
it was, just terrible.”34

The “gendered” contrast—insofar as it can be identified or represented
simply—seems to exist between women, who typically described the context
of work, and men, who focused on the labor itself. One woman’s recollections
are particularly insightful in this regard. She spoke at some length of the ac-
tivities of elderly people and in doing so seemingly linked camp life with tra-
ditions, values, and cultural continuities. “We all stayed and camped there,”
she remembered. “[W]e had our own car but the ones that . . . wouldn’t have
no cars, [those who did would] take them to the stores to get their groceries
and things like that. . . . It was nice staying there, all the people knew one
another.” Later, this same narrator recalled evenings when elders would “tell
stories [and] some of the young people, you know, they used to like to listen to
those old men tell stories [about things] that they used to do when they were
young.” Cherishing memories of listening to the wisdom of elderly men and
women, she also quickly emphasized the parallel activities of elderly women.
“We used to get together with the older women and they used to tell us stories
about their young days and what they did,” she remembered.35 Suggesting
again that camp life supported social arrangements wherein women and men
lived in separate—although certainly intersecting and complementary—
worlds, one woman added that after work “the men used to have card games
. . . they had a tent there for the men, you know, where they could play poker
and different games. But the women, they had their own tent.”36

Some women participated in work relief more directly, mostly through the
Works Progress Administration or tribal enterprises that had some connection
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with work relief. Of these, the most vivid memories reference the Arapaho
vegetable cannery, the WPA mattress factory at Ethete, and a hide-tanning
project located at Fort Washakie. Generally schoolgirls, cannery laborers re-
membered hard work and low pay. As one remembered, “We had to go out in
the field . . . and pick all the vegetables and . . . load them up and bring them
back and clean them” before beginning work at the machines. “It was long
hours, it was hard work,” she recalled, and “then they never paid hardly any-
thing.”37 Another cannery veteran recalled having sore hands at the end of the
day, “bleached,” she said, by the acid from tomato juice that ran inside their
rubber gloves. “Oh gosh,” she told me, “it was just real pitiful . . . seven cents
for a huge pan of tomatoes.”38

By contrast, women associated with the mattress factory and the hide-
tanning project offered distinctive memories, in part, it seems, because they
were engaged in projects that benefited community members (often older
people) more directly. “Before I got married,” one woman remembered, “they
had a project . . . WPA, and that one was kind of interesting because the older
ladies[,] they were hired and they used to tan hides. Then they would sew
beadwork . . . and I would work with them, we made quilts.” Although she was
“too young” to sew buckskin dresses or gloves, this woman obviously valued the
experience, both because it provided income for older people and because the
project transmitted traditional skills to the young. “There was Arapaho ladies
too [in addition to Shoshones], and they would all work together. . . . I’d go
down and see what they were doing once in a while.”39 Similarly, a woman
who made mattresses in Ethete “had a lot of fun” and expressed satisfaction at
contributing to the welfare of older people who, she said, received the beds free
of charge. She also spoke movingly of discovering—years later—one of those
mattresses still in use. “Oh, those beds, they looked nice,” she remembered.40

Placed in combination with memories of camp life, women’s recollections
of hide tanning and mattress making reveal tantalizing hints into distinctive
ways these women and men constructed meaning from their work experi-
ences. Women tended to emphasize the community and multigenerational
dimensions of work relief projects. By contrast, men seemed oriented more to
individual experiences; they focused more directly on the importance of work
for them and comparatively less on the impact of work relief on community
life generally. Still, the presence of women in camps, by helping to approxi-
mate “community life” in the midst of wage laboring, may have had a profound
effect on work experiences. More directly, family camps may have softened
the potentially disruptive and alienating effects of laboring by emphasizing
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community—indeed, continuity. But interrelated questions of memory and
gender are also germane to this conversation. In any event, just as we observe
distinctions between the types of work women and men did (with reference to
work relief as well as other activities), our analysis must also consider the
importance of gender to memory. In this context, the presence of women in
camps may have affected both camp life and the ways women and men re-
member those experiences.

BUILDING BRIDGES, CONSTRUCTING MEANING

In a 1997 article, historian James LaGrange called for more attention to be
given to the experiences of twentieth-century American Indians and suggested
that oral history provided one avenue for broadening and complicating our
narrative. Drawing heavily on the work of oral historians operating in the fields
of labor and immigrant history, LaGrange suggested that ethnohistorians move
away from concentrating on the supposed “authoritative” voices enshrined in
studies of either “oral tradition” or literary works and move toward the expe-
riences of lesser-known individuals. Such an approach, he argued, would dem-
onstrate the diversity of native reactions to economic change and thus compli-
cate a narrative that tends to cast Indian history in terms of continuity and
homogeneity while also placing individuality and communalism in artificial
opposition to one another. As labor historians learned some time ago, people
react to change in diverse ways, and not always in concert with what are as-
sumed to be “fundamental” cultural values. Oral histories can provide room
for divergent perspectives while also offering insights into the ways individu-
als conceive of and reconstruct their own sense of identity.41

LaGrange’s observations correspond with those of oral historians work-
ing both within and outside the field of American Indian ethnohistory. In ob-
serving that oral narratives, often didactic and moralistic, frequently draw our
attention to the ways individuals create meaning from the past by organizing
events into patterns or plots that serve present-day needs, he echoes Alessandro
Portelli who suggests that the structure of narratives “reveal[s] the narrator ’s
effort to make sense of the past and give form to [his/her subjects’] lives.”42

Similarly, and in reflecting on her experiences in collecting and interpreting
oral testimony, anthropologist Julie Cruikshank writes that the stories she col-
lected “were not merely about the past, [but] also provided guidelines for un-
derstanding change.”43

As I listened to work relief participants and reflected on what was said
and how it was said, I also observed that, in numerous and varied ways, con-
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sultants were engaged in a process of drawing connections between work
relief and other aspects of their lived experiences. These connections, as
LaGrange, Portelli, and Cruikshank suggest, were less “random” than essen-
tially interpretive. By this I mean that as consultants responded to questions
about work relief by referencing other experiences (sometimes explicitly work
related, sometimes not so apparently), they both ascribed meaning to events
and offered hints into ways contemporary American Indians have come to
make sense of economic change. In this fashion narrators built bridges be-
tween change and continuity, explored the complex interplay between indi-
viduality and communal values, and delved into the multiple and complex
ways memories of work experiences shaped notions of personal and cultural
identity.

Not surprisingly, many men linked work relief with military service dur-
ing World War II. What is interesting is that references were similar and in a
sense “patterned.” When I asked about “benefits” (to him) of the work relief
experience, a former camp manager immediately referenced military service.
“You know,” he said, “I found that some of the best soldiers that we had were
people who worked in the CCC.” In contrast to army mates who had “been
raised by their families, never away [from] home, so they had to get tough-
ened up in one way or the other,” the transition to army life “was a lot easier
for the guys that had lived in these camps.” The CCC, he continued, “was a
school that taught you how to live, work, and compete in private life.”44 Ac-
cording to one “laborer,” when he volunteered for the army in 1942, “there
was a lot of kids that were in the CC[C]s . . . and they were quite a bit further
ahead than everybody else as far as training went.” They “didn’t get that home-
sickness that a lot of the other guys got.”45

If men tended to link work relief with military service, they also drew
school experiences into the mix. Most interviewees, men and women alike,
attended either off-reservation boarding schools or the on-reservation St.
Michael’s Episcopal in Ethete, the Catholic St. Stephen’s near Arapahoe, or the
government school at Fort Washakie. At boarding school, one man remem-
bered, “we wore uniforms, packed a few rifles, wooden rifles, and manual
arms, learned a short order drill and that kind of stuff.”46 Such recollections
correspond with what we know about work and Indian schools, residential or
not. What is interesting is that former students remembered military-style train-
ing as one link in one chain of memories that helped organize life experiences,
and in this way they integrated work experiences into a framework that high-
lighted regimentation and paternalism as much as labor or wages.
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Women were even more likely to reference schooling in response to ques-
tions about work relief. Like men, some women also placed work relief within
a broader framework of school, farm, and labor. But unlike men, they tended
to draw home and family into the equation, as one conversation illustrates:

BH: “What kinds of projects were you familiar with or [did you] work on
during the 1930s?”

HS: “Stayed at home . . . on the ranch with my mother and family.”
BH: “And what kinds of things did the ranch produce?”
HS: “Just vegetables; we didn’t have no big crops.”
BH: “So, tell me a little about life on the ranch and on the farm.”
HS: “Well, we’d all get up in the morning and we had our chores. . . . We’d

help fix breakfast and then in the summertime, when it was cool like
this morning, why we’d go out and work in the garden and we all
had our jobs washing and we didn’t have a washing machine, no
electricity, we had to go to the river and heat the water and wash on
the washboard at the river. And then when the clothes got dry we’d
hang them on the trees, small trees you know, and then when they got
dried we’d bring them all home. We worked hard, we had a great big
long table then with vegetables, strangers came, they were always
welcome, my folks had a big family and lots of friends.”47

At this point the conversation turned, fairly naturally, to schooling: one
year at St. Stephen’s (“it was terrible, we done all the boys’ laundry . . . we
worked, we’d only go to school half a day”) and then on to St. Michael’s (where
she worked but also played basketball). And then she brought up work in the
vegetable cannery and revealed fairly detailed knowledge of work relief pro-
grams despite earlier protestations to the contrary. Indeed, one of her cousins
was a camp supervisor and manager of the cannery warehouse.48

At the very least, this exchange suggests something of the way women, as
contrasted with men, think about work experiences. Whereas men tended to
move fairly directly from one work experience, one “job,” to another and to
construct meaning through work (or the regimentation it implied), women
first separated themselves from the (presumably) “male” sector of wage work
and then reframed the discussion in ways that corresponded with their own
sense of what work means. In this sense we are reminded of Sangster’s obser-
vation that “perceptions of what was proper work for young women are re-
vealed as women explain the images, ideas and examples upon which they
constructed their ambition and work choices,” wherein “[i]deals of female
domesticity and motherhood, reproduced in early homelife, the school and
the workforce,” all influenced women’s sense of opportunities, limitations,
and context.49
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In virtually all conversations, I asked a number of questions designed to elicit
“interpretive” responses. Some interviewees, like a man who left the CCC to
become a policeman, said simply that “men were out of work, you know, and
they took all the slack up, they got jobs, and they went ahead and took care of
their families and stuff.”50 A telephone line stringer was similarly direct when
he said, “You know, [CCC-ID] was where we learned how to work.” “It was a
lifesaver for a lot of us kids,” he added.51 Others focused on material changes:
trips taken, clothes purchased, a little spending money. These conversations
tended to draw associations between wages and acquisitions, between partici-
pation in the dominant culture and the broadening experience that travel, for
instance, afforded. But what do such connections between labor performed
and outcomes observed tell us about ways in which Arapaho and Shoshone
workers encountered and then interpreted economic change and its conse-
quent implications?

As Loretta Fowler observes in her recent work on the Cheyennes and Arapa-
hos of Oklahoma, opportunities to earn wages not only appealed to those seek-
ing means to care for their families but tended to encourage the development
of individualistic behaviors that, in turn, contributed to social distinctions and
fragmentation. Since wage labor rewarded certain sets of values and since those
values corresponded with the expectations and practices of the dominant so-
ciety, we might predict some correspondence between participation in wage
work—during and after work relief—and memories that frame those experi-
ences in ways that emphasize the struggle of the individual to “rise above” the
group. And there is something to this. But Fowler also argues that social trans-
formation in Indian communities or among individuals is not so complete and
that hegemony, although powerful, is contested. Fowler writes,

While it is the case that external forces have worked to limit the options of
subordinated peoples, constraint is but one dimension of colonization.
Subordinated peoples do not accept dominant economic, political, and
religious structures passively. They may accommodate imposed institutions
and absorb them into a reinvented tradition. They also may reconstruct
dominant social institutions in ways that are locally meaningful and that
serve local ends. And they may overtly resist dominant structures.52

Interviews illustrate this complex interplay of external and internal influ-
ences, the creative ways individuals maneuver through the complex array of
what seem to outsiders to be competing cultural values. When I asked a former
camp manager, mission school graduate, veteran, and husband of a vegetable
cannery worker to evaluate the significance of work relief, he replied, “a lot of
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people work[ed] for that dollar a day and were happy to get it” and added
that “instead of giving them money like the dole, they furnished jobs.”53 This
can be interpreted as referring to government assistance programs as well as
to “welfare” more generally. But it also contrasts with the equally cogent com-
ment that “nowadays everybody just worships money,” uttered by a man who—
significantly, I think—wielded picks and shovels in those days but is a respected
“elder” here and now.54

Taken together and organized thus by me, these comments illustrate what
we might take as “poles” at ends of an artificially constructed (but still useful)
continuum in ways individuals remember and interpret the significance of
work relief specifically and wage work generally. At the same time, others
help to flesh out the contours of “contested” meaning associated with eco-
nomic change. In one example the camp manager referenced in the previous
paragraph recalled an incident in which a CCC-ID man broke his arm while
working on a fence project. Come to find out, the man had actually injured
himself while climbing a tree to chase a squirrel—entertaining his friends, it
seems. The camp manager was not amused, either then or now. “Goofing off is
not work,” he said, “and working is work.” The fence workers, he concluded,
had “finished their lunch and got everything done and so they figured they’d
. . . wander off down, you know, and the longer they’d goof off, why, they
wouldn’t have to work.”55

This incident, or at least the way the camp manager remembered it, of-
fended a strongly held work ethic. You showed up for work and did as you
were told, and this, he added, was good for Indians because “it taught them to
compete.” And our conversation about fences and squirrels then turned to an
evaluation of contemporary reservation conditions. “I’ve had trouble trying to
impress . . . on these younger kids, my relations, that when you’re starting out
you do things that [you] might not want or like to do but there[’s] nothing
that’s permanent. If you get a job loading rock or making concrete . . . why
someday you might get a home of your own and you might want to do con-
crete work.”56

An interesting commentary, certainly, but it is hardly surprising to hear
older individuals, of whatever background, decry youthful values or lament
the passing of “the good old days.” But what the man said a few moments
later still reveals something of the way he linked work ethic with identity,
either cultural or personal. Referring again to CCC-ID times, he said: “There
were a couple of kids that had grown up away from me and . . . I told these
kids to do something. . . . They said something about an ornery old man, you
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know [laughing], trying to make us work too hard and other people not doing
what they’re supposed to and on and on, but they did this in Arapaho.” But,
he continued, “I understood what they were saying. . . . I didn’t say [any-
thing]; I let them get all through and when they got all through . . . I said all
right, here’s your chores.”57

I took this passage to be autobiographical, the “old man” to be the narra-
tor. Only later did it occur to me that the subject may have been referring to a
white supervisor. This ambiguity is important, but perhaps not overly so. In
either case, close listening reveals a sense of isolation, alienation, from work-
ers or from those who considered themselves—as Paul Rosier observes else-
where—“real Indians.” And the source of that isolation, as Fowler notes, can
be seen as evidence of an internalization of mainstream cultural values, a cri-
tique of those who hold other perspectives, and in the end a demonstration of
the dilemmas inherent in managing economic change when personal aspira-
tions seemingly conflict with community cohesion.58

From another man came an equally interesting combination of stories. Also
a mission school graduate, an army veteran, and someone who spent a life-
time working at one job or another (both on and off the reservation), he offered
contrasting evaluations of the significance of work relief. Focusing on the pre-
ponderance of whites or “half-breeds” in positions of authority, on the mili-
tary-like discipline in the camps, on the absence of meaningful recreation, and
even on the poor quality of clothing supplied to the workers (he remembered
having trouble finding two shoes the same size), the man concluded: “Well, I
would say it was just a job, there was no incentive of any kind . . . there was no
way you could learn more than what they had there but with the exception of
the few that did . . . learn how to run their crappy equipment. Some people . . .
adapted . . . pretty easily and some of us didn’t.”59

What are we to make of this? Is it an expression of contrasting memories
between supervisors and “regular workers”? Possibly. But this man also spoke
quite eloquently of other things, and in ways that caused me to think about
questions of race and class, paternalism and autonomy.

After leaving the CCC, the man went on to a long career at the Arapaho
Ranch, a tribal venture designed to promote self-sustaining reservation busi-
ness but with a cooperative, communal, educational orientation.60 But getting
there was a struggle and in the remembering became a story of empowerment.
Combating non-Indian managers who “were the worst kind of people to dis-
criminate against Indians” and a situation in which “[a]ll the most important
work was always in the hands of non-Indians and the Indians was doing the
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hard labor,” this man also claimed that “I could see what would happen if the
Arapaho took over and they could do that [work] themselves, which they even-
tually did. . . . I could see the opportunity at that time.” And so, after becoming
manager himself, “I got more and more people, you know, more Indian people
on the ranch, then I pushed for it; every chance I got I spoke for the Indian, got
to have more Indians, this is their ranch. . . . I said you don’t hire any more
Indians that’s not good, that’s you’re being prejudiced.”61

The fact that the ranch manager chose to reference the Arapaho Ranch
when responding to a question about work relief is just as telling as the sub-
stance of the memories themselves. Was he, for instance, suggesting that, in
contrast with the more “native-centered” ranch, work relief stands—in light of
memory—as a residue of the old paternalistic way of doing things? Was he
speaking to a particular vision he has of the tribe’s progress to date or maybe
to the direction he thought it should take? Was he speaking of values—con-
trasting communal and individualistic ethos?

SUMMARY

When I began this project, I expected interviewees to remember work relief as
a particularly significant moment in their lives, a time when the rhythms of
work and life changed. Although the interviews did lend some support to
this notion, the far more interesting process involved a creative dialogue—
between interviewer and interviewed, certainly, but also between past and
present—that placed work relief in contexts different from those I had expected.
And the contexts created had much to do with work relief, of course, but even
more to do with broader ideas about the significance of work. By extension,
these conversations add depth to our understanding of ways Indian peoples
came to manage economic change during the twentieth century. For these
people, work relief was a memorable time but hardly a dramatic change in
circumstances.

The fact that interviewees placed their experiences within a broader con-
text of “work” suggests at least three things. First, scholars thinking about
wage labor and its significance would be well advised to consider, as have
Kathleen Pickering and others, the broad range of activities—from wage-
generating jobs to informal means of exchange—that together comprise and
define contemporary reservation economic activity. This range of activities is
significant in and of itself, but it also helps frame the contours of memories of
earlier times and experiences. Second, the richness and complexity of what is
communicated during interviews lend additional support to the necessity both
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of engaging Indian people in creative discussions about things other than “oral
tradition” and of exploring the possibilities oral history holds for ethnohistories
of topics situated in the twentieth century. Finally, the sense that the inter-
views tended, as I suggested earlier, to place work relief within a broader range
of experiences can lend support to Cruikshank’s astute observation that sto-
ries—even those not seen as “traditional”—can perform integrative functions,
creating continuities as much as identifying them, and can thus be “useful” to
both historian and informant. This process does not mitigate, and should not
draw attention away from, the disruptive effects of economic change or sim-
ply elevate agency over the realities of differential power. But it should re-
mind us that adjusting to economic change is central to Indian experiences
and that seeing economic change simply as operating against presumed In-
dian values is to miss the intriguing complexity of these stories.
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Are Native values compatible with capitalism? Can indigenous worldviews and com-
munities survive globalization? In a sharply focused critique of globalism and its im-
pact on Native communities, Duane Champagne suggests that although Indian peoples
have historically adapted to, and in some cases participated in, capitalism, they typi-
cally have done so in ways that affirm indigenous worldviews. This argument, which
links Indian experiences with the fur trade and market-oriented agriculture in the
antebellum U.S. South with contemporary economic activities, distinguishes between
individual entrepreneurship and tribal capitalism and sees both as Indian responses to
the spread of capitalism.

The twenty-first century and beyond promises to extend the world capitalist
market economy deeper into the lives of individuals and communities. Its
origins traced variously to Europe as early as the eleventh century and to
multiple local and regional “world economies” from various locations and
historical eras, the emerging world market promises to be more inclusive and

Tribal Capitalism and Native Capitalists:
Multiple Pathways of Native Economy

DUANE CHAMPAGNE
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far-reaching than any observed heretofore. Since 1990 the major socialist na-
tions have struggled with the transition to capitalism and market production.
As the case of Russia shows, such transitions are difficult, especially when a
nation’s culture and institutions are not compatible with capitalist market
ethics, norms, and values. Many non-Western cultures have values and insti-
tutions that are incompatible with capitalist enterprise. To preserve their cul-
tural autonomy, these communities will engage in internal dialogue that,
within limits, will reinterpret capitalist market activity to suit their local cul-
tures and institutions.

The Japanese have developed a large-scale capitalist society, yet their so-
cial and political institutions nevertheless remain recognizable as Japanese.
Similarly, China has experienced colonialism and socialism during its long
history and is now moving slowly toward capitalist enterprise and produc-
tion. The changes are significant and are not without political and cultural
costs. Socialist and Third World societies are struggling to gain profitable ac-
cess to markets. Like those societies, indigenous peoples are confronted with
deeper penetration of markets into their communities.

U.S. Natives, or American Indians, are facing these same dilemmas within
the largest national economy in the world. Will Native communities survive
incorporation into the world capitalist market system? Will Native communities
and individuals accept change? Will they still be Indians if they are capitalists?
According to Max Weber and, for that matter, Karl Marx, the emergence of
capitalism forms an “Iron Cage” whereby, once its forces are unleashed, other
economic actors must follow suit or be forced “out of business.”1 Capitalism,
therefore, threatens to envelop the world and transform all the cultures of the
world into capitalist communities. This argument assumes that individuals
and communities will readily choose more income and productivity associ-
ated with a capitalist market incorporation. Individuals and communities will
cast off their “traditional fetishes” and join the relatively secular, modern, and
production-oriented market system. Anyone who fails to meet the challenges
of capitalist competition will be marginalized. These conditions predicted by
Marx and Weber appear to be unfolding in the contemporary world, assuming
that it proceeds in the same manner over the next century or so.

Echoing Marx and Weber, many contemporary economists continue to
argue that “modernization,” or capitalist culture, will sweep the globe and
transform its social and cultural institutions. Since the fall of the major social-
ist economies in the 1990s, conditions for realization of the Iron Cage argument
have never seemed more favorable. Will the nations of the world converge
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toward a relatively similar capitalist culture based on a world market? Or will
the nations and communities of the world retain identifiable social, political,
and cultural institutions and values within a world capitalist system?2

Ultimately, I do not believe all nations and communities will converge
toward a common market-based institutional order. The rationalist and mate-
rialist Iron Cage argument leaves little room for cultural values or institutional
relations, since they are assumed to be predetermined by economic relations.
An alternative view suggests that institutional relations and cultures are au-
tonomous to an extent and are not determined entirely by broader economic
conditions. This argument suggests that communities can take on capitalist
elements and participate in capitalist markets and still retain core aspects of
identity, tradition, institutional relations—the close interconnectedness of pol-
ity, culture, economy, and community—and cultural values. Perhaps the dis-
tinct cultures of Japan and China exemplify this line of reasoning, even as
proponents of the Iron Cage viewpoint might argue that since the world capi-
talist market has only recently extended to those nations, time will prove them
correct.

ECONOMIC ORIENTATIONS IN INDIAN COUNTRY

U.S. Native communities are facing the same expanding world capitalist mar-
ket and are confronted with issues of retaining and enhancing their political
economy and cultural heritage. Can Native groups retain their specific com-
munity, institutional relations, and cultural values while participating in the
world economic market? These issues confront many contemporary Native
communities. Some Native leaders argue that the only way to uphold cultural
and political sovereignty is through capitalist economic development. The rapid
movement toward gaming enterprises since 1990 illustrates this point. Gam-
ing enterprises have become a means for some Native communities to quickly
accumulate economic capital. This wealth is often used to rebuild tribal social
and economic enterprises and preserve tribal cultures and institutions. Many
tribes provide resources to members for education, develop cultural centers,
promote large cultural events such as powwows, and provide jobs and social
service support to elders and other members.3 Yet relatively few Native com-
munities realize sufficient revenue from gaming to develop sustaining econo-
mies, and most cannot rely on that revenue for economic support. Gaming,
however, has introduced more capital into Indian country than any other eco-
nomic enterprise and has greatly enhanced the economic, and sometimes po-
litical, opportunities of Native communities.
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For most Native communities, economic development is a means to an
end. Even the most strongly market-oriented tribal economic planners see eco-
nomic development as a way to support the reservation community, to retain
tribal members on the reservation, and to promote viable and self-supporting
Native communities. The gaming agreements under the 1988 Indian Gaming
Regulatory Act (IGRA) require that at least 70 percent of the profits be used for
tribal community benefit.4 This measure ensures that Native communities will
reinvest their profits in social, economic, and cultural infrastructure. These
provisions are generally compatible with Native values and inclinations.

If we apply the Iron Cage argument directly to Native American commu-
nities, past and present, it still does not work very well. Few Native individu-
als and communities have been strongly attracted to capitalist enterprise. In
most cases there has not been rapid acceptance of capitalist enterprise, either
at present or historically. Both cultural and institutional reasons account for
the relative absence of interest in capitalist enterprise. To illustrate, it helps to
follow Max Weber, who defined capitalism as the entrepreneurial allocation
of labor and capital for production of goods according to the demands of the
marketplace.5 By Weber’s definition, capitalism did not exist in North America
before the time of Columbus. Certainly, Native communities traded. There is
evidence of extensive trading networks throughout the Mississippi Valley
during the period A.D. 800–1600. Pipestone found mainly in present-day Min-
nesota evidently was widely traded. During the same period an extensive
network of trade and cultural exchange linked the present-day Southwest
with the Indian nations and empires of Mexico and Latin America. Whereas
Indians exchanged skins as well as corn and other foods, much of the trade
was in goods used for crafts manufacture, often for sacred purposes. Further-
more, giveaways, gift giving, and gambling were common forms of exchange
and material redistribution throughout the Northwest Coast and beyond.
However, none of these extensive ceremonial and economic exchanges con-
stituted capitalism as defined earlier. No one lived by organizing the factors
of production, maximizing technological innovation and wage labor, to meet
the demands of a market. Few Native persons worked for others as wage
laborers because most had access to land and sustenance. Redistribution oc-
curred not to gain a profit but according to ceremonial needs and to maintain
social-political relations. Even the well-known giveaways of the Northwest
Coast cultures were oriented mostly toward redistribution, ceremonial pur-
poses, and accumulation (and confirmation) of status. Tlingits of southeast
Alaska redistributed goods in potlatches but believed they were honoring
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and feeding their clan ancestors and fulfilling moral obligations to clan and
ancestors.6

The values of Native communities also mitigated against capitalist activ-
ity. Generosity and redistribution of gifts to kin and strategic allies were the
rule. Those who were materially well-off through trade, farming, hunting, or
warfare were expected to share their assets. Those who did not do so were
bitterly criticized as stingy. Wealth was a means to consolidate social and po-
litical relations through redistribution, not the means to create more wealth by
investment in greater production.7

The overlapping of economic, political, kinship, community, and ceremonial
relations in most Native communities created multiple demands and patterns
of distribution over material goods.8 Objects occupied a place in the cosmos
through their relationship to the community as a whole; they assumed social
and sacred meaning and value. Most Native nations believe in maintaining
respectful relations among humans and other entities of the universe such as
places, water, air, fire, earth, animals, birds, heavenly bodies, and the rest of
the cosmos.9 Humans are only one of many spirit beings on earth and have no
exceptional role to play in the cosmic community. All beings should be re-
spected and their roles within the cosmos comprehended. Since many beings
have power and are to be respected, humans must show them respect or be
subject to supernatural retribution. If animals that give themselves to humans
for food are not properly prayed to and shown ceremonial respect, they will
no longer sacrifice themselves to humans for their needs and nutrition.10

In contrast, in Western and capitalist worldviews the cosmos lacks par-
ticular spiritual powers, and only humans have souls. The earth is spiritually
inert and is a place and resource for the comfort and needs of humans, who are
obligated to scatter about the earth and use its resources to transform the world.
The earth is not seen as a spiritual and sacred part of the cosmos, as it is in
many Native religions, but rather is viewed as a place of suffering and travail
whose resources are needed for human comfort and needs. There is little need
to respect the animals, plants, and other beings of the universe, since they are
spiritually inert and were created to serve human needs. Capitalist philoso-
phies see the earth as a natural resource wherein exploitation of raw materials
through labor transforms raw materials into useful objects for further economic
production or consumption and the creation of additional wealth.11

In Native worldviews, disrupting the powerful spirits of the cosmos will
cause disorder and harmful retaliation. Only by respecting and honoring the
beings of the cosmos will humans sustain harmony and well-being. For many
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Native communities the earth and the cosmos are a gift from the Creator, or
Great Spirit. The Great Spirit is the central force and direction of the cosmos
and all the beings in it, including humans. Humans do not know the direction
or purpose of the universe, but they play a part in the sacred cosmic plan.
Individuals may seek visions or develop life tasks or sacred duties to perform
within the grand sacred path of the Great Spirit. The resulting economic ethic
is one in which plants and animals must be honored for their life-giving pow-
ers. This kind of labor ethic leads to a subsistence economic orientation, whereby
only limited goods are taken from the environment and then only those that
are necessary for life and spiritual purposes.

INDIANS AND MARKETS

The introduction of European markets did not change the basic worldviews
and economic orientations of many Native communities. Natives accepted
various trade goods: metal hatchets, traps, knives, guns, balls, textiles, beads,
jewelry, and other commodities. Natives, generally the eastern half of North
America, soon became dependent on European trade goods and were produc-
ing fewer of their own goods.12 This resulted in economically dependent rela-
tions so Natives could obtain European goods, and Natives were sometimes
forced to hunt and bring in furs for goods, which had become necessities.

There are arguments that the Native worldview broke down as Indians
began to hunt animal skins for the fur trade. Some scholars say the Natives’
worldview changed to one of greater exploitation of animals and their skins
or furs to sell to Europeans. Nevertheless, most Indians did not abandon their
worldview espousing respect for the beings of the cosmos. European traders
went to great lengths to ensure that Native hunters brought in enough furs to
satisfy demand. The Native hunters generally needed only a limited collec-
tion of goods and hunted only enough to trade for the supplies needed. If the
European traders gave more goods per fur to induce more trade, the Indian
hunters generally brought in fewer goods. They were not looking to make a
profit but were trading only to obtain necessities. This orientation fit their
worldview.13

Many Native individuals and communities retain traditional non-Western
economic values to the present day. When many Native communities and in-
dividuals were engaged in the fur trade from about 1600 to 1840, no Native
capitalists or entrepreneurs emerged in that trade. Natives usually hunted and
trapped, often in roles akin to labor.14 Some became middlemen in the trade,
but even here Natives accumulated only enough furs to purchase annual or
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semiannual requirements at the trading post. An Indian middleman trader
often traveled into the interior to trade, since the value of European goods was
higher there. Native middlemen engaged in a form of barter but not in the
organization of production for a capitalist market. Exposure to the fur trade
did not develop capitalism among Natives but rather encapsulated Native
nonmarket economic orientations within fur trade market relations.15

EARLY NATIVE CAPITALISTS

Native capitalists emerged during the nineteenth century under very special
conditions. In the American South during the early 1800s, a class of plantation
and slave owners arose among the Cherokee, Choctaw, Chickasaw, and Creek.
These plantation owners fit our definition of capitalists, since they organized
black slave labor, land, and management to produce cotton, corn, cattle, and
other agricultural products for export to markets. Southern Indian entrepre-
neurs were generally mixed-bloods of Native and Scottish, English, or Irish
descent. During the seventeenth century many European traders had traveled
into the southern interior. They often found companionship among Native
women of important clans. Most southern Indian nations had matrilineal clans
in which the child’s heritage was reckoned through the kin of the mother. The
traders cohabited with Indian women, sometimes married them, and often
had children. A European trader thus had a ready set of kinship ties for trad-
ing partners; often, the female conducted much of the trade with her female
kin. Since the children were born into matrilineal clans, their social and kin-
ship status gave them automatic membership in the tribe. Consequently, many
mixed-blood children were born into prominent clans with considerable po-
litical support and strong social and economic ties.

Sometimes a European trader would bring his male children into the fur
trade business. In this way the values of trade, business, and market participa-
tion were taught to some mixed-blood children. Trader families composed only
a small portion of families among the Cherokee, Choctaw, Chickasaw, and
Creek. A few full-blood families also took up capitalist farming and other busi-
ness activities, such as managing inns. Following the decline of the fur trade in
the South by the first decades of the 1800s, mixed-blood Indian families in that
region turned to cotton production. Cotton demand was spurred by the In-
dustrial Revolution in Britain during the early nineteenth century, and with
the resumption of trade following the War of 1812, mixed-blood trading fami-
lies turned their few slaves and land to the cultivation of cotton. Soon, many
mixed-blood families owned several plantations on tribal lands. Many became
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relatively wealthy, and they built mansions and lived in the style of the Ameri-
can southern plantation class.16

Yet most mixed-bloods could not easily move into southern society. The
government awarded some of them small “reservations” of land near Ameri-
can settler communities, but when they tried to live on them most were ha-
rassed and soon moved away. Around 1819, John Ross, the future Principal
Chief of the Cherokee and a successful merchant and plantation owner, tried
to move onto a 640-acre plot of land set aside for him by U.S. government
agents, only to be forced to return to the Cherokee Nation. Many Native entre-
preneurs then cast their lots with their tribal communities, where they were
welcomed even with their unusual market orientations. At least 95 percent of
southern Indian families in the 1820s continued to live within their traditional
economic orientations and lifestyles. When the fur trade declined in the 1820s,
many conservatives among the southern tribes turned to small-scale cotton
farming and raising cattle and hogs for trade. The conservatives continued to
work their own crops and to raise cattle for their own use, whereas trading
limited agricultural products and cattle in exchange for the manufactured goods
to which they had become accustomed.17

During much of the nineteenth century, southern Indian planters and con-
servatives struggled against American intrusions into their land and political
sovereignty. The major southern Native nations formed constitutional govern-
ments in an effort to increase their ability to resist U.S. legal and political de-
mands. But following removal, differences in worldviews and ultimately in
political orientation increasingly divided communities. Whereas Indian plant-
ers adopted the values of the American South, most conservatives were reluc-
tant to take up capitalist or entrepreneurial activities but remained on small
farms and followed a subsistence economic strategy of limited production for
consumption and trade. The planters among the Cherokee, Choctaw,
Chickasaw, and Creek generally sided with the South during the American
Civil War. Cherokee and Creek conservatives sided with the North, believing
it would preserve their treaty agreements. Choctaw and Chickasaw conserva-
tives, however, sided with the South and their planter compatriots. The Choctaw
and Chickasaw Nations were geographically closer to the southern Confeder-
ate states of Arkansas and Texas and had fewer options to side with the Union
than did the Cherokee and Creek conservatives.

After the Civil War the planters lost their slaves and started to employ
white U.S. citizen tenant farmers to work their land. Many planters also turned
to cattle raising on a large scale after 1870 when railroads made markets more
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accessible. Conservatives opposed the introduction of tenant farmers, fearing
the increased presence of non-Indians on their lands. The railroads brought
new markets into Indian Territory and with them a deluge of U.S. settlers and
workers. Soon the settlers overwhelmed Indian Territory, and the U.S. gov-
ernment moved to abolish the Cherokee, Choctaw, Chickasaw, Creek, and
Seminole governments. Generally, by the 1890s many of the more entrepre-
neurial Native leaders had reconciled themselves to carry out the abolition of
Native governments, and they took allotted land, thus opening surplus In-
dian land to U.S. settlers. The more assimilated entrepreneurs were willing to
join the United States and to pursue their economic interests within the Ameri-
can national market. Most conservatives among the so-called Five Civilized
Tribes were reluctant to join the United States, and they protested the aboli-
tion of their governments. Although Indian entrepreneurs generally had the
economic advantage of easy access to land within their nations, many Native
farmers and cattlemen saw that their future economic interests lay with join-
ing the United States instead of with preserving their Indian governments.
The U.S. government provided few alternatives, and many probably tried
to make the best of a bad situation. In 1906 the Indian Territory govern-
ments of the Cherokee, Choctaw, Chickasaw, Creek, and Seminole were abol-
ished. Thereafter, many Native entrepreneurs became a part of the Oklahoma
power structure and, for the most part, did not return to participate in tribal
politics.

The southern Indian agrarian capitalists were very unusual in American
Indian history. The unusual formation of Native entrepreneurship in the
American South resulted from a combination of cotton market opportunities
and the emergence of mixed-blood tribal members who had internalized en-
trepreneurial values and skills from their fur trader fathers. Since for much of
the nineteenth century, mixed-bloods’ social and economic interests lay with
their particular Indian nations, most retained Native identities and were ac-
tive in tribal political and economic life. But by the end of the nineteenth
century many had accepted the offer to assimilate economically and politi-
cally into Oklahoma society and politics.18 Many continued to identify as
Native, and many individuals were successful in their business and profes-
sional lives. Indian conservatives resisted allotment and the abolishment of
their governments through protest organizations, as well as legal and legisla-
tive lobbying, but in the end they were not successful. One must wait until
the end of the twentieth century to find another significant group of Native
capitalist entrepreneurs.19
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CONTEMPORARY INDIVIDUAL NATIVE
CAPITALIST ENTREPENEURSHIP

Throughout much of the twentieth century relatively little Native American
capitalist entrepreneurship was found in Indian country. Some individuals
moved to cities early and became businesspeople or worked as wage laborers.
At the beginning of the twentieth century most lived on reservations or in
Native communities where capitalism was culturally and socially discouraged.
During the economic boom of the 1920s, a wave of Indian migrants moved to
cities. Most were seeking work, as reservations were very poor economically.
Reservations were almost totally controlled by Indian Department officials,
who were instructed to help Indians become economically self-sufficient. Irri-
gation, cattle raising, and farming enjoyed fair success on reservations during
the 1920s, but most of these efforts fell victim to the Great Depression and the
climatic “dust bowl” conditions of the 1930s, which made small-scale farming
and cattle raising very difficult. Indian Department policies focused on as-
similating young Native Americans and providing them with workman-like
skills. Basic education skills and training were emphasized, and few were
trained for college or for capitalist entrepreneurship.20 Although many Native
individuals became successful businesspeople, as a group few Natives were
engaged in capitalist entrepreneurship.

Two major patterns of contemporary Native entrepreneurship had emerged
by the middle of the twentieth century: tribal enterprise and individual capi-
talist entrepreneurship. Individual Indian entrepreneurship was developed
largely by Natives who had migrated to urban areas and worked mostly within
the mainstream U.S. economy. After the first major wave during the 1920s,
migration to cities resumed during World War II and accelerated from the 1950s
through the end of the century. Most migrants sought employment opportuni-
ties not available on the majority of Indian reservations. Many Indian migrants
who preferred to live on the reservation returned if economic opportunities
became available. Some made frequent visits to their home reservations and
maintained ties with their relatives, tribal ceremonies, and communities. Others
arrived in the cities and never went back. They married non-Indians and often
prospered. They found that it was possible to maintain a tribal identity in the
city, and they developed pan-Indian organizations and powwows. Christian In-
dians who migrated to urban areas might not have attended powwows, but
they preserved their Indian identity through their faith and at gatherings like
picnics and churches. Indians began to attend college in significant numbers
in the 1960s and 1970s, and many who graduated found employment in urban
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areas. The brain drain of trained and professional Indians to urban areas was
a reflection of continued weak economic conditions on Indian reservations, where
unemployment rates remained high throughout the entire twentieth century.21

The 2000 census indicates that over 70 percent of Indians are living in ur-
ban areas. Although many Indians who first migrated to urban areas found
the transition difficult, others made comfortable transitions to urban life. Now
second-, third-, and sometimes fourth-generation Indian people are living in
urban areas. Many long-term urban Indians have not maintained strong ties to
a Native community, but they retain some sense of an Indian identity.

During the 1970s and 1980s, the number of economic development plans
for Indian reservations and within Indian communities greatly increased. Indi-
vidual Indian capitalist entrepreneurs appeared in significant numbers during
those decades, but few invested their assets on Indian reservations, preferring
to start businesses in urban areas conducive to business entrepreneurship and
economic opportunities. As Indian people became more familiar with the ur-
ban setting, they increasingly found jobs in small businesses. Many learned
from their work experience and developed their own small businesses, mostly
mom-and-pop family enterprises. At first, many Indian-owned businesses were
small grocery stores, gas stations, small shops, mechanical repair stations, arts
and crafts stores, and similar operations. As time went on, more urban Indians
began to look into larger and more innovative businesses. National organiza-
tions for promoting Indian capitalist entrepreneurship started to emerge, such
as the National Center for American Indian Enterprise Development. Indian
Chambers of Commerce were formed in large cities like Los Angeles. Indians
started businesses on the Internet, producing and delivering computer sup-
plies and support, as well as doing graphic design.22

In the 1980s and 1990s, individual Indian entrepreneurship increased at a
high rate. The number of U.S. businesses owned by American Indians, Eski-
mos, and Aleuts increased 93 percent from 1987 to 1992, from 52,980 to 102,271.
By contrast, the rate of increase for all U.S. firms was 26 percent, from 13.7
million in 1987 to 17.3 million in 1992.23 In 1992 the United States had 95,040
American Indian–owned, 2,738 Aleut-owned, and 4,493 Eskimo-owned firms.24

The total estimated revenue for the nation’s American Indian, Eskimo, and
Aleut businesses increased 115 percent from 1987 to 1992, from $3.7 billion to
$8.1 billion, whereas receipts for all U.S. firms during the same period grew by
67 percent, from $2 trillion to $3.3 trillion.25

More recent Census Bureau information indicates that the number of Na-
tive businesses continues to expand at a fast pace. In 1997 there were 197,300



TRIBAL CAPITALISM AND NATIVE CAPITALISTS     319

Native-owned firms, of which 4,982 (2 percent) had more than $1 million in
receipts, whereas 26 percent, or 50,433, had receipts of less than $5,000. The
number of Native businesses grew 84 percent from 1992 to 1997, whereas the
number of all U.S. firms increased by 7 percent. The receipts for Native busi-
nesses during that period increased by 179 percent, compared with 40 percent
for all U.S. firms during the same period. Total receipts for Native businesses
in 1997 were $34,343,907,000, over $34 billion. Native businesses in 1997 were
concentrated in industries not classified (45 percent); services (17 percent);
construction (14 percent); retail trade (8 percent); agricultural services (5 per-
cent); manufacturing (3 percent); transportation (3 percent); finance, insurance,
and real estate (2 percent); and wholesale trade (2 percent). Compared with all
U.S. businesses, Native businesses are overrepresented in industries not
classified, construction, and agricultural services. Native businesses are
underrepresented in services, finance, retail trade, wholesale trade, and trans-
portation, whereas they are equally represented in manufacturing. Except for
industries not classified, Native businesses have lower revenues than the av-
erage for all U.S. firms in the same industry. In the category of industries not
classified, Native firms averaged receipts of $109,000, whereas all U.S. firms
averaged $42,000. The five states with the largest number of Native firms in
1997 were California (26,603), Texas (15,668), Oklahoma (15,066), Florida
(10,546), and North Carolina (7,148). The five metropolitan areas with the most
Native-owned businesses were Los Angeles–Long Beach, California (8,541);
Tulsa, Oklahoma (3,822); Oklahoma City, Oklahoma (3,295); Houston, Texas
(3,128); and New York, New York (2,801).26

These figures show that the numbers of Native businesses are growing
more than three times as fast as, and receipts are increasing at more than double
the rate of, those of the U.S. business community as a whole. Census data over
the past two decades indicate continued growth and diversification of Native
business enterprises. This suggests that Native capitalism and businesses will
become an increasingly active part of the U.S. economy and will play stronger
and more visible roles in Native social and political issues in the future.

The Native business community has arisen largely within the urban envi-
ronment where entrepreneurial values and opportunities are relatively unaf-
fected by the poverty, culture, and social community of Indian reservations.
Exposed to business values and opportunities within cities, individual Natives
have formed over 197,000 businesses and continue to create enterprises at a
high rate. Many Native business leaders continue to maintain ties to urban
and reservation Indian communities, although their businesses may have little
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to do with reservation cultures or community life. Business ownership has not
obliterated Native identity, but most Native businesses are not located on res-
ervations, which reflects the relatively poor business opportunities present on
Indian reservations. It also reflects the continuity of Native cultural values,
political relations, and values, which tend to remain less than conducive to
capitalist market values.

TRIBAL CAPITALISM

Most government economic development plans focus on reservation econo-
mies. Yet they ignore a central problem: the general absence of individual capi-
talist entrepreneurs on Indian reservations. Although tribal members own many
small businesses such as bars, gas stations, and grocery stores, most are owned
by non-Indians. As discussed in the previous section, most reservation com-
munities have not fostered individual business entrepreneurship. Most Indian
entrepreneurs have moved off the reservation into urban markets, where op-
portunities are greater and businesses are supported and encouraged by law,
government, and culture.

On most reservations the presence of multiple worldviews—many the
products of assimilation through government education programs, individual
experience, and the introduction of the Christian religion—influences the busi-
ness climate. Most Native communities include groups and individuals with
considerable experience with and knowledge of American culture, values, and
institutions and many who have internalized such views. Most Native reser-
vation communities, however, explicitly honor Native traditions and philoso-
phies about the cosmos. Even well-educated and Christian tribal members
who have lived in the community for many years continue to uphold the val-
ues and normative rules of the reservation community. This is not to argue
that decision making and community action on a reservation simply reflect
traditional orientations but rather to convey that traditional values tend to
prevail throughout the community’s social and political relations.

As stated previously, the general absence of a significant private entrepre-
neurial sector on most reservation communities is not an accident. Most Native
reservation communities do not support individual capitalist activity, accu-
mulation of wealth, and a central focus on production and market enterprise.
Values of generosity, redistribution, and egalitarianism continue to prevail
among many community members. Tribal governments, which are often alien
forms of representative democracy, also discourage private capitalism. Few
tribal governments actively support individual business enterprise with legal
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and political protection. Private businesses need predictable, stable legal and
political environments, and few reservations have expended the effort to cre-
ate the legal, economic, or political infrastructure to foster a stable capitalist
business climate. Many Native entrepreneurs find reservation business envi-
ronments unsupportive and often move off the reservation to establish their
companies. Most tribal communities do not see private enterprise as a pri-
mary value or goal. Native culture and worldviews do not support the values
of capitalist accumulation and market participation.

Tribal governments continue to operate within the holistic orientation of
Native community life. Unlike U.S. society, institutional relations among
economy, community, kinship, and politics are not separated. Consequently,
many tribal leaders are reluctant to promote a private capitalist sector outside
the political guidance and control of the tribal community. Most Native com-
munities and their political leadership see an autonomous private sector as a
possible social and political threat to the community. They feel more comfort-
able with community and political guidance and control over economic enter-
prise. The 1934 Indian Reorganization Act (IRA) allows tribal governments to
create relatively independent economic corporations to foster economic de-
velopment on Indian reservations. However, although more than 100 tribes
eventually adopted a representative form of government, only one tribe
adopted the corporate model as originally proposed by the IRA. In this early
IRA corporate model, an economic development corporation would be cre-
ated for the tribal community, and each tribal member held a share and voting
rights in that entity. A board of directors would be elected to manage and guide
the corporation. The tribal government would not manage or control the eco-
nomic corporation. Except for the Seminole of Florida, Indian communities
rejected the IRA’s reservation corporate plan. Many tribal communities have
adopted a revised version of the IRA plan, placing the corporation under the
control of the elected tribal government. Even with the prodding of the U.S.
government, the increasing demands of market globalization, and more di-
verse values within reservation communities, most reservation communities
prefer relatively holistic institutional relations among economy, community,
polity, and culture.27 Some private Native businesses operate on many reser-
vations, but they are not strongly supported culturally or politically and as a
result have limited opportunities.

Tribal governments and communities, however, are cognizant of the de-
mands of and need for economic development. Tribal leadership often argues
that sovereignty is not possible without freedom from economic dependence
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on government programs and funding. High rates of poverty and unemploy-
ment on reservations, with their attendant problems and issues, are a major stimu-
lus for tribal governments to promote economic development, although they still
prefer to manage reservation economic development and enterprise. The mode
of capitalism that has emerged within reservation communities is one in which
the tribal government is the main owner and manager of major economic devel-
opment projects. Tribal leaders make important decisions about investment and
management. This overlapping management of political and economic leader-
ship is discouraged within mainstream American political and economic life
but is the preferred mode of economic development on Indian reservations.

Natives are opting for a form of collective capitalism rather than individual
capitalism. Some, like the Winnebago of Nebraska, are experimenting with
American-style corporate models whereby economic decisions are insulated
from the politics of tribal government. In Alaska, thirteen Native for-profit
corporations are mandated by congressional act and are separate institutions
from tribal governments. But throughout Indian country the preferred way of
proceeding with economic development is for political, community, and cul-
tural values to guide economic decision making and institutions.28 Native com-
munities are greatly concerned about economic issues, but they do not wish to
sacrifice culture, preferred forms of institutional relations, and internal social
relations in favor of economic development. If there is a choice between eco-
nomic gain and the sacrifice of central cultural and institutional relations, many
Native communities prefer to refrain from becoming involved in economic
development projects they believe will endanger or change their communities
in unwanted ways.29

Native capitalism has taken a different path from U.S. or Western capital-
ism. Tribal governments are expected to preserve the political sovereignty of
the Native communities, as well as to protect and promote cultural values and
community survival. Economic development is seen as a means to enhance
tribal sovereignty, empower the community through independent resources,
and mitigate the harsh effects of poverty.30 Economic development and enter-
prise are not seen either as ends in themselves or as responses to market de-
mands or comparative advantages. Many tribal communities will accept a lower
standard of living in comparison with the overall U.S. standard, since material
interests and values are less central to their lives.31 Tribal leaders must manage
the trade-offs between community culture and the need for economic devel-
opment. A private sector whose main interest is capitalist accumulation could
potentially threaten and disrupt the community’s social and cultural relations.32
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The Mississippi Choctaw, a tribe in which the tribal government makes
the investment and executive personnel decisions, offers an example of Na-
tive capitalism at work. Highly successful in creating manufacturing plants,
sustaining economic initiatives, and hiring tribal members as workers and
managers, Mississippi Choctaw enterprises are market-oriented and profit-
able concerns but with a tribal or collective purpose. The tribal government
accumulates profits not for private purposes but for the good and future in-
vestment of the tribal community. Individual workers are motivated to take
pride and care in their work because they are working for tribal enterprises
that represent and support the entire community.33 This model of tribal capi-
talism enshrines the tribal government as manager of economic enterprises
for the well-being of the tribal community. Jobs and wealth are managed for
the collective well-being, at least in theory, and therefore individuals partici-
pate wholeheartedly because they, too, are contributing to the collective and
future economic well-being of the community. Since the tribal government is
in control of economic enterprises, community goals and values are protected,
and accumulated wealth from capitalist enterprises is reinvested or redistrib-
uted with the well-being of the community in mind.

Other successful examples of tribal capitalism are found in the rapid growth
of gaming enterprises on Indian reservations. Gaming emerged because of the
great need for economic development on reservations and because tribal sover-
eignty provided a legal opening to take advantage of gaming. In the aftermath of
several legal cases and the IGRA, Indian gaming has become more established.
Some tribes make considerable money from gaming, although most see small
profits. The more isolated tribes have less success than those located near large
populations. With the exception of the Florida Seminoles, gaming operations are
managed by tribal governments, with most gaming profits redistributed for com-
munity benefit according to the IGRA. This provision fits well with collective or
community-oriented Native values and helps to justify gaming enterprises in
that it promotes development and helps alleviate poverty. In the late 1990s the
Proposition 5 and Proposition 1A campaigns to gain gaming compacts for Cali-
fornia Indian tribes relied heavily on themes of self-reliance, payment of taxes,
and alleviation of poverty and government dependence.34 The campaigns not
only reverberated very well with the California electorate, which approved
both propositions with over 60 percent of the vote, but also underscored Na-
tive values and goals for gaming and redistributive economic development.35

Tribal capitalism does not put accumulation of wealth as its central goal.
Community and cultural protection and enhancement of tribal sovereignty
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are major values. Tribal capitalism discourages individual capitalism because
it will introduce new values and new power centers, as well as unwanted con-
centrations of wealth, within the community. Historically, Native communi-
ties have not been class-based societies, and tribal culture and holistic institu-
tional order mitigate against the formation of a capitalist class as an explicit
feature of Native reservation communities. Because of government employ-
ment, farming, cattle raising, and other occupations and businesses, economic
class differences do emerge within reservation communities. Class formation
and interests are often explicitly noted by tribal community members and lead-
ers and are opposed within tribal communities as nontraditional viewpoints
and social formations.36 Nevertheless, most tribal communities currently con-
tain mixed class and cultural orientations, with many members adhering to
multiple worldviews and situational identities.

Tribal governments are seen as protectors of the long-term cultural and
political interests of the Native reservation communities. Economic develop-
ment is desirable as long as it supports the goals of preserving and enhancing
community culture and prospects. Tribal governments, when they work prop-
erly, are the stewards of the tribal community estate and must preserve com-
munity, culture, and the reservation environment. Economic development is
desirable when it serves community values and interests and is threatening
when market or capitalist institutions threaten to disrupt community organi-
zation.37

The model of tribal capitalism is widely distributed in various forms
throughout Indian country. It embodies the values and interests of Native res-
ervation communities. Efforts by economic planners to impose Western capi-
talist models on Native communities generally meet with opposition and have
great difficulty establishing enduring economic innovations. Although the
specific features, ceremonies, and stories of Native religions and worldviews
vary considerably, Native communities tend to share similar holistic under-
standings of the cosmos; thus tribal capitalism rather than individual entre-
preneurship embodies Native cultural understandings and preferences.38 The
continued cultural and institutional foundations of contemporary Native res-
ervation communities support the tribal capitalist model and discourage indi-
vidual entrepreneurship. It is true, however, that such issues are discussed
and even challenged by various groups, classes, and individuals. Many Native
communities vigorously debate the role of tradition and institutional order—
the tight interrelations of culture, community, polity, and economy—in the
contemporary world. These political, cultural, and economic debates will con-
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tinue and will form the basis of developing consensus on what types of change
will be acceptable to the communities.

Tribal capitalism faces great challenges in the twenty-first century and
beyond. Global markets make gaining a foothold within the capitalist system
even more important than it was in the past. The penalty for not participating
in that system is continued economic and political marginalization of Native
reservation communities. Some degree of economic viability will be necessary
to ensure tribal sovereignty and provide resources to preserve and extend
Native cultures and traditions. Tribal governments also face continued chal-
lenges to tribal sovereignty from local, state, and federal governments and
their constituent group interests. Most tribal governments lack the resources
and the organization to defend their sovereignty against local, state, and fed-
eral encroachment. Economic successes will need to be accompanied by strength-
ening of tribal governments to meet the globalized economic, political, and
cultural challenges of the future. Tribal governments and tribal communities
will need to negotiate and decide for themselves how to preserve their cul-
tural and holistic institutional relations and worldviews and at the same time
promote the innovations that will allow them to meet those future challenges.

THE IRON CAGE IN INDIAN COUNTRY

If we return to Marx and Weber ’s Iron Cage argument as manifested in In-
dian country, we see Native participation in the increasingly globalized mar-
ket system as moving in two major directions. Some American Indians have
embraced capitalism. Over 197,000 Natives currently own businesses in the
United States. Natives are relatively new to business entrepreneurship and
ownership. During the last several decades of the twentieth century, Native
individual capitalism made significant strides and outpaced growth rates of
the U.S. economy as a whole. One can expect that Native individual capitalist
entrepreneurship will continue to be largely urban and that entrepreneurs will
gain greater influence over Native issues and national policies. Since more
than 197,000 business owners retain Native identities and many have strong
tribal identifications, they may significantly influence economic development
and policy in Indian country.

Reservation economic development has not followed the Iron Cage model
entirely. Tribal capitalism is the result of market competition, which forces
Native people to engage in the market for economic self-sufficiency. Never-
theless, motivations for tribal capitalism are not based solely on maximizing
profits in the market but rather they emphasize preserving community, culture,
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and tribal sovereignty. Market competition forces Indian communities to con-
sider and engage in market enterprise, but they wish to do so under their own
terms and to subordinate capitalist accumulation to collective goals of com-
munity, cultural, and political enhancement and preservation. Tribal capital-
ism makes concessions to market competition, but only as a means to further
its noneconomic goals of collective community values. The struggle between
the powerful forces of market competition and preservation of Native com-
munities will play out over the next century and will lead to many interesting
social and cultural innovations as Native communities accommodate the new
globalized cultural, economic, and political environment.

The effect of the capitalist Iron Cage in Indian country is mixed. Native
communities and individuals have been forced to accommodate the forces of
competitive market capitalism. Nevertheless, Native community and identity
have survived and will likely continue to meet the challenges of the new glo-
balized economy in diverse ways.
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Native Americans today face daunting challenges as they struggle to find so-
lutions to problems anchored in centuries of colonialism. Sovereignty tops the
list for many reservation communities, whether it involves asserting political
independence and reclaiming control over natural resources and reinvigorat-
ing indigenous cultural practices or rebuilding effective tribal infrastructures.
Although structures of power have varied historically, Europeans and Ameri-
cans have generally operated as though controlling indigenous cultures and
their economies were pivotal to establishing and maintaining colonial hegemony.
But as contributors to this volume demonstrate and as many American Indi-
ans know from history and experience, indigenous communities resisted those
efforts and crafted creative strategies to survive within the enveloping capital-
ist economy. American Indians are continuing to work out solutions whereby
“decolonization” often means finding pathways or economic strategies that
provide for a community’s material needs, but in ways that respect and rein-
force their own cultural values.

Conclusion

BRIAN HOSMER AND COLLEEN O’NEILL

C H A P T E R  F I F T E E N
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This anthology can be read as a response to a scholarly paradigm once
quite explicit in writings on American Indians and economic change—today
more implicit but still present. As Colleen O’Neill demonstrates in her intro-
duction and as many of our essayists address in one way or another, world
systems formulations and many variants thereof dominated thinking not only
on the “development of underdevelopment” in Indian communities (histori-
cally and contemporarily) but also in considerations of American Indian history
generally. Influenced by groundbreaking work in Latin American, subaltern,
and Third World studies, world systems and dependency theories offered pre-
cise, workable, and commonsensical explanations for the persistence of pov-
erty in many regions and the concomitant wealth and power in a few others.
Accordingly, the relationship between wealth and poverty was simple and
direct: as the global expansion of capitalist economic arrangements drew riches
and resources to “core,” generally industrialized economies, those societies
located on the “periphery” gradually but inevitably lost their autonomy and
their ability to provide for themselves and sunk deeper into poverty and de-
pendency. In the process, indigenous forms of social organization, cultural
values, and economic arrangements struggled under the weight of an increas-
ingly powerful world political/economic/social system. Some societies were
absorbed into the global system, others struggled to operate on its periphery,
and all felt its immense weight.

Problems with the development of an underdevelopment paradigm are
well-known and are addressed by most of our essayists, either directly or by
implication. That paradigm tends toward determination, offers limited space
for exploring agency, flattens local and cultural distinctions, and portrays In-
dian peoples as passive victims, forever buffeted about by forces beyond their
control (perhaps, so the argument is sometimes framed, beyond their compre-
hension). Ironically, many of these same criticisms can also be leveled against
older “modernization” theories that world systems formulations were designed
to challenge. Critics have challenged materialist models from several directions,
including emphasizing creative resistance (the deployment of “weapons of
the weak”) to the particularizing emphases of cultural studies and toward
reconsiderations of (dynamic) relationships between local agency and the op-
erations of differential power.

Read another way, chapters in Native Pathways counter the implication
that Indian people are historically—perhaps temperamentally and culturally—
resistant to change, particularly economic change. Although not overt in the
most sophisticated treatments of uneven economic development, this notion
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nevertheless is persistent. Indian people, so the reasoning goes, are unable to
balance Indianness with adaptation and, by extension, are not permitted by
scholars to explore, invent, and change. This fundamentally paternalistic notion,
fixing natives in the past, as museum pieces to be observed in their “natural”
state, ultimately denies them the full measure of their humanity.

The implication is also not supported by historical evidence, as chap-
ters in Native Pathways amply demonstrate. From oil leasing as a “cultural
enterprise” (Rosier) to the seemingly non-businesslike activities of tribal busi-
ness councils (La Vere) to examinations of Indian gaming (Cattelino,
Rosenthal), which help us see externals and internals, culture alongside poli-
tics, essayists offer a compelling sense of the breadth and diversity of Indian
commercial activities. M’Closkey’s compelling piece, which situates Navajo
weaving within a global economic context while emphasizing its gendered
meanings and implications, advances the discussion further still, offering a
sense of the historical depth of “globalization” and its implications for native
communities.

These chapters build upon a growing body of scholarship that, by uncov-
ering native activities in lumberyards and fisheries, on dance grounds and in
mines, on the farm and in the city, remind us that Indians have long experi-
ence with work and with managing economic change. As Ellis, Shepherd, and
Bauer demonstrate, our reluctance to connect labor and laboring, as conven-
tionally understood, with the Indian “world” as often described has as much
to do with persistent images of Indians and Indianness as with the historical
record and lived experience. Berman, like M’Closkey, demonstrates the cru-
cial link between government policies and women’s work patterns and oppor-
tunities, reminding us again that although Indian people are able to adapt to
changed circumstances, operations of differential power (globalization, wel-
fare reform) nevertheless constrict choices and outcomes.

It is also true that as scholars undertake research in and with native com-
munities, they encounter questions of meaning, not to mention multidimen-
sional relationships between researcher and community—what is collected and
how it is to be used and understood. Paci and Krebs in one area and Hosmer in
another reflect on intersections between economics and culture but also con-
sider intellectual property and research ethics, voice and representation, which
increasingly are intertwined with research methods and cultural sovereignty.
Many of our essayists deal with emerging complexities of research in or about
native communities, as well they should, for with globalization come other
pathways through which power can be deployed, producing new challenges



CONCLUSION     333

for native peoples but also perhaps new opportunities for self-expression and
self-determination.

For scholars and students, Native Pathways stands alongside those writ-
ings designed to document intersections between Indian history and economic
change. Although we asked essayists to tell “new” stories, to engage anew
methodological and theoretical considerations, to examine economics and cul-
ture in light of contemporary discussions of globalization, modernization, sov-
ereignty, and cultural representations, we refrained from mandating or even
suggesting a particular ideological perspective. To us, the plural in “pathways”
is meaningful. Instead of one disciplinary perspective, this volume represents
many. Rather than defining “economics” or “labor” with scientific precision,
we gave the nod to art and encouraged flexible, creative thinking; and rather
than taking a position on the implications of economic change over the course
of the twentieth century (e.g., whether capitalism has been “good” or “bad”
for native communities), we sought instead to represent multiple stories, mul-
tiple responses, the many and varied ways Indian peoples have encountered,
adjusted to, accepted, and contested ever-shifting economic arrangements. And,
as we hope you will agree, our essayists delivered.

This means that Native Pathways can be read as a whole, its chapters hang-
ing together with constituent parts addressing core issues, albeit from distinct
perspectives. Read beginning to end, with Fixico and O’Neill setting the stage
and offering context and Champagne drawing us back to theoretical consider-
ations, chapters move from the more empirically oriented to the more theo-
retical, each melding description with abstraction. But the chapters also stand
on their own and can be understood as discrete examinations, rarely told sto-
ries, and inventive ways of uncovering and understanding the lived experi-
ences of historical actors.

Read individually or considered as a whole, chapters in Native Pathways
should also be understood in the context of struggle as well as survival. For
whereas many of our authors rightly emphasize agency and adaptation and
highlight demonstrations of ingenuity, fortitude, and perhaps triumph, we must
remember that, historically and contemporarily, the latitude to adapt and re-
spond is circumscribed by economic and political conditions and indeed by
cultural expectations. As Eric Wolf pointed out in the final work of an illustri-
ous career, power matters—or, more properly, what matters are those struc-
tures that frame the exercise of power. And so as scholars consider adaptation,
adjustment, cultural persistence, and innovation—all of these—we need to ap-
preciate the presence of that giant elephant in the room.
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For native nations, what this may mean is that discussions of sovereignty
amid economic change may matter less than the actual exercise of sovereignty,
that success in these terms involves compromises, changes, but ultimately hard
choices. So it is with this in mind that all of us who contributed to Native Path-
ways hope our efforts offer something of value, not just to the scholarly debate
we reference time and again but to native communities. Contributors point to
survival amid change and highlight stories not told before or tales in need of
recasting. It would be more than a little presumptuous to suggest that those
actually encountering these challenges on a continual basis should consult our
efforts. But seeking to find ways in which scholarly discourse can contribute
to the ongoing exercise of self-determination is, it seems, a worthwhile objec-
tive, particularly for a volume dedicated to examinations of agency and power.
If it serves as a reminder to students and scholars that research involves re-
sponsibilities, then we’ve accomplished something and maybe found a pathway
we can travel together.
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