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The explosive expansion of tribal gaming in Native North America has 
been among the "big stories" about American Indians since the late 1980s. Ca­
veats are necessary: not all tribes pursue casino gaming—223 of 341 federally-
recognized tribes in the continental United States operated gaming facilities in 
2004 (National Indian Gaming Association 2004, 6)—not all casinos make 
money, and Native people face many other important issues. Still, casino rev­
enues have transformed reservation and surrounding economies, and the poli­
tics of indigeneity in the United States increasingly is shaped by the successes, 
scandals, and stereotypes of Indian casinos. At the root of Indian gaming are the 
legal doctrines and lived experiences of tribal sovereignty. Given their current 
importance, it is interesting to note that Indian casinos were absent from the 
journal and book versions of "The Indian Today" (tribal gaming had not yet 
been launched), while tribal sovereignty hardly was mentioned (Levine and Lurie 
1965, 1968). 

It is my goal to examine tribal gaming and sovereignty at their intersection, 
identifying key scholarly questions they raise and offering methodological and 
analytical suggestions for how we might address them. I also analyze public 
scrutiny leveled against tribal gaming because it shapes the political and eco­
nomic terrain of indigenous action and reflects broad structural constraints there­
upon. Toward these ends, I employ examples from The Seminole Tribe of Florida, 
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the first tribal nation to pursue high-stakes gaming and the site of my own eth­
nographic research.1 

From Bingo Halls to Billions 
Scholars, activists, and policymakers cannot ignore the economic power of 

Indian gaming. According to the National Indian Gaming Commission (NIGC), 
a federal regulatory body, in 2004 Indian gaming grossed $19.4 billion in rev­
enues (National Indian Gaming Commission 2005). The National Indian Gam­
ing Association (NIGA), a trade organization, put the figure at $18.5 billion, 
reporting that 19.5 million Americans visited Indian gaming facilities across 
twenty-eight states. Tribal government gaming comprised 23 percent of con­
sumer spending on legal gambling in the United States in 2003 (National Indian 
Gaming Association 2004). The industry has grown rapidly from its modest 
birth in a small bingo hall on the intersection of Stirling Road and State Road 7 
in Hollywood, Florida, where in 1979 Seminoles opened the first high-stakes 
gaming operation in Native North America. Not surprisingly, today's largest 
gaming operations are located near densely-populated urban areas: they include 
the Mashantucket Pequot and Mohegan casinos in Connecticut, the Shakopee 
Mdewakanton Sioux casino outside Minneapolis, the Seminole Hollywood Hard 
Rock casino near Fort Lauderdale and Miami, and numerous casinos operated 
by California tribes near Los Angeles and San Diego. Casinos have partially 
realigned the geography of power in Indian Country. 

Numerous scholars have examined the legal foundations and regulatory 
framework for tribal government gaming, outlining the complex regulatory 
scheme established in 1988 by the United States Congress with passage of the 
Indian Gaming Regulatory Act, and analyzing the string of federal court cases, 
beginning in 1982 with Seminole Tribe v. Butterworth, which affirmed tribes' 
sovereignty-based gaming rights.2 Too often, however, the history of Indian 
gaming is told as if it begins with a Congressional mandate or a judicial ruling, 
rather than with indigenous action. It is worth remembering that Seminoles 
opened Hollywood Bingo before any U.S. law on tribal gaming had been passed 
or any judge had issued a ruling on the matter. They did so as part of a long 
history of failed efforts to establish a secure economic base for the tribal gov­
ernment, as an attempt to alleviate ongoing poverty on their urban and rural 
reservations, and with the hope that more money could reduce individual and 
tribal government reliance on the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) and other 
federal agencies. Seminoles, like other tribes, had rarely been able to convince 
banks and other lenders to invest on reservation land, which could not serve as 
collateral because of its federal trust status. Since their 1957 reorganization into 
a federally-recognized tribe (under the 1934 Indian Reorganization Act), 
Seminoles had participated in a string of BIA and public-private economic de­
velopment projects (e.g., light manufacturing, cattle ranching, land leasing, and 
tourism), but these either had failed entirely or had brought only marginal prof-
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its.3 Nor was gaming the first economic project to generate local controversy 
about its appropriateness for Indian people: as I discuss elsewhere, non-Indian 
concerns about Seminoles losing their authenticity and "selling out" swirled 
around earlier twentieth-century Seminole ventures in cattle, crafts, alligator 
wrestling, and cigarette sales (Cattelino 2004; see also West 1998). Tribal gov­
ernment gaming, then, was neither a "new buffalo" that mysteriously appeared 
to lead Indians out of poverty (Lane 1995) nor an unexpected "windfall"; in­
stead, it was the result of sustained efforts by Indian people to fight poverty and 
reinforce their self-governance.4 

Complicated methodological issues abound in studying gaming, and this 
perhaps accounts for the paucity of studies about the everyday dimensions of 
gaming for Native people. Research must address several difficult issues: lim­
ited public access to information about tribal gaming proceeds and operations; 
sensitivity on the part of many American Indians to the politics and stereotypes 
of Indian gaming; possible tribal restrictions on scholarly research; political 
divisions within some tribes; and the basic question—more difficult than it may 
seem—of how and where to locate gaming, ethnographically and analytically. 
When I began my ethnographic research on Seminole gaming and sovereignty, 
I assumed that I would spend hours each week in casinos. It turned out that few 
Seminoles worked in the casinos (many had better jobs within the rapidly grow­
ing tribal bureaucracy), and most did not frequently hang out in the casinos. 
Instead, the social meanings of tribal gaming took hold in the everyday experi­
ences of increased family incomes, the subtle politics of Tribal Council debates 
on other topics, social service design and delivery, cultural production, and other 
domains of everyday life. This presented methodological dilemmas and new 
opportunities for me as a white outside researcher, and it underlined the inextri­
cable links that tie economy to politics, culture, and social life. In the end, fol­
lowing gaming outside the casino walls and beyond the money trails suggested 
some of the ways that gaming simultaneously reflects and reshapes value and 
values for Seminoles. 

Money certainly is central to casino operations and controversies, and it is 
also important in social theory. Anthropologists and sociologists long have ex­
plored the social meanings of money, noting the ways that personhood, politics, 
and social relations are enacted and reflected in monetary exchange.5 Rather 
than simply studying gaming's "impact" (as if casinos simply "happened" to 
Native people and had easily measurable "effects"), we must also understand 
the culturally-grounded and diverse social meanings of money for tribal com­
munities who operate casinos. Literary scholar Paul Pasquaretta has begun the 
project of analyzing the symbolic and historical dimensions of Indian gaming 
through Native literature (Pasquaretta 2003). Attention to the social meanings 
of money can help us to understand the complexity of "casino capitalism" 
(Strange 1986), which too often is taken as a straightforward and monolithic 
economic form. Moreover, as I argue elsewhere (Cattelino forthcoming), exam-
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ining the social meanings of money challenges the scholarly and popular as­
sumption that money erodes cultural distinctiveness and abstracts social rela­
tions. 

A brief outline of how Seminoles allocate casino profits and understand 
their effects can illustrate these points. The Seminole Tribe of Florida, whose 
approximately 3,000 citizens live on six reservations in the swamps and sub­
urbs of South Florida, turned a profit almost instantly after Hollywood Bingo's 
1979 launch. By 2001 the Tribe's five casinos generated annual profits of over 
$300 million, making Seminole gaming unusually successful when compared 
to most tribal casino operations.6 Revenues have shot up since the 2004 open­
ing of massive Hard Rock casino-resorts on the urban Tampa and Hollywood 
reservations. The democratically-elected Seminole Tribal Council distributes 
casino revenues, in accordance with annual budgetary and policy decisions, to a 
growing number of tribal programs and as per capita dividends to all tribal 
citizens. 

The direct financial impact of casino revenues for the Seminole govern­
ment and citizens is stunning. Prior to 1979, when Hollywood Bingo opened, 
The Seminole Tribe of Florida administered a budget of less than $2 million, 
almost all from federal grants. In 2001, by contrast, the tribe's annual budget 
exceeded $200 million, with over 95 percent of the funds coming from casino 
revenues. Seminole gaming employed nearly 2,000 people, only twenty of whom, 
mostly in management positions, were Seminoles; the tribe estimates that gam­
ing contributed $65 million to the local economy that year.7 Yet gaming's "eco­
nomic impact" cannot be measured by financial indicators alone, as all too many 
economists are trying to do.8 This single-generation shift from grinding poverty 
to economic security has enabled—and also forced—Seminoles to consider what 
kind of people and government they want to be. I understand these efforts as 
processes of valuation. 

When I asked Seminoles whether and how gaming had affected their lives, 
they generally responded by praising the benefits brought by investments of 
casino income in tribal administration, cultural programs, and economic devel­
opment. First, Seminole casinos fund a vast array of tribal government pro­
grams including health clinics, law enforcement, the K-12 Ahfachkee School 
and other education projects, and housing. Since gaming, the tribal government 
has expanded radically, with more than 1,300 tribal employees occupying sev­
eral gleaming new office buildings by 2001. The tribal government also directs 
casino revenues toward political lobbying and legal defense of sovereignty-
based rights. That Seminoles have been able to mobilize casino revenues 
toward self-governance and decreased reliance on the BIA is not only a conse­
quence of gaming. Instead, archival and oral historical research showed that 
these were key motivations for pursuing gaming in the first place. 

Second, Seminoles also have devoted large sums to cultural production. In 
1997 they opened the Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki Museum, and the tribe also funds craftwork, 
language classes, festivals, and other cultural programs. That there is a self-
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proclaimed Seminole "cultural renaissance" in the wake of casinos is a testa­
ment to Seminoles' valuation of distinct cultural practices, and many individu­
als expressed relief that decreased financial pressures freed up more time for 
cultural projects and practices. Still, the bureaucratization of culture and insti­
tutionalization of language education in the casino era have caused some Semi­
noles to worry that the strengthening of tribal cultural programs will undermine 
the matrilineal clan as the locus of cultural (re)production. The public display 
of Seminole cultural difference also has responded to casino critics and 
multicultural logics demanding that Seminoles and other indigenous groups 
perform culture as a condition of their recognition and legitimacy.9 

Third, Seminoles invested casino revenues in economic diversification, for 
example sugarcane, citrus, cattle ranching, an airplane manufacturer, and 
ecotourism at the Billie Swamp Safari. Less often publicized, and less under­
stood by many tribal members, have been the Tribal Council's ventures in the 
financial sector: investment in other Indian casinos, a bank, casino boat, off­
shore reinsurance firm, and real estate. Economic diversification is not just a 
way for Seminoles to make money or protect assets; it is not just an "investment 
strategy" in the narrowest economistic terms. Diversification is also a matter of 
pride, politics, and nationalism. Being able to list off an array of tribal enter­
prises, as Seminoles often do, shows them to be and do more than casinos. It is 
common for tribal gaming advocates around the country to promote diversifica­
tion, but often this presumes a particular model of "economic development," 
rather than asking what diversification means to people. For some Seminoles, 
diversification is a defense against being associated too closely with casinos or 
cigarette sales. For other Seminoles, it is a marker of governmental legitimacy, 
as Seminoles compare themselves to similar nations that "have an economy."10 

Still others hope to distribute political power more evenly by supporting new 
projects and individual entrepreneurs, reducing reliance on gaming experts. 

Fourth, Seminoles allocate monthly casino dividends to each tribal mem­
ber, including minors, raising household incomes and reflecting localized pro­
cesses whereby the redistribution of wealth enacts political leadership. Per capita 
dividends get a lot of play in press accounts of Indian gaming. Although per 
capita dividends sometimes are taken as evidence that Indians are getting "rich" 
off of casinos, they take particular meanings in relation to Seminole history and 
political norms. That is, cash distributions are not simply economic transfers, 
but are social decisions and historical markers. Many Seminoles draw a moral 
and civic contrast between dividends, which can modestly support most fami­
lies, and the U.S. welfare benefits upon which they once relied. They are proud 
that dividends enable them to provide for their children, comparing the abun­
dant food on their tables to prior reliance on U.S. government commodity foods, 
and they contrast their children's FUBU and DKNY designer clothes to the 
missionary hand-me-downs they once wore. There is a certain irony that many 
Seminoles now depend on tribal, not federal government, checks, in an exten­
sion and perhaps deepening in everyday Seminole life of modes and economies 


