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Commentary 

American Indians, American Dreams, 
and the Meaning of Success 

STEPHEN CORNELL 

On February 25, 1987, the United States Supreme Court handed 
down a decision in the case of California, et al. v. the Cabeuln Band 
of Mission Indians, et al. The decision involved the attempt by the 
state of California and the country of Riverside to regulate or shut 
down bingo games set up by the Cabezon and Morongo bands 
of Indians. 

Bingo has become a major source of income on a number of In- 
dian reservations. This income comes not from winnings, but 
from the profits that tribes make as operators of high-stakes bingo 
operations. These operations have been challenged by the states, 
which have jurisdiction over gaming within their borders. Cali- 
fornia gaming laws, for example, place a cap of $250 per pot on 
all bingo games, require that bingo profits be used for charitable 
purposes only, and stipulate that those who run the games re- 
ceive no pay for their work. Indian bingo, in contrast, is typically 
a high-stakes game (pots may reach $lOO,ooO or more), profits go 
to the operators, and employees are paid. The vast majority of 
players in these games are non-Indians. Indian bingo games in 
Oklahoma, for example, draw high-rollers from Tulsa, Oklahoma 
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City, and even Texas to take advantage of what has become a big- 
time gambling operation. 

Hence the conflict in court: are Indian tribes subject to state 
gaming regulations? In its February 1987 decision, the Supreme 
Court found in the Indians’ favor, upholding the right of tribes 
to regulate gaming in Indian country, free from the interference 
of state and local governments. Thanks to the Court, Californians 
may continue to test their luck and pocket big bucks at the gam- 
ing tables of Morongo and Cabezon. 

What does all this have to do with the American Dream? In an 
indirect way, quite a lot. 

Indians and the American Dream 

There is something both predictable and ironic about the 
citizens of California looking to Indian bingo as a vehicle by 
which they can achieve one version of the American Dream- 
figuratively speaking, a grand roll of the dice leading to the big 
bonanza. It is predictable in that Native Americans, in Califor- 
nia and elsewhere, have paid a good deal of blood and treasure 
on behalf of the dreams of other Americans. But it is ironic in that 
the tables now, in a sense, are turned. With bingo, Indians again 
hold the key to someone’s success, but this time it is the Indians 
who stand to win the most. 

Importantly, their winnings have to do with more than money. 
The California case is a milestone of sorts on the path toward 
another American dream, this one more classically Indian. It is 
a dream of community survival and collective political power, 
and it is an American dream quite different from the popular vi- 
sion of individual success, 

My purpose here is not to comment on how the American 
Dream has been realized among the first Americans. That Indians 
today, taken as a single population, remain among the poorest 
of the poor in the land of opportunity is a widely-known fact. 
What does deserve comment, I think, is the relationship between 
Indians as collective actors and the American Dream as an ob- 
ject of action. 

But first, what is this American Dream? It has changed over the 
years and, like all powerful symbols, it surely means different 
things to different people. But at heart it seems to include two 
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things: a specification of both ends and means. On the one hand 
it is a dream of individual freedom and attendant material suc- 
cess. On the other hand, that success is to be achieved in a par- 
ticular way, through neither handouts nor special dispensations 
but individual work. The image is of a nation of strivers, each 
making his or her way up an essentially accessible ladder of eco- 
nomic achievement through individual effort. 

This emphasis on work, in fact, may be part of the objection 
to Indian bingo: Indian tribes are likely to make a killing with 
relatively little effort. Clearly the states have both an economic 
and a political interest in controlling Indian bingo, but their ac- 
tions and the reluctance of the federal government to endorse 
Indian bingo as a development strategy may have a moral com- 
ponent as well. Certainly a similar argument was used in the 
1880s to keep lands with major natural resource potential out of 
Indian hands: we wouldn’t want them getting rich without hav- 
ing to work for it.2 

But whatever its precise form, this dream has long been held 
out to Indians as the carrot that briefly precedes the stick, the rea- 
son why they should give up tribal life and massive bodies of 
land and enter the American mainstream. Individual economic 
success was assumed to be a common goal. In the aftermath 
of the American Revolution, for example, when the fledgling 
United States found itself unable to cope with violent Indian 
resistance to American expansion on the northwestern frontier, 
Henry Knox, Secretary of War, urged that the government 
negotiate with the Indian nations, offering them, in return for 
their lands, the.gift of American civilization, the dream of eco- 
nomic and social progress and individual f r e e d ~ m . ~  Knox was 
only the first of a series of policy-makers and others who fol- 
lowed a similar path. In the 1880s the allotment policy-a major 
effort to end tribal land-holding and break up the remaining In- 
dian land base-was justified as an attempt to create among In- 
dians, as one policy-maker put it, “individuality, responsibility, 
and a desire to accumulate p r~pe r ty . ”~  In the 1950s the federal 
government presented its so-called “termination” policy-an at- 
tempt to dismantle the reservation system and tribal structures- 
as the Indian key to the American Dream, an effort to provide 
Indians the opportunities for individual advancement which 
other Americans enjoyed. And in the 1980s citizens’ groups such 
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as Wisconsin’s Equal Rights for Everyone have justified their as- 
sault on Indian treaty rights as an effort to set Indians free of 
government wardship and tribal bonds, and facilitate their par- 
ticipation in the great American dream of individual success. 

Such offers-or impositions-assumed that individual material 
success, the heart of the American Dream, was a common goal. 
But while this dream may be a generalized expression of the am- 
bitions of many persons in this society, it substantially misses the 
apparent ambitions of many Native Americans. Many Indians are 
not full-fledged participants in American life, and one reason 
seems to be that they do not necessarily share the dream itself, 
or if they do, it is in some sense a subsidiary dream, ancillary to 
a larger set of  concern^.^ The interesting thing is not that Indians 
have rejected this particular carrot; indeed, many have embraced 
it. But it has seldom been the focal point of Indian relations with 
the larger society. 

The American Dream and Indian Collective Action 

This fact is readily apparent in Indian collective action, and in 
particular in two areas: in the activist Indian politics which has 
emerged most clearly in the last three decades, and in the major 
economic development effort undertaken in the last two decades 
by a number of Indian nations. 

The ethnic politics of the 1960s and 1970s was a largely distribu- 
tional politics. The object was access to rewards, an opportunity 
to freely participate in the competition for jobs, wealth, status, 
and power in United States society, or an opportunity simply to 
obtain more of those goods. 

Certainly Native Americans, like other Americans, have shared 
these concerns. Given the extraordinary degree of poverty, un- 
employment, and related social pathologies found in many In- 
dian communities, they have had to. But as one looks back over 
the increasingly activist Indian politics of the post-War years, 
what is striking is the persistent salience of goals which have little 
to do directly with the common American vision of success. 
Again and again three intimately related concerns emerge: tribal 
sovereignty, treaty rights, and land. All fundamentally have to 
do with the maintenance and protection of peoplehood, of com- 
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munity. This politics, in other words, has been concerned less 
with access to the larger society and its material rewards, or with 
equality of opportunity, than with those phenomena which dis- 
tinctively separate Indian nations from other groups in Ameri- 
can life. It has been a politics of national survival.6 

Survival in this case, however, is not simply a question of eco- 
nomics. There is more at stake. And this is all the more evident in 
the area of economic development. In the last fifteen years or so, 
reservation economic development has become the centerpiece 
of Indian policy and of Indian action. Furthermore, as a conse- 
quence of recent policy moves toward Indian self-determination 
and of the substantial value of the natural resources found on 
some reservations, the development opportunity for many tribes 
has been greater than ever before. As a result, many tribes are 
engaged in aggressive, self-initiated development programs of 
various kinds, or are in the process of organizing such programs. 

The agendas of most of these tribes appear to have two aspects. 
The first, simply put, is to construct viable economies which pro- 
vide an adequate standard of living for reservation populations. 
Added to this objective is a second: to maintain at the same time 
a maximum degree of political autonomy or sovereignty and as 
much social or cultural continuity as possible. What this means 
is that most reservation groups consciously or unconsciously 
place important sociopolitical constraints on the development 
process. Few Indian groups seem willing to sacrifice knowingly 
political autonomy or cultural integrity for economic gains. In 
other words, Indian nations typically have been and remain com- 
mitted to improving the material standard of living of their peo- 
ples, but only if such improvement does not come at the expense 
of group identity, political autonomy, and freedom of cultural 
choice. 

This philosophy has been apparent, for example, in the deci- 
sion by the Northern Cheyennes in the late 1970s to place a 
moratorium on coal development on their reservation. The Peter- 
son Zah Administration of the Navajo Tribe, no longer in office, 
de-emphasized certain development plans not so much out of 
concern over inadequate economic payoffs-although these often 
have been at issue-as out of concern with the political and cul- 
tural consequences of rapid development. Other tribes have re- 
fused to allow mining and other development activities on lands 
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considered sacred or otherwise important to tribal self-concepts 
and cultural continuity, while still others have opposed some de- 
velopment projects out of continuing concern with the issue of 
who will control the pace and direction of development.’ 

Indian development success, then, cannot be measured sim- 
ply in terms of increases in per capita incomes or jobs, at least 
not if many tribes’ own conceptions of what constitutes success 
are to be taken into account. The bottom line is the success of the 
community, and this success is neither purely economic nor sim- 
ply the aggregation of the successes of individual community 
members. 

In other parts of the world, particularly in the Third World, 
such a two-part agenda might not seem exceptional. But in the 
United States it is unusual. It flies in the face of the idealized im- 
age of the lone individual breaking free of group distinctions of 
various kinds, making his or her fortune as a member of a more 
or less unified, if diverse, society. By contrast, it posits the preser- 
vation of the group as the ultimate criterion against which devel- 
opment, like politics, is to be measured. 

The Indian Agenda 

The foregoing discussion suggests three things. First, whereas 
the American Dream is a dream of individual achievement and 
success, Native Americans have tended to think in collective 
terms. This collectivism extends even to individual economic 
behavior. In many tribes the emphasis in individual economic be- 
havior is not on accumulation but on sharing. Some retain what 
almost amount to normative prohibitions against the accumula- 
tion of wealth. Levelling mechanisms such as the potlatch or the 
giveaway, or simply community norms which encourage those 
who have to give to those who have not, lead to the more or less 
continuous redistribution of goods. As Pueblo anthropologist Al- 
fonso Ortiz has commented, “This raises all kinds of hell with 
the American ethic.”* 

Second, where success in the American Dream is-or at least 
has become-largely economic, Native Americans, precisely be- 
cause of this collective orientation, have a different and more 
complex notion of success, one in which the maintenance of 
peoplehood-in political and cultural as well as economic terms 
-is the fundamental issue. 
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And third, there is some skepticism in Indian communities 
about the institutional orientations of American life, especially 
the orientation to market criteria as the measure of all value and 
to a highly individualized and secular politics. These institu- 
tional orientations are widely accepted for some purposes, but 
viewed as suspect for others-in particular for the preservation 
of community. 

There is, of course, as in all things Indian, significant variation 
in the pattern I am describing. That variation is probably rooted 
in a host of factors, among them the uneven pattern of change 
in Indian societies, and indigenous cultural patterns of long 
standing. The Crows and Northern Cheyennes offer an exam- 
ple of the latter. Crow and Northern Cheyenne Reservations abut 
each other in eastern Montana. Both overlie large deposits of 
strip-minable coal worth a very great deal of money. But these 
tribes have chosen rather different development strategies: the 
Crows have enthusiastically pursued rapid coal development; the 
Cheyennes at first rejected coal development altogether, and 
have only reluctantly gone along with it. The reasons for these 
different responses to a common economic opportunity are com- 
plex, but one of them may be a cultural difference. Traditional 
Crow culture awards honor and status to individual achieve- 
ment; individual demonstrations of skill and power are keys 
to success in Crow society. Traditional Cheyenne culture, to a 
greater extent than Crow, subordinates individual achievement 
to community welfare. The survival of the Cheyennes as a dis- 
tinct people remains the core concern of Cheyenne society; even 
today, although in different and somewhat attenuated ways, in- 
dividual status is gained to the extent that the individual contrib- 
utes to the welfare of the larger community. Duane Champagne, 
a Chippewa sociologist at UCLA, has suggested that Crows pur- 
sue coal development in part because it offers opportunities for 
individual achievement in the economic arena. Northern Chey- 
ennes are far more ambivalent because they fear the possible 
consequences of rapid development for political and cultural sur- 
vival.9 Both are affirming identities which are in some sense 
"traditional," but they do so in different ways. 

Whatever the specific case, however, the overall pattern sep- 
arates Native Americans from most other American ethnic popu- 
lations. This is not to say that community-oriented concerns have 
not been important to other groups. Community survival often 
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has been the objective of group mobilization in American politics. 
But the most common political concerns of non-Indians have 
been matters of access and distribution. The object, for the most 
part, has been full participation in the economic and political 
mainstream, an attempt to reduce the extent to which group 
boundaries shape individual fortunes. Only since World War 11, 
with massive urbanization, have large numbers of Indians begun 
to leave the institutional context of tribe and the embrace of tri- 
bal community to pursue this more common conception of the 
American Dream. l o  

Explaining the Difference: Labor vs. Land 

Part of the sociological agenda should be to account for such 
differences among the various groups of American life. The dif- 
ferences themselves are not intuitively obvious. Indeed, as far as 
blacks and Indians are concerned, we might plausibly expect the 
opposite. Blacks have been systematically excluded from much 
of American life; Indians often have been "invited," so to speak, 
into it. A persistent aspect of Indian-white relations has been its 
assimilationist orientation, the dominant-group effort to trans- 
form Indians into whites. It is an indicator of the different societal 
valuations of the two groups, and the different consequences of 
being associated with one or the other, that white Americans 
with Indian ancestry generally are proud to claim it; those with 
black ancestry generally have tried to hide it. While one can over- 
state the case, in a way the American Dream has been more 
"open" or available to Indians than to blacks. One might plau- 
sibly expect that Indians would be more participant, and blacks 
less, in the pursuit of that dream. Yet for the most part this has 
not been so. 

The key may lie in the historical pattern of linkages between 
various ethnic or racial populations-Indians, blacks, many Eu- 
ropean migrants-and the emergent society of the United States. 
The important point is the difference between intergroup rela- 
tons that are individually structured and those that are com- 
munally structured. And this difference in turn has to do with 
the economic basis of intergroup relations. 

At the heart of those relations, for both blacks and European 
migrants, was labor. Europeans chose to come to the United 
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States; blacks were forced to come. But in each case what was 
of interest to the larger society was their labor power. Each, ul- 
timately, was integrated into the labor market, and integrated as 
individuals-not, for the most part, as solidary groups. Certainly 
this was true of Europeans. With the exception of early religious 
refugees and later political ones, European migrants typically 
came to the United States seeking opportunities for individual 
advancement, and competed as individuals in urban labor mar- 
kets. Theirs was a politics of access, oriented toward entry into 
the society around them. 

But the labor-market integration was true also in the black case, 
where distinct ethnic populations, carried from Africa, were for- 
cibly broken up by the compulsory labor market of slavery, which 
dealt with them as individual pieces of property. To be sure, in 
both cases-European and black-new communities emerged in 
the United States, and indeed, were created here, but they did 
so in the context of an attempt to escape invidious group distinc- 
tions that limited individual freedom and achievement, an at- 
tempt to gain on an equal footing what other Americans already 
had achieved. Both groups engaged in institution-building, and 
continue to do so, but those institutions-with some important 
exceptions-ultimately were directed toward the advancement, 
for the most part, of individual members of the group. Those that 
were not so directed-for example, black nationalist institutions 
and more recent black separatism-generally emerged in re- 
sponse to the barriers individual group members faced in their 
own attempts to accomplish what the larger society appeared to 
promise but forever withheld. 

At the heart ofIndian-white relations, on the other hand, was 
land. Excepting only the earliest period of those relations-that 
of the fur trade-what has been of greatest interest to the larger 
society has been not Indians themselves or their labor but the 
lands and resources they have controlled.11 Until recently Indians 
have had relatively little to do with urban labor markets or any 
others; nor have those markets, historically, shown substantial 
interest in them.12 Instead Indians were removed as groups from 
those lands sought by non-Indians to lands nobody-other than 
tribes already there-wanted, at least at the time. On those lands, 
called reservations, despite assimilationist policies, both collec- 
tive identity and significant aspects of indigenous institutions and 
culture survived. 
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Furthermore, that process of removal involved the signing of 
treaties between the United States and sovereign nations, treaties 
which established a highly anomalous set of rights or statuses for 
Indians-anomalous insofar as most rights in the American po- 
litical system are vested not in groups but in individuals. 

This situation has been self-reinforcing. In circumstances that 
helped to sustain Indian groups, many of which pre-dated the 
society of which they were now a part, Indian agendas and con- 
cerns also survived, and in turn shaped Indian action. 

What we have, then, is one set of cases-black and European 
-in which groups have been formed in a labor-oriented history 
of intergroup relations, and have directed much of their effort 
toward individual advancement. In the other case-Native Amer- 
icans-we have pre-existing groups which are sustained in one 
form or another by a land-oriented history of intergroup rela- 
tions, and which have directed most of their effort toward group 
~urviva1.l~ The processes and the dreams are different. 

Indian Dreams and Indian Power 

For the Indian future, perhaps this difference is the point. 
Dreams are a form of power. I mean this not simply in the an- 
thropological sense that in many Native American cultures the 
dreams of the individual were-and in some cases remain- 
sources of individual and community power, but in the Lukesian 
sense that one aspect of power is the freedom and capacity to 
imagine alternative futures, to construct distinctive accounts or 
conceptions of the world we experience.14 

In this sense Indians have always had power: the capacity and 
the cultural resources with which to articulate alternative concep- 
tions of reality and alternative visions of the future. The conflict 
between Indian and Euroamerican has always been in part ideo- 
logical, a conflict between very different conceptions of how the 
world works, of appropriate relationships within it, and of the 
ends toward which human effort should be expended. 

What makes recent years particularly interesting, however, is 
that Indians have achieved another kind of power as well. Since 
the mid-1970s, largely as a consequence of Indian political action, 
the organizing principle of Indian policy has been "self-determi- 
nation," the idea that tribes themselves should make most of the 
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decisions which substantially affect their communities and for- 
tunes. This policy has been supported by a series of legislative 
acts and court decisions which have expanded significantly In- 
dian governmental power. The California bingo decision is a case 
in point: a recognition of the right and power of Indian nations to 
control-and to transform if they wish-their own communities. 

The issue this raises for Native Americans is this: given power 
at last, what dreams will they pursue? The issue it raises for the 
society at large is somewhat different. The question is not 
whether the American Dream contains room within it for all 
those who wish to play a part, but whether the United States can 
tolerate within its midst those who have a radically different 
dream, and grant them the freedom to pursue that dream on 
their own terms. 
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