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TERMINATION REDUX?

Seminole Citizenship and Economy
from Truman to Gaming

Jessica R. Catteliﬁc'j

Truman-era federal Indian policy grappled with a thotny question: Was
the existence of tribal government comparible with American citizenship
for indigenous individuals? That is, did the extension of American citizen
ship to American Indians, which had been codified with pﬁssage of t
Indian Citizenship Act of 1924, presume a concomitant diminishment of
tribal government power? Policymakers’ and activists’ positions on these
matters were shaped not only by their postwar views on the role of govern-
ment in American life more generally, but also by their conceptualizarion
of the relationship between economic well-being and Indianness. Today,
when tribal casinos dominate news headlines about American Indians,
policical matters of economy, Indianness, and citizenship are as pressing as
ever. In fact, debates about tribal gaming sometimes bear an uncanny, bu
not coincidentzl, resemblance to Truman-era tussles over termination.

This paper outlines some of the double binds of economy and gover
nance that have faced American Indians, with a focus on Florida Seminoles
In debates over both termination and gaming, American Indians struggled -
against two related and pervasive American assumptions, one about sover- :
eignty and the other about citizenship. The first assumption finds indige-
nous wealth to be incompatible with the sovereign governmental auchority '
of tribal nations, eicher because wealth renders sovereignty unnecessary
or because it is a sign that indigenous peoples are not different enough to
be treated as separate peoples and polities. 'The second assumption finds -
indigenous wealth to be incompatible with the differentiated political sta-
tus whereby American Indian individuals are cicizens both of the United
States and also of their own tribal nations. I will trace these American log-
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ics and some of their historical consequences before demonsttaﬁing that, for
many Seminoles, citizenship is not an either-or choice between American
and tribal belonging. Such questions of economy and governance might
at first glance appear to be idiosyncratic topics of federal Indian policy,
but pitched battles over tribal gaming across the United States show them

. instéad to dwell at the heart of American struggles over political belong-

ing and so-called “special rights.” A paper on Florida Seminole econony

" and governance, it must be admitted, seems an ill fit for a volume on the

Truman administfaiion’s Indian policy. Aflter all, at the time of his presi-
dency, Seminoles had not yet even reorganized as a federally recognized
tribe. I nonetheless focus on Seminoles for two reasons. First, doing so
konors Seminoles” presence in South Florida, where this volume’s origi-

" nating conference was held. Second, Truman-era Indian policy led to the
' reorganization of the Seminole tribal government and, more to the point,

set the stage for present-day debates abour Seminole gaming.
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SEMINOLE GAMING IN THE SUNSHINE STATE

First, a brief introduction to the remarkable story of Seminole gaming. In
1979, the Seminole Tribe of Florida opened the first tribally operated high-
stakes bingo hall in Native North America, a modest operation on the
suburban Hollywood Reservation. Seminoles subsequently won a land-
mark federal courc ruling (Seminole Tribe v. Butterworth) thac affirmed
their right to gaming and opened the door for other tribal governments
to launch casinos. Seminole gaming, and American Indian gaming more
generally, is grounded in tribal sovereignry. More specifically, it is based
on the freedom of tribes, as polities, from the regulation or taxation of
on-reservation activities by state and local governments. When Seminoles
launched gaming in 1979, the major federal Indian gaming law (the Indian
Gaming Regulatory Act) remained nine years in the future. Gaming was
not inaugurated by a federal policy, but rather by indigenous action. By
2007, the Seminole Tribal Council operated seven casinos, including mas-
sive Hard Rock casino-resorts at Hollywood and Tampa, and Seminole
gaming generated nearly a billion dollars in annual revenues.” In March of
that year, the tribe diversified its holdings by closing on a $965-million deal
to acquire Hard Rock International, a major international corporation that
owns cafés, hotels, and casinos around the world. This was widely reported
to be the largeét purchase of a major corporation by an American Indian
tribe. Amidst the headlines and the rising profits, it is important to note
that Seminole gaming is fueled by South Florida’s large urban and tourist
consumer base. Seminole casinos are unusually profitable when compared
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to most other tribal operations, the majority of which are locs ssimilation and individualization. In order to understand the current
reservations.

Casinos have dramatically affected the lives of the approximar

itics of tribal gaming against the historical backdrop of termination, we
4w turn to the Truman era.
Seminole citizens who live on or near six South Florida reservatig

mention the thousands of non-Seminoles who work for the cas

THE FCONOMIC LOGICS OF TER MINATION

The effects of Truman-era federal Indian law and policy were mostly
direct for Florida Seminoles. Seminoles filed a 1947 claim under the
hdian Claims Commission, a move that brought much-needed sertle-
ent funds but that also strained relations with Oklahoma Seminoles and
ther Florida Indians who would refuse settlement and come to be known
‘25 Miccosukees and Independent Seminoles. The 1947 dedication of the
‘Everglades National Park was the most immediately significant act by the

many businesses that contract with them. The tribal budget gfe
from less than $2 million in 1979 to over $400 million by the mi
with over 95 percent of recent budgets coming from gaming reveny
elected tribal council distributes gaming revenues to various gover;
progiams and to each individual tribal member in the form of pe
dividends. With gaming, Seminoles have undertaken a single-gen
transformation from widespread poverty to overall economic secyrir

The uses of gaming revenues include tribal soctal services such as Iy
clinics and universal health insurance, lifelong education scholarships Truman administration, for the’ park’s creation ejected Indian families [iv-
two reservation schools, tribal law enforcement, 2nd housing, Triba_['.c: ing within park boundaries and greatly reduced the indigenous land base.

trol over social services has enabled Seminoles to design their own prog As for termination, one could be excused for assuming chat Seminoles had

in new ways: gaming has not simply increased the number or the cover, no reason to worry that they would be included among the tribes whose

of services, but it additionally has altered their very shape and meaning government-to-government relationship with the United Seates would be

Seminoles also have devoted large sums to cultural production and prese severed. After all, during the 1940s most Seminoles maintained only loose

vation. Cultural programs include the Ah-Tah-Thi-Ki Museum, youth an relations with federal officials, they had only recently begun to move onto
adult cultural education programs, fairs and festivals, and language training,

-~ reservations, and they were resolutely distinctive in their ways of life. Nor
One example is Seminole Broadcasting (WSBC), the tribal television stat

had Seminoles participated in national-level policy debates over whether
and how American Indians should be encouraged to embrace American
- citizenship.

that covers community-related events (including the conference on whicl
this volume is based), produces documentaries, 2nd serves as a repository f
cnltural knowledge.

The tribal government also allocates gaming revenues toward eco-
nomic diversification. Seminoles had long faced serious obstacles to eco-
nomic security, including tribal and individual debt, structural barriers
to credit (because reservation land is inalienable and collateral is hard to
come by), unemployment, and fiscal exposure to federal funding curs. Like
other American Indians, Seminoles worry that gaming wili be halted by
congressional action or market saruration, so economic diversification is a

Nonetheless, and much to the surprise of almost everyone, Florida
Seminoles were included on the list of tribes slated for termination by
House Concurrent Resolution 108. Historian Harry Kersey Jr. has ana-
fyzed the reasons for their inclusion elsewhere.f Seminoles largely opposed
terminacion. Ultimately, they avoided termination and in 1957 reorga-
nized their government to secure federal recognition. As with many other
tribes,” Seminoles responded to the threat of termination by asserting their
self-determination.’
priority. In the gaming era, tribal businesses have ranged from citrus groves A critical aspect of termination was economy, and economy figured
prominently in hearings abour Seminole termination. One of the ideas
that guided termination was that “advanced” tribes with sufficient eco-

, . 0.
to real estare, an overseas cattle herd to investments in other tribes’ casi-
nos, ecotourism to gas stations. Meanwhile, the dramatic expansion of the

tribal bureaucracy has brought new job opportunities to tribal citizens. nomic resources should no longer have a collective, political relationship

Finally, Seminoles use gaming revenues to protect their tribal sov- with the United States. Rather, individual citizenship and assimilation

ercignty, whether through legal battles, lobbying, or political contribu-
tions. That Seminole economic prosperity has reinforced tribal sovereignty
would have confounded the expectations of many Truman-era federal
Indian policy experts, who presumed that indigenous wealth would lead

were encouraged, while federal supervision and tribal governance both
were cast as obstacles to the full realization of Amertican citizenship. As
early as 1947, Truman’s acting commissioner of Indian affairs, William
Zimmerman Jr., testified during a Senate hearing that he thought it was
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time to terminate federal services to more “advanced” tribes. Zim

listed criteria for severing federal ties with Indian tribes, and thege fn G
“economic capacicy.”” By the time termination policy became la i

increased attention was paid to tribal assets as a criterion for deterpy

which tribes should be terminated.?

Why was the economic status of a tribe an important criterion,

not the only one) for termination? The place of economy in fe

tion reveals a fundamental confusion in federal Indian policy du: in
Truman and Eisenhower years, a confusion that persists in today's
over gaming, Many in Washington misrecognized the government. .
ernment relationship between each American Indian tribe and the Unj
States to be primarily a relation of service provision and Wardsh;p.
1953 bill focused on eliminating “federal supervision and control,” apd
goal was “to make the Indians within the territorial limits of the Up

States subject to the same laws and entitled to the same pnvﬂeges
responsibilities as are applicable to other citizens of the Unired State
end their status as wards of the United States, and to grant them all of hi
rights and prerogatives pertaining to American citizenship.”® Terminatio
confused eribal governance with federa! supervision, and U.S. cmzensmp'
with cultural assimilation and market participation.

Need-based views of the Bureau of Indian Affairs’ (BIAY) role ‘in-
American Indians’ everyday lives led to legitimare criticism of governme
tal control. However, in their postwar focus on the evils of state paternal
ism, many observers ignored the importance of tribal sovereignty {i.e., the
governmental authority of the tribes) and the federal trust obligation as
the foundations of tribal-federal relations. Federal Indian affairs are not
simply a matter of providing setvices to poor people. Rather, they enact

government-to-government relations, based in treaties and other 'sources. .
of political authority, whereby the United States recognizes the govern- .
mentdl status of the various tribes. Termination politics failed to separate
two issues: on the one hand, a necessary critique of the BIA's control over -
indigenous peoples’ lives; and on the other hand, the more basic question

of whether American Indian tribes should continue to be recognized as
polities by the federal government.

This confusion, in part, reflected many Americans’ distinctly cultural

ideas about economy, zbout what it meant to be an economic actor and
how this related to indigeneity and to whiteness. Indigenous economic
success, in the eyes of many whites, was itself evidence of assimilation
to “American” ways. It was, herice, a mode and sign of whitening, One
corollary of the idea that economic power equaled assimilation was that
“real” Indians were poor. (The racism of this fogic might seem obvious in
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hindsight, until we recognize that similar assumptions pervade American
debates about whether wealth from tribal gaming reflects-—or causes—

Seminole terminarion couched their arguments in terms of Seminoles’
inability to manage their own economic lives, and even historian James
Covington cast termination in terms of economic self- -management rather

: than sovereignty: “Tt was fortunate that the members of Congress changed
. their minds concerning the Seminoles, for the tribe, like the mai jority of
“American Indians, needed more time to manage their economic affairs

before federal services were terminated.™?

With assimilation, it was further presumed, came the dermise of tribalism,
The association of market participation and wealth, on the one hand, with
U.S. citizenship and the decline of indigenous self-governance, on the other
band, were not new, but rather had antecedents in federal Indian policy and
popular perceptions. One effect of this economic logic should be noted: it
forecloses the possibility that American Indians can become wealthy while
retaining indigenous forms of gevernance. Various federal Tndian policies
have been structured on the self-fulfilling assumption that wealth and mar-
ket participation not only undermine individual indigenous identity, but also
collective governance. During the Seminole termination hearings there was
some ambiguity as to whether collective governance could survive termina-
tion, when lawmakers suggested that it mighe be possible to create a post-ter
mination private corporation to hold Seminoles’ ands collectively. Interior
officials insisted, however, that in the federal government’s eyes, Seminoles
henceforth would be treated as individual citizens, not a tribal entity, regard-
less of whether they joined together privately to form a corporation.!!

Interestingly, some U.S. senators viewed Seminoles’ prior economic
and administrative independence from the federal government—rtheir rela-
tively autonomous and culturally distinctive lives in the Everglades—as
evidence of their fit for termination. Although Seminoles were relatively
poor they did not receive extensive federal support, and some lawmakers
interpreted Seminole independence as signaling their embrace of individu-
alism.* Seminole witnesses often disagreed, even those who simply wanted
the federal government to go away and leave them alone. Buffalo Tiger tes-
tified that his off-reservation group sought neither money nor supervision
but instead just aimed to hold onto lands where they could live and hunt.
He was asked whether, in that case, each person wanted an individual plot
of land. Tiger replied: “No; they don’t want it that way. They don’t want it.
They want the tribal council should have the land so that all of us can live
on it and all hunt on it. They don't want chopped up.” That is, he refused
the termination logic whereby “liberation” from federal supervision equaled

indigenous culrural loss.) It is telling that even many witnesses opposing
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individualization, and he upheld the importance of collective governance
Disagreements over whether Seminoles and other tribes were -‘-‘-Egp
ble” of managing their own economic affairs channeled termination hé;

ings away from the basic political question of whether the Unired Seates
should recognize the indigenous governments as such. Also obscured .
the economic emphasis was colonialism. During the Seminole he;_ﬁ:ﬁgs
only Henry Cypress, a Seminole witness, brought up the federa] gover
ment’s obligation to Indians as based on colonial expropriation: “As far
we know, when we look back in the history, your forefathers ﬁghting fo .
the country, and you got it now, and we got a lictle piecé of land on th
reservation. Therefore, the Government supervision to help us should C;)_h
tinue.”™ Cypress offered an alternative cconomic logic to individualiz'éc{
economic citizenship: one of obligation and reciprocity that attends to t_hé
history of colonialism. : '
Laura Mae Osceola, a rranslator and subsequent member of the

Seminole Constitutional Committee, argued her opposition ro teemination

within its economic logics, casting her reasoning in need-based terms, She

emphasized that Seminoles were not ready for termination. Yet her confi
dence in Seminoles’ future economic power was clear in her IespolLse to-a
Congressman’s query about whether Seminoles had made progress: “Yes,

In twenty-five years more they won't need your help. We will be giving you .

help™ Today some Seminoles—especially Osceola’s son, Max Jr., who is
an elected tribal councilman and frequent tribal spokesperson— tecall her
testimony with pride, noting that twenty-five years later Seminoles became
the first American Indian tribal government to launch eribal gaming,

TERMINATION REDUX?

Much has changed for Seminoles and other American Indian peoples since
the Truman era. Most spectacular has been the economic and political
impact of tribal gaming. Yet however different the casino era might seem
trom termination, a closer look suggests that the economic logics of termi-
nation are still in play. ‘

Just as indigenous economic “success” {i.e., market integration) was for
many termination-era observers a mark of assimilation, so too does casino-
based wealth expose American Indians to the concern or suspicion—
that they are “losing their culture.” The 1999 final report of the National
Gambling Impact Study Commission, a body established by Congress,
found that “a common theme among many opposed to Indian gambling is
a concern that gambling may undermine the ‘cultural integrity’ of Indian
communities.”® A representative of a leading group opposing casinos and

TERMINATION REDUX?

tribal sovereignty, Upstate Citizens for Equality, claimed that tribes hide
behind the idea that “they need sovereignty to preserve their culture,” when
instead they “use it to build casinos.” He added that Carrupt governments
among gaming tribes are “a bigger enemy of Indian culture than anybody,”
afid “Indians don’t need sovereignty; or 2 whole federal bureau, to maintain
their culture.™ Recent popular culrure portrayals, for example in Harry

Shearer’s novel Nor LEnough Indians or the television animated series Lamily '

Giyy, traflic in the humor of either fake Indians secking gaming windfalls
(Shearer) or Indians who have lost any connection to a distinct culrural life
amidst the search for casino wealth (Family Guy). It is not simply that many
Americans believe that casinos will lead to indigenous culrural loss or the
disintegration of indigenous polities. Rather, many take casinos to be signs
that tribes with gaming aren’t ail that different from other American com-
munities in the first place, and that they are the same in unsavory ways to

boot. The corollary is that the sovereignty and self derermination of wealthy -

gaming tribes (and other tribal nations byassociation?) rest on shaky ground.

In the gaming era, just as during rermination, a “rich Indian” is an
oxymoron in American public culture® The seeming contradiction of
indigenous wealth is built upon assumptions in three areas: culture, money,
and indigeneity. First is the problematic notion thar culture is a static thing
that is always at risk of being lost. Second is the persistent idea in modern
Western thought that money abstracts social relations and has a corrosive
effect on cultural distinctiveness.” ‘Third is the zbove-mentioned identifica-

 tion of American Indian peoples with poverty, such rhat indigenous authen-

ticity is associated with being poor while wealth is associared with whiteness
and being “American,”

This bundle of associations has consequences and constitutes a nexus
of neocolonialism. For example, recent Supreme Court rulings have sug-
gested that indigenous commercial success undermines tribal sovereign
immunity.*” Legal theorist T. Alexander Aleinikoff observed that gam-
ing wealth threatens sovereignty because some lawmalkers hold that “the
increasing wealth and sophistication of the tribes argue for their assimila-
tion and the ending of special Indian programs. To adopt the language of
the late nineteenth century, Indians no longer need the guardianship of the
federal government.”® Or as Native Americar Times columnist Tom Giago
put it, “lhe feeling among the non-Indian was that if Indians are making
so much money they can now fend for themselves... . Tn the new mindset
casino Indians ceased to be Indians.”” Proposals occasionally pop up in
Congress to subject federal Indian programs to “means testing,” whereby
federal obligations would be assessed by fnancial “need,” and wealthier
tribes would no longer have access to treaty-based resources. As in the
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SEMINOLE CITIZENSHIP IN THE CASINO ERA
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1genous peoples is con-
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sistent with the exercise of sovereign powers by cribal governments. In
] “Wampum Wonderland,” for example, Preston,

the 60 Minutes specia
Connecticut, selectman Robert Congdon found tribal gaming rights

to contradict the basic values of American citizenship and nationhood:
ation under God, indivisible? 1 have a real

g sct up where there are different rights
ges, different immunities. This is one

«“\yhatever happened to one o
problem with this country bein
for different groups, different privile
nation, under God, < ndivisible.”® Anti-soverelgnty groups like the Citizens
Equal Rights Alliance have opposed gaming. As this group’s name sug-
gests, their arguments often rest on a theory of “equal citizenship” that
allows no space for cribal sovereignty within the American federalist sys-
ples often make collective claims based on soverelgnty
. In many settler states, even federalist ones, these
ted as a “problem” for citizenship.”” Just as with

claims generally are trea
wealth, gaming—reia’tcd disputes over citizenship echo terrnination. For ter

mination architects, the achievernent of £ull U.S, citizenship for American
Indian individuals conflicted with robust tribal governance. House

Concurrent Resolurion 108 (67 Star. B122), known as the Termination

Rill, aimed “to grant {Indians] all of the rights and prerogatives ertainin
g & P g P Z

" and this in turn required that Indians “assume

» Donald Fixico notes that

tem. Indigenous peo
and selfdeterminatio

to American citizenship,’
their full responsibilities 25 American citizens.
advocates generally saw termination as promoting civie
ndigenous people viewed it as anti-Indian.?® As Kemnneth

egaiitarianism,

whereas many 1

Philp has shown, during the 19405 and 1950s many American Indians
and their allies insisted that Native people could simultaneously achieve
individual first-class American citizenship and maintain the institutions

and powers of tribal govc:rmnents.29 They did not necessarily see a contra-

dicrion between Ametican citizenship and tribal governance.
Seminole termination hearings showed many proponetits and oppo-

nents alike to associate U.S. citizenship for American [ndians with assimi-

lation, often with econoniic Overtones. For example, an important focal
advocacy groups The Friends of the Seminoles, issued the following state-
o delay termination for twenty-five

ment endorsing Seminoles’ request t
education and experience of the

cars: “This time is necessary for the
youth of the Seminole Nation so that they may learn the English language
and the white man’s ways, and be fitted to take cheir rightful place in out
American way of life and as useful citizens of Florida.”? Hese, citizenship
to the “white man’s ways, implicitly through eco-

entailed assimilation
nomie contributions (as “useful citizens™), bur this required interim federal

d full citizenship to follow from termination, for

support. Others considere
ssman stated his opposition: ] know that the

example when a local congre
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Seminoles themselves do not want the responsibilities of citizenship thrust
upon them at this time.”* After Mike Osceola testified as a rare Semirole
supperter of termination, one enthusiastic senator suggested thar Osceola
therefore stood in favor of Seminoles’ assimilating with the white people of
Florida. But Osceola replied: “T don't know just what particalar reference
you have, ‘assimilating.’ Not necessarily. They [Seminoles] can live on their
own camps ot wherever they want to live. ...”* Osceola advocated U.S.
citizenship, but not necessarily assimilation, and he did not assume that
one led to the other,

Far from seeing their tribal governance dwindle wich the full exercise
of American citizenship, Seminoles have witnessed a dramatic expansion
of tribal governance since their 1957 reorganization, especially in the gam-
ing era. In 2007, Seminoles celebrated the fiftieth anniversary of reorga-
nization with a daylong celebration for thousands, a press conference, and
the theme of survival despite hardship. The present-day tribal bureaucracy
is sprawling, with thousands of employees filling overcrowded administra-
tion buildings in Hollywood, the tribal seat, and on the other reservations.

"Most employed Seminoles work for the tribal government, and political

participation is robust. Multiple candidates generally run for any elected
position, sometimes ten or twelve. Most candidates sponsor at least one
campaign dinner, drawing crowds for buffet meals, enterfainment, and
brief speeches. Voter turnout is high, reliably over 65 percent and as high
as 87 percent, and elected officials are well known. By contrast, relatively
few Seminoles participate in local, state, or federal elections (some have
estimated turnout at less chan 10 percent).

Voting alone does not measure citizenship, and Seminoles have
increased other forms of civic participation that extend beyond the tribal
nation. Most notable is Seminole service in the U.S. military during and
since the Vietnam era, Veterans Day events are well attended, with vet-
erans expressing pride both in their service to the United States and in
the legacy of Seminole military prowess against the United States. Annual
July 4th fireworks and American flags display U.S. patriotism alongside
Seminole flags and Indian Day celebrations. The tribe also makes politi-
cal contributions to state and federal candidates. Locally, tribal officials
increasingly serve as local parade marshals, on regional tourism boards,
and as otherwise prominent civic figures. Serninoles have made a special
effort to assert their belonging in the context of gaming disputes with
the State of Florida. In 1997, the tribe took out an advertisement in local
newspapers that began with 2 question: “Which Floridians employed over
2,200 other Floridians, paid over $3.5 million in federal payroll taxes and
purchased more than $24 miilion worth of Florida goods and services last

TERMINATION REDLEC?

year?” The answer: “The same Floridians who operate citrus groves, man-
age one of America’s largest cattle herds andjhajve acred as' stewards of Fhe
Everglades for over 200 years.” It concludes’with bold print surrounding
the tribal seal: “100% Seminole. 100% Floridian.” :
Seminoles enact overlapping forms of citizenship (across the tribal
nation, the nation-state, the state, and the local) that sometimes con-
flict bt often reinforce one another. Gaming wealth has in many ways
strengthened eribal governance, even as it has also afforded Seminoles new

avenues of civic participation at multiple levels. Seminoles once again have

defied the civic and economic logics of termination.
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CONCLUSION

Os Seminole reservations, the Truman years and termination seem far in
the past. Tribal governance is robust, albeit addressing ?hle_mrne-ts such. as
"how to keep pace with economic expansion and how to distribure a.nd rein-
vest casino revenues. Economic conditions have improved dramatically in
2 single generation, and children do not know the grinding poverty that
confronted their elders. Yet as Seminoles celebrated the anniversary of the
1957 tribal reorganization, they faced many of the same questions posed
to their ancescors. What are the culrural and potitical effects of wealth, ?f
poverty? How can American Indians be citizens of the Umtec'i ‘States while
also asserting a unique and differentiated political status as c1t1z.ens of sov-
ereign indigenous nations? How can Seminoles overcm:te outside tilreats
to tribal sovereignty, threats that often are built upon a need-based- c01.1—
ception of indigenous rights? The persistence -of Truman-era gﬂest;ons in
the gaming era suggests that both tribal sovereignty and American democ-

racy remain unfinished business.
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