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MARK EDWIN MILLER. Forgotten Tribes: Unrecognized
Indians and the Federal Acknowledgment Process. Lin-
coln: University of Nebraska Press. 2004. Pp. viii, 355.
$59.95.

Mark Edwin Miller’s well-researched book is a signif-
icant contribution to the literature on the federal ac-
knowledgment process (FAP). Itself emblematic of the
contradictions underlying the politics of recognition,
the book couples rigorous empirical research with a cri-
tique of cultural constructions of Indian identity. Mill-
er’s sympathies are clearly with those “forgotten tribes”
struggling for acceptance in the federal fold.

The book begins with an insightful analysis of the es-
tablishment in 1978 of the landmark procedures
whereby an aspiring group can have its case reviewed
by the Bureau of Indian Affairs’s Branch of Acknowl-
edgement Research (BIA-BAR). Miller argues that the
impetus for the creation of the “open door” policy was
the will to address civil rights issues in the wake of the
Red Power movement; the upheaval over the 1790
Trade and Intercourse Act violations on the eastern
seaboard also played a critical role, which Miller un-
derplays. Adapted from those laid down by Felix Cohen
in the 1930s, the BIA-BAR criteria for acknowledg-
ment were approved after advice from both recognized
and nonrecognized groups as a document-driven pro-
cess, which places the burden of proof on the applicant.

Miller provides an overview of the implementation of
FAP from 1978 to 2002. From 1979 to 1999, only four-
teen applicants successfully met the BAR criteria, and
thirteen were rejected. It can take from ten to seven-
teen years to review an application, and the cost can
soar to $1 million. Over 200 await having their cases
decided. Miller joins a cadre of scholars in criticizing
FAP for its glacial slowness and cost; the imposition of
a single template on widely varied cultures; the unrea-
sonableness of its standards (such as demanding proof
of “continuous” tribal governmental relations despite
years of assimilationist policy); and the lack of clear
definitions of such germane concepts as “tribe” and “In-
dian.” With their dilatory, subjective, and arbitrary
judgments, the panel of anthropological experts in
BAR act as a “bulwark,” preventing worthy applicants
from qualifying for long-denied entitlements and keep-
ing others in “status limbo” (p. 257).

Completing the book are four chapters detailing the
experiences of the Pascua Yacquis, the Death Valley
Timbisha, the United Houma Nation, and the Tiqua of
El Paso. The purpose of these lengthy case studies is to
provide comparative evidence to address the compel-
ling question why some applicants succeed in their ac-
knowledgment efforts and others do not. These case
studies are stand-alone narratives of such thorough-
ness, crisp accuracy, and readability, that they invite fa-
vorable comparison to the work of Edward Spicer.
Miller could have strengthened his analysis by compar-
ison with other scholars’ work in this area: for example,
Anthony Paredes and his discussion of the critical role
of “political entrepreneurs.” Miller does identify some

nebulous characteristics of successful applicants, such
as previous government recognition as tribal entities,
visibly “indigenous” (aka “stereotypical”) traits, and
small, cohesive, and bounded communities. His under-
lying explanation pivots on chance, however. Those
who have become federally acknowledged benefit from
“acts of good fortune or the accidents of history” (p.
17). He overstates the case (p. 20), yet his argument has
merit. This is especially true in California, whose ab-
original population consisted of hundreds of indepen-
dent communities; in 2005, 108 are federally recog-
nized, and fifty-four await having their applications
reviewed and decided, many with worthy cases, like the
Fernandeño Tatavı́am and the Fort Tejon community.
It is indeed ironic that since the inception of the “open
door” policy as a document-driven bureaucratic pro-
cess, many tribes who have received federal recognition
have been those in the right place at the right time, with
well-positioned advocates and Congressional allies.
Miller concludes that the FAP has been subverted: it
has failed to accomplish its “stated” objectives of pro-
viding “a fair and expeditious remedy for many long-
suffering tribal communities” (p. 265), but has been
highly successful in achieving its “unstated purposes” of
restricting the number of Indian “enclaves” from be-
coming federally recognized (p. 257).

In spite of Congressional reforms in 1994 to stream-
line the process and the transfer of the responsibility to
the Office of Federal Acknowledgment, controversy
has not abated. Due to the lure of profits from Indian
gaming, it has, in fact, become intensely politicized and
log-jammed. Some applicants have made unholy bar-
gains with non-Indian investors in order to fund their
research. Public skepticism about motives of applicants
has grown, and anti-gaming, anti-acknowledgement
movements have gained momentum since 2000. In Con-
necticut, the Schaghticoke Tribe received acknowledg-
ment in 2004, but this decision was reversed in May due
to public protest. In California, Congressional action to
award trust land in urban San Pablo to the Lytton Band
of Pomo has raised a storm of controversy. The Bureau
of Indian Affairs has never been entirely free of polit-
ical pressure, but delivering the process of federal ac-
knowledgment to Congress would be far worse due to
its susceptibility to monied interests.

TANIS C. THORNE

University of California,
Irvine
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ALEJANDRA BRONFMAN. Measures of Equality: Social Sci-
ence, Citizenship, and Race in Cuba, 1902–1940. (En-
visioning Cuba.) Chapel Hill: University of North Caro-
lina Press. 2004. Pp. xiii, 234. Cloth $49.95, paper
$19.95.

As Cubans rejoiced the formal end of U.S. occupation
and the birth of the Cuban republic on May 20, 1902,
Havana police moved quickly to shut down several
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