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Explaining Antagonism to the Owners of 
Foxwoods Casino Resort

ANNE-MARIE D’HAUTESERRE

INTRODUCTION

Conflictual relations between the owners of Foxwoods Casino and Resort, 
who are American Indians, and the white residents of Ledyard and nearby 
Preston and North Stonington townships in southeastern Connecticut (see 
fig. 1) are long-standing. They have flared up on numerous occasions and 
especially since 1982 when the Mashantucket Pequots considered building 
a gambling venue on their reservation. Many white residents from these 
small, rural communities in southeastern Connecticut also rushed, in the 
late 1990s, to testify against any form of Indian gambling in the nearby states 
of Massachusetts and Rhode Island. They cited the negative impacts due to 
what they believed was poor management of the Foxwoods Casino and of the 
total disregard for the consequences of such dismal conduct on the pristine 
bucolic environment surrounding it.1 Residents, for example, continue to 
complain about traffic congestion and trash.

These residents have expressed their resentments in various surveys 
carried out by academics as well as by local newspapers and in continued liti-
gation against any form of annexation of land by the Mashantucket Pequots.2 
Yet their accusations of wrongdoing by the Mashantucket Pequots have little 
validity.3 In July 2003 neighboring towns started another attack on the tribe 
because of state support for a Mashantucket Pequot water district.4 The owner 
of the Web site www.tribalnation.com harasses the tribe by publishing private 
phone numbers and addresses of tribal members. The purpose of this article 
is to explain, from a critical social science perspective, the continued antago-
nistic relations between the Mashantucket Pequots and the white residents of 
surrounding townships. This conflict continues even though “we live in an era 
of the proliferation of the use of apology and attempts at formal reconcilia-
tion.”5 This has yet to happen in southeastern Connecticut.
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Two conceptual frameworks will be used for this analysis: Michel 
Foucault’s assertions of how statements or discourses determine the repre-
sentations these groups create of each other, together with Jean-Francois 
Lyotard’s discussion of incompossible (because of an incalculable, unrepre-
sentable difference) translation of languages/discourses used by different 
social groups. These frameworks should lead us to a better understanding of 
the conflict through an analysis of texts and of representations from the white 
and Native American perspectives. There can be hope of reconciliation only 
if the Mashantucket Pequot difference (their right to exist, their own history, 
and their right to practice a culture different from mainstream America) is 
accepted. The article concludes with a discussion of insights gained into the 
new power relations between the whites and the Native Americans of south-
eastern Connecticut.

ORIGINS OF THE CONFLICT

The antagonism between the Mashantucket Pequot tribe and the surrounding 
white US residents springs from the original conflict in the seventeenth century 
between the two groups then wanting to occupy and exploit the same space. It 
is not manifested by all members of either group, but it has certainly colored 
their rapport. Contentions over land usage and ownership have served to 

Figure 1. Locations of the Foxwoods Casino Resort and the reservation, the land occupied by the 
Pequots, and the original Pequot forts.
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define US-Indian relationships in general, not just in Connecticut, from the 
first encounter to the present day.6 This is now visible in the continued litiga-
tion over the Pequots’ right to annex more land to their reservation, which 
makes white residents fear a loss of control over land-use decisions as well as 
reduced tax revenue.7 Residents’ hostility also encompasses the petitions for 
federal recognition of the Eastern Pequots and Schaghticokes drafted more 
than twenty years ago but now stalled in court appeals.8

Colonial histories were constructed to legitimize colonial conquests and 
to obfuscate Native representations, and they continue to obstruct the claims 
and civil rights of indigenous New England people.9 American Indians have 
remained in New England despite the drastic reduction of their numbers 
through exposure to diseases and in the face of conflicts and massacres 
(for example, the Pequot War of 1637). Resistance—by fighting against 
assimilation and even annihilation, by holding onto what had become their 
land (the original reservations), and by seeking a just recognition of their 
rights—enabled Native communities to retain their identities and affirm 
their continued existence alongside the new white society that was emerging 
in seventeenth-century Connecticut. They were not just reacting against 
the oppression of colonization, but also incorporated culturally productive 
efforts so they could go on “living cultural lives of their own.”10 Two themes 
run through Pequot history, which Elizabeth Plouffe and Martha Ellal (the 
last residents on the reservation in the late 1960s) clung to: a tenacious 
persistence to maintain tribal identity and an unswerving struggle to hold on 
to tribal land.11 The tribe sees its present-day success as the culmination of 
holding actions and centuries-long survival strategies.12

John De Forest states that “according to the treaty following the Pequot 
War, the Connecticut colonists claimed the country in which the Pequots had 
chiefly lived as their own by right of conquest.”13 This conflict still colors the 
relationship between the two groups because they have been translated into 
space: the Mashantucket Pequots were assigned to reservations with strict 
rules governing their movements in and out of the reservations and within. 
These rules were set by the state of Connecticut because the reservations were 
organized prior to the existence of the federal government. In all cases, the 
reservations were, since their creation, a statement normalizing, naturalizing, 
and neutralizing the relations between European settlers and the Natives, 
relegating these last to the margins of the new society: they were out of sight 
on the reservations and out of mind.

Historically, the state of Connecticut circumscribed the actions of the 
Pequots and refused to grant them more power in running their reservation, 
even though it is one of the oldest, continuously occupied Indian reservations 
in North America. The Pequots were not, for example, allowed to develop 
revenue-generating activities on the reservations, but they were forbidden to 
return if they left to get a job. Because the men left to find paid work and 
the numbers of resident Pequots slowly decreased over time, the size of the 
reservation was reduced several times. The Indians who lived in Connecticut 
further tarnished their image in the minds of early Americans when they 
chose to fight on the British side in the War of 1812.
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In the 1960s, the state of Connecticut was awaiting the death of the last 
two occupants of the Mashantucket Reservation (Plouffe and Ellal) in order 
to transform that land into a state park. That is why it was vital to Plouffe that 
her grandson, Richard Hayward, should return to Mashantucket and continue 
to provide a presence on the reservation after the sisters-in-law’s death. Plouffe 
died in 1973. In 1975, Hayward was voted chairman of the tribe by the members 
of his family who had returned to the reservation. That return was possible only 
because of changing attitudes toward American Indians, which prevented the 
state of Connecticut from enforcing some of its own laws. For example, the 
upsurge in Indian activism since the 1950s led to the Indian Civil Rights Act of 
1968 and the revision of Public Law 280 (the tribe’s consent was now required 
before states could assume legal jurisdiction over their lands). Furthermore, 
President Richard Nixon’s 1970 policy statement recognized Indian rights to 
self-determination (Public Law 89-635). The Connecticut Indian Affairs Council 
was created in 1973 on the basis of these new developments, but only after 
much struggle by the four tribes in Connecticut. This council forced the lifting 
of state restrictions on the use of reservations by the Indians. The Pequots were 
then able to occupy the reservation and develop activities to gain economic self-
sufficiency.14 However, in spite of much effort, none were successful.

Much recent miscommunication between the Pequots and the white resi-
dents also derives from the litigation initiated by white residents against the 
recognition of the tribe by the federal government in the late 1970s (President 
Reagan signed federal recognition of the tribe in 1983) and then the attempt 
to deny the tribe the right to create a gaming facility when the state supported 
several gambling activities. That was until the federal Indian Gaming Regulatory 
Act (IGRA) in 1988 opened the door for the negotiation with states to enable 
recognized tribes on reservation land to operate gaming establishments at a 
level similar to those already allowed by the surrounding state. Because the state 
of Connecticut allowed Las Vegas Nights with Class 3 gaming for fund-raising by 
churches, the Mashantucket Pequots, despite much opposition, were eventually 
granted permission to operate a casino.15 The venture started as a successful 
bingo hall but led to the opening of a casino (Foxwoods Casino Resort) in 1992 
(see fig. 2). Subsequently, this casino has grown to be one of the largest and 
most successful in the Western hemisphere.16

Figure 2. Gamers enjoying their time at the Foxwoods Casino Resort. Photo taken by author in 
2008.
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THEORETICAL APPROACH

The analysis in this article is based on the study of historical texts and other 
documents, including surveys, newspaper articles, and academic publications, 
from a postcolonial perspective. Historical texts reveal representations held 
by white residents and their Native American neighbors. Several surveys reveal 
more recent attitudes of local white residents. A number of white residents 
responded favorably to the Pequots’ newfound fortunes, describing it as 
a deserved break from the poor treatment they suffered in the past. Such 
positive attitudes do not necessarily invalidate Lyotard’s assertion of incom-
possibility between American Indians and white Americans, but it does signal 
that some people are more willing to tolerate difference and to accept and 
even applaud the fact that groups that do not share culture and/or ethnicity 
can be successful.17

Some of the white people surveyed indicated that they were interested 
in learning more about the Mashantucket Pequots. Despite the turbulent 
history of the relationships between white residents and the Pequot Nation 
in this region, many Connecticut residents were unaware of the existence 
of this tribe until controversy and conflict with the state erupted when the 
tribe sought federal recognition (with the financial aid provided by the 
Native American Rights Fund [NARF]) and then, in the late 1980s, over 
the creation of a casino. The success of the new museum located on the 
Mashantucket Reservation, built with profits from the casino and opened 
in 1998, has enabled the tribe to educate the general public about the long 
occupation, before European irruption, of this region by American Indians. 
Pequot perspectives were culled mostly from their monthly tribal publication 
(Pequot Times) and press releases.18 The study also relies on personal observa-
tion and interviews of key respondents at the Pequot tribal headquarters and 
at the Southeastern Connecticut Regional Planning Agency over a couple 
of decades.

Power Relations According to Foucault

The social sciences have long recognized that we apprehend reality through 
representations and discourses. Each group socially constructs its own 
representation(s) with its particular codes in its own language. What this 
article questions is how a social system uses discourse to guarantee its order, 
that is, how power relations have been naturalized for the European settlers 
as well in order to ensure that they all comply with the established social 
norms and representations of their society. The continued strained relations 
between the Mashantucket Pequots and the white communities that surround 
the reservation are exemplified by the use of tropes and images. One source 
of the conflict may be traced to the two groups’ differing conceptual repre-
sentations of the world.

Foucault is a contemporary French thinker (1925–84) who has exerted 
great influence on social theory, philosophy, and history. He has argued that 
ideas that present themselves as necessary truths are developed in a specific 



AMERICAN INDIAN CULTURE AND RESEARCH JOURNAL112

historical and social context and cannot be considered universal truths or 
answers. He sought to problematize essentialism and other forms of totalizing 
thought that threaten individual freedom. One is not forced to agree with 
Foucault’s analysis, but it is one of the more powerful and plausible diagnoses 
of contemporary realities.19 He questioned how discourses become the truth. 
He has thus focused attention on the statements that make up narratives or 
discourses by individuals or groups. All reality is supposed to be present in 
statements pronounced by society (or its representatives) even if (or because) 
so few things are said. Statements also refer to the position of their author(s) 
in the social hierarchy. Statements always refer back to an institutional milieu 
that confers power of persuasion on their author(s).

Statements are not necessarily words and phrases or propositions; they 
include practices and the function(s) they fulfill in specific situations. Gilles 
Deleuze comments that “the statement is not immediately perceptible but 
is always covered over by phrases and propositions.”20 That is why authors 
like Jacques Derrida introduced the concept of deconstruction in order to 
make statements and representations visible, to reveal the process of their 
normalization into preferred attitudes. That is, these authors showed how 
these statements become the norms that society accepts as the proper prac-
tices to be enforced for all.21 Deconstruction questions the meaning, origin, 
goals, and limits of statements and representations in order to displace and 
resist them. The question here is to determine how statements and discourses 
create social subjects (their status or their position) who can act (in Western 
societies, the white) and individuals and/or groups who can only be “objects” 
(minorities) to be governed or manipulated by those who have power.

Communities use statements, discourses, and representations to express 
and transmit their culture, but Foucault reminds us that these narratives elide 
many aspects of reality, especially those that would represent difference or 
diversity. All texts are constructed within a “habitus of social practices” (all 
of the elements that constitute social life and that are accepted as evident by 
most of the members of that social group).22 The meaning of a statement is 
defined by its place in a sequence of statements. Such articulation sets the 
limits for what is acceptable as truth, what is unacceptable, who can speak, and 
who is to be silenced. Discourses are coherent meaning systems and involve 
power because they delimit what is true. Both communities (Mashantucket 
Pequots and European settlers) constructed discourses in the course of past 
centuries (since the 1600s) in order to express the reality they lived and the 
environment in which they struggled, or at least their representations of those 
worlds. Deconstruction of such texts reveals how representations and state-
ments manipulate public understanding and attitudes, as illustrated below.

Representations

White Americans were aware of American Indians, but “a strange impassable 
barrier [grew] that enabled the dominant peoples to believe that others 
within their nation-states were justly subordinated . . . [and should] discard 
their outworn ways.”23 Such transformation would then conveniently erase 
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all differences because these “others” would have had to adapt and conform 
to white society. Robert Berkhofer confirms that Indians were created in the 
image that white Americans wanted to see.24 Indians were seen as obstacles in 
the path of progress that had to be removed; they were seen as savages to be 
civilized.25 Any reduction of the numbers of Indians or their defeat in wars or 
even skirmishes reflected the wishes of benevolent providence. Such repre-
sentations, especially when combined with the belief that uncultivated lands 
were “empty lands,” were crucial to colonial dispossession of Native lands and 
have also hindered twentieth-century land claims.26 Such representations also 
facilitated the reduction of the size of reservations since their creation: the 
Mashantucket Pequots were given two thousand acres in 1667, along the west 
bank of Long Pond, where the casino is located, but could only claim 213 by 
1855. At the turn of the century, Indian efforts in Connecticut to maintain 
what little real property was left to them or to receive compensation for lands 
that were still being arbitrarily seized by the government were ridiculed and 
largely dismissed out of hand.

Pequots never considered themselves vanquished.27 Their history of resis-
tance to annihilation in war and through land withdrawal is one of the longest 
in the United States. They continued to maintain a measure of indigenous 
culture despite extreme pressure, as recorded, for example, in Experience 
Mayhew’s journal (of visits in 1713 and 1714).28 The Pequots challenged the 
actions of their overseers when they felt it in their best interest. The tribe paid 
the overseers and logically felt that the overseers should be accountable to the 
tribe. The Pequots did not see themselves as passive recipients of a service from 
the state.29 The Connecticut colonial administration continually had to claim 
to the British Crown that it actually did control Indian tribes even though it was 
enmeshed in numerous land disputes with Native communities like the Pequots 
throughout the eighteenth century. In resisting (fighting against these efforts 
at stripping them of their land and restricting their cultural expression), the 
Pequots were positively affirming their faith in their own values and identity 
despite “their having been picked clean of most of their usable resources.”30

Symbols are part of the discursive system (a kind of nonwritten statement) 
that maintains identity through cultural coherence and cultural separation 
from other groups; they “are used as a means of communicating with others 
. . . a means of communicating with ourselves.”31 To this day there continues 
to be, and not just in New England, a trend toward an idealized notion (repre-
sentation) of what American Indian (Native, indigenous) cultures have been 
and what they are expected to be.32 A white belief that “Indianness” can only 
symbolize closeness to nature because American Indians have not acquired 
“modern” ways exists (see fig. 3).33 Such naturalizing and feminizing (in white 
society only women are close to nature; men are rational, modern thinkers) 
lead to critical, even though often untenable, positions regarding American 
Indian (indigenous) culture today: for example, the belief that American 
Indians are not truly able to handle “modern” attribute(s) and cannot thus 
manage a successful casino on their own. When they do participate in “moder-
nity,” it means that American Indians have abandoned their culture, which 
the Pequots have been accused of since opening the casino.
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The trope of disappearance of indigenous peoples (which still appeals 
today and is used extensively in tourism marketing) exists only in Western 
minds. Indigenous people have been represented as a vanishing race for 
several centuries and not just in the Anglophone imperial domain.34 Melville 
helped spread the belief of the disappearance of Connecticut tribes when he 
mused: “Pequod, you will no doubt remember, was the name of a celebrated 
tribe of Massachusetts Indians, now extinct as the ancient Medes.”35 Colonial 
authorities in Connecticut even forbade the use of their tribal name (Pequot), 
in the words of their conqueror, Captain John Mason, “to cut off the 
Remembrance of them from the Earth.”36 Their discursive hegemony sought 
to hide the active resistance of the Pequots to their omission from the colonial 
history of Connecticut.37 Such statements sought to perpetuate and legitimize 
conquest. To many non-Indians of the Northeast, American Indians may have 
once occupied New England but are today merely some long-lost race.

Figure 3. One of the rare symbols of Indianness displayed at the Foxwoods Casino 
Resort (Indian statue). Photo taken by author in 2008.
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Lyotard and Incompossibility

Lyotard agrees with Foucault that communities use narratives to explain their 
present circumstances, past, and ambitions for their futures: “the social is always 
presupposed because it is presented or copresented with the slightest phrase.”38 
Different narratives or discourses make up a society’s knowledge, but each 
belongs to a specific “language game.” Both are concerned by games (Foucault 
refers to “truth games”) as a metaphor, in order to examine the rules estab-
lished within each society, rules that can apply only to each specific game, each 
specific space of communication. Lyotard asserts that there are no universal 
principles or explanations (language games or phrases, as he later called them) 
that might be applicable to all of them because no experience can happen 
beyond the limits of specific cultural groups.39 Incompossible was a term coined by 
Ludwig Wittgenstein that Lyotard took up in order to express the inability for 
différends to be comprehended or rendered comprehensible.40 Wittgenstein also 
influenced Lyotard’s thinking because he had introduced the notion that words 
are used to have effects on people and objects that surround us.41 Language 
determines actions, which in turn explain the importance of statements.

Lyotard’s emphasis, which has been adopted in this study, is on “the 
fundamental importance of difference in the face of totalization.”42 We must 
focus on the “little narratives” and their differences from each other, in 
opposition to colonial or Enlightenment “metanarratives” or grand universal 
explanations. Lyotard underlines the incommensurability of discourses and 
their component statements used by different social groups (even within the 
same cultural and linguistic community) and the impossibility to create an 
intellectual (conceptual, cultural) bridge between their different representa-
tions. Because events cannot be fully represented, no justification can claim 
to have a complete understanding of the event.

Foucault confirms that “the thought that there could be a state of commu-
nication which would be such that the games of truth could circulate freely, 
without obstacles, without constraint and without coercive effect seems to 
me to be Utopia.”43 When the state claims to embody the universal (or even 
just the national), it erases the existence of local practices and thus victimizes 
minorities. For Lyotard, there is no metanarrative that can provide overarching 
rules between sets of statements (language games or phrases) as expressed by 
different communities, even within the national framework. Lyotard does not 
describe a simplistic opposition or adversarial positioning but rather the need 
to be aware of truly and radically divergent understanding(s) of the world.

Communities and their discourses are thus necessarily at odds with each 
other when they try to apprehend the same reality or share the same space 
(southeastern Connecticut in the case of the Pequots and their relations with 
surrounding white residents). The fact that statements are incompossible, 
that is, “nontranslatable,” is not just a difficulty caused by the very act of 
translation: the Pequots speak English. It is mostly the result of barriers raised 
by self-identification (of groups or individuals), which depend on the sharing 
of meanings (expressed as, or through, words or statements or as rituals 
and symbols) among members of a given group. External communication is 
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thus all the more reduced when one group believes in its superior mastery. 
American Indians were bounded within their reservations and by their infe-
rior status. Spicer confirms that “the valuation of existing Indian culture was 
totally negative and . . . it was only just and right that Indians be provided with 
the culture of the dominant people.”44

Relations of/in Difference

If we return to Foucault, his focus on power reveals how one perspective can 
transform into the dominant discourse whose assumed universality becomes 
the only acceptable narrative. Politics and power structure the process of 
discourse construction and representation that is used politically in order 
to institutionalize the power of dominant groups. Such discourses are trans-
mitted, and become dominant ideologies, through the global media that 
are mostly controlled by the West. Repetition over time guarantees their 
supremacy, especially because one set of discourses hides all other possibilities 
of expression. It has led European settlers to insist rigidly on the universality 
of their laws. Such dominance was based on statements that, for example, 
affirmed that the new society was “the citadel of freedom and religious toler-
ance freed from monarchical oppression” to be understood as a guarantee of 
universal inclusion.45 All these statements are weapons that have been used in 
Western society’s exercise of power. Roland Barthes confirms that discourse 
effectively depopulates the landscape of real flesh-and-blood people, putting 
in their place only representations of ideal types.46

Western modernity seeks to embody a universal understanding of humanity 
in order to realize a unitary nation-state, but it must eliminate “otherness” in 
order to accomplish such homogeneity. Hence, as Vincent Descombes describes 
it, we need to absorb differences and explain away what does not readily fit in; 
in short, we need to translate the other into the language of the same.47 Such 
a narrative is imperialistic because it assumes we must all be white, and yet the 
West has needed to maintain difference in order to assert white superiority. The 
power of dominant narratives is that they govern relations between people and 
shape the ways in which we experience them (relations as well as people). The 
concept of internal homogeneity led to standardizations in most domains, in 
particular in law and legal procedures to provide equal justice, but it also meant 
that dominant groups did not have to adjust. Only others had to adapt to the 
system established by the dominant or colonial group.

Lyotard always questioned how to determine a just event and what rules 
would govern such just outcomes. He was a political thinker who believed 
that injustice occurred when other forms of thought or action were or 
are repressed or ignored. He was profoundly shocked by acts he believed 
reprehensible as illustrated by Auschwitz. When the French government 
assigned him to teach in Algeria during the early 1950s he sided with the 
Algerians against the French colonial powers. Lyotard also rejects the idea 
of a “winning” strategy in confrontations because neither side is wrong, but 
he adds, “there is no just society.” Disputes cannot be resolved within one 
system: one must admit a plurality of opposite conceptions, différends, cases “of 
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conflict between at least two parties that cannot be equitably resolved for lack 
of a rule of judgment applicable to both arguments.”48 Différends exist on the 
margins not because they are rare, but because they are marginal to Western 
modes of thinking and disruptive to their narratives of national consensus.

ANALYSIS

Throughout four centuries of shared history, the Mashantucket Pequots 
experienced (since the early 1600s) that their différends were “points at 
which the framework of political representation” that existed in Connecticut 
continually victimized them because it caused “a damage accompanied by 
loss of the means to prove the damage.”49 The main complaint was about 
use of their land by surrounding settlers and actual damage to their crops or 
their livelihoods, but the encroachers were often those charged to defend the 
Pequots. They found themselves structurally disadvantaged in relation to the 
new settlers. They were judged by laws that could not accept that their mode 
of living was legitimate, even if it was different from the settlers’, as illustrated 
below. The extensive court records reveal the active role of American Indians 
in fighting for recognition of their rights. Colonial processes had not ended 
with military conquest.

As early as 1655 and onward, the Pequots complained to the Connecticut 
government of continued encroachment on their reservation lands by 
white settlers: agreements resulted in repeated reduction of the size of the 
reservation. In 1761 the General Assembly gave the Pequots clear title to 
the remaining 989 acres. In 1785 the surveyors drew the lines around the 
reservation. As a final irony, the tribe, now in possession of their land, was 
forced to petition the General Assembly for permission to sell some land in 
order to pay for the survey.50 A dispute arose in 1800 over the land the tribe 
had been forced to sell in 1793 but for which they had not been paid.51 In 
1855 the legislature provided for the sale of all that remained but 212.9 acres, 
despite protests by the Pequots. Every request for a hearing, compensation 
for damage to crops, or a return of land appropriated by neighboring whites 
could not be resolved equitably even if there had been a will to do so “for lack 
of a rule applicable to the two modes of argumentation.”52 As James Williams 
states, “The just act involves recognition of radical differences between indi-
viduals, cultures and systems”; it requires that the other party be recognized.53

Petitioning was a right, and petitions required a response from the colo-
nial government. Paugussetts, Niantics, Schaghticokes, Mohegans, as well as 
Pequots, all petitioned the Connecticut government to protest encroachment 
of their reservations. The colonial government did appoint committees to 
look into Native communities’ complaints about such encroachment, but, 
in many instances, the Anglo-Americans who had been appointed by the 
General Assembly as “guardians” were the encroachers.54 One group (the 
white colonizers) presented itself as “husbanders” of “improved” land who 
considered that the Indians who were not “ambitious settlers and good 
tenants” (they were not good “husbanders” of the land entrusted to them) did 
not deserve to keep the land. The good colonizing “husbanders” were thus 
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justly encroaching upon the poorly kept land held by the American Indians.55 
Such différend between the two groups illustrates the attempt by European 
settlers to impose their hegemony on the other, to enforce judgment on 
American Indians only in terms of the Western world representation. They 
were “unsuccessful in the context of the white man’s justice system; where is 
fairness and justice in all of this,” echoed David McNab in his discussion of 
Native claims in Canada.56

Whenever New England Natives presented claims in courts, their differ-
ence (cultural, ethnic, or social) was never recognized except to justify the 
need for their assimilation through Western civilizing. The Native communi-
ties were made to believe in the neutrality of American justice and continued 
their quest for a just outcome through the courts that, according to Lyotard, 
could not be: one side’s legitimacy does not erase the other side’s legitimacy 
except when, for example, in court judgments, a single rule must prevail (as 
in the rapport between the Pequots and the new settlers). Foucault confirms 
that the court implies that there are categories common to the parties present 
and that the parties to the dispute agree to submit to them. He thus adds 
that the judicial system as a state apparatus has historically been of absolutely 
fundamental importance as a system of repression. The extensive court 
records reveal active resistance on the part of the Pequots against the erasure 
of their territorial rights, political autonomy, and very existence. They had 
not vanished, but colonial hegemony had to create and recreate itself against 
any other form of American Indian representation in order to sustain its 
legitimacy in the face of Pequot resistance.

Anne Barron explains that “on its way to the ‘right answer,’ law inevitably 
excludes and marginalises statements which cannot be accommodated within 
its own tightly drawn parameters.”57 William Connolly confirms that “any 
authoritative set of norms and standards is at best an ambiguous achievement: 
it excludes and denigrates that which does not fit into its confines.”58 The 
challenge is to “activate the differences.”59 Such “activation” does not force 
one to identify with the other or to appropriate that difference. The just act 
requires the recognition of radical differences. Lyotard, however, stopped 
short of advocating a utopian end to conflict. Tension cannot be eliminated, 
or it may aggravate différends.60

Although the state of Connecticut applied its sovereign power through 
the laws it imposed on the reservation and later through the courts, American 
Indians could resist because, as Foucault has insisted, a close connection 
between power and resistance exists.61 Resistance cannot be external to power 
because power is not a system of domination with an inside or an outside. 
Power is exercised through an agent’s actions only to the extent that other 
agents’ actions remain appropriately aligned with them. Its constitution as a 
power relation depends upon its reenactment or reproduction over time as a 
sustained power relationship. The Pequots thus could continually challenge 
the state and its decisions. For Lyotard the only way “others” (Mashantucket 
Pequots, for example) could resist assimilation was by continuing to make 
their existence known, for example, by asserting the continued existence of 
their subjectivities through court challenges.62
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POSTMODERN INCOMPOSSIBILITY

Having traced incompossibility since the conquest of the Americas, the 
study now turns to relations between the Pequots and the surrounding white 
residents in the present time. The Guardian Weekly asserted, in 2007, that 
“all Indians still face the hostility of much of America.”63 White residents of 
southeastern Connecticut have opposed annexation of any more land to the 
reservation because they believe they will lose control of land-use manage-
ment and tax revenue from the annexed acreage.64 They assert that it would 
extend the separateness of the Pequots and their special treatment (no taxes 
on reservation land): these were the rules that governed the lives of the 
Pequots on the reservation for centuries, rules never questioned by the whites 
when the Indians remained confined to their reservations, marginalized by 
their poverty and ethnicity. These rules are now unacceptable because they 
are seen to advantage the Pequots.

The Pequots own a successful casino and a reservation of more than 1,600 
acres as a result of lobbying, conscious public-relations initiatives, the efforts 
of sympathetic non-Indian politicians, the participation of the NARF, and the 
energetic leadership of the Mashantucket Pequot Tribal Council.65 Southern 
New England may have seemed to be the location where Native Americans 
had the least chance to survive, or even to reemerge as wealth-accumulating 
capitalists. Today’s white residents of Ledyard, however, have had to consider 
the new wealth and power of the Mashantucket Pequots: As the editor of the 
Pequot Times stated, “Something had happened in Connecticut that changed 
the lives of those who lived there.”66 Robert Bee had concluded a few years 
before that “new American Indian assertiveness changed Hartford-Indian 
relations forever.”67

Such success by a (small) American Indian tribe is considered a trans-
gression (as Jeff Benedict seeks to prove) because, for white southeastern 
Connecticut residents, it represents actions that threaten the social order 
as originally established by the white settlers.68 According to Dick Hebdige, 
a transgressive activity can either be commodified, as in transforming indig-
enous presence into tourist attractions, or it can be labeled as deviant and 
hence not tolerable. Because the casino has become a tourist destination, it 
preempts the first solution for reintegration of the old social order. American 
Indian transgression in southeastern Connecticut (especially through their 
attempts to annex land into the reservation) has rendered visible such 
discriminatory bounding (the reservation and the special status of those 
lands) as well as the hierarchies of spaces and cultures established after the 
Pequot Treaty of 1638 and the King Philip War of 1676, which had “virtually 
eliminated the Native American culture in Massachusetts, Connecticut and 
Rhode Island.”69

Pequots drawn back to the reservation as members of Richard Hayward’s 
family or descendants of those families present on the reservation in the 
1900 and 1910 reservation rolls now number approximately eight hundred. 
They enjoy the benefits of economic success, which appears to be resented 
by white residents with comments like, “I think there are a number of people 
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with little Indian blood getting all the money” that “they don’t deserve” and 
“spend frivolously” (various surveys). Their difference is still “incompossible.” 
Intermarriage, especially with African Americans (marriage with whites was 
forbidden), means that many tribal members do not fit the stereotype of what 
an Indian should look like or be. There are no feathers and little poverty.

They were perceived by some to serve only as a front for Malaysian 
interests. All the American banks approached by the Pequots had refused to 
invest in the venture, mostly because no one believed that a casino in New 
England would ever make a profit, despite the success of the bingo hall. 
Reservation land could not be used as collateral either. Lim Goh Tong, a 
Malaysian billionaire, was willing to take the risk. He loaned the original $60 
million and then even larger sums for expansion. When Hayward was forced 
to retire in 1998, Tong demanded immediate reimbursement of his loans less 
$20 million. Tong did not cancel the continued payments (of 10% of the net 
profits of the casino) that the tribe had agreed to when he offered the capital 
required to build the casino.70 When the Pequots broke ground to build the 
casino they offered the township of Ledyard 1 percent of the revenues that 
the casino would make. The leadership of the township laughed but have 
since complained that they receive no compensation (see fig. 4). Others have 
suggested that the tribe should not have separate identity and privileges, 
which come with living on an Indian reservation. Such separateness was quite 
acceptable when the tribe was poor.

Coercion (to reestablish the original social order) by visible violence 
is practiced less in Western societies today. Power has become a strategic 
game, “guiding the possibility of conduct and putting in order the possible 
outcome.”71 However, in southeastern Connecticut, power seems to be in the 
hands of the American Indians instead of its white residents as economic 
development and political influence are clearly interrelated and reciprocal. 
The Pequots can afford to lobby and fund election campaigns of politicians. 

Figure 4. One view of the Foxwoods Casino Resort. Photo taken by author in 2008.



Explaining Antagonism to the Owners of Foxwoods Casino Resort 121

Relations between the two groups are tense as many white residents resort to 
age-old tropes to describe the behaviors of the American Indians of whom 
they disapprove: one of the whites’ accusations is that the Indians’ wealth has 
caused them to lose their soul.

Large revenues from gambling have embittered debates over the intersec-
tion of federal, state, and tribal rights and over the distribution of benefits 
from these new Indian resources. Yet the Mashantucket Pequots “believe 
strongly in sharing their success with the community at large.”72 They have 
invested in numerous community causes locally and farther afield. They 
have distributed some of their profits to surrounding causes in the hope of 
reaping more approval, just as they contributed financial support to political 
figures. For example, they bought the building that a regional multicultural 
magnet school in New London needed and leased it back for one dollar a 
year until state funds could be provided. Yet the new discourse is “Indians 
are on a free ride!” When the last residents of the reservation (two elderly 
women) requested some help in the late 1960s, the state did not respond, and 
they were left to live in crumbling housing under the rules of the reservation 
system: poor, separate, and marginalized.73

“We’ve made every effort to mitigate Foxwoods’ impact,” assert the 
Pequots, who have spent $15 million on road improvement along portions 
of the state highway within the reservation in order to minimize traffic 
congestion and hazards.74 They have established a transit system that shuttles 
employees as far as ten miles from home to work and those who use its 
parking lots, which are several miles from the casino. They also transport 
visitors from the Amtrak and ferry stations on the shore. The Mashantucket 
Pequots contribute $200,000 a year to private nonprofit efforts to educate 
people about and prevent compulsive gambling.75 Their efforts are ignored 
because they do not fit the Western discursive system.76 Hayward was rela-
tively ready to accommodate surrounding residents. Kenneth Reels, who 
succeeded Hayward, was much less willing to compromise with anybody, 
including politicians.

According to Lyotard, indigenous peoples’ identities are radically inac-
cessible; they are not just an inchoate opposite.77 American Indians have 
thus been silenced and repressed as their “little narratives” had no place 
in a Western world of rational evidence. The “special privileges” residents 
complain about are the consequences of displacing them to reservations. The 
treaties that conceded American Indians sovereignty over their reservations 
served as the legal basis for Western appropriation of all Indian land that 
lay beyond the reservations. American Indians could only remain “as that 
otherness which Western narrative needed to annihilate to realize its dream 
of universality.”78

Conflicts arose between the Natives and the European settlers from the 
fact that each narrative was untranslatable into the narrative of the other. 
The Native communities retained their difference (by resisting assimilation 
and practicing their culture whenever possible) while European imperialism 
asserted that all cultures are fundamentally the same, so all people can be 
assimilated. Lyotard calls for a notion of community that embodies difference 
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without its appropriation by any particular segment: “what is at stake . . . is 
to bear witness to différends by finding idioms for them.”79 Richard Rorty, an 
American philosopher, endorses Lyotard’s view to resist the nostalgia for 
unity, totality, and communal foundations and to accept differences.80

CONCLUSION

Using a sociocritical analysis of historical, newspaper, and other discourses, 
this article has examined the complexity of the social and political rapport 
between the Mashantucket Pequots and the white residents of southeastern 
Connecticut. The resurgence of the Pequots when they sought federal recog-
nition reignited conflictual relations between them and the surrounding 
residents. Historical discourses reveal that resentments between the two 
groups are deep-seated and not simply caused by the sudden reappearance of 
a “vanished” tribe or the continually growing megaresort attraction, although 
this last development did aggravate them.

Although the Indian community had been silenced within the new 
American society that was developing from the 1600s in Connecticut, it 
could create its own discourses and resist disappearance within the reserva-
tions. Foucault argues that every relationship of power implies a potential 
strategy of resistance because there is no privileged site of struggle.81 He has 
stated that where there is power there will be resistance. These have been 
expressed in the Mashantucket Pequots’ continued struggle, initiated in the 
seventeenth century, to hold onto those areas that had become their land (the 
original reservations) and their quest for a just recognition of their rights.82 
Territories are not just real, in the form of assigned reservations—some of 
which have a tortuous history of reduction of their territory (as exemplified by 
the Mashantucket Pequot Reservation)—but simultaneously imaginary and 
symbolic, through attachment to the place they are located in or have come 
to represent.83

This article has shown that, within the southeastern Connecticut context, 
the changing power relationships between white Americans and Native 
Americans reveal how spaces are being contested and different groups with 
different social representations struggle to dominate the region. The recent 
economic prosperity of the Mashantucket Pequot tribe has upset the balance, 
causing a variety of reactions from some local white residents who feel threat-
ened by the Pequots’ growth in power. The presence of American Indians in 
southeastern Connecticut is contested by its white residents, whose identity 
had been built on certain power relations that necessarily excluded American 
Indians who were believed vanquished and vanished.

Both groups claim a natural right to that space, but the white narra-
tives had effectively overcome and marginalized other narratives and thus 
closed off communication with the American Indians. To the white residents, 
American Indians have transgressed their rights. The recognition of sover-
eign nations and the politics of difference (as encouraged by the IGRA), 
rather than assimilation, opened the path to economic prosperity for Native 
Americans through an often despised activity, casino gaming. The discussion 
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has revealed the changing power relations that resulted from this process in 
southeastern Connecticut, as well as the struggle, resistance, and coping strat-
egies of the traditional center (of power) as it gives way to the influence of the 
periphery. It has also revealed the continued misunderstanding between the 
two groups whose narratives remain incompossible.
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