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Indian Gaming, Tribal Sovereignty, and 
American Indian Tribes as Complex 
Adaptive Systems 

NICHOLAS C. PEROFF 

This paper introduces complexity theory as a new conceptual approach to 
research in American Indian studies and, specifically, to gaming in Indian 
Country. Casinos may look like a good thing for Indian reservations. They can 
support economic development, tribal web pages, and the revitalization of 
tribal languages, arts, and community organizations. Less discussed, however, 
is the fact that a casino can also spawn major and irreversible changes in trib- 
al communities. It can change the physical boundaries of a reservation 
through the acquisition of land and alter the membership of a tribe by 
redefining tribal roles for the purposes of distributing gaming receipts. An ini- 
tial look at tribal responses to the 1988 Indian Gaming Regulatory Act (IGRA) 
through the prism of complexity theory suggests that Indian gaming holds 
within it the potential to both strengthen and weaken American Indian tribes 
and tribal sovereignty. 

THE INDIAN GAMING REGULATORY ACT' 

The earliest stages in the development of profit-making Indian tribal gaming 
in the United States began in the 1970s when tribes in Florida, Connecticut, 
Wisconsin, and California first opened low-stakes bingo halls on their reser- 
vations and then gradually expanded their gaming enterprises. When the 
tribes began to offer higher stakes, stay open longer, and use paid workers 
rather than volunteers, they frequently came into conflict with adjacent state 
and local governments. When state officials charged the Indians with violat- 
ing the law, tribal leaders responded that they were exercising their 

Nicholas C. Peroff is an associate professor of public administration at the University 
of Missouri, Kansas City. He is engaged in the development and application of com- 
plexity theory in American Indian policy analysis and is writing a second book on the 
Menoininee Indian tribe of Wisconsin. 
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sovereignty and that state laws did not apply to their reservations. Several 
states threatened to close gaming operations and, through the 1980s, states 
and tribes fought inconclusively in the courts over which had the legal author- 
ity to regulate tribal gambling (for example, Seminole Tribe u. Butterworth 491 F. 
Supp. 1015, and Calijornia v. Cabazon Band of Mission Indians et al. 480 U.S. 

In an effort to provide a regulatory framework for Indian gaming, the US 
Congress passed the Indian Gaming Regulatory Act in 1988. IGRA provides a 
statutory basis for the regulation of Indian gaming and states that revenues 
derived from gaming can only be used for purposes expressed in the act. These 
include: (1) funding tribal government operations; (2) providing for the gen- 
eral welfare of the tribe; ( 3 )  promoting economic development; (4) donating 
to charitable organizations; and (5) funding local government agencies. 

202,107 S. Ct 1083). 

OBSERVATIONS AND EXPECTATIONS ABOUT INDIAN GAMING 

When IGRA was enacted in 1988, Indian gaming was a $500 million business. 
Today, gross revenues in the Indian gaming industry exceed $9.6 billion. Of 
the 558 federally recognized tribes in the United States, about one-third, or 
195 tribes, run 309 gaming operations in twenty-eight states.2 Gaming rev- 
enues varied tremendously from tribe to tribe. While fifteen tribal gaming 
operations account for about 44 percent of total Indian gaming revenue, 
nearly one-third of currently operating tribal gaming businesses makes less 
than $3 million per year.3 

The National Indian Gaming Association (NIGA) is a nonprofit organi- 
Lation established in 1985 by tribes engaged in gaming. Its membership is 
composed of 168 tribes and ninety-nine nonvoting associate or corporate 
members representing tribes, organizations, and businesses involved in 
Indian gaming throughout the United States.l The common commitment 
and purpose of NIGA “is to protect and preserve the general welfare of tribes 
striving for self-sufficiency through gaming enterprises in Indian Country.”5 

NIGAs optimistic view of Indian gaming may be somewhat idealized and 
superficial; nevertheless, it is well-expressed and instructive. “Today, gaming 
has replaced the buffalo as the mechanism used by American Indian people 
for survival . . . [and is] . . . the first-and only-economic development tool 
that has ever worked on reservations.”b NIGA observes that tribes are using 
gaming profits to fund social service programs, scholarships, health care clin- 
ics, new roads, new sewer and water systems, adequate housing, chemical 
dependency treatment programs, and dialysis clinics. Gaming is a way for 
tribes to regain true self-respect, self-determination, and economic self-suffi- 
ciency, Many tribes are diversifying their economic bases by developing busi- 
nesses unrelated to Indian gaming. The skills and resources they gain today 
will help assure their future and their children’s future. Gaming not only pro- 
vides a means to tribal self-sufficiency, but also creates jobs and economic 
activity in local non-Indian communities and states where tribal gaming oper- 
ations are located.’ 
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There are people who do not share NIGAs optimism about the rapid 
growth of high-stakes gaming in Indian Country. Noted American Indian 
author Gerald Vizenor has observed that casinos raise the envy of outsiders, 
threaten traditional tribal values, and “could be the ruin of tribal sovereign- 
ty.”8 While tribal sovereignty is an inherent right that is limited but not given 
by the federal government, Vizenor notes that Congress has the absolute 
power to terminate reservations. The tension between the idea of limited sov- 
ereignty and a desire of the states to capture tax revenues lost to Indian casi- 
nos could be resolved by new congressional action favoring the states. In time, 
“Casinos could be the last representation of tribal sovereignty; the winners 
could become the losers.”g 

INDIAN TRIBES AS COMPLEX ADAPTIVE SYSTEMS 

New theories evolving out of a variety of disciplines, including physics, biolo- 
gy, and computer science, are providing a new way to think about ourselves 
and the world around us.10 One of these theories, complexity theory, has 
already presented some new ways to think about large social and economic 
systems, business corporations, and local communities.” It is hoped that the 
theory will also provide a new perspective on Indian tribes and the Indian 
gaming industry.12 

A living cell, a brain, a flock of birds, political and social systems, a per- 
son, the stock market, and the planet earth are all complex systems. Adopt a 
point of view informed by complexity theory and everything from a single- 
celled organism and one human being to an Indian tribe and American soci- 
ety as a whole becomes a living system, a pattern of relationships, and a 
complex interactive process. 

Although it is firmly rooted in the philosophy and institutions of Western 
science, at its core, complexity theory offers a view of the world that is remark- 
ably close to traditional American Indian views of the relationship between 
human beings and nature.13 An initial understanding of the theory requires 
only an openness to unfamiliar ideas and, perhaps, a little effort: 

Think of your childhood. You remember it clearly, don’t you? Ye1 you 
weren’t there! Not a single atom that is in your body now was present 
when you were child. You’re r i o t  even the same shape as you were 
then. No thing has remained constant, yet you are still the same per- 
son. Whatever you are, you are not the stuff of which you are made; 
yet without that stuff, you would not be anything at all. Material flows 
from place to place, and momentarily comes together to be you.14 

Changing patterns of relationships between material make us who we are. We 
are not abstract, autonomous individuals experiencing the world. We are pro- 
duced by the world, we change it, and we are changed by it. 

In the terms of complexity theory, an individual person, an American 
Indian tribe, or any other living system is a coniplex adaptive system ( U S ) .  A 
CAS is a dynamic process of self-organizing parts that come from and go back 
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to the environment. Life is the most remarkable distinguishing feature of 
these systems.15 A second defining characteristic of a CAS is its self-organiza- 
tion or  self-maintenance. To maintain its internal organization and avoid total 
dissipation into its environment, an Indian tribe, and any other living system, 
is constantly rebuilding itself by drawing energy and other materials from its 
environment. 

A third feature is adaptivity, or the ability of’ a CAS to adapt to changes in 
the environment and continue to perform under changing conditions. 
Fourth, complex adaptive systems vary in size and complexity from a single liv- 
ing cell to our entire planet (see fig. 1). They are systems nested within sys- 
tems within systems. Such systems are composed of smaller systems at lower 
levels of organization and they come together to form larger systems at high- 
er levels of organization (for example, a number of nerve cells form a nervous 
system, or the Six Tribes become the Iroquois Confederacy). Like biological 
ecosystems, a <:AS does not have an easily definable boundary. 

Finally, all complex adaptive systems possess some form of “memory” to 
preserve information. When the information maintaining order in a CAS 
(DNA in a living organism, for example) is retained, the system does not have 
to depend on the continued existence of all of‘ its parts to survive. Parts can 
come and go (as in the earlier description of the body as a human system) or 
people can come and go in an Indian tribe, but as long as a pattern of roles 
or interrelationships between the parts is maintained, the tribe is preserved. 
From the perspective of complexity theory, an Indian tribe is a verb, riot a 
noun. It  is a living and constantly evolving process that is defined by what it is 
doing over time. 

Cell - immune system - person - family - Indian tribe - United States - planet 

- L o w e r  H i g h e r -  

An Indian tribe exists at a higher level of organizational complexity than 
a living cell or an individual human being and at a lower level of complexity 
than the larger American society of‘ which it is a part. While an individual cell 
is generally recognized as the lowest level of organizational complexity in a 
CAS, in most cases, one person is the lowest level of organizational complexi- 
ty in social or human systems. Indian tribes and other social systems exhibit 
all the characteristics of lower-level CAS systems, including the ability to grow, 
reproduce, and die. 

Beyond atoms and molecules, a tribe is made up of something that is non- 
material and irreducible. It is a self-organizing pattern of relationships 
between constituent “parts” that, taken together, form the basis of a tribe’s 
existence. The living and nonliving parts of the pattern include tribal mem- 
bers, reservation land and its ecology, arid evcrything from reservation cars, 
real estate, and computers to tribal web pages, legal records, and sacred 
sites.16 As the living and material parts interact and change, the tribe changes. 
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Lower-level complex adaptive systems nested within a tribe (families, social 
organizations, tribal government, a gaming casino) in dynamic interaction 
with one another and the system’s environment make up a living and con- 
stantly evolving American Indian tribe. 

Like other CAS systems, a tribe contains mechanisms to distribute inter- 
nal control of the tribal system to the parts of the system. In a biological CAS, 
DNA retains information that serves as the internal frame of reference or 
“glue” that holds the system together. At the same time, DNA distributes the 
control of interactive relationships between the parts of a biological system to 
the parts themselves.17 The resulting linear and nonlinear relationships 
between parts of a CAS, then, express life, the emergent property unique to 
all living systems. The characteristic of “aliveness” can be traced to the orga- 
nizing influence of DNA.I8 

A common body of metaphor (CBM) distinguishes human systems from 
complex adaptive systems at lower levels of organizational complexity. A CBM 
is the “organizational DNA,” glue, or equivalent human mechanism that dis- 
tributes the control of internal, interactive relationships to tribal members and 
other parts of an Indian tribe. Through metaphor, our individual understand- 
ing of new things is acquired, defined, and organized in terms of our knowl- 
edge of things already retained in our minds as remembered images, ideas, 
symbols, and stereotypes.19 We come to know things in terms of things already 
known to us; at the same time, our constantly evolving understanding of our- 
selves and the world around us guides our ongoing actions and behavior. 

Metaphor is used and shared by tribal members; it identifies and orders 
the parts of a tribal community. A tribal CBM simultaneously defines and is 
defined by a tribe. It forms a distinctive symbol system or collective and evolv- 
ing vision of reality that is the basis of the way a tribe organizes itself.20 A 
mountain may be regarded as sacred in tribal traditions which are a part of 
the tribe’s CBM. The traditions, in turn, are reinforced and sustained by a 
continuing history of spiritual experiences of tribal members at the moun- 
tain. Tribal traditions, then, are based on, maintained by, and maintain the 
mountain as a part of the tribal system. 

A common body of metaphor does not exist in a linear, causal relation- 
ship to an Indian tribe. It is a dynamic internal frame of reference that simul- 
taneously guides a tribe as it is being defined and redefined by the parts of a 
tribe in interaction with each other and in interaction with the tribe’s envi- 
ronment. When a tribe builds a casino, tribal members and other parts of a 
tribe interact with new system parts (consultants, lawyers, non-Indian employ- 
ees, and gamblers) and elements of the tribe’s environment (state and feder- 
al agencies, courts, and adjacent non-Indian communities) to create and 
employ new mental imagery, symbols, and language related to acquiring and 
operating a casino. New behavior and new thinking about mission statements, 
strategic plans, and a “bottom line” generate and contribute new metaphors 
to the tribal CBM that, in turn, guide subsequent tribal behavior. A casino 
may not transform a Plains or Woodlands tribe into a gaming tribe overnight, 
but gaming will change a tribe in unpredictable ways because it is a living, self- 
organizing, and evolving human system. 
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INDIAN TRIBAL SOVEREIGNTY21 

For Native Americans, tribal sovereignty is inherent and existed before the 
arrival of the Europeans.22 Sovereignty is generally defined as the freedom 
from external control or authority and the source of tribal sovereignty is, and 
continues to be, the tribes themselves.23 Sovereignty manifests itself in a polit- 
ical/legal dimension (including the power to govern oneself, define tribal 
membership, and regulate domestic relations among tribal members) and in 
a cultural/spiritual dimen~ion.2~ As such, the sovereign status of an Indian 
tribe “is wholly unlike the shared status of other minority groups in the U.S.”25 

Alternatives to the Indian tribal view of sovereignty are the positions that 
the tribes retain some limited features of political or legal sovereignty only 
because Congress chooses to continue recognizing them,26 or that the tribes 
only exercise a derived form of sovereignty because Congress has given it to 
them.27 Both follow from the argument that (1) Indian tribes possessed cer- 
tain incidents of preexisting sovereignty because of their aboriginal status; (2) 
such sovereignty was and is subject to reduction or elimination by the United 
States (but not the individual states); and (3)  any remaining limited tribal sov- 
ereignty is under the protection of the United States as a trust responsibility.Z8 

TRIBAL SOVEREIGNTY AS THE EMERGENT BEHAVIOR OF A TRIBE 

From a perspective anchored in complexity theory, tribal sovereignty is inher- 
ent and an emergent behavior of an Indian tribe. It is a collective behavior 
that tribal members cannot experience, achieve, or maintain individually. It is 
this definition of sovereignty that seems implicit in the Native Media Resource 
Center’s statement that tribal sovereignty “is not in the purview of individuals, 
groups or organizations to make decisions for their Tribe. Only Tribes can 
practice and exercise their sovereign powers.”Z9 

Tribal sovereignty is also an emergent behavioral property of an ongoing 
interactive relationship between a tribe and its environment. It is not some- 
thing that a tribe does by itself. If sovereignty is defined as an absolute auton- 
omy or freedom from external controls or influences from, for example, state 
governments, the federal courts, or other Indian tribes, then no tribe (or gov- 
ernment anywhere) is or has ever been totally sovereign. Like other living sys- 
tems, tribes and governments are produced by their world-they change it 
and are changed by it. 

Tribal sovereignty, then, is expressed by a tribe in constant interaction 
with the larger American society and is an emergent behavior of a self-deter- 
mining Indian tribe. As an emergent behavior, tribal sovereignty, unlike land, 
water, and other physical properties of a tribe, cannot be given to or taken 
from a tribe by the federal government or anyone else. As a legal concept, 
recognition of tribal sovereignty can and, in some cases, has been terminated 
by the federal government.30 And it is certainly true that the environment can 
become so hostile that a tribe will cease to exist.31 However, as long as an 
Indian tribe does exist as a living complex adaptive system, it will possess and 
express some measure of tribal sovereignty.3‘ 
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GAMING AS A NESTED SUBSYSTEM WITHIN A TRIBE 

Sovereignty is a general emergent property that is expressed by a gaming tribe 
as a whole in an ongoing interactive relationship with its environment. 
Conversely, Indian gaming is expressed by a casino and associated entities 
that, in interaction with one another, distinguish a nested self-organizing sub- 
system within a tribe. We tend to associate gaming with a tribe as a whole 
because it makes thinking about what is going on simpler. It seems obvious, 
after all, that “Indians cannot open casinos-only Indian tribes can.”33 

According to complexity theory, an Indian tribe is an interrelated whole 
of different entities, each acting independently. It resembles the way the 
human body is made up of a stomach, immune system, and other subsystems, 
or the way an ecosystem is made up of many independently acting biological 
subsystems. A person eating dinner or writing an email is really the combined 
activity of many human subsystems in interaction with one another and the 
environment. In the same sense, Indian gaming is an emergent property of a 
process of interaction between a casino, tribal members, and other nested 
parts of a tribe, all in interaction with one another and elements of the tribe’s 
environment. 

Like people who respond differently to changes in their environment, 
Indian tribes vary in their responses to changing circumstances. The reasons 
differ. Some of the variation in tribal reactions to IGRA can be attributed to 
differences in the mix of characteristics of the tribes themselves. Tribal histo- 
ries, cultures, and value systems, rooted in different common bodies of 
metaphor, will vary and may guide tribes to reject (Navajo, Hopi) or embrace 
(Mississippi Choctaw) the idea of building a gaming casino. Past decisions 
and behavior may limit the ability of a tribe to react to new circumstances, 
such as restrictions on the Passamaquoddy tribe’s right to build a gaming casi- 
no that accompanied the Maine Indian Claims Settlement in 1939.34 And, of 
course, tribal leaders and members come and go, individual opinions about 
gaming change, and the behavior of tribes often follows suit. 

Variations in tribal responses to gaming also mirror tribal environments. 
When viewed as a complex adaptive system, much of a tribe’s identity is cre- 
ated by the problems it has to solve to survive as a living system. A tribe reflects 
an ongoing interaction with its environment. In the past, nomadic tribes 
reflected life on the Plains prior to westward expansion of the American fron- 
tier and a whaling tribe typified the life of a precolonial Indian community 
near an ocean. Today, American Indian tribes reflect the life of indigenous 
peoples in an environment that is the United States in the twenty-first centu- 
ry. As a result, some have become gaming tribes. 

Building and running an Indian gaming casino depends on the progress 
of a complex relationship to many environmental factors. They include fed- 
eral recognition as an Indian tribe,g5 the political support or opposition of 
non-Indians, particularly in the courts, state and local governments,36 the sup- 
port or opposition of other gaming tribes,J7 physical location,sg and the avail- 
ability of outside investors.39 

Because a tribe is a complex adaptive system, its response to changes in its 
environment is nonlinear. Even if all tribes were more or less the same in size 
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and composition, were all federally recognized, and all lived in similar envi- 
ronments, their individual responses to the IGRA would still be varied and 
unpredictable. To think about nonlinearity in this context, assume that a tribe 
is a sand pile and IGRA is a grain of sand. All sand piles (tribes) exist at a point 
between rigid order and chaos (far from equilibrium). If you drop one grain 
of sand (IGRA) on each pile (tribe), in most piles, nothing happens. Some may 
exhibit a modest shift of a few grains of sand. And one or a few may experience 
a major collapse of an entire side of the pile. This varied response is due to dif- 
ferences in the internal dynamics of the piles (tribes) themselves. Tribes are 
not piles of sand, but their individual responses to Indian gaming will always 
be nonlinear, dynamic, and, in large part, unpredictable.4" 

SOME POSITIW AND NEGATIVE IMPACTS OF INDIAN GAMING 

Gaming will change an Indian tribe. People who think gaming strengthens 
tribes point to improved infrastructure; diversified tribal economies; height- 
ened employment; augmented health, housing, education, and social pro- 
gram budgets; increased indigenous language retention; and generally 
renewed community vitality."' They also argue that gaming revenues support 
new political and legal resources that are under the control of tribes. In the 
US Congress, the courts, and state legislatures, gaming gives Indian nations a 
renewed ability to take up new battles that are being led and fought by 
Indians.42 

Not all changes brought about by Indian gaming are considered good, 
however. Those who think changes accompanying gaming will weaken tribes 
generally point to breakdowns in tribal cultures and traditional val~es;4.~ 
increased domestic abuse and tribal fa~tionalism;~~ and increased corruption, 
especially of tribal leaders.45 In some cases, negative observations reflect a con- 
cern that promised changes, especially in the economic development of tribes, 
have not and may not ever accompany gaming on Indian reservations."G 

In most conventional thinking, policy impacts are things that happen lin- 
early and sequentially as a result of the implementation of a government pol- 
icy or program. Policy impacts follow from and are caused by a public policy. 
From a perspective guided by complexity theory, cause and effect loses its 
rather straightforwardness and Indian policy becomes an emergent property 
of a complex adaptive system: the United States. Upon emergence, Indian 
policy at once causes changes in interaction with Indian tribes, other parts of 
the larger U S ,  and its environment. The results, or policy impacts, are often 
unpredictable and considered positive or negative depending on the position 
or perspective of the person examining or thinking about the policy. If IGRA 
is best understood as an emergent property of the US political system, then 
any comprehensive effort to describe and evaluate the impact of IGRA on 
Indian tribes will be complicated, ambivalent, and, certainly from someone's 
perspective, wrong. 
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CHANGE AND EVOLUTION IN INDIAN COUNTRY 

The gaming industry has brought major changes to individual gaming tribes 
and Indian Country as a whole; however, rarely have observations of these 
changes been drawn from a perspective informed by complexity theory. This 
section will consider some ways that gaming may change the way tribes think 
about themselves, how7 tribes interact with their immediate environment, and 
how Indian gaming may transform the relationship between Indian Country 
and the greater American society surrounding it. 

Whether involved in gaming or not, all Indian tribes are complex human 
systems and therefore possess a common body of metaphor that produces a 
characteristic tribal way of thinking about the world and a distinctive set of 
tribal values. “These unique tribal values-an emphasis on the well-being of 
the entire tribal community rather than the self-interest of the individual; on 
a nature-centered spirituality rather than an acquisitive materialism; on an 
ethic that treats one’s homeland and the earth as a mysterious, living, digni- 
fied presence rather than as a lifeless repository of exploitable resources-are 
what constitute the very core and substance of Indian tribes.”47 

When a tribe builds a gaming casino, tribal members interact with new 
people, including non-Indian casino managers, employees, and patrons, to 
devise solutions to new problems. In the process they generate new metaphor 
around the job of operating a casino. The new metaphor mixes and interacts 
with existing metaphor to produce a revised common body of metaphor to 
guide the tribe’s subsequent behavior. When thoughts emerge about the self- 
interest of individuals (such as per- capita payments of gaming revenues), 
acquisitive materialism (such as the expansion of gaming operations) and 
new strategies to turn reservations into long-term exploitable resources, they 
may represent the first indicators of the emergence of a new gaining tribe. 

When a tribe builds a casino, many functions of the tribe remain the same. 
It will continue to operate as a social system in which Indians live among one 
another. But new emergent behaviors do evolve with gaming. Many tribes 
become major contributors to the revitalization of off-reservation economies, 
donors to non-Indian charitics, and niembers of chambers of commerce in 
neighboring non-Indian communities.4~ Taken together, and in the context of 
the surrounding environment, these new emergent behaviors may suggest that 
a gaming tribe has become indistinguishable from a for-profit corporation and 
entertainment center. New emergent behaviors also feed back to change the 
way tribal members think about themselves as they assume new functions and 
purposes within the context of an always-changing environment. 

Indian gaming may transform the relationship between Indian Country 
as a whole and the greater American society that surrounds it.4q When most 
Indians were living in isolated places far from anywhere, no one much cared 
about them. Now the interstate highway system, the Internet, and Indian gam- 
ing casinos are bringing the rest of‘ America right to the doorsteps of tribal 
lands and awakening a new interest in Indian Country. Big new Indian-owned 
businesses are springing up in some of the most surprising places and, as a 
result, non-Indian perceptions of Indian Country are changing. 
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Former Assistant Secretary of the Interior for Indian Affairs Ross 
Swimmer recently observed that when people look at huge Indian casinos, 
such as the Mashantucket Pequot’s Foxwoods Resort Casino, the Mohegan 
Sun Casino, or the Shakopee Mdewakanton Sioux tribe’s Mystic Lake 
Casino/Hotel complex, they see wealthy Indians who must have millions of 
dollars. He goes on to drive his point home when he comments that there are 
a “hundred or so tribes on the West Coast that have all become casinos. What 
are we doing here? What is this Indian Countq7?”~O 

By the end of the year, California should become America’s second-largest 
gambling state-second only to only Nevada-with between 45,000 and 
113,000 slot machines in at least forty-one Indian-owned casinos.51 To partially 
respond to Swimmer, one thing Indians are doing is becoming powerful polit- 
ical players on both the local and national scenes. California tribes recently 
spent more than $100 million on two ballot initiatives on Indian gaming, and 
former Vice-president Al Gore attended a luncheon with a tribal council in 
Palm Springs and raised $400,000 in campaign contributions.52 At the nation- 
al level, Legi?$ss and other new Indian interest groups are now firmly estab- 
lished in Washington, D.C., and among other things ran full-page ads in 
national media in an effort to influence the 2000 presidential campaign.5.* 

Native American author Sherman Alexie has wondered why non-Indians 
seem frightened of Indian gaming and concludes that the reason has some- 
thing to do with political power. “As Indians make money we also gain power. 
As we gain power we develop a political voice. We can then use that voice to 
. . . demand that this country be held accountalsle for what it did to us and 
what it continues to do to us.”-i5 

As some gaming tribes begin to look prosperous and play a more assertive 
role in the political arena, perceptions of indigenous peoples are beginning 
to change in larger American society.5“ The result could be a nonlinear 
response in the American political system that is all out of proportion to the 
extent and actual importance of the gaming industry in Indian Country as a 
whole. It is not inconceivable that Indian gaming could trigger a cascade of 
policy proposals reminiscent of those characterizing the 1950s era of Indian 
termination and the American government could try, yet again, to unilateral- 
ly end its treaty obligations and “get out of the Indian business.”5’ 

CONCLUSION 

Complexity theory proposes that the function of each component of a corn- 
plex adaptive system is to participate in the production or transformation of 
the other components of the system. In this way, the system recreates itself. No 
living system is meaningful in isolation. All complex adaptive systems are con- 
stituted by the world around them. They change it and are changed by it. 

After a review of changes in Indian policy since the Indian Reorganization 
Act (1934), Vine Deloria Jr. and Clifford Lytle concluded that tribal govern- 
ments have come out  of the twentieth century in a much better position and 
with higher status than they entered it. “Local institutions that served Indians 
were in a much stronger position even though they now resembled the local 
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units of government that served other Americans and possessed little that was 
distinctively Indian. Indians themselves had assimilated to a significant degree 
. . . and thus the contemporary institutions were better suited to their needs 
than had they been able to return to wholly traditional ways.”58 Considered in 
its ever-evolving historical context, the emergence of Indian gaming may sig- 
nal yet other transformations in the way American Indians think about them- 
selves, live within, and interact with larger American society. 

To date, there is evidence suggesting that tribes have used Indian gaming 
revenues to expand and strengthen non-Indian tribal institutions and restore 
traditional Indian ways. The implications of this for the future of Indian sov- 
ereignty are unclear. To the extent that gaming accelerates the erosion of trib- 
al common bodies of metaphor that sustain traditional cultures and brings 
with it  an increase in the environmental hostility around Indian Country, 
Indian gaming may weaken tribal sovereignty. But it may also be true that 
Indian gaming will accelerate major changes in many tribal communities and 
at the same time strengthen tribal sovereignty by revitalizing Indian tribes as 
the foundation of Indian identity. 
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