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Abstract:
Since the right of American Indian governments to offer gaming on their own lands was re-affirmed by the US Supreme Court in 1987 more than 200 gaming operations have been developed on tribal lands in the United States. Tribal gaming venues have become significant generators of wealth and employment for surrounding communities (Johnson, Filla & McLaughlin, 2005). Each year in California, for example, millions of guests visit fifty-six tribal gaming facilities that provide employment for around 53,000 people. Tribal gaming differs from private gaming in that revenues are invested into cultural production and preservation aligned with efforts to achieve social recovery from a long history of genocide and political oppression. These cultural projects have become politicized as it has become apparent that the support of the American public and policy makers for tribal gaming is tied to an outdated and inappropriate social imaginary of contemporary “Indianness”. The inferred question remains: if American Indians are not sufficiently different from other Americans then why do they need or deserve the right to offer gaming that others do not enjoy?

Despite the potential for tribal gaming venues to act as sites for exploration and negotiation of cultural understandings, no research to date has investigated the nature and source of perceptions of Indianness among tribal gaming customers or employees. Similarly, in practice very few tribes have capitalized on the opportunity presented by gaming venues to influence tourism imaginaries and disseminate tribal messages. On the contrary, tribal governments often downplay or erase cultural markers in gaming venues leaving employees and guests without a shared language to express a more directly informed and temporally relevant imaginary.

The aim of this study is to explore guest and employee imaginaries of contemporary Indianness at six tribal gaming venues in California. We argue that an anthropological approach to the study of tribal gaming can progress debate on the issue beyond current concerns of profits and gains to incorporate critical engagement with issues of fundamental concern to Indian Nations such as social change, cultural production, group identification/identity, tradition and modernity, political economy and nationalism. By linking community re-vitalization with political representation and the nature of imaginaries of contemporary Indianness, this paper begins to explore how tribal gaming provides an opportunity for American Indian communities to define their own cultural, economic and political future. 
