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From Farming to Gaming:
How Native Americans Have Been Pushed 
Into Poverty

Since the age of discovery, when the first Europeans set foot in North 
America, the Natives have experienced some of the most extreme forms 

of marginalization and disenfranchisement. This exploitation includes 
keeping Native Americans economically vulnerable to the point where they 
are forced into specific areas of the workforce; before the 1980s they were 
mostly farmers/ranchers, but after the 1980s, their main industry switched 
to gambling, or gaming. In this essay, I will argue that Native Americans 
were forced into the farming/ranching industry by the US government, and 
that over time gaming became their only economic alternative. In order to 
explain this situation, I will first analyze laws concerning Native Americans 
to show how they were systematically marginalized before finally explaining 
their switch from the industry of farming/ranching to the modern industry of 
gaming. To support my claims, I will use United States census records from 
19201 and 1930,2
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provided new land to relocate to, this land was often hundreds of miles 
away from sacred grounds and were hundreds of times smaller than 
the open areas they used to roam as nomadic peoples. To make things 
worse, this new land provided as compensation was also the land the US 
government wanted the least because it was ill-equipped for farming or 
traditional Western settlements.

Furthermore, on March 3, 1871, Congress passed the Indian 
Appropriations Act which granted the federal government more power over 
Native nations, as well as denied them money or services in exchange for 
lands unless approved by the Department of the Interior.6 This eventually 
led into the General Allotment Act of 1887, which carved up reservation 
land (once held in common by a tribe) into individual plots to be handed out 
only to Native Americans who had gone through the process of becoming 
a US citizen.7 Any land that was not claimed by these Native citizens 
was sold off to white men as “surplus” land without regard to the Natives 
who still wished to hold land in common for the sake of better chances 
of survival.8 Native American tribes and lifestyles were not equipped to 
thrive under the European standard of single-person landownership.9 
The original purpose of this allotment of land was to ensure that Natives 
who had become US citizens could make a living by working the land 
and creating an agriculturally-based income for themselves while also 
forcing them to conform to Western ideals of single landownership.10 By 
the 1920s, under the Citizenship Act of 1924, many Native Americans who 
had become citizens through treaties or other means had their citizenship 
nullified, leaving their tribally-allotted land free to be purchased from under 
them by white Americans.11

Under US law, any Native American not using their land properly 
could have their citizenship revoked and any property taken from them. 
The proper use of land in the eyes of the federal and local governments 
typically meant that the land provided was used for agricultural production. 
Thus, Native Americans were forced to work in the agricultural industry. 
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Furthermore, this person or family can acquire more land for themselves or sell off the land 
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There was no other option provided for them. There was no longer the 
space for them to reside as nomadic peoples as they had before European 
settlement, and any occupation other than agriculture could result in the 
removal of their citizenship. Under this ideology, revoked citizenship meant 
they were entitled to no rights as an American, and without land ownership, 
not even tribal laws could truly protect them. They would be homeless and 
landless in the most devastating way possible.

Through the United States Census of 1920, I studied the Lower Brule 
Indian Reservation of South Dakota. On this reservation, like many other 
reservations across the US, the majority of the people living there were 
employed as farmers or ranchers.12 One man in particular, a 44-year-old 
Native American father of three, William Forked Butte, is listed as employed 





social services unavailable. Whether employees have an increase in 
wages or not, either the tribe as a whole and individuals suffer, or the tribe 
as a whole prospers and individuals suffer. Because of the massive gap in 


