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Circle of Goods compiles the stories of Native American women and examines their kin-

ship, wage work, and informal economies. Responding to the upheavals of reservation

life brought about by federal policies—from commodity rations to welfare reform—

Mandan, Hidatsa and Arikara women, each with distinct histories and cultural practices,

stand at the center of the Fort Berthold reservation economy. Berman introduces the

concept of ceremonial relations of production to explain the contradictory effects of

economic incentives and cultural commitments, and argues that the historical movement

of people and goods through a series of structured dependencies often gives rise to

creative strategies for survival and new social identities.

“This book makes a major contribution in showing how the ceremonial is political in

American Indian communities. Professor Berman develops the concept of ceremonial

relations of production to explore how people produce and distribute essential goods

and services on the Fort Berthold Reservation, and she goes beyond that system of

ceremonial relations to explore the political consequences of these arrangements: the

effects upon gender relations and claims by Native people within the larger context of

the United States. In pursuing this, the book is an important milestone in the study both

of gender relations among North American Indians, and in the study of race, class and

gender in America in general.”

—Thomas Biolsi, author of Deadliest Enemies: Law and the Making of

Race Relations on and off Rosebud Reservation

“Anyone interested in contemporary Native American life, cultural identity, and gender

studies will want to read this book. Berman shows how the structure of reservation

economies shapes, and is shaped, by women in ceremonial, subsistence, and market

economies. Her ability to show, through excellent case interviews, how identity is multiple

and dynamic is well presented.”
—Jeffery Hanson, Tribal Anthropologist, Mescalero Apache Tribe
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Preface

[Collections] of “facts and images which I refused to exploit by letting my imagina-
tion work on them; in other words, the negation of a novel. To reject all fables . . .
nothing but these facts all these facts.” (1946, 156)

From the start, writing this journal, I’ve struggled against a poison: the idea of pub-
lication.” (1934, 215)

Michel Leiris as cited in James Clifford,
The Predicament of Culture

Writing an ethnography requires a complex set of dialogues, those realized
over the course of months and years of field work, the internal narratives that
sit on the writer’s shoulder, or those that seem to peer out from within stacked
boxes of papers, transcripts, and books.

Clifford Geertz (1988) illuminated the task of anthropologists: they
write. But more significantly, they listen. These conversations—engaged,
imagined, and overheard—take shape among voices in the field, one’s self, and
a potential audience. This book is a distillation of those voices, converging in
more than ten years of association among the people of Fort Berthold reser-
vation in North Dakota.

The Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara (Sáhnish) comprise the Three Affil-
iated Tribes, a federally recognized tribal government with all the contradic-
tions of “limited sovereignty” that such a status confers. Not all Indigenous
peoples of North America agreed to federally chartered governments (via the
Indian Reorganization Act of 1934), nor do all tribes have the status conveyed
by federal recognition (treaty rights, federal-trust relations). This book is an
argument neither for nor against such interventions, but begins from the
premise that federal-trust, as a bundle of fiduciary and regulatory rights, ob-
ligates the federal government to American Indian Tribes.1 Taken as a whole,
these policies form the corpus of Federal Indian Law, first enacted as a set of

xiii



international rights that establish American Indian Tribes as “domestic
dependent” nations.2

I did not set out to write a book about policy; nor as the selection from
Leiris cited in the epigraph suggests, did I set out to write a book at all. I had
hoped to compile a series of testimonies about work that would illuminate, in
some small way, American Indian women’s own conceptions about what work
means to them. I had already considered the informal economy as an unrec-
ognized form of women’s labor and had decided not to write about ceremonial
life. Nonetheless, my participation in all the rounds of daily life, including cer-
emonies, qualifies me to write about the impact of federal policy on the reser-
vation economy better than if I had not lived in the community at all. As the
chapters of this book show, the time and energy spent preparing for ceremo-
nial events figure highly into informal economic strategies. By describing the
daily rounds without divulging ceremonial rites, I hope to show how policy
makers can respect the needs of reservation communities by illuminating how
subsistence envelopes all aspects of social life, alimentary as well as cultural.

The year I finished my dissertation, the United States was increasingly
testing ideas about welfare reform in attempts to revamp and reapportion wel-
fare benefits nationwide. However, the restructuring of welfare programs that
followed the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation
Act of 1996 (PL 104–193) was little more than a dismantling of welfare as we
knew it. The effects of welfare reform have already had an impact in Indian
Country, and future unforeseen effects will no doubt continue to be felt. The
one that concerned me most as the act went into effect was the way in which
the legislation appeared to dismiss long-held treaty rights, especially by giving
increasing powers to states, thereby ignoring the historical basis for federal-
trust (cf. O’Brien 2000).

Because my field research focused on the intersection of kinship, eco-
nomic development, and the informal economy of American Indian women,
I wagered that welfare reform—targeted largely at women and children—
would have additional unforeseen consequences on these areas of reservation
life. Again, I was brought back to my original goal: to highlight the voices of
Fort Berthold women’s work lives, but now with a greater purpose to serve;
one that would show how the effects of welfare reform can potentially inter-
rupt the dialogue of community life. I position myself within that conversa-
tion, which I began more than ten years ago as a guest in the homes of my
Fort Berthold friends and family.
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I began my forays to Fort Berthold as a graduate student undertaking
museum studies at the University of Colorado Museum, where more than 250
objects from the Fort Berthold reservation reside.3 Always restless among
archives and collection bins, I proposed a field trip that would take me to
North Dakota to contextualize the historic collection of moccasins, knife
sheaths, bags, dolls, drums, and garments from two generations of reservation
life. The historic period of the collection spanned the 1920s to the 1960s, but
focused primarily on the symbols of Mandan, Hidatsa, and Arikara life prior
to the 1951 building of the Garrison Dam—the overwhelming swell of water
that would submerge a way of life forever.

When I first arrived at Fort Berthold, I knew no one. I had a few con-
tacts  from colleagues, and these were mostly linguists who had worked inten-
sively with several individuals over many years. These introductions proved
invaluable and enabled me to make the transition from “stranger” to “friend”4

with as much ease as any outsider could hope to have. What drove me was the
conviction that museum collections cannot stand apart from their makers, nor
can their significance be fully understood without accounting for the cultural
and historical changes that inspired them. Motivated by the deconstructionist
movement in museum studies (e.g., Karp and Lavine 1991), I visited around
with my slides and catalogue cards, but as one sage advisor pointed out: an-
thropology is always about something else. And so the stories that the objects
uncovered led me to settle on the task of showing how art production, kinship,
economy, and identity become intertwined variables that wrap themselves
around policy in ever-adaptable ways.

Some notes on the format of this book: More than five years of fieldwork
culminated in a series of taped interviews, all open-ended and conversational,
but drawing consistently on similar domains of work, family, economy, land
rights, and kinship. The voices of the women featured here derive directly
from those transcripts, and I acknowledge the invisible, yet heavy-handed role
of editor that I play. For reasons we agreed on prior to interview sessions, all
names have been changed to ensure anonymity, except in cases of public noto-
riety, where I draw from public records such as newspapers, radio, conferences,
public transcripts, or other previously published work. The ethnographies of
Alfred Bowers, who made a lifelong and systematic study of Mandan and Hi-
datsa kinship and ceremonial life (1950 and 1965, respectively) are cited here
generously to affirm the continuity of these complex systems from a contem-
porary standpoint, as well as to avoid duplicating his copious body of work.

xvi ❂ Preface


