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ABSTRACT  

Montana’s Fort Belknap and Rocky Boy reservations are interesting case studies to understand why 

economic development on Native American reservations has been chronically hampered when compared 

to other places in Montana. Economists have ascribed the generalized poor economic outcomes on 

reservations to institutions that undermine private property rights, create perverse incentives, and raise 

transaction costs (McChesney 1990; Anderson and Parker 2006, 2008, 2009; Kalt et al. 2008; Lofthouse 

2019). These explanations have underexplored the role culture plays in economic development. Culture 

and institutions interact to determine economic outcomes in societies, leading to variations in outcomes 

across communities despite similarity of institutions. We use a modified Weberian approach to analyze 

how culture interacts with institutions on the Fort Belknap and Rocky Boy reservations. Storr (2013: 69) 

offers a three-part strategy for a modified Weberian approach: (1) identify the “economic spirits” (shared 

economic ethos) present in a society (2) detail the historical, institutional, and cultural context giving rise 

to those “economic spirits,” and (3) show how the interaction of those “economic spirits” impact 

economic life. Applying this approach, we argue that these two reservations have two important but 

contradictory economic spirits that influence economic outcomes: a spirit of dependence and a spirit of 

resilience. On the Fort Belknap and Rocky Boy reservations, the spirit of resilience has brought about 

some economic successes because individuals look for positive-sum, entrepreneurial opportunities, such 

as creating formal and informal businesses. The spirit of dependence, however, has led to some economic 

failures because many people see the rent seeking and negative-sum redistribution of wealth as a 

legitimate means of achieving economic success. 

 

 

***Note for PPE Workshop at Center for Governance and Markets: This paper is still in the early stages, 

especially in regards to section 4 where we present our evidence. Section 4 is likely to change as we 

gather more evidence from histories and ethnographies. We thank you for your patience in this ongoing 

project. 
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1. Introduction 

In the United States, Native American reservations often have higher poverty rates and higher 

unemployment rates than non-reservation areas. Two reservations in north-central Montana, the Fort 

Belknap and the Rocky Boy reservations, are interesting case studies to understand why economic 

outcomes have been chronically worse on reservations compared to other places in Montana and the rest 

of the United States. The poverty rate on the Fort Belknap Reservation was 41 percent in 2015 and then 

increased to 48 percent in 2017; the unemployment rate was 33.9 percent in 2017, which was significantly 

higher than the rate of 13.1 percent for all reservations in the United States (Montana State University 

Extension 2019a). The poverty rate on the Rocky Boy Reservation was 40.8 percent in 2015 and then 

decreased to 38.7 percent in 2017; the unemployment rate in 2017 was approximately 13 percent 

(Montana State University Extension 2019b). For comparison, Montana’s poverty rate in 2017 was 14.4 

percent, and the unemployment rate was 4.8 percent (U.S. Census Bureau 2017).  

Previously, economists have ascribed the generally poor economic outcomes on Native American 

reservations to federal and tribal institutions that undermine private property rights, create perverse 

incentives, and raise transaction costs (McChesney 1990; Anderson and Parker 2006, 2008, 2009; Kalt et 

al. 2008; Lofthouse 2019). The institutional explanation addresses the foundational determinants of 

economic development on reservations, but culture also plays a role in economic development because 

culture interacts with institutions (Choi and Storr 2019; Storr 2013). What role does culture play in the 

economic development patterns we see on Rocky Boy and Fort Belknap reservations? 

To answer this question, we take a modified Weberian approach to analyze how culture interacts 

with institutions to produce the outcomes we observe. Any social scientific analysis relies on the 

subjective valuations and meanings that individuals attach to their choices, actions, and environments 

(Mises 1949, 1957; Hayek 1943, 1948, 1979; Buchanan 1969; Kirzner 1976; Knight 1990; Lavoie 1991; 

Storr 2010). Studying the culture of economic actors can give economists insight into these subjective 

valuations and meanings that influence behavior. Culture is a socially shared and transmitted pattern of 
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meanings, which plays a key role in shaping perceptions, choices, and preferences. If economists are to 

understand economic behavior, then culture becomes a critical factor. Culture, in this view, is not simply 

an informal institution; culture and institutions are separate but linked. 

One way to understand the influence of culture on economic outcomes is through Max Weber’s 

idea of an “economic spirit,” which is a society’s shared economic ethos. The Weberian approach 

analyzes the culturally derived economic spirits that “shape the economic calculations and behavior of the 

actors who inhabit them” (Storr 2013: 58). To understand how economic spirits affect economic 

outcomes, Storr (2013: 69) offers a three-part strategy for a modified Weberian approach: (1) identify the 

economic spirits present in a society, (2) detail the historical, institutional, and cultural context giving rise 

to those economic spirits, and (3) show how the interaction of those economic spirits and institutions 

affect economic outcomes (Weber [1905] 2002, [1905] 2011). In any society, there may be multiple 

economic spirits that influence the ways in which people act. Some of these economic spirits may even 

contradict and compete against one another. Thus, multiple economic spirits “can simultaneously shape 

the economic practices that exist in a particular context” (Storr 2013: 69).  

We use primary ethnographic evidence from in-person interviews and secondary evidence from 

other ethnographic work to identify the economic spirits on the Fort Belknap and Rocky Boy reservation. 

We also show how those economic spirits have interacted with formal and informal institutions to create 

the economic outcomes we observe. We argue that these two reservations have two important but 

contradictory economic spirits that influence economic outcomes: a spirit of dependence and a spirit of 

resilience. On the Fort Belknap and Rocky Boy reservations, the spirit of resilience has brought about 

some economic successes because individuals look for positive-sum, entrepreneurial opportunities, such 

as creating formal and informal businesses. The spirit of dependence, however, has led to some socially 

damaging economic outcomes because many people see the negative-sum redistribution of wealth 

through rent seeking as a legitimate avenue for personal economic gain. 

It is important to mention that incorporating culture into the study of markets is not incompatible 

with economic theory. We do not reject rational choice theory, downplay the role of institutions, or 
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disregard the importance of changes in relative prices. Incorporating culture into economic analysis of 

human action helps us better understand how people interpret their institutionally provided opportunities 

and how they perceive changes in relative prices.  

We contribute to two strands of literature. First, we add to the literature on Native American 

economic development (Cornell and Kalt 1995; Anderson, Benson, and Flanagan 2006; Kalt et al. 2008; 

Akee, Jorgensen, and Sunde 2015; Lofthouse 2019). Scholars and policymakers have tried to understand 

and remedy the pervasive poverty on reservations for decades. Analyzing the economic spirits that 

animate economic life on particular reservations should help scholars and policymakers better understand 

the puzzle of slow and inconsistent development. Second, we contribute to the literature in Weberian 

economic sociology (Storr 2013; Choi and Storr 2019). For example, market-oriented economies where 

an ethic of rent seeking has arisen will generally have worse economic outcomes than market-oriented 

economies where the same ethic has not arisen. In reservations where a culture of rent seeking exists, we 

can predict they will experience slower rates of economic growth, ceteris paribus.  

The paper proceeds as follows. Section two defines “culture” and “economic spirits” and presents 

the modified Weberian methodology. Section three describes the data we use to substantiate our claims. 

Section four provides evidence that (1) identifies the tension between two competing cultural spirits, (2) 

explains how those spirits interact with institutions, and (3) describes the economic outcomes on the 

reservations. Section five concludes with the implications of this research. 

2. The Weberian Approach to Economic Analysis 

2.1 Subjectivity, Culture, and Institutions 

 Grappling with the meaning that people attribute to their actions is fundamental to any economic 

analysis (Mises 1949, 1957; Hayek 1948, 1979; Buchanan 1969; Kirzner 1976; Lavoie 1991). How 

people value different goods and opportunities determines their actions. What they believe themselves to 



Draft - Do Not Cite or Circulate 

5 

be giving up when they choose to act is the underlying motivation for their actions.  In other words, 

subjectivity is at the heart of economic analysis that attempts to explain social phenomena. Subjectivism 

is “the acknowledgment that the facts of the social sciences are the opinions and beliefs that individuals 

attach to their actions and environments” (Storr 2010: 31). People’s subjective valuation of relative prices 

determines how they judge the opportunities they face and shapes their plans. These subjective valuations, 

though somewhat reflected in market prices, can never be fully reflected in market prices outside of 

equilibrium (Vaughn 1980).  

The values and costs on which someone bases their choices only exists in their mind (Menger 

1981; Mises 1933; Buchanan 1969). There are no objective values or costs for the economist to access 

(Vaughn 1980). A social scientist can only observe the external signs, products, and indications of another 

person’s lived experiences. If economics is an interpretive science, economists must begin with these 

signs and trace them back to their possible subjective meanings (Storr 2013). “The subjective meanings 

that the interpreter does grasp is at best an approximation to the … [individual’s] intended meanings, but 

never that meanings itself, for one’s knowledge of another person’s perspective is always necessarily 

limited” Schütz (1967: 129). Culture is the only avenue available to analysts that present the lenses with 

which people interpret the world. Culture is a shared set of meanings or “a lens through which economic 

actors make sense of the world and their options in it” (Storr 2013: 14). It constitutes a “frame of 

reference, a backdrop, a way of seeing the world and an ethical system in which certain beliefs, actions, 

outcomes are possible and permissible and others are not” (Storr 2010: 35). Drawing on a community’s 

culture allows economists to access, to a degree, the subjective valuation of the costs they face and the 

meaning they attribute to the institutions in which they live. 

Culture shapes economic behavior and outcomes because culture is a historically transmitted 

pattern of meanings, which can take the form of shared beliefs, shared values, or a group’s ethos (Geertz 

1973; Storr 2013). These socially transmitted meanings shape how individuals perceive the incentives and 

constraints that they face (Choi and Storr 2019). This definition of culture follows the tradition started by 

Max Weber (2002), and continued with Schütz (1967), Grief (1994), Geertz (1973), Gadamer (1994), 
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Swedberg (2003), and Lavoie (1991, 1994). Since culture plays a significant role in determining who can 

legitimately engage in transactions, what constitutes acceptable exchanges, and what goods/services can 

be traded, it makes sense for economists to study and understand how culture affects economic behavior 

(Storr 2013:31). 

Incorporating culture into economic analysis does not exclude the use of price theory or 

institutional analysis. Changes in relative prices do explain why individuals might begin to use a 

particular good more sparingly that they once used wastefully (Hayek 1948). Differences in the size of 

expected profits do explain why entrepreneurs pursue some opportunities and not others (Kirzner 1973). 

Differences in the rules governing property do explain why individuals in some contexts engage in 

productive entrepreneurship and individuals in other contexts engage in destructive entrepreneurship 

(Baumol 1990). The meanings attached to price changes, what signifies a large enough profit to make 

pursuing an opportunity attractive, and what constitutes an appropriate disposition of property, are all 

partly determined by culture (Storr 2013). Incorporating cultural considerations means that economists 

must be more thoughtful about how they pursue their analysis. Rational choice still applies, even with 

cultural considerations (Sen 1977). Institutional analysis still applies and becomes richer with cultural 

considerations. As North (1990: 42) argues, “Culture defined the ways individuals process and utilize 

information and hence may affect the way informal constraints get specified.”  

Putting culture in the foreground of the analysis requires using qualitative methods like 

ethnographies and a mix of thin and thick descriptions where abstract economic theory is used to offer 

more compelling thick descriptions of time and place (Rizzo 1978; Storr 2013; Boettke 2001; Chamlee-

Wright 2011). Qualitative methods, including ethnographic fieldwork, archival research, and in-depth 

case analysis help us understand why individuals behave as they do and how certain phenomena impact 

their behavior (Chamlee-Wright 2011: 166). As Boettke (2001: 253) argues, “We need, in other words, 

both ‘thin’ and ‘thick’ description for our social theory to possess both meaning and relevance--coherence 

and correspondence so to speak… The justification of the ‘thin description’ of economic theory is that it 

affords us more compelling ‘thick descriptions’ of the experience of particular times and places.”  
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Economists should not simply collapse culture into institutions or ignore cultural considerations 

in their institutional analysis. As Storr (2013:89) argues, economists should view culture as separate but 

linked because culture has an independent and direct role in shaping economic behavior and outcomes, as 

well as in mediating institutions. The “same” institutions are likely to have different meanings and to be 

given different moral weights in different cultures.3 Culture determines the opportunities that actors 

perceive and shapes the subjective nature of costs. Thus, culture has an independent and direct role in 

shaping economic behaviors and outcomes. Culture does not have to be at the forefront of every 

economic analysis, but economists should acknowledge that culture is the lens through which economic 

actors make sense of the world and their options in it (Storr 2013: 14).  

2.2 Weber’s Economic Sociology and Economic Spirits 

One of Weber’s many contributions to economic sociology is the concept of an “economic 

spirit,” which captures “the set of culturally derived attitudes and orientations that can and does animate a 

given economic market by shaping the way market participants conceive of their opportunities as well as 

the strategies that they adopt as they pursue their goals” (Storr 2013: 8). In The Protestant Ethic and the 

Spirit of Capitalism, Weber argued that capitalism comes in a variety of forms and that different 

economic spirits animate economic life ([1905] 2002, [1905] 2011). In other words, the character of 

capitalism depends on the economic spirits present in a society. Capitalism in the UK will differ from 

capitalism in the US due to differences in culture despite the similarity of institutions in each country. 

Although critics (Marshall 1982; Hamilton 1996) have argued that Weber’s empirics were flawed, this 

does not undermine his methodological approach. Weber’s approach is simply a way to discuss the 

relationship between culture and markets so that economists can conduct culturally aware economic 

analysis (Storr 2013: 69).   

 
3 Smith (2003) recognizes this. He emphasizes that experimental economists must take into account the meaning 

that experiment participants place on different words when they write the instructions for their experiments. If they 

do not, he suggests that experimenters will end up measuring behavior different from what they set out to measure.  
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Storr (2013: 69) offers a three-part strategy for a modified Weberian approach to articulate and 

analyze the spirits that animate the economic form in a particular context: (1) identify the “economic 

spirits” (shared economic ethos) present in a society, (2) detail the historical, institutional, and cultural 

context giving rise to those “economic spirits,” and (3) show how the interaction of those “economic 

spirits” impacts economic life (Weber [1905] 2002, [1905] 2011). Every market is animated by multiple 

economic spirits. These spirits are cultural phenomena that shape economic behavior, and, in doing so, 

affect economic outcomes. Different cultural milieus give rise to different economic spirits. Each culture 

creates a unique entrepreneurial pattern; each culture articulates its own genre of stories in which 

economic leaders achieve wealth-generating success within the specific institutional and customary 

contours of the society in which they live (Lavoie and Chamlee-Wrights 2000: 69). 

 Storr (2004, 2013) and McCloskey (2010) demonstrate how the Weberian approach can be 

applied to other contexts. In Enterprising Slaves and Master Pirates, Storr (2004) identifies two 

economic spirits in the Bahamas that are in tension with one another: the “spirit of Rabbyism” and the 

“spirit of Junkanoo.” Storr sketches out the historical roots that spawned these two competing economic 

spirits. The spirit of Rabbyism can harm economic growth because it legitimizes rent seeking, corruption, 

piracy, and fraud. The spirit of Junkanoo, however, facilitates economic growth because it legitimizes 

hard work, perseverance, and private enterprise (Storr 2013). McCloskey (2010) uses a similar approach. 

She argues that a shift in ideas, which may also be considered a shift in the economic spirit, was the true 

spark behind the Industrial Revolution because the Dutch and the British began to view being a merchant 

as a respectable and honest way of life.  

2.3 The Competing Cultures of Rent Seeking and Enterprise 

The modified Weberian approach emphasizes the heterogeneity of culture, in that any society is 

characterized by multiple economic spirits that may be in conflict with one another. Choi and Storr (2019) 

present examples of conflicting spirits, which they call a culture of rent seeking and a culture of 
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enterprise. As Choi and Storr (2019) explain, a culture of rent seeking is a socially derived understanding 

where individuals in a society perceive the political allocation of resources as a legitimate, respectable, or 

preferable means of achieving economic gain.4 Culture, as a lens through which individuals interpret their 

circumstances, shapes how rent seeking occurs because “culture shapes the way that actors understand 

their incentives” (Choi and Storr 2019: 102). As such, rent seeking behavior will vary with the cultural 

contexts and the institutional structures in which people act. 

As Choi and Storr (2019) argue, a culture of rent seeking (CoRS) will have several 

characteristics. First, a CoRS will legitimize and orient the members of a society toward certain rent-

seeking activities. Rather than being a taboo, certain rent seeking activities will be seen as normal or 

legitimate forms of pursuing economic gains. It will be seen as standard for entrepreneurs to achieve 

economic success by leveraging political means. Second, cultures of rent seeking are influenced and 

supported by other aspects of a society’s broader culture. For example, a community that emphasizes 

developing weak ties may view trading political favors more favorably than outright bribes. Third, 

different institutions will give rise to different cultures of rent seeking. Variation in institutions will give 

rise to variation in what rent seeking activities are viewed as legitimate by a community’s CoRS. 

Whatever rent seeking activities produce the largest gain will be normalized by the CoRS. For example, 

in a society where jailors are underpaid, we would expect it to be normalized for prisoners to bribe the 

jailor to receive better treatment.  

A culture of enterprise, in contrast, would encourage vibrant entrepreneurship through market 

institutions in both formal and informal settings. A culture of enterprise would mean that people celebrate 

engaging in profit seeking and feel an aversion to rent seeking (Choi and Storr 2019: 114). For example, 

McCloskey (2016) argues that there was a shift in economic culture and ideas in Holland and Britain in 

the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The great expansion of innovation and income was largely 

 
4 We use the definition of rent seeking provided by Tullock et. al. (2002: 43):  “the use of resources for the purpose 

of obtaining rents for people where the rents themselves come from some activity that has negative social value.” 
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caused by the emergence of a culture of enterprise. Historically, the urban middle class, especially 

merchants, had been scorned. During this time, however, they began to be admired by both the classes 

higher and lower than them. The bourgeoisie became a dignified position, and ordinary people had more 

liberty to engage in entrepreneurship and innovation. The shift to a culture of enterprise meant that there 

was a generalized sense that creative destruction was not only just, but a thing to be celebrated. 

A culture of rent seeking can coexist with a culture of enterprise in a society’s cultural context. If 

competing economic spirits exist in a single society, members of that society may be affected by one 

spirit at one moment and another spirit at a different moment. Additionally, different people in the same 

society may be more affected by one of the spirits at a given point in time (Choi and Storr 2019).  

3. Data Sources for Evidence 

This paper’s evidence comes from two sources: primary ethnographic evidence from Montana’s 

Rocky Boy Indian Reservation and Fort Belknap Indian Reservation and secondary evidence from 

anthropological and ethnographic scholarship. The secondary evidence provides more evidence that 

situations the cultural and historical meanings behind the ideas expressed in the formal and informal 

interviews.  

The primary ethnographic evidence comes from qualitative interview data collected in the fall of 

2019 from residents and other stakeholders who live on or near the two reservations. Eight formal 

interviews were conducted, each lasting about an hour to an hour and a half. Six of interviews were with 

residents of the two reservations, and the other two were with non-residents who work in the Native 

American economic development community. Interviews were conducted in a semi-structured format. 

The participants were asked several pre-prepared questions, which prompted follow-up questions for 

elaboration and clarification. In addition to the formal interviews, several other informal interviews and 

short conversation occurred with reservation residents, but those were not audio recorded; only brief 

handwritten notes were taken.  
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Some participants were recruited using a hub-and-spoke selection process consistent with 

ethnographic qualitative studies. The interviewer called or emailed individuals already known on the 

reservations to see if they know individuals who would be willing to participate. Additionally, 

participants were found through the “soak and poke” method of social science research where the 

interviewer looks for willing participants by soliciting interviews in public spaces. 

4. Evidence from Fort Belknap and Rocky Boy 

The Fort Belknap Indian Reservation is composed of two tribes, the Assiniboine (Nakoda) and 

the Gros Ventre (Aaniiih). The total enrolled membership for both of the tribes is 6,693 people, and 

roughly 3,500 live on or near the reservation (Montana Governor’s Office of Indian Affairs, n.d.). Rocky 

Boy’s Indian Reservation, also known as Rocky Boy Reservation, is also composed of two tribes, the 

Chippewa and the Cree. There are approximately 6,000 enrolled Chippewa-Cree tribal members, and 

roughly 60 percent of those enrolled members reside on the reservation (Chippewa Cree Tribe 2013). 

These reservations have small populations, which is not unique for Montana. In 2018, Montana had only 

seven towns that exceed 10,000 residents, and the state’s population was just over one million, despite 

being the fourth largest state by area (U.S. Census Bureau 2018). 

Although the Fort Belknap and Rocky Boy reservations are composed of different tribes, we 

analyze them together because both reservations have had similar historical experiences and institutional 

structures for the past 200 years. Despite the similarities, there are some historical and cultural differences 

among the tribes of the two reservations that should not be overlooked. Anthropologists Elizabeth Sperry 

(2007) argues that Chippewa and Cree of the Rocky Boy Reservation had distinct cultural identities 

before European-American contact, but a new, more unified cultural identity has emerged over the past 

two centuries as the two tribes have accommodated the social, economic, and political changes they 

experienced. Similarly, anthropologist Loretta Fowler (1987: 2) argues that first-hand accounts of Fort 

Belknap history have “widely contrasting versions of events, relationships, and personalities. 
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Interpretations of history vary not only by tribe but also according to age group. One of the central 

problems of my fieldwork, then, was how to understand disagreements among the insiders about culture 

and history.” Even with some historical and cultural differences, the four tribes on these two reservations 

appear to exhibit broadly similar economic spirits. These spirits, detailed below, have been shaped by the 

historical and institutional experiences of reservation members, which has affected the patterns of 

economic activity. In the following subsection, we identify two general competing spirits, situate those 

spirits in the historical-institutional context, and discuss how the interaction between institutions and 

economic spirits have affected economic outcomes.  

4.1 Identifying Cultural Spirits: Resilience and Dependence 

The primary and secondary evidence from the Fort Belknap and Rocky Boy reservations suggests 

that both communities experience a tension between two competing economics spirits: a spirit of 

enterprise, which we call a spirit of resilience, and a spirit of rent seeking, which we call a spirit of 

dependence. The spirit of resilience directs reservation residents to look for innovative, entrepreneurial 

opportunities, even when social, political, and economic barriers stand in the way. The spirit of 

dependence, however, legitimizes rent-seeking behavior and orients reservation residents toward rent-

seeking activities, such as a reliance on bureaucratic allocation of resources and employment 

opportunities. 

One member of Fort Belknap articulated the tension in his community between the spirit of 

resilience, which has ancient cultural roots, and the spirit of dependence, which has emerged since federal 

control:  

“We’re such resilient people and so adaptable because we are survivalists. You had to adapt. If 

there was a drought and there was no berries, you had to adapt on the fly for other food sources. If there 

was a small buffalo herd and you didn’t get as many hides, ten of us had to move into a tiny teepee for the 

winter, as opposed to having a nice big lodge ‘cause there was lots of buffalo. I mean, it’s just, like, see 

how we’ve evolved out of that? Then we put them on the reservation and the people are confined to that 

and they’re given handouts. [...] It's not their fault. And there was lots of people that said, ‘I’m not going 

to be this way, so I’m going to go someplace where there’s jobs.’ But there’s other people that that’s their 

standard of living. Like today there’s families that are on social assistance and they just work that system; 
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they know how to work it. So their kids grew up and that’s their standard of living, and they’re like, ‘Oh 

yeah, here you go, sign up for this and this and this. You'll be okay!’ As opposed to, ‘Go sign up for 

college.’ I'm not trying to stereotype; this is just a microcosm. There’s also the other, positive side of it is 

that there’s people that are going to college and trying to better themselves. There’s people that are 

pulling their bootstraps up and going to work everyday.” (interviewed by Lofthouse 2019) 

 

These two spirits are general patterns observed on these two reservations. Patterns in general 

economic culture have emerged over nearly two hundred years because the communities on both 

reservations have dealt with similar historical issues and formal institutions. However, we do not want to 

oversimplify and overgeneralize the cultural or historical differences of the peoples that live on Fort 

Belknap and Rocky Boy reservations. We attempt to incorporate as many relevant historical and cultural 

perspectives as possible so that we do not overlook meaningful contexts or underlying causes of 

economic behavior. Additionally, the individuals in these communities are not fully determined by their 

historical and cultural context; they have unique preferences and perceptions that are shaped and 

influenced by culture. One Fort Belknap resident articulated the diversity of Native Americans across the 

country and how federal policies often overgeneralize the similarities among tribes:  

“Through federal Indian law, every tribe is painted under the same brush [...] But under that 

brush, on the canvas is multiple, 500-and-some tribes, that are 500-and-some nations--that's like 

trying to say that Israel, French Guiana, and Chile, and Denmark, and lumping them all together 

and saying, ‘Oh yeah, you guys are just all the same.’ I mean, it’s just not! [...] It’s kind of the 

way it’s been for 200 years now.” (interviewed by Lofthouse 2019) 

4.2 Historical-Institutional Context 

The Gros Ventre and Assiniboine tribes that make up the Fort Belknap Reservation have unique 

histories, languages, and cultural practices. The Gros Ventre tribe is a constituent part of the Blackfeet 

confederacy and is related to the Algonquian-speaking Arapaho and Cheyenne tribes.5  The Assiniboine 

were an eastern branch of the Sioux that migrated into what is now Montana and Saskatechwan in the 

seventeenth century. The Fort Laramie Treaty of 1851 established a large territory for multiple tribes on 

the Great Plains, but between 1851 and 1888, the federal government renegotiated several treaties and 

 
5 The Fort Belknap Gros Ventres should not be confused with the Hidatsa in North Dakota, who were also called 

Gros Ventres (of the Missouri). 
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changed policies numerous times. In 1888, Congress created the Fort Belknap Reservation at its current 

location in north-central Montana, which placed the unrelated Gros Ventres and Assiniboines on the same 

reservation (Montana Office of Public Instruction, n.d.(a)).  

One member of the Fort Belknap Reservation described his tribe as “survivalists” who have a 

long history of resiliently adapting to changing conditions:  

“Our people were survivalists prior to Europeans coming here. They were survivors, but they 

were very efficient, very industrious. Now they were definitely survivalists to the point where 

they were wealthy survivalist, you might say, in the ecosystem of the Plains Prairie ecosystem. 

They say we were nomadic. We were not nomadic! We knew where every berry patch was. We 

knew where the buffalo were. We knew there was a hill, and it was a buffalo jump. To say that 

we were nomadic and we just wandered aimlessly around and, ‘Oh, there’s buffalo over there. 

Let’s go shoot them. Oh, a berry patch.’ Really? No, no! We knew our country in and out like the 

back of our hand. But when the government came and placed us on a reservation and radically 

changed [things], the buffalo went away, our key economic driver, which today is money, but to 

us was buffalo then--it'd be like today just taking away everyone’s credit cards and dollars and 

say, ‘Go for it.’ I’m sure some people are going to come out of there and figure out new ways, but 

a lot of people are going to be lost because that’s all they’ve ever known in their whole life and 

they’re going to flounder. When you take all the cultural structures that surround that buffalo--the 

war-like male roles, the female roles, the children's roles, the societies that support all that as a 

culture, the governmental system. You know the traditional government, all of those things. 

When you strip it away and you say, ‘Heres a bunch of band aids, you can use them to stop the 

bleeding for right now.’ So when you think about it, you read old documents and I go back 

though, our people would be very industrious, very, very, very efficient. [...] Our culture, our 

morality, our philosophy, our worldview--that’s been here for thousands of years, and it’s 

adaptable. It adapted when when we were using dogs and the horse came to us. It was adaptable 

when the horse came; it was adaptable when the Europeans came, you know what I mean? It’s 

just looking at it from a different lens.” (Interviewed by Lofthouse 2019) 

 

In the latter half of the nineteenth century, the Gros Ventre and Assiniboine tribes experienced 

major transformations to their political and ritual lives as the federal government often imposed repressive 

policies. The two tribes “perpetuated ideals of prominence and tenacity but expressed these qualities in 

new ways that were still culturally distinct” (Fowler 1987: 23). For example, in 1902 Native-born 

administrators at Fort Belknap helped start political and ritual revitalization efforts to preserve traditional 

institutions. However, federal officials in the 1930s implemented new that undermined the social and 

cultural innovations from the previous decades (Fowler 1987: 23). As the Gros Ventres and Assiniboines 

have coexisted on the same reservation, they have borrowed cultural elements from each other, and no 
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rituals exist that are exclusively for members of one tribe. Fowler (1987) proposes that “Fort Belknap 

culture” is a blend of Gros Ventre and Assiniboine, or may be considered pan-Indian in general.  

One Fort Belknap resident explained the cultural emphasis on the collectivity of the tribe over the 

individual:  

“For us, we’re tribal people first, so we’re the ‘we’ before the ‘I.’ [...] In our robust economic 

system, traditionally there was instruments for the ‘I’ to make the ‘we’ strong. You can’t be the 

weakest link in the chain; that’s a traditional cultural value. You can’t be the weakest one. But on 

the flipside of that, through generosity, I need to help the weakest link, the poorest, the pitifulest 

because they’re weakening all of us. [...] That’s the fundamental difference, that’s the dichotomy-

-that we think from a ‘we’ innately. (Interviewed by Lofthouse 2019) 

 

Roughly 40 miles to the west of Fort Belknap, the Rocky Boy Reservation has a diverse ethnic 

mix of mainly Cree and Chippewa people. Both the Cree and Chippewa languages are part of the 

Algonquian language family. Cree tribes are located from eastern Canada to the Great Lakes and the 

northern Great Plains, and the Plains Cree on the Rocky Boy Reservation moved into the region fairly 

recently, around the eighteenth century. The Plains Chippewa on the Rocky Boy Reservation were also 

relative latecomers to the region. They had an ancestral home in present day Michigan, but during the 

nineteenth century, they migrated to present-day North Dakota and Montana, as well as parts of Canada 

(Sperry 2007). The reservation was established in 1916, which was the last of Montana’s seven 

reservations.  

Because the Cree and Chippewa tribes were “landless” throughout the nineteenth century and into 

the twentieth, they responded to changing conditions resourcefully and entrepreneurially by “expanding 

their territories, extending social networks, and capitalizing on new opportunities” (Sperry 2007: 36). As 

Euro-Americans killed of bison and displaced the Chippewa and Cree, they changed their modes of 

making a living by trapping furs and conducting trade as middlemen. Later, as white settlement 

continued, Chippewa and Cree members then switched their livelihoods again to large farming and 

ranching operations by engaging in wage labor to construct fences, break horses, or cut hay. They adapted 

to their changing circumstances throughout the nineteenth century and into the twentieth with 

“organizational flexibility, occupational diversity, and mobility” (Sperry 2007: 36). 
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The federal government’s control of and influence over Native American tribes in the nineteenth 

century heavily shaped the economic and cultural aspects of reservation life. Although the specifics of 

federal policies have significantly changed since then, the federal government’s control and influence still 

shapes life on reservations today. Since the establishment of the Fort Belknap and Rocky Boy 

reservations, two institutional patterns have emerged that affect the economic life of reservation residents: 

(1) the political allocation of resources through the federal trust system and federal grants/subsidies, and 

(2) the entanglement of government and business.  

The federal trust system dominates the economic landscape of tribal governments and tribal 

entrepreneurs. The Dawes Act of 1887, the Burke Act of 1906, and the Indian Reorganization Act of 1934 

created the federal land trust that exists today (Anderson and Parker 2009; Akee, Jorgensen, and Sunde 

2015; McChesney 1990; Thompson 1997; Lehman 2010; McDonnell 1980; Lofthouse 2019). Through 

the land trust, the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) has a fiduciary obligation to protect tribal lands and 

resources, as well as an obligation to enforce federal laws on Native American lands.  

The federal land trust affects how land on reservations can be used and delimits reservation 

residents’ access to land and natural resources, such as minerals or timber. The BIA holds land titles in 

trust for tribes as a whole or for individuals. Trust land can be either tribal trust land, which is owned by 

the tribe, or allotted trust land, which is owned by individual Native Americans. Although tribal 

governments own and manage tribal trust lands for the community at large, the federal government holds 

the legal title of tribal trust lands. The BIA has legal oversight, and tribal trust lands may not be 

encumbered, conveyed, or sold without the BIA’s consent. The tribal government may lease parcels to 

tribal trust land to individuals, but the BIA and the tribal government both have oversight regarding any 

modifications to the land. Additionally, individuals who lease tribal trust land have limited access to 

capital markets because the land cannot be used as traditional collateral (Center for Indian Country 

Development, n.d.; Kalt et al. 2008: 101-102). 

 Allotted trust land is similar to tribal trust land, except for the land is owned by individuals, not 

the tribal government. The BIA manages allotted trust lands, such as leasing the parcels or negotiating 
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royalties from productive activity. The BIA holds leasing proceeds in the federal trust account to 

distribute to allotment owners. Allotted trust land faces high transaction costs to use because of 

bureaucratic oversight. Additionally, allotted trust land faces the problem of “fractionation,” which is 

explained later in this section (Center for Indian Country Development, n.d.). 

Some reservations had large portions of their land taken out of trust before the Indian 

Reorganization Act of 1934 allowed the federal government to hold trust land in perpetuity. Land that is 

not held in trust is known as fee simple, meaning that landowners hold the title to their land and have full 

ownership and control. Much of the fee-simple land on reservations has fallen out of Native American 

ownership. This land can be used freely as collateral for mortgages and other loans, unlike trust land. 

Restricted-fee land is a unique property right designation for some Native American landowners. On 

restricted-fee land, a tribe or individual holds legal title but the BIA must approve of any sale or 

conveyance. Restricted-fee land has many commonalities with trust land because of bureaucratic 

oversight.  

Table 1: Characteristics of Various Land Tenures on Reservations   

 Tribal Trust 

Land 

Allotted Trust 

Land 

Fee Simple 

Land 

Restricted-Fee 

Land 

Landowners must get BIA approval for 

use, conveyance, or encumbrance 

X X  X 

Difficulty using land as collateral for 

loans/mortgages 

X X  X 

Fractionation  X   

 

Fort Belknap Reservation is over 620,000 acres, and of that, approximately 385,000 acres is 

allotted trust land and 235,000 acres is tribal trust land (The American Indian Digest, Appendix D: Indian 

Nations). Rocky Boy Reservation is roughly 130,000 acres, and nearly all of the land on the reservation is 

tribal trust land; none of the land was ever allotted (Montana Office of Public Instruction, n.d.(b)). On 
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these two reservations, the land trust is an omnipresent issue within economic life because it affects how 

property rights, particularly regarding land and natural resources, can be accessed and managed. 

The institution of trust land is a double-edged sword. The land trust ensures that tribal land will 

not fall out of tribal control, which has been a perpetual concern after hundreds of years of policies that 

have removed land from Native American control (Kalt et al. 2008: 95-103). However, bureaucratic 

management of trust land has stifled productive entrepreneurship (Anderson and Parker 2006; Lofthouse 

2019). Any use of tribal trust land must first be approved by both the tribal land office (or equivalent) and 

the BIA. Through the tribal bureaucracy, the tribal government can assign the right to use the land for a 

variety of reasons, such as building houses or extracting natural resources. However, because the land is 

in trust, the BIA must also sanction the use of tribal trust land. The BIA’s Office of Trust Services 

oversees the use of trust land and “provides land related functions to Indian trust owners including 

acquisition, disposal, rights-of-way, leasing and sales, and assists them in the management, development, 

and protection of trust land and natural resource assets” (“Trust Services”). Under the BIA’s policies, a 

person who wants to use tribal trust land must submit an appraisal, an archaeological report, 

documentation of compliance with the National Environmental Policy Act (NEPA), a certified survey, a 

site plan, and tribal, county, and state permits, if applicable. Anecdotal evidence from interviews on Fort 

Belknap and Rocky Boy suggests that this process commonly takes a year or more. One member of 

Rocky Boy said: “one of my neighbors is getting a house and it’s taken her a long time. It’s taken her, 

like, maybe two years because she works and she has kids. The steps have taken her quite a while. 

[...]There’s another couple that just got a modular [home] put in. It only took them a year because he was 

on it every day” (interviewed by Lofthouse 2019). 

One of the major issues facing Native Americans on Rocky Boy and Fort Belknap, as well as 

other reservations with large amounts of trust land, is the problem of collateral. Because the federal 

government holds the title to trust land, most banks do not extend loans and mortgages to reservation 

residents who live on trust land. One member of Fort Belknap said,  
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“When you look at any investor, bank, whatever, any type of lender, they’ve got to have security 

in their investment. And so when you look at Indian reservations, they’re on trust land. 

Technically we’re still wards to the United States government. And so they hold the land in trust 

on behalf of the tribes. [...] There can be advantages, but there’s also disadvantages because the 

land is in trust; it’s not in fee. So, for example, say, if I want to buy a home and I live on the 

reservation, my land’s in trust. Unless I have lots of collateral, banks do not want to lend for a 

conventional home mortgage.” (interviewed by Lofthouse 2019) 

 

One member of Rocky Boy Reservation described her perception of tribal trust land of:  

“You wouldn’t be able to use the land as collateral or anything like that, so that’s another 

hindrance for people. I mean, you may have a land assignment, but because it’s still held in trust, 

you can’t use it for anything, I mean, other than setting your building on there. You can pretty 

much have a garden or that sort of stuff--improve on the land. As far as using it for any assets, 

you can’t. Once it’s in your name as held in trust, people pretty much leave you alone, so there’s 

no interference from the tribe or anything. [...] For the most part, I don’t think people really think 

about the status of the land until you actually get into business or until you’re doing something 

with it. Then you realize how it can affect your ability to open a business or do something with 

it.” (interviewed by Lofthouse 2019) 

 

In addition to bureaucratic oversight, allotted trust land introduces a collective action problem to 

the use of land via fractionation, which is a significant issue on Fort Belknap, but not Rocky Boy. 

Fractionation occurs when land is divided between heirs over generations. Much of the allotted trust land 

is fractionated because there are multiple owners of a parcel of land, but the co-owners own a percentage 

share of the land, not a distinct parcel. If a co-owner wants to use a piece of fractionated land, that person 

must “execute a formal lease, or otherwise get actual prior permission from all of their co-owners, and 

often approval from the BIA, before taking possession. They must also pay those other co-owners fair-

market-value rent (as determined by the BIA, typically after a lengthy appraisal process) in exchange for 

that possession” (Shoemaker 2015: 394). The Department of the Interior’s rules stipulate that before a co-

owner of fractionated land can possess or use that land, that individual must have a formal BIA-approved 

lease or some other form of consent from a majority or supermajority of co-owners, otherwise it will 

amount to trespass (25 C.F.R. § 162.003, 162.005; Center for Indian Country Development, n.d.). As a 

result, much of the allotted trust land is left idle rather than being used for economic or residential 

purposes (USDOI, 2019).  

Since access to credit markets is limited due to collateral restrictions caused by the land trust, 

individuals living on Fort Belknap and Rocky have limited options for building homes, starting 
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businesses, or finding employment opportunities. This combination of factors leaves many reservation 

residents in poverty. One member of Fort Belknap described his reservation this way:  

“[We have] tons of people that are educated; we have tons of people that are lawyers. [...] But 

because of the access to capital, many of them chose to move off the reservation. You see what I 

mean? Because that’s where the jobs are. [...] There are no jobs out there [on the reservation], 

very few--a few jobs at the school, a few jobs at the local clinic, maybe a couple tribal programs, 

few jobs at mission school. That was it. You had to travel 40 miles to the north end of the 

reservation for a job in forestry.” (interviewed by Lofthouse 2019) 

 

Due to the entrenched poverty that has lasted for decades, residents of these reservations often 

have a “poverty mindset.” One person on Fort Belknap articulated how difficult it is to break the poverty 

mindset and think about long-term goals: 

“My dad was principal of a high school. I mean, [he had] all these top-level administrative jobs. 

And so he created a standard of living that is a little bit different than a lot of my counterparts that 

I graduated with. I was just a ‘rez’ boy, just the same as everybody else. I grew up in an 

environment of poverty. I think there’s times I think strongly with a poverty mindset. I have to be 

really cognizant of that though, to remind myself not to think that way because I can’t think that 

way. I have to be forward-thinking, instead of, like, in the moment. But when everyone’s in the 

moment, it’s hard not to think like that. [...] I’m only two generations removed from poverty; my 

grandparents were in poverty too. They just happen to get good jobs.” (interviewed by Lofthouse 

2019) 

 

In an effort to mitigate this poverty, the federal government provides programs for grants and 

subsidies to provide finances and resources for individuals to start businesses, build homes, or obtain food 

and other essentials. Additionally, the tribal governments of Fort Belknap and Rocky Boy often lack the 

ability to directly finance their internal government functions, so the federal government provides grants 

and other forms of assistance to tribal governments to facilitate on-going tribal services, such as tribal 

schools, healthcare programs, land buy-back programs, law enforcement, etc. Thus, individuals and tribal 

governments are heavily dependent on federal grants and subsidies for financial resources for commercial 

enterprises, housing construction, government services, disbursement of food, etc. Examples of federal 

programs that provide grants and subsidies include the Food Distribution Program on Indian Reservations 

(FDPIR); Housing Improvement Program (HIP); the Indian Arts and Crafts Board (IACB); Indian Home 

Loan Guarantee Program; Indian Loan Guaranty, Insurance, and Interest Subsidy Program; Native 

Employment Works Program; the Tribal Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF); Financial 
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Assistance and Social Services (FASS) program; the Native American Vocational and Technical 

Education Program (NAVTEP); Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) Section 166; Native 

American Business Development Institute (NABDI) Grant; and many more.  

Each program has a fixed pot of money available for all reservations in the US that must be 

fought over by the various people and tribal agencies that qualify for them. Tribal governments and 

individual Native American entrepreneurs have to engage in rent seeking in order to capture these 

resources. Federal bureaucrats have some discretion to decide who will and will not receive the grants, 

subsidies, or services. For example, one resident of the Fort Belknap reservation told an experience about 

the BIA-owned road paver that is used for all the reservations in Montana:  

“[Reservation residents] want their roads paved. But then some BIA official tells you, ‘Well, you 

know, this year we’re sending the paver over to Crow [Reservation]; this year we’re sending the 

paver over to Northern Cheyenne [Reservation], or this year we’re doing that.’ [...] When you 

have limited resources, there’s always going to be a battle. There’s always gonna be a fight. 

There’s always going to be somebody else that wants it” (interviewed by Lofthouse 2019). 

 

Due to the widespread federal funding on reservations, entrepreneurs and tribal officials have a 

strong incentive to engage in rent seeking. As long as abundant rents are available, the incentive to 

undertake productive activity is reduced. Hence, resources are shifted from production to lobbying, and 

the entrepreneurial activities necessary for economic growth are diminished. In the absence of economic 

calculation, resource-allocation decisions must be made through the political process. However, this 

process creates perverse incentives that contribute to the persistence, if not worsening, of the situation that 

the initial intervention was supposed to remedy (Gordon Tullock 1967, 1993; Krueger 1974; Mathers 

2012; Murphy et. al. 1991). The perverse incentives created by such a system only encourage further rent-

seeking activities and lead to a cultural legitimization of dependence on the government for survival. 

The entanglement of business and government is another institutional pattern on Fort Belknap 

and Rocky Boy, as well as other reservations, that facilitates rent seeking. In addition to fulfilling 

legislative, executive, and judicial responsibilities, tribal governments own and operate for-profit 

enterprises. These include casinos, shopping centers, tourism businesses, farms/ranches, and lumber mills, 

among others (Atkinson and Nilles 2008). Depending on how tribal institutions have been arranged, 
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politics is not separated from the day-to-day decision-making of tribal business affairs, which means that 

business operations are the same project as politics. Kalt et al. (2008: 113) explain a general institutional 

pattern across many reservations: 

“The federal project approach encouraged tribal elected leaders to focus on federal prerogatives, 

rules and priorities rather than on the task of building solid economic policies and sound 

governments. [...] If the tribal government received grants, political supporters could be hired on 

resulting projects and tribal politicians could enhance their chances of reelection. [...] The result 

for many tribes has been cycles of institutions dependence on the federal government, with tribes 

encouraged to run their enterprises and their programs as job engines.” 

 

Rent seeking can be most apparent in these cases because politicians and bureaucrats have broad 

discretion to “hire a relative, fire a political opponent, discipline a recalcitrant renter, and so on” (Kalt et 

al. 2008: 123). The entangled nature of business and politics is an institutional structure that creates the 

potential for nepotism, favoritism, bribery, and corruption to occur. Tribally owned enterprises have 

greater access to resources, which often crowd out privately owned enterprises (Boettke 2001; Ikeda 

1997; Mises 1949).  

4.3 Economic Outcomes 

On Fort Belknap and Rocky Boy, poverty rates and unemployment rates remain significantly 

higher than the rest of Montana (Montana State University Extension 2019a, 2019b). The formal 

institutions on the reservation pose barriers to entrepreneurs, especially the political allocation of 

resources and the entanglement of politics and business. The spirit of dependence exacerbates the 

economic barriers that such institutions pose. However, the spirit of resilience is a mitigating factor to the 

formal institutions that undermine private property rights, create perverse incentives, and raise transaction 

costs. The spirit of resilience prompts many reservation residents to be adaptable and creative in the 

presence of those barriers. Reservation residents have found opportunities to create positive-sum, 

entrepreneurial enterprises in both the formal and informal sectors. Thus, the tension between the two 

competing economic spirits is a key component of the institutional explanation of the economic outcomes 

on these two reservations.  
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The spirit of dependence is evident because many residents on Fort Belknap and Rocky Boy 

acknowledge the negative-sum nature of political allocation on reservations, but they normalize it as an 

unavoidable fact of life. For example, one Fort Belknap resident described the rent seeking process that 

occurs on the reservation:  

“We’re so dependent upon the federal funds and the state funds (and then we get very few state 

funds), but the outside resources kind of drive the development. [...] Every grant that comes 

open, all Indian tribes are eligible to apply for it. So guess what? We all submit these 

applications, and we’re literally competing against each other. [...] If you’re in that arena during 

that funding process and stuff, it gets pretty wicked. I mean, people are desperate for those 

funds.  

 

Relatedly, another resident on the Fort Belknap reservation explained the pervasive nature of 

lobbying and other forms of rent seeking: “We do a lot of lobbying because you gotta be at the table to 

eat, or at least order, you know? We do lots of federal advocacy and that’s how tribes have to deal with 

Congress. [...] It doesn’t matter if Democrats are in control, doesn't matter if Republicans are in control, 

tribes have to deal with whoever's in control” (interviewed by Lofthouse 2019). 

One resident of Fort Belknap talked about the political allocation of jobs on the reservation:  

 

“You have small voting districts, [...] so essentially, you as a tribal politician, you could upset a 

certain family--and that family’s a large family on the reservation--they could sway the whole 

election. Our primaries just got over, and they had a couple of recounts because there was like, 

five, six, ten votes difference. It's very close. So [voting] really matters. And so now there's that 

political dynamic. So business endeavors--and then with the government--often don’t succeed 

because often they'll put people in there that probably aren't the most qualified to run that because 

people need jobs, right? ‘I voted for you. I need a job!’ You know? And so in order to appease 

my constituents, I tried to give people, so that was really huge because even on top of that, there 

was still a huge unemployment rate.” (interviewed by Lofthouse 2019). 

 

 Some members of the Fort Belknap Reservation observe the inefficiencies of the bureaucratic 

governance structure, but one resident articulated the generalized acceptance of bureaucratic processes for 

simple economic transactions:  

 

There’s all these programs that come out of these [government policies], but government runs at a 

snail’s pace. And business, for example, you’ve got to make decisions, you know? Like, our tribe 

right now, we have a realty holding company [...] If a premium house or property--commercial, 

residential--goes on the market, you’ve got to be on it right now cause you’ll get cut out 

otherwise. Well, you’re waiting on some federal program ‘cause you gotta go through Housing 

and Urban Development or the BIA and first you’ve got to fill out this big hundred-page 
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document. [...] You see, the tribes sometimes have acculturated that kind of governmental 

monster. (interviewed by Lofthouse 2019). 

 

Despite pervasive rent seeking and entrenched poverty, many people on these two reservations 

have an entrepreneurial spirit to engage in productive activities, such as starting a business, which is 

evidence of a spirit of resilience. For example, one person on the Rocky Boy Reservation describes her 

experience starting a formal business from scratch:  

“I have a bachelor’s in social work and I went to school in Missoula and got my bachelor’s there 

at University of Montana. We started drinking coffee there, going into the coffee shops, doing our 

homework and that kind of stuff. You know how that goes at school. We come home, there is no 

good coffee shops, go try all these different places and nothing, you know, you’re just 

disappointed and, so we’re always like, ‘Oh, we're going to have to start our own coffee shop!’ 

And at first it was just a joke, but then as I kept going, I kept thinking that would be fun...I wrote 

a business plan for a mobile espresso shop. Then it just kind of sparked the idea...I sat on that 

paper, my business plan, for a number of years before I even considered, you know, submitting it. 

I was too scared. I was thinking, ‘Well, you know, what if it doesn't work,’ and you know, 

‘Where would I open it?’... All these, you know, ‘unknowns’ and so I just held onto it and finally 

I just decided to take the plunge and put in for the Indian Equity Grant...And I got it!...It’s been 

good. I mean, people are really receptive.” (interviewed by Lofthouse 2019) 

 

Some of the people on the Rocky Boy Reservation started the Rocky Boy Business Alliance, 

which is another example of a spirit of resilience. Despite all the legal and cultural barriers to private 

enterprise, a small group of Rocky Boy residents took it upon themselves to assist their fellow reservation 

members. One of the founders described the need for such an organization: 

“One of the problems was people had to pay $200 for a business license. Until just recently, they 

changed the price. If you're starting out small, you know, $200 is a lot of money and so a lot of 

people didn’t want to pay that fee or, or couldn’t pay the fee. So one of the things with the 

Alliances, we want to assist businesses or people--people who have existing businesses or want to 

start a business--try to get over some of those humps and make it easier for them...We researched 

into the Chamber of Commerce and there’s so many rules and then there’s a fee that you have to 

pay. So we wanted it to make it in less formal, but yet, have our own rules. If we would have 

went to the Chamber, we would have had to register with the Chamber’s national organization, 

pay a fee, follow their guidelines, I mean, which wouldn't have been bad, but, you know, like 

funding. So much of the funding, I think a percentage goes back and it goes into their national 

organization. And so we thought, “Okay, let’s do a business alliance!” And so we have twenty-

some members so far that have come to the meetings and are recognized business leaders or 

business owners...We don’t want it to get mired down in legalities or membership rules or that 

sort of stuff ‘cause we want to encourage new businesses on the reservation and we want to make 

it easier for people to get started.” (interviewed by Lofthouse 2019) 

 

One business leader on Fort Belknap described how traditional cultural values help him to be a 

good leader: “Even in our business, from a cultural standpoint, I have good values in me as a leader. It's 



Draft - Do Not Cite or Circulate 

25 

resonated in my culture: ‘Bring you all along; we are going to do this collectively.’ Our vision and our 

mission is to make our people stronger again” (interviewed by Lofthouse 2019). 

The tension between the spirit of resilience and the spirit of dependence is felt within the same 

communities, and even in the same family. Some reservation members may condemn productive 

entrepreneurial effort and laud efforts to capture federal aid instead. Gossiping about people who attempt 

to start their own business appears to be a widespread occurrence on reservations, and such gossip 

suggests that a spirit of dependence has caused some reservation residents to eschew private enterprise 

and prioritize government welfare. For example, when asked about the prevalence of negative cultural 

responses to business success, one member of Rocky Boy said,  

“Yeah, I mean I’ve seen it and I’m probably a victim of it myself, but, I just feel, you know, I 

have a different philosophy. I just feel like there’s more in the universe. There’s enough from the 

universe for everybody. [...] My brother’s completely opposite of me. He kinda has the crab-in-

the-bucket thing, you know. He thinks that he’s not getting what he deserves or something like 

that.” (interviewed by Lofthouse 2019) 

 

The “crab-in-a-bucket” mentality of “if I can’t have it, neither can you” appears to be common on both 

Fort Belknap and Rocky Boy. According to one member of the Fort Belknap reservation: “The crab in the 

bucket is very common: the lateral pressure, backbiting, gossip, actively trying to ‘wreck you’ (more or 

less), try to sabotage you...I;ve witnessed that in my own corporation a couple times already since I’ve 

been working there where I had to really fend off.” (interviewed by Lofthouse 2019). The spirit of 

dependence, as one manifestation of a culture of rent seeking, can undermine the support of 

entrepreneurship, markets, and economic growth (Choi and Storr 2019: 113). A person who works in 

Montana’s Native American economic development community described how one reservation resident 

had to leave the reservation in order to be economically successful:  

“He’s in heating and air conditioning; a very successful business, but he can’t do business on 

[his] reservation. [He] ended up having to leave and go to Minnesota to start his business, and 

then when he actually had money and everything, then he came back and started doing, running 

his business, but outside of the reservation because they wouldn’t give them contracts. The irony 

of that, though, is now they need him because he’s the only one that’s licensed and nobody else is 

licensed. And the ones that can actually do the work are no longer doing it at code and soon will 

no longer be able to do it.” (interviewed by Lofthouse 2019) 
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Many tribal members perceive that starting a business is too difficult, especially when the tribal 

government owns most of the businesses on the reservation. Thus, people pursue opportunities in the 

informal economy, rather than undertake the costs to begin a formal business. Creating these informal 

businesses as a work-around of the formal barriers is more evidence of a spirit of resilience. One member 

of the Rocky Boy Reservation said,  

“If you don't have that passion or that drive, some people may just say, ‘Forget it, like, that’s too 

much work just to start a business that you don’t even know is going to succeed.’ So yeah, it is a 

real process. I don't think that most off-the-reservation [people], I don't think they have to go 

through that sort of thing….There are a lot of people with entrepreneurial spirit here. You know, 

people who will bead and sell things. People who cook and sell things. [...] It’s just that they 

don’t do it formally, you know, they don’t consider it. It’s a survival for some people. But if they 

were, you know, not in that survival mode, they could take that and use it for, you know, a 

business.” (interviewed by Lofthouse 2019) 

 

Despite the cultural and institutional barriers to starting formal businesses, a common theme that 

emerged from the interviews on Fort Belknap and Rocky Boy was the concept of a “side hustle,” which is 

an informal business or way to make money. Some of the side hustles that were mentioned in the 

interviews included clothing alterations, guiding for hunting, food preparation, assistance with tax 

documents, selling fireworks, bookkeeping, and selling crafts online through Etsy or Facebook. The 

entrepreneurial drive to create side hustles is evidence of a spirit of enterprise, even when formal 

institutions deterred formal enterprises. For example, one Rocky Boy resident said,  

“My mom was a bookkeeper and accountant for most of her life. And so when I’d come home 

from school, I’d work with her. She worked at the clinic and so she'd put me on during the break, 

so I’d earn some extra cash. That was back when you have to use ledgers. And so I'm doing 

everything by hand. I learned a lot, and she taught me how to do taxes and then, you know, I just 

started taking classes and workshops or things like that.” (interviewed by Lofthouse 2019) 

 

A member of Fort Belknap talked about the assumption that has developed in his community 

where people on the reservation assume that they need to leave the reservation to buy goods and services 

rather than starting their own businesses on the reservation or going to on-reservation businesses: 

“Malta is served a lot by the reservations too, [...] but they're a little bit more robust in their 

economy. They're a bigger town. But the reservation supports them. Going to the southern end to 

Zortman, there's a little store in there--the reservation supports them. There's all these little small 

businesses there, but our people--there's traditionally never been small business hardly at all. [...] 

People are just acculturated to go off the reservation to get their services. [...] Access to capital 

and that acculturation of a mindset of people conditioned to go off the reservation for their 
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services and not having that mentality to keep your dollar circulating in your economy--I think 

those are the big deals.” (interviewed by Lofthouse 2019) 

 

Government owned businesses serve an avenue for resource distribution on reservations. This 

leads to tribal members being more concerned with immediate payments rather than investing in the 

businesses to provide more employment opportunities or to expand the market. One individual on the Fort 

Belknap Reservations describes the focus on redistribution efforts rather than investment efforts that 

arises from the government control of business:  

“Most of the time, businesses that are created on the reservation are created by the tribal 

government. [...] They can apply for federal grants, and they can get some support and some 

assistance to do that, where an individual can’t do that. But it’s the tribe’s business, so individual 

community members, instead of treating it like their stockholder, it’s treated more like, ‘Well, I 

should get my share from that. It belongs to the tribe, so it belongs to me, and I should get my fair 

share of that.’ So there’s no desire to improve the profit margins so that more people can get a job 

or that lead businesses and, you know, thriving community, it’s more, ‘I gotta get my share from 

this,’ and to me, that’s obvious, and it’s the same thing that the Bureau [of Indian Affairs] and 

Indian Health Service are doing to them, and they’ve been taught that through these government 

programs.” (interviewed by Lofthouse 2019) 

 

A member of the Fort Belknap Reservation told the story of a small strip mall that was built in the 

1970s as a business incubator and was taken over by the tribal government:  

“At one time I remember there was a restaurant; there was a bar; there was a variety store; there 

was an arts and crafts store. There was a grocery store that I can remember when I was about second or 

first grade. [...] What's the grocery store today? It’s the Fort Belknap Commodity Warehouse in big red 

letters. [...] You talk about ‘irk me.’ I mean, really! I mean, that’s how far we digressed from an economic 

opportunity. That’s government food subsidies to low-income individuals. It’s the exact opposite from 

small business—being an entrepreneur and selling business, you know, selling the product—to going all 

the way around to a government subsidized handout more or less. You know what I mean? And I’m not 

saying it’s wrong or right. I have nothing to do with it, but it’s just the fact that it’s completely 180 of the 

intent right now. And it just bothers me because when anybody drives by, what they see is handouts 

instead of entrepreneurship.” (interviewed by Lofthouse 2019) 

5. Conclusion 

The Fort Belknap and Rocky Boy reservations have experience persistent poverty not only 

because many of their formal and informal institutions hinder productive entrepreneurship, but also 

because of the widespread spirit of dependence. Because of the specific institutional incentives filtered 

through a spirit of dependence, rent seeking behaviors include the stigmatizing of productive 
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entrepreneurship and the acceptance and even lauding of politically allocated resources. However, the 

spirit of resilience that also exists on these reservations motivates individuals to pursue work in informal 

sectors that promote their economic success despite the stifling effect of the spirit of dependence and 

perverse institutional framework. 
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