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When initially considering where to focus my gaze for a semester-long research project, I 
found myself drawn to various communities on campus and to student activities and interactions. 
As a student in several classes with research components, a majority of my time on-campus is 
spent interacting with an array of different groups that comprise, but are not limited to, focus 
groups and study groups for my classes, as well as student-member groups for organizations in 
which I led or took part. Among these, the one I felt most compelled to understand on a deeper 
level was that of the Native American Student Association. As someone who was interested in 
gaining a deeper insight into the indigenous community on campus as well as exploring and 
understanding my own connection to indigeneity, it seemed appropriate for a semester-long 
research project. Therefore, my research, and this paper, concerns a group of students who were 
active members of the recently revitalized University of North Texas student organization, the 
Native American Student Association (NASA) during the Fall 2018 semester. In this particular 
research project, I ask: how are the members of the Native American Student Association at the 
University of North Texas, in their attempts to claim or re-appropriate “Indigenousness”, 
redefining what it means to be or have an indigenous identity?  
 

First, I would like to take a step back to provide some context for the organization as 
well as my involvement with it to date. I first learned about NASA the summer before the Fall 
2018 semester after researching the university's OrgSync website - a database comprised of 
university student organizations - for multicultural student organizations to become involved in. 
As a student of anthropology, I was foreseeably intrigued to learn about and understand cultural  
beliefs, values and lifeways other than my own, which informed my particular search in this  
database. After a short while sifting through lists of organizations, I came across NASA. Upon  
further investigation, I learned that the organization had gone “delinquent” as the former officers 
had all graduated with no new members to take over, therefore, the organization had not renewed 
with the university's student activities center. This made me curious as to how many students at 
the university identified as Native American. It initially seemed like it would be a small number 
if all the former officers had graduated and there were no members remaining to continue on 
with the organization. According to University of North Texas Fall 2018-19 Fact Book, less than 
2% of the students attending the university identified as American Indian/Alaskan Native, 
making it one of the most marginalized groups of students at the University and one of the most 
underrepresented considering that the only student organization pertaining to Native Americans 
was now "delinquent”.  
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As someone who was still exploring their indigenous roots at the time, I was curious and  
eager to learn whether there were current students interested in starting the organization back up 
and connecting with one another. So, I followed an attached link, listed on OrgSync, to their  
Facebook page to continue my search and reach out. Per the organization's 'About section on  
their Facebook Group page, written by one of the former members now University alumni,  
NASA exists “...to foster a sense of community & identity for native students and open a  
dialogue for everyone” (citation). It was here that I corresponded with a current graduate student  
every who was just as eager to get the organization back up and running and reach out to others 
who might be seeking ways to connect with one another. Over the duration of the summer, we  
continued to discuss what needed to occur to restore the organization and met with prospective  
members who had expressed interest through the Facebook page as well as through a professor 
who acted as the organization's advisor.  
 

If one navigated to the organization's Facebook events section at the beginning of the  
Fall 2018 semester, they would have found that, for that particular semester, the group met every 
Wednesday at 6 PM on campus in the Language Building. Based on observations of the nine 
meetings and three events I attended and participated in over the Fall 2018 semester, NASA 
consisted of six recurring group members aside from myself. In the first Facebook meeting 
announcement, members commented that they planned to utilize their meeting time to “discuss 
and plan upcoming events” and to host “cultural discussions” regarding events within the 
Indigenous community, as well as to catch up with one another. During that first meeting, I  
learned that the active members come from various indigenous backgrounds spanning North  
America (United States and Mexico). One student introduced themselves as Blue Clan Cherokee 
from the Cherokee Nation of Oklahoma, another as a descendant of the Eastern Band of 
Cherokee. Continuing, the others introduced themselves as either Sioux, Métis, Chickasaw and 
Diné (Navajo) and provided some brief history about their tribes, clans, and/or bands. This 
introduction practice, introducing yourself and your tribe/clan/band, was continued during each 
meeting any time a new member attended or if we had a guest in attendance. From the initial 
meeting, I learned that it is considered impolite to just ask someone if they are Native 
American or assume their tribe. Instead, it is considered polite to ask what tribe they are from 
and introduce yourself accordingly if it applies.  
 
 While I did assist in activating the organization again and getting it in good standing with 
the university, I did not acquire an officer position and instead maintained a member status or 
assume their tribe.  
 

While spending time with those six members who frequented the meetings each week  
and who would agree to become my research participants, there occurred many conversations  
surrounding important topics within the “indigenous community.” Of the various topics  
discussed at our meetings, few continued to arise more often than the claiming of indigenous  
identity. Indeed, indigeneity revealed itself as a recurring theme from the sum of my  
observations. One of the very first conversations which took place was whether or not people  
preferred to be called “Native American”, “Indigenous", or "Indian”. As I sat around listening to  
the members discuss their thoughts on this topic, it became apparent that almost everyone in  
attendance had their own preference based on personal experience - there was no one term that  
felt appropriate for everyone and it was mutually agreed on that each individual should be asked  
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instead of just assuming how they would like to be identified from those groupings of words. As  
someone who was new to understanding language between indigenous people and the 
nonindigenous people, it was interesting to listen to their perspectives. One member mentioned 
that they didn't like being called "Indian” because they are “not from India”. Another member  
mentioned the they did not like being called “Native American” because the concept of  
American did not arise until their "ancestors' lands were colonized and renamed”. This member  
then shared with everyone in the room that they preferred to be called by their tribal name  
instead of “Indigenous”, “Native American", or “Indian”. Overall, there was a great deal of  
variation amongst this small sample population, which was very informative for someone like  
I, coming in with an outsider's perspective.  
 

One memorable conversation regarding identity occurred when first introducing myself 
to the members of the organization. I informed everyone present at the meeting that I was still  
researching my indigenous lineage - based on genetic testing results and family stories - but did  
not want to claim that I was indigenous until I had valid documentation to support the test and  
family stories. In response, one of the members told me that, “it's about what you do to be a part  
of the community and how you go about helping”. They followed up this comment by noting  
that conducting my own research and showing interest in my lineage, as well as attending these  
meetings, was a good first step in being a part of that community. Another memorable  
conversation took place a few weeks later during one of the “cultural discussions"; specifically,  
we held a discussion surrounding Elizabeth Warren, an American politician, and her own claim  
to being Native (specifically Cherokee).  
 

With the recent claims to Native ancestry - without initial verification for the claim aside  
from family stories – made by Elizabeth Warren, discourse on the topic of identity continued to  
take place during “cultural discussions” at the weekly NASA meetings. As a group, we discussed 
how Warren's claim resulted in her taking a DNA test, albeit being pushed by the presiding 
elected President of the United States. We discussed how the use of blood to confirm whether or 
not she had genetic markers for being indigenous, and in this particular case could claim having 
Cherokee ancestry, contributes to the inaccuracies of blood quantum level requirements and 
stereotypes within indigenous populations. How could a DNA test validate someone being 
Native American? Upon further research into this particular event outside of the weekly NASA 
meetings, I learned from a statement made by the Secretary of State of the Cherokee Nation, 
Chuck Hoskin Jr., that, “DNA testing cannot show that Ms. Warren is Cherokee or any other 
tribe.... Tribes set their own citizenship requirements, not to mention that DNA tests don't 
distinguish among the numerous indigenous groups of North and South America” (New York 
Times, 2018).  
 

In response to Warren's claim, one NASA member shared with the group that, “blood  
quantum isn't the bottom-line requirement for native people. It's what you are doing in the  
community”. They continued to explain what someone could do within the indigenous  
community and what someone else claiming to be indigenous meant to them: “Are you talking  
about the issues? Are you involved? If I met someone who was 1/500th Cherokee and they knew 
elders and were learning about the heritage and the people, the culture and the trade then they are 
a full native person to me. It's not always about what's in your blood it's about what's in your 
heart”. She then informed us that Elizabeth Warren, instead of doing any of what she had just 
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mentioned, claimed she was Native (Cherokee) only once at the beginning of her campaign and 
never brought it up again nor did anything to help with indigenous communities. This member's 
statement was further justified by a statement from Dr. TallBear, a member of the Sisseton 
Wahpeton Oyate tribe in South Dakota, who confirmed: “While many people see "Native 
American" as simply a racial category, we have additional ideas about how to identify when one 
is Native American that aren't really consistent with the way most Americans think. Our 
definitions matter to us (and when people such as Warren make claim to Native lineage] what 
they're telling us is they are privileging nonindigenous definitions of being indigenous” (The  
New York Times, 2018).  
 

These nonindigenous definitions could mean using DNA testing companies, such as  
Ancestry.com and 23andMe, which has become a hobby among many people who are interested 
in peering into their ancestral lineage and history. According to one source, DNA tests work by 
looking for, “the locations on the genome where people commonly vary from one another" (Vox, 
2019). These variations are called “single nucleotide polymorphisms, or SNPs (pronounced 
"snip”) ..." and the “more SNPs we share in common with another person, the more likely we 
share a similar, and more recent, ancestry” (Vox, 2019). However, it's important to note that, 
even though these types of tests have roughly a 99.9 percent rate of accuracy, “they are prone to 
making tiny errors"... "even with that high level of accuracy, when you process 1 million places 
in the genome, you might get 1,000 errors” (Vox, 2019). Furthermore, while these tests do 
provide averages, they are often based upon small reference groups - for example, a group of 
people whose ancestry comes from a single location, thus lessening the change for genetic 
mutation and variations - or upon people who are considered genetically isolated within their 
respective regions. These groups are often self-reporting their ancestry; consideration should be 
made that they are only averages of the population, that the math and science behind them varies 
between each company, as well as between each person that takes it, and that the numbers are 
constantly being updated. That being said, NASA's consensus was that DNA testing should not 
be considered as a way to confirm one's identity - especially indigeneity; it is only an estimate 
based on algorithms and sample averages, not the collective human experience of the person who 
is taking the test.  
 

Regarding the claim by Warren and genetic testing, the President of the Native American  
Student Association commented,  
 

"It's not completely accurate, and unfortunately, that really oversimplifies, in a really 
negative way, what it means to be Native American; what it means to be Chickasaw; to 
be Diné...to be any of these different tribes that have their own traditions and cultures and 
ways of life... When we talk about DNA testing the dangers of that is really the 
oversimplification that ignores the other nuances that go into creating and living an 
identity which is language, culture, tradition, community, kinship, homelands”.  

 
Violence often formed the context of why claiming Native American heritage based on  

DNA tests is troubling. Mr. Hoskins, the Cherokee Nation Secretary of State, noted that “those 
of us who are Cherokee citizens, we know our ancestors in some cases perished along the Trail 
of Tears" (Vox, 2018). Another NASA member stated, "the main thing that bothers me about 
white people claiming Native heritage... is it seems it's only brought up when it's profitable to 
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them conversationally or in Warren's case, politically...Being indigenous isn't always easy". And, 
in reference to the Murdered and Missing Indigenous Women, another NASA member added, 
“it's hardship, discrimination, and for Native women, it can be straight-up scary. It's not a choice. 
It's an all-the-time-thing. Either wear it on your sleeve all the time or not at all - because it's 
scary and it's bold".  
 

These reactions of the NASA members to this situation appeared juxtaposed to their  
reaction of my informing them about my own genetic test results and search for indigenous  
documentation during my beginning-of-the-semester introduction. As I developed better rapport  
with members over the passing weeks, I shared with them that I was finally able to document my 
indigenous ancestry but, due to colonial stipulations as well as the tribe's own qualifications for 
registering as a tribal member, I would never be able to enroll. Personally, this raised insecurities 
about my identity within the indigenous community and about my ability to claim an indigenous 
identity at all. Later, the President of NASA privately shared with me their own experience with 
identity after researching their ancestral roots and what was once said to them by a tribal elder: 
“You're not claiming it? So why are you doing your ancestors like that? Why are you 
denouncing your ancestors like that”? They also asked me to consider another aspect:  
 

“Think of how many generations have gone by and the knowledge wasn't passed down - 
and now here you are generations later trying to learn it... Think about those ancestors 
and think about seven generations prior to you. Would they be proud that you are 
working towards preserving their heritage and their culture when, in their time or during 
their times of when your family had a full-blooded ancestor living...the government was 
trying to actively wipe them off the face of this continent". 

  
They then continued with discussing how indigenous identities have essentially been  

erased from our heritage and erased from our worldviews by hegemonic and colonial history; it  
has been detrimental to Native Americans.  
 

One example of this can be observed through census records and how marginalized  
populations of people didn't always necessarily want to be identified as such out of fear they  
would be subject to further discriminatory practices by the rest of the population, as well as the  
government. They would often classify themselves as White or were altogether “opposed to the  
census process” (Lujan, 1990) which lead to a gross inaccuracy of the documented indigenous  
population. In 1930, Native American's were still being classified as Indian by their blood  
quanta. According to the 1930 Census: Enumerator Instructions, “a person of mixed white and  
Indian blood should be returned as Indian, except where the percentage of Indian blood is very 
small, or where he is regarded as a white person by those in the community where he lives”. In 
their article, Haozous, Strickland, Palacios, and Solomon (2014) relay that "the indigenous  
peoples of the Americas have systematically faced barriers to their ability to thrive,” such as  
experiencing, “loss of ancestral land, forced removal to reservations or other lands not originally  
used, genocide, ethnocide, warfare, disease, starvation, imprisonment for practicing traditional  
beliefs, sterilization campaigns targeting women, and assimilation methods such as boarding  
schools and relocation to urban areas” (Haozous et al., 2014). Furthermore, the concept of blood 
quantum was a colonial construct to justify land allotment: “During the allotment period between 
1887 and 1934, the term “blood quantum” was officially integrated into the legal status of native 
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identity for the purpose of dividing reservation land into individual allotments” (Schmidt, 2011). 
But, despite all detriment, Native Americans indigenous identities and heritage have endured.  
 

By the semester's conclusion, and therefore the conclusion of my research project with  
the members of the Native American Student Association, I had gained valuable insight into  
what the members find important when considering indigenous identity and who has the right to  
claim that identity. There are no pamphlets or "How-To" guides that outline how someone who  
is indigenous should look like or how they should act; "there are no checkboxes”.  
 

Each member of the Native American Student Association has their own, very personal,  
experiences regarding claims to being indigenous and what it means, to them, to be indigenous.  
Each member has their own view of what is and is not acceptable when making claims. These  
views have been, in part, outlined in the previous paragraphs. The members of the Native  
American Student Association have been utilizing re-appropriation and examples of specific  
claims to being indigenous to educate; to educate me, a fellow member, as well as to educate  
others who attend not only the weekly meetings but events hosted at the University of North  
Texas, about what it means to be indigenous. What does it mean to lay claim to an identity  
during a trying time where politicians can easily make claim to indigenous ancestry and spread  
inaccurate information regarding those claims so rapidly via social media and news outlets?  
Provided more time for this research, I'm certain that additional themes of identity would have  
surfaced from the observations I made and the interactions I had with NASA members.  
 

Therefore, in the conclusion of my research with the members of the Native American  
Student Association at the University of North Texas, we can identify initial themes of ancestry  
and identity and note that members of the organization, in their attempt to claim or re-
appropriate "Indigenousness”, are redefining what it means to be or to have an indigenous 
identity.  
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