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Native American and Indigenous 
Studies Association (NAISA) Annual 
Meetings

Claudia Salomon Tarquini

This commentary investigates the annual meetings of the Native American and 
Indigenous Studies Association (NAISA). The first section presents a brief 

account of the process that led to its creation, describing the difficulties within the 
field of indigenous studies and the efforts that led to the creation of NAISA. The 
second section analyzes the topics discussed at NAISA annual meetings, their varia-
tion, and the disciplinary and geographic backgrounds of the participants. Data and 
information supporting this analysis include plenary remarks at the 2007 meeting as 
well as data from the five complete programs of each annual meeting between 2007 
and 2013.1 Program data concerning the approximately 2,700 papers presented were 
entered into a database and processed using quantitative techniques. Papers were 
classified according to institutional, geographic, and disciplinary backgrounds of the 
presenters. Guided by the titles of the papers and their inclusion into certain symposia, 
items were also classified into subjects and subthemes. In cases where such informa-
tion was not given in the program, it was sought on the Internet.

This paper is part of a wider project that seeks to analyze the extent to which the 
selection, formulation, and circulation of main lines of research relating to ethnohis-
tory, anthropology, and history of indigenous peoples are influenced by configurations 
of national anthropologies and historiographies; the links that relate different research 
centers; the agendas of Native peoples’ organizations; indigenous participation (or 
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lack thereof ) in academic research; and priorities in funding allocated by government 
agencies, private institutions, and NGOs. This research stands at the intersection of 
history and sociology of science, some of whose experts have stressed the importance 
of considering the conditions of production of scientific knowledge and its circulation 
and the incidence of factors external to the internal logic of each scientific field.2 The 
different forms of institutionalization of scientific practices include the creation of 
research programs and professional associations, the granting of specific undergraduate 
and graduate degrees in universities, and the publication of specialized journals among 
other spaces.

Within the fields of Native American studies and American Indian studies, there 
have been discussions about the relationships between academic researchers and the 
demands of indigenous peoples, the difficulties for Natives for academic achievement 
in universities, and the way in which research agendas are established in this area, as 
will be discussed below.3 However, no studies have specifically addressed academic 
meetings promoted by its participants. Studies on identity and ethnic groups have 
experienced a significant increase in recent decades. Nevertheless, connections between 
researchers from different latitudes do not seem to have developed shared research 
agendas, and the variety of thematic choices in fields concerning indigenous people is 
remarkable. The study of instances such as international congresses constitute a key 
to understand the differences in the modes of institutionalization of disciplines, and a 
way to portray professional networks that make them possible.

Native American and Indigenous Studies

Native American and indigenous studies (NAIS) is a recent label that attempts to 
articulate several forms that indigenous studies have adopted in different contexts. The 
following section is a brief account of the context of the conditions that researchers 
faced at the time of creating NAISA.

American Indian studies (AIS) and later Native American studies (NAS) emerged 
in United States academia in the late 1960s and early 1970s, especially in those univer-
sities located west of the Mississippi and—according to Clara Sue Kidwell—as part of 
“the general social ferment of civil rights and anti-war activism in American society.”4 
Thus, the first programs took place in institutions such as the University of California-
Davis, the University of Arizona, San Francisco State University, and the University 
of Minnesota. Despite the problems that AIS/NAS has been facing, this field of 
study has been maintained by the effort of Native American students and teachers in 
universities, who have outlined its features with their research, discussions, and prac-
tices.5 Some of the most important journals in this area include this one, the American 
Indian Culture and Research Journal (since 1974, University of California-Los Angeles 
American Indian Studies Center Publications), the American Indian Quarterly (since 
1974, University of Nebraska Press), and Wicazo Sa Review (since 1985, University of 
Minnesota Press), among others.

According to Shona Taner, the climate of political mobilization that existed in 
the universities in the 1960s led to the introduction of ethnic studies.6 While in the 
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United States they included Black studies and Chicano studies in addition to Native 
American studies, in Canadian universities the first two had less relevance and the 
main thrust of ethnic studies became one usually labeled “First Nations studies.” 
Some of the first universities to incorporate these programs were Trent University, 
the University of Regina, the University of Alberta, and the University of Northern 
British Columbia. Among the journals published in this field are The Journal of 
Indigenous Studies/La Revue des Études Indigènes (from 1989 through 1997, by the 
Gabriel Dumont Institute of Native Studies and Applied Research Inc. (affiliated with 
the University of Regina), Canadian Journal of Native Studies (since 1981, by Brandon 
University) Native Studies Review (since 1984, by the University of Saskatchewan), 
and First Nations Perspectives (since 2008, by the Manitoba First Nations Education 
Resource Centre Inc.).

In Australia, aboriginal studies as a multidisciplinary field started with the creation 
of the Australian Institute of Aboriginal Studies (AIAS) in 1961, with a twenty-two 
member academic council, none of them indigenous. This situation slowly changed 
beginning in the 1970s and the institute later included Torres Strait Islanders. 
Currently called Australian Institute of Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders Studies 
(AIATSIS), its membership grew from 100 at its founding to 580 researchers in 
the present.7 Lately, the term indigenous studies has been used to include Aboriginal 
studies and/or Torres Strait Islander studies, in addition to comparative work in an 
international indigenous context.8 Some of the most important publications in this 
area include the Journal of Australian Indigenous Issues (since 1998, by the Centre for 
Australian Indigenous Studies, Monash University) and Australian Aboriginal Studies 
(since 1983, by AIATSIS), and the Journal of Critical Indigenous Studies (since 2008, 
by Queensland University of Technology, Australia).

In the Pacific universities, mainly Hawaii, New Zealand, and Guam, indigenous 
studies had been part of a wider field called Pacific studies, encompassing multiple 
forms of Native studies. Recently, discussions concerning the relationship of Native 
studies with the former have led to the proposal of the term Native Pacific cultural 
studies. Some of the most important publications in this area include The Contemporary 
Pacific (since 1989, University of Hawai‘i, which since the late 1990s has shown a clear 
focus on Native content); Ōiwi: A Native Hawaiian Journal (since 1998, Kuleana ‘Ōiwi 
Press, Hawai‘i); Hūlili: Multidisciplinary Research on Hawaiian Well-Being (since 2004, 
Kamehameha Schools, Hawai‘i); and AlterNative (since 2005, University of Auckland, 
New Zealand). Although Hawai‘i is a state within the United States, participation 
of scholars from Pacific universities are considered separately precisely because of 
NAISA’s intent to articulate different traditions.

The development of NAS/AIS as an academic field has faced many difficul-
ties. One is insufficient funding for tribal colleges and for universities, not only in 
the United States but also in Canada.9 A second, noted by several scholars, is the 
slow conceptual progress towards defining NAS/AIS as a separate discipline, an 
obstacle that can partially be attributed to the fact that most social sciences use a 
variety of mainstream conceptualizations that fail to understand and analyze American 
Indian experiences. Further, multidisciplinary programs are focused on ethnic and 
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multicultural studies. As Kidwell noted, during the 1990s, in acknowledging impor-
tant Asian and Hispanic immigrant populations, “policy makers began to embrace 
the idea of diversity as enriching American culture” and fostered studies that can also 
analyze Hispanic, Black, Asian, and other groups, thus missing the specific features 
and interests of Native American nations.10 In contrast, it seems Canadian scholarship 
took a different path: while multicultural studies as a specific field had been born in 
the United States with black protests, which increased during the 1990s to include 
other minorities, in Canada “the ethnic make-up of the population meant that Black 
Studies and Chicano Studies were of less relevance than in the United States, and 
thus in response to the protest movement, Canadian universities chose to pursue the 
implementation of Native Studies.”11

According to Duane Champagne, theoretical orientations in multicultural studies 
that, among other purposes, aim at critique of American society, cannot be the main 
focus of NAS/AIS because theories of colonialism can only partially explain aspects of 
indigenous experience. Instead, he claims, “understanding and explaining the patterns 
of individual and collective choices within tribal communities should be a main focus 
for American Indian studies” and “primary emphasis should be on research theory and 
policy that affects Native communities.”12 It should be noted, however, that relation-
ships between area studies and Native studies are more complex and impacts differ 
depending upon the context. In the Pacific, for instance, there have been explorations 
of these relations between Pacific studies, Native studies, and cultural studies, and 
according to one of the discussants, the term “Native Pacific Cultural Studies describes 
precisely what some of us have been producing without knowing what to call it.”13

A third difficulty is lack of an institutional space to foster debates that contribute 
to the growth of NAS/AIS as an academic discipline. Some improvements have 
been pointed out, notably by Kidwell, such as: the emergence of an epistemological 
framework that attempts to be truly interdisciplinary but based in history, culture, 
sovereignty, and commitment to Native communities, as well as specific research meth-
odologies; three well-established journals; and more recently, a professional association 
such as NAISA.14

However, the difficulties that I have highlighted did not predominate in forming 
the organization that would become NAISA. Actually, most participants in its 
founding stress the enthusiasm and joy that came with their volunteer work. As 
readers will see in the next section, the very hard work of scholars to create NAISA 
included conscious and concrete planning and careful negotiations with existing trends 
together with a strong optimism in the possibilities that such a space would open. 
According to Jace Weaver, from the beginning NAS/AIS was a comparative and 
interdisciplinary space that comprised studies in history, anthropology, law, literature, 
and archaeology with particular regard to the indigenous perspective—as opposed to 
a frontier history that addressed the study of social relations in border areas from the 
point of view of white settlers.15

Precisely for that reason, the topics chosen were those of interest to indigenous 
peoples, such as land-rights issues, sovereignty, the role of the peace treaties in nego-
tiations for land, and indigenous worldviews. This approach was reflected in a strong 
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commitment of researchers to Native communities. Also, a strong interest in a compar-
ative approach and the building of a borderless discourse encompassing all indigenous 
peoples in the hemisphere, as Weaver put it, allowed this field to include studies from 
around the world, particularly Canada, Australia, and New Zealand, and lately, Latin 
America. This orientation was present from the onset of NAISA’s organization.

The Founding of NAISA
The founding of NAISA was partly related to the abovementioned difficulties, espe-
cially what was experienced as a lack of adequate frames for discussion at other 
professional associations, such as the American Society for Ethnohistory (ASE), the 
Modern Language Association (MLA), or the American Studies Association (ASA).16 
This was made clear in a 2003 debate in American Quarterly with interventions written 
by Philip J. Deloria, Jean O’Brien, and Robert Warrior.17 Warrior pointed out the 
“intellectual homelessness” of NAIS scholars:

We have scholars scattered among a number of academic associations, including 
this one [ASA], Western History, American Anthropology, the Modern Language 
Association, and the American Society for Ethnohistory. . . . And it’s usually also 
true that, within these various academic associations where people are doing Native 
studies, non-Native scholars doing Native studies far outnumber Native scholars, 
meaning those of us who are Native scholars expend energy navigating whatever 
the identity politics of the organization happen to be. . . . While some people come 
from programs and departments that provide an intellectual home, for the majority 
of Native scholars it’s as though we make temporary shelter in various academic 
spaces but don’t really belong anywhere.”18

In May 2005, three experts from different universities gathered with the purpose 
of discussing the need for an academic association: Jean O’Brien (White Earth Ojibwe 
Nation, University of Minnesota), Jace Weaver (Cherokee Nation, University of 
Georgia) and Robert Warrior (Osage Nation, then at the University of Oklahoma and 
currently at University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign), who agreed that these three 
universities could commit themselves to ensure annual meetings.

According to some of its founding members, “once we [Warrior, Weaver, and 
O’Brien] secured the commitment of our campus colleagues at Oklahoma, Georgia 
and Minnesota, then the three of us had a discussion about who were the people 
that we needed in order to succeed at including the broadest range of people who we 
considered to be in the field.”19 For such purpose, they invited Kehaulani Kauanui 
(nation Kanaka Maoli, Native Hawaiian, Wesleyan University) because of her knowl-
edge of Pacific Native Studies.20 Through Jean O’Brien, they also invited Tsianina 
Lomawaima (Muskogee Nation, University of Arizona) because “she was the chair 
or the director of American Indian Studies at the University of Arizona, which was 
a PhD-granting institution in the field, and also [because] she was a very seasoned 
administrator and scholar in the field of AIS.”21 A third member joining this effort 
was Inés Hernández Avila (Nez Perce, University of California-Davis), who was 
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recognized for her involvement with hemispheric studies.22 Together with Emilio del 
Valle Escalante, Stefano Varese, and Luis Carcamo-Huechante, she created the Abya 
Yala Working Group. This working group emerged early within NAISA to foster the 
participation of scholars living in Central and South America in the association meet-
ings and leadership. They raise funds to facilitate travel, logistics, and translations for 
Abya Yala scholars and are establishing relations that may ensure that in the future, 
one of NAISA’s meetings will be held in Abya Yala.

Eddie Brown and Michael Yellow Bird were also invited to be part of the initial 
steering committee because “we wanted to recognize their contribution to the work 
that we were doing to include them in the leadership of this new effort.”23 Both were 
members of the American Indian Studies Consortium, and Yellow Bird also served in 
the Association of American Indian and Alaska Native Professors. These two previous 
organizational efforts, however, were restricted to Native scholars, while NAISA 
was intended to have a wider scope that included non-Native members. In the end, 
Brown and Bird decided not to participate, so what had been planned as a steering 
committee of eight members finally had six: Warrior, O’Brien, Weaver, Lomawaima, 
Kauanui, and Hernandez-Avila. According to Lomawaima’s plenary remarks during 
the 2007 meeting,

We came together because we each felt a need, and we perceived a need beyond our 
individual wishes, for a professional gathering place for Native studies scholars to 
share and exchange our work, our passion, and our hopes for the future. We came 
together, frankly, because we have lost patience with gatherings predicated on a 
narrow and exclusive definition of who ought to be “certified” as allegedly authentic 
Native Studies scholars. We have lost patience with evaluations of our peers that 
seem more based in reified notions of race than in assessments of personal integ-
rity or scholarly excellence.”24

NAISA’s founding principles were thus clearly established:
• Is scholarly
• Is interdisciplinary
• Is governed by the membership
• Has annual meetings that rotate among institutional hosts or other locations
• Is open to anyone who does work in Indigenous/Native/American Indian studies
• Has a Program Committee that takes primary responsibility for sending out an

open call for papers and setting the agenda for annual meetings.25

The first meeting in 2007 took place at the University of Oklahoma, the second
in 2008 at the University of Georgia, and the third in 2009 at the University of 
Minnesota. NAISA was formed during the 2008 meeting, and the steering committee 
served as temporary officers until the first election took place during the spring of 
2009, when Robert Warrior was elected president.26

Although this initial steering committee was formed by scholars from United 
States universities, NAISA’s leadership increasingly included scholars from other 
countries and disciplines (fig. 1).
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The importance of Pacific and Canadian scholars in leading NAISA has been 
growing constantly and this participation is reflected in the programs of annual meet-
ings. Hence, if on the basis of the principles of the association an entity such as 
NAISA can be identified as a single academic field, this field is certainly different 
from the specific form of NAS/AIS as practiced in the United States. In comparison, 
the field that NAISA membership defines and practices could be considered wider 
in scope.

NAISA’s Annual Meetings

As previously noted, the first three meetings (2007–2009) were organized by six 
steering committee scholars. Since 2010, each instance was organized by local commit-
tees of the respective institutions, in accordance with the authorities of the NAISA. 
Since the first meeting in 2007, the number of papers presented has been constantly 
growing (fig. 2). According to the program information, contributions have also been 
organized in symposia and round tables of particular interest to organizers. These can 
be proposed by coordinators and also organized by the NAISA committee, which 
appoints appropriate chairs for its coordination.

An analysis of the issues these symposia papers address reveals a wide variety of 
subjects, which are not restricted to anthropological and historical studies but reflect 
the multiple dimensions that involve NAISA and its inter- and multidisciplinarity. 
Indeed, although more than 20 percent of the papers concern history, there is also a 
significant amount of literary analysis (10 percent). Approaches to gender, language, 
indigenous knowledge systems, art, discussions on autonomy and sovereignty, educa-
tion, and the relationship between academia and communities each comprise 5 percent. 

Figure 1: Leadership in NAISA council. 
Source: author compilation based on http://www.naisa.org/naisa-council.html.
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Figure 3 depicts the most prominent of the other subjects (also see table for a more 
detailed list).

Figure 2: Number of papers presented during 2007–2013 annual meetings. 
Source: author compilation based on NAISA’s annual meeting programs

Figure 3: Papers presented at NAISA annual meetings 2007–2013, classified by subject. 
Source: author compilation based on NAISA’s annual meeting programs
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Table 
Papers Presented at NAISA Annual Meetings 2007–2013, 

Classified by Subject

SUBJECT Number of papers
ACADEMIA & INDIGENOUS COMMUNITIES 107
ARCHAEOLOGY 23
ARCHIVES & NATIVE HISTORIOGRAPHY 14
ART 130
AUTONOMY-SELF-DETERMINATION-SOVEREIGNTY-GOVERNANCE 122
CINEMA 49
CITIZENSHIP 5
CRAFTS 9
CULTURAL PRESERVATION 5
ECONOMY 75
EDUCATION 103
ENVIRONMENT 26
ETHNOGEOGRAPHY 25
GENDER 95
HEALTH 63
HISTORY 477
IDENTITY & INDIGENEITY 85
INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE SYSTEMS 146
INDIGENOUS MOVEMENTS-ACTIVISM 47
INDIGENOUS RESISTANCE 10
INDIGENOUS SCHOLARSHIP 15
KINSHIP 19
LAND POLICY AND RIGHTS 22
LANGUAGE 109
LAW & JUSTICE 15
LITERATURE 219
MEDIA 39
MEMORY POLICIES & TRAUMA 16
MUSEUMS 36
NATIONHOOD 15
NATIVE INTELLECTUALS 19
NATIVE NARRATIVES 8
NATIVE RIGHTS 53
NATIVE STORIES & EXPRESSIONS 58
NATIVE STUDIES 110
PERFORMANCE 55
POLITICS 19
PUBLIC POLICIES 18
RACIAL ISSUES 53
REPRESENTATIONS 74
SPORT 15
URBAN ISSUES 28
YOUTH 5

TOTAL 2636

Source: author compilation based on NAISA’s annual meeting programs
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The variety of issues within major subjects is also remarkable (fig. 3). “Art papers” 
concern music, painting, visual arts, performance, and documentary films, among other 
practices. “Historical works” include those concerning boarding schools (educational 
methods, public policies, memory and trauma, health issues, and Native stories), 
archives, oral tradition and Native stories, racial issues, and religion; also, an inter-
esting number of papers (23 percent) deal with repression towards Natives, diasporas, 
removals, relocations, and treaties. “Language” is a subject that receives considerable 
attention. Most studies focus on revitalization (34 percent) and linguistic issues (12 
percent) but they also discuss translation, syllabaries, teaching methods, public poli-
cies, and language reclamation in literature. “Education” includes a wide range of 
topics that encompass academic achievement, evaluation, higher education and tribal 
colleges, language, mathematics, memory and tradition, public policy, textbooks, and 
racial issues, among others. Another set of issues that have received considerable 
attention are those of autonomy, self-determination, governance and sovereignty: these 
are primarily related to resources and territorial concerns, but also generally related 
to globalization, racial issues, public policies, and health care. An array of papers deal 
with indigenous knowledge systems and approach epistemology, teaching methods, 
religion, spirituality and cosmology, Native foods, use of plants, oral tradition and 
Native stories, public policy, and environment.

In terms of the presenters’ countries of origin, the presence of scholars from the 
United States is very noticeable compared to that of Canadians, New Zealanders, and 
Australians, among others (fig. 5). The evolution of their participation in the various 
meetings shows a similar trend, with slightly higher growth of Canadians and New 
Zealanders progressively (fig. 6). Spanish-speaking researchers increasingly have been 
participating, as in 2010. In the 2011 conference, the University of California-Davis 
chose to present the opening pages of the program in Spanish, a practice that was also 
maintained in 2012 and in the call for papers for the 2014 meeting at the University 
of Texas at Austin.27

Concluding Remarks

According to some of the founders, future challenges for NAISA involve developing 
infrastructure (primarily personnel) to manage ever-growing meetings, work that so 
far has been done by council members on a volunteer basis.28 Also, in December 2012 
NAISA announced it was undertaking to publish its own journal, which requires a 
great deal of editorial work and time if it is to succeed. The first issue of NAIS was 
published in spring 2014, coedited by Robert Warrior and Jean O’Brien. Despite the 
efforts and commitment required, all interviewed members point out that from the 
outset of the association to NAISA’s present status there has been much progress. 
They are proud of having been part of its creation and are optimistic about future 
perspectives for NAISA.

This brief analysis of NAISA’s annual meetings shows that the scope of issues 
addressed is constantly growing: along with historical works and literature studies, 
there are also approaches to gender, language, indigenous knowledge systems, art, 
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Figure 4: Evolution of subjects addressed at NAISA’s meetings, 2007–2013. 
Source: author compilation based on NAISA’s annual meeting programs
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Figure 5: Geographical origin of participants, 2007–2013.
Source: author compilation based on NAISA’s annual meeting programs

Figure 6: Evolution of geographical origin of participants, 2007–2013. 
Source: author compilation based on NAISA’s annual meeting programs
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discussions on autonomy and sovereignty, education, and the relationship between 
academia and communities. The geographical origin of its membership is also notice-
able: the initial majority of US researchers has been reduced with a growing number 
of scholars from Canada, New Zealand, Australia, and Abya Yala (especially from 
Mexico). This proportion is even clearer in the successive councils, where Hawaiian 
scholars have been a significant part of its leadership. The number of papers presented 
at each meeting, the geographic variety of its members, and its production of a journal 
of its own reveal the enormous growth of this association,which has no equivalent in 
extent and scope in other regions.

Partial studies, such as the one presented here, aim to foster comparative 
approaches to this growing field. Currently, the modes of practice and professional 
associations of scholars associated with indigenous peoples in the Americas seem to 
vary among latitudes and particular histories of institutionalization, whether based 
in departments of anthropology, history, ethnohistory, or others. Specifically, in the 
United States, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand, interdisciplinary partnerships 
among First Nations, and NAIS studies departments seem to differ from the agendas 
of Latin American scholarship on indigenous peoples, which, according to other 
preliminary studies, have quite different thematic interests.29

Until recently, Latin American researchers had lacked a discussion space similar 
to that of NAISA conferences. Only in October 2013 did the First International 
Congress on Indigenous peoples in Latin America (CIPIAL) take place in Mexico 
and provide such a meeting place.30 The presence of some NAISA members at this 
CIPIAL has shown that it is likely creating spaces for circulation and discussion of 
agendas and ideas will tend to reveal even more clearly the differences, similarities, and 
possibilities for researchers to work together in this field.

Notes
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