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program is already quite established and 
well-funded. They have an elder in residence 
program that's really fantastic, where an 
elder will be on the campus for several 
weeks, and the university pays them quite 
well, and students can meet with them and 
learn about issues that are important in 
their community or challenges they are fac-
ing and would like assistance in researching. 
The NAIS curriculum is much more focused 
on community engagement. Quite a few an-

thropology faculty 
are working on com-
munity engaged re-
search, service-
learning, and they 
also have a new her-
itage studies center -
- a lot of exciting 
things that I will be 
able to contribute to 
and that I can help 
to grow.  
  
Community-based 
research is an im-
portant area of my 
work. When I talked 
to the dean UMass, I 

explained that my dream had always been to 
be able to build a community-based research 
center so that everyone on campus in any 
field who does community-based research 
would have a place to come together and 
develop research in partnership with com-
munities. The dean explained that they have 
wanted to build a hub around community-
based research and she said, "Let's get work-
ing on it!” and started talking about ways to 
raise funds for such a center. That was real-
ly exciting for me. 
  

(Continued on page 2) 

Interview by Sarah Gordon 

Sonya Atalay, Assistant Professor of Anthro-
pology and a driving force behind the for-
mation of the Native American and Indige-
nous Studies committee, will be leaving Indi-
ana University for a new position at the Uni-
versity of Massachusetts starting in the Fall 
of 2012. Before her departure, she agreed to 
reflect upon the development and im-
portance of the NAIS 
program. 

What would you 
like to share about 
your departure? 
  
I am very excited 
about all that 
UMass has to offer, 
yet there are things 
I’ll miss about IU 
and living in Bloom-
ington. I learned a 
great deal from my 
experience at IU and 
those lessons will 
serve me well 
throughout my career. I was able to make a 
lot of connections across campus, in Ameri-
can Studies, Native American and Indige-
nous Studies, Central and Eurasian Studies, 
and Near Eastern Languages and Cultures. 
And I also enjoyed working with the First 
Nations Educational and Culture Center 
(FNECC). I’m looking to Massachusetts now 
because there are a lot of things that I can 
build and contribute to there. 
  
 Like what? 
  
 The UMass Native and Indigenous Studies 

    (photo: IU Anthropology department website) 



That is really exciting. It can be so 
difficult to do community-based 
research because there are so few 
resources and it seems like not 
many people are trying to work 
that way yet. 
  
Exactly. That was a big part of my deci-
sion to join the UMass faculty. I see it 
as an opportunity to push myself intel-
lectually by working with an interdisci-
plinary group of people who are think-
ing about and working through the 
same issues. I think that sort of vibran-
cy and intellectual engagement that is 
also focused on impacting the communi-
ties around us in positive ways is what 
academia is all about. 
  
It’s always hard to leave a place where 
you’ve made connections and grown 
some roots, but I know there are great 
opportunities for me to have a real im-
pact at UMass, and I feel confident that 
IU’s NAIS program is firmly estab-
lished and will continue on its path long 
after my departure. 
  
Could you give an overview of the 
history of your involvement with 
the NAIS program? 
  
When I came here in 2007, faculty were 
just starting to meet and talk about 
what NAIS might look like at IU. For 
much of my involvement, I came from 
the FNECC side of things. When I ar-
rived I met Rebecca Riall, a graduate 
student in anthropology, and Dennis 
Lamenti, another Native student in 
astronomy. I wanted to know about 
Native issues on campus, and they told 
me about their efforts to build the 
FNECC. From that, I began reflecting 
on my own experiences as an under-
graduate at Michigan and a grad stu-
dent at Berkeley. And I considered 
those as models of how student services 
(like the FNECC) could compliment yet 
remain independent from an NAIS pro-
gram. Both programs were just being 
established and I worked hard to be 
involved in both.  
  
The FNECC was brand new when 
you arrived.  
  
 It had just been established the spring 
before I arrived on campus in 2007. 

(Continued from page 1: Sonya Atalay) Until then, they'd been working as a 
student group, and the students did a 
great job with the limited resources 
they had in building a community. It 
was an ideal time for NAIS to get off 
the ground. I think it’s most productive 
to build the two programs in a separate 
but parallel way. A big part of the 
struggle at that early phase is that 
you're trying to get and support Native 
students, but until you have a critical 
mass it's hard to recruit more people 
because Native students don't want to 
come to a community where they're 
going to be isolated in their home de-
partment and be the only one.  
  
It’s the same thing with faculty. And 
it's always a struggle, it's not just IU. 
Having a core group of Native faculty is 
really important. Universities have 
approached that issue in different ways. 
Some fund cluster hires, bringing in 
three to five people within a short peri-
od of time; others create a focus for 
their program to attract scholars from 
different fields who all share a broad 
interest on a related issue. But IU has-
n't been able to do either. As a result, 
we have very few Native faculty. Hav-
ing Native voices (faculty, students, 
community) is a critical part of Native-
focused programs like the FNECC and 
NAIS, but it’s cer-
tainly not the 
whole story. There 
should be a place 
for everyone, and in 
my view, NAIS is at 
its best when there 
is broad involve-
ment from across 
campus. At IU, 
there is certainly 
interest and in-
volvement in NAIS 
from a range of 
faculty and students on campus. Facul-
ty in folklore, history, American stud-
ies, and anthropology have done a great 
deal of work shaping and building the 
program.  
 
 What is the importance of having 
an NAIS program specifically? As 
opposed to encouraging students to 
do their research under the rubric 
of, say, anthropology, or history, or 
some other more-established disci-
pline. 
  

That interdisciplinarity is critical. For 
example, you might hear an important 
issue coming from Native communities: 
what are the critical issues and chal-
lenges that people are facing? The in-
terdisciplinary perspective of a NAIS 
program offers a holistic view to help 
address those challenges. You end up 
asking new and really interesting ques-
tions that you might not have consid-
ered otherwise if you were working 
within strict disciplinary boundaries. 
I’ve found that a great deal of research 
creativity and inspiration happens pre-
cisely at those boundary places or limi-
nal spaces. Within NAIS, you might be 
an archaeologist who finds yourself in a 
class with an English student, both of 
you studying decolonizing methodolo-
gies, and you begin to see the challeng-
es through a different lens. You might 
then find a new approach or a way to 
frame your question in a way you’ve 
never considered. You might also see 
new challenges that you hadn’t antici-
pated before. But THAT is what’s excit-
ing – all of it. You find the same thing 
in doing research with communities. 
Everyone involved becomes a teacher 
and a learner, and together you work to 
create new knowledge that impacts our 
world in positive ways. For me, that is 
the rich intellectual experience you 

should get from 
NAIS.   
  
Did you as a fac-
ulty member get 
to interact with 
people you prob-
ably otherwise 
wouldn't have? 
  
Certainly! One of 
my favorite things 
being at IU has 
been to participate 

as a visiting lecturer to the graduate 
Intro to Native American Studies cours-
es. It was phenomenal to learn about 
the different students who were inter-
ested in NAIS, how they want their 
research to contribute to the world 
around them. 
  
Do you have ideas or hopes for 
where you'd like to see the NAIS 
program go in five years even if 
you’re watching from afar? 
  

(Continued on page 4) 
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I’ve never envisioned Native American 

studies as an “area studies” program 

for people who study Indians. There’s 

a critical consciousness part of it: of 

decolonizing research, of pushing 

scholarship it new directions, and of 

engaged work with communities.  
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mystical experiences to tourists. I was 
interested in seeing who those people 
are—those that are providing and par-
ticipating in mystical experiences. What 
I found, preliminarily, is that it's people 
who are interested in a form of spiritual-
ity that draws on world religions more 

generally. Those 
interested in An-
dean mysticism 
are also interest-
ed in Hindu and 
Buddhist mysti-
cism as well. So, 
Andean spiritual-
ity is almost sub-
sumed under a 
larger category of 
world religiosity 
or world spiritu-
ality.  
 
I hope to return 
to Peru in the 
future, and con-
tinue to think 
about how non-
Natives have 

drawn on Indian medicine and spiritual-
ity in the past and present. Often, schol-
ars attribute these practices to “new 
agers,” and a lot of academics focus on 
commodification in the U.S., but cultural 
borrowing started happening much ear-
lier than that and is going on around the 
world. I think we can expand our under-
standing of what appropriation is, and 
how it happens, by looking at these 
transnational patterns. So, that’s my 
long-term agenda. For my dissertation, 
though, I want to go back and look at the 
origins of these representations, to un-
derstand how some of those appropria-
tion issues came to be. 
 
So do you envision that your work 
is going to be mostly archival and 
historical? 
  
Yes; for purposes of my dissertation, I’m 
using archival sources and taking a his-
torical approach. Many of the records 
I'm looking at are government docu-
ments, so they’re pretty easy to find. I'm 

(Continued on page 4) 

was capturing a lot of attention, so that 
ends up being an important area I look 
at. One set of documents I’m examining 
is the records of the Bureau of American 
Ethnology, and BAE scholars produced 
reports on Indigenous groups all over 
the U.S. and beyond, so my geographical 
focus is neces-
sarily expansive. 
I’ve made an 
effort to look be-
yond the U.S. 
when considering 
the contempo-
rary impact of 
my research, to 
the Americas 
more broadly.  
  
For the Janu-
ary 2012 issue 
of the NAIS 
newsletter, you 
wrote a piece 
about some 
time you spent 
in Cuzco. 
  
Yes. One of the contemporary issues I 
track is the debate about non-Native 
appropriation of Indigenous spiritual 
and cultural practices, and I was inter-
ested to see what form this was taking 

outside of the 
U.S. In Cuzco, 
I examined 
different 
forms of spir-
itual tourism. 
Non-
Indigenous 
people partici-
pate in a wide 
range of tours 
and ceremo-
nies—from 
Ayahuasca 
ceremonies 
and ceremo-

nies to honor the Pachamama to parades 
drawing on both Catholic and Andean 
symbolism. While these can all be a 
meaningful way to learn about Andean 
culture, only certain groups of people are 
commodifying and providing the more 

Interviewed by Sarah Gordon, NAIS 
News Editor. 

Sarah Dees, PhD student in Religious 
Studies, is the recipient of the NAIS Fel-
lowship for 2012-2013 and will be edit-
ing the NAIS newsletter next year. She 
agreed to sit down for an introductory  
profile interview before taking over the 
helm. 
  
Let’s start with an introduction. 
  
I’m a PHD student in the department of 
Religious Studies. I just finished my 
third year, so I'm working on a draft of 
my prospectus and gearing up to do dis-
sertation research. I’m particularly in-
terested in historical studies and media 
representations of Native Americans, 
and the impact these historical ideas 
have had on contemporary understand-
ings of Indigenous religion and culture 
in the Americas. My research focuses on 
the late-eighteenth and early-nineteenth 
centuries, when a number of individuals 
and organizations produced different 
ideas about Native spiritual and healing 
beliefs and practices. Ethnologists raced 
to document Native cultures they be-
lieved were dying out while missionaries 
encouraged Native communities to give 
up their traditional practices and adopt 
Christianity. At the 
same time, nationally 
recognized medicine 
companies were trying 
to encourage non-
Natives to purchase 
cures labeled “Indian 
Medicines,” and Native 
activists like Gertrude 
Bonnin worked to make 
a space for Indigenous 
voices in the public 
sphere. 
 
Do you have a geo-
graphical focus? 
  
Not exactly. My geographical purview 
tends to reflect the areas of focus of 
those who produce the documents I ex-
amine. Although, often, in time period 
I’m interested in, the Great Plains area 
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I grew up in eastern South Dakota. My 

family would vacation in the Black Hills, 

and later, I came to learn what a 

contested space it is  […] I also became 

aware of the romantic representations of 

Plains people. Since [then], I've been 

interested in questions of the 

representation and production of 

knowledge about Native people. 

 
   

 Sarah Dees, 
Religious Studies 

NAIS Student Profile:   

Photo courtesy of Sarah Dees 



also planning on doing some archival 
work in the National Anthropological 
Archives in Washington, D.C. over the 
summer. I'll probably only have a cou-
ple of weeks to spend there, but then 
hopefully I'll get a sense of what they 
have and then go back to do more re-
search later. I see this historical re-
search as setting a firm foundation for 
my future work, which will engage 
more directly in contemporary ques-
tions and debates. My dissertation re-
search examine the relationship of Na-
tive religion to language and land, so I 
hope that my work is relevant for peo-
ple interested in those themes today. 
  
For the purposes of your project, 
how are you defining or bounding 
Native religion? 
  
I have a pretty open understanding of 
what Native religion can be, and part of 
my project involves looking at how oth-
ers have defined Native religion and 
spirituality. I’m teaching an Indigenous 
Worldviews class right now, and we've 
been talking about the question of what 
religion is in relation to culture. My 
definition is not very fixed, but termi-
nology used in comparative religion can 
be a good starting point: religious lead-
ers, stories, rituals. Also, some of the 
sources I’ve looked at define what they 
mean by a religious system, so I can use 
their starting point as my starting 
point.  
  
How did you come to be interested 
in this stuff? 
  
Well, I’m from Kansas originally, but I 
grew up in eastern South Dakota. My 
family would vacation in the Black 
Hills, and later, I came to learn what a 
contested space it is. This place was 
initially what captured my attention: 
all these different people had different 
things at stake in the land, and differ-
ent ideas about its significance. Many 
debates about the Black Hills are ongo-
ing: the question of whether climbers 
should be allowed on Devil's Tower, 

(Continued from page 3: Becoming An Ancestor) which some Native communities consid-
er sacred, and debates about the appro-
priateness of Mount Rushmore, in an 
area considered to be unjustly obtained. 
Growing up in this part of the country, 
I also became aware of the romantic 
representations of Plains people. Since I 
first became aware of these issues, I've 
been interested in questions of the rep-
resentation and production of 
knowledge about Native people. 
  
 What do you mean by production 
of knowledge? 
  
Different groups of people—scholars, 
businesses, politicians–producing 
knowledge about Native people that 
they consider to be authoritative and 
objective. Historically, ideas produced 
by these parties carried more weight 
than individuals’ and communities’ por-
trayals of themselves. In recent years, 
in part due to scholarship in the field of 
Native American and Indigenous Stud-
ies, there has been much more 
knowledge and understanding produced 
by Native people. Theories and meth-
ods, for example, ethnohistory and com-
munity-based participatory research, 
have enabled us to think critically 
about processes of knowledge produc-
tion.  
  
You’re in Religious Studies, which 
is an interdisciplinary field. In 
your experience, what’s the benefit 
of putting that together with an-
other interdisciplinary minor like 
NAIS?  
  
Participating in these two interdiscipli-
nary fields reinforces the usefulness of 
drawing on different theories and meth-
ods when doing research. In the depart-
ment of Religious Studies, I have great 
mentors who are experts in religion in 
the Americas, and they have helped me 
lay a theoretical foundation for my 
work. But it was critical for me to work 
with NAIS faculty, who are in history 
and anthropology and other fields, for 
guidance in the field of Native Ameri-
can and Indigenous Studies. I really 
value the opportunity we have at IU to 

(Continued from page 2: Sonya Atalay) 

Yes. The program has come a long way 
and I'm pleased to see that. I think 
there's such an opportunity at IU be-
cause of where the campus is located 
geographically, and because of the re-
sources it has—the Native Studies pro-
gram here has such great potential, and 
I hope to see that it reaches that poten-
tial. One critical thing is getting more 
faculty who can teach in the program. 
I’ve never envisioned Native American 
studies as an “area studies” program for 
people who study Indians. There’s a 
critical consciousness part of it: of decol-
onizing research, of pushing scholar-
ship it new directions, and of engaged 
work with communities. That's how 
Native Studies as a field first got start-
ed in the late sixties and early seven-
ties. It would be fantastic if that kind of 
push in focus could come to this pro-
gram, but you're going to need more 
faculty to do it. Perhaps someone in art, 
and definitely someone in literature.  
  
It’s interesting that there’s nobody 
in literature. It seems that to talk 
about decolonizing methodologies, 
one of the first things to do is to 
stop thinking so rigidly about 
what's literature and what's theo-
ry. 
  
That's exactly it. The program and the 
campus would really benefit from hav-
ing someone who studies Native and 
Indigenous literature, as well as a few 
other critical areas. And a director for 
NAIS, someone to take things to the 
next level. I have confidence that the 
faculty and students who are involved 
in NAIS will move it in a good direction 
and I'm looking forward to hearing how 
it goes. You can be sure I’ll still have an 
eye on IU from afar!║ 
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work with faculty from different depart-
ments, because it enables students to 
gain an understanding of many im-
portant approaches in the field.║ 
  

Accolades! 
NAIS professor Stacie King recently received tenure in her home department of Anthropology, and was promoted to 
Associate Professor.  Congratulations, Dr. King!  


