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Abstract: While many scholars have taken efforts to promote diversity and inclusion in the 

Political Science classroom, Indigenous experiences remain under-explored in such contexts. 

This manuscript makes the case for more frequent examination of such experiences in the 

classroom and provides practicable recommendations on how to do so. It focuses in particular on 

the subfield of International Relations, where Indigenous experiences have often been excluded 

from state-centric analyses, and it outlines the ways that Indigenous experiences can shed light 

on key concepts in the subfield, including power, sovereignty, and security. The paper also 

explores the ways that Comparativists, Americanists, and Political Theorists can begin to bring 

Indigenous experiences more frequently into their classrooms.  
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I. Introduction  

 While recent years have produced much discussion of whether and how instructors in 

Political Science ought to “diversify” or “decolonize” their syllabi, Indigenous experiences are 

still often lacking in representation across subfields (Ferguson 2016). I argue that political 

scientists ought to rectify this situation. I am not the first to make an argument along these lines 

(Wadsworth 2014), but I do aim to broaden the conversation by identifying ways of bringing 

Indigenous experiences into four subfields of Political Science—the subfield in which I have 

done most of my teaching, International Relations, and the three other subfields that most 

frequently appear in U.S.-based universities, American Politics, Comparative Politics, and 

Political Theory (Wahlke 1991, 49). I draw on relevant literature throughout, but I also draw on 

my own teaching and research experience to provide both principles that ought to guide such 

instruction and examples of how work on Indigenous Politics can fit into existing introductory 

course structures.  

With respect to International Relations, I focus on three concepts central to the subfield to 

which Indigenous experiences can helpfully speak—power, sovereignty, and security. For 

American Politics, Comparative Politics, and Political Theory, I delineate some of the common 

themes or actors in introductory courses in those subfields, and I describe how instructors might 

bring Indigenous experiences into those classes. These should all be taken to be non-exhaustive 

lists—my own research focusing on experiences in what is now the contiguous United States 

means that I will draw primarily from this set of Indigenous histories, and there are surely many 

more ways that these events might be brought into classes across the subfields. Before going 

through some suggestions for teaching on these experiences, I first begin with some broader 

principles that I argue ought to guide our instruction on these issues. 



II. Indigenous Experiences in the Classroom 

 I write as an IR scholar who approached the topic of militarized disputes between the 

United States and Native nations because I thought they could shed light on existing debates 

surrounding conflict initiation and the relationship between the American public and political 

elites (Szarejko 2020). That is, I came to this topic as someone with no meaningful ties to Native 

peoples and little knowledge of their histories. Rather, this is a topic about which I had to do 

much remedial work on the front end of my doctoral research to be able to capably discuss any 

Indigenous experiences. It is also a topic about which I continue to learn—given that my 

research to date has focused on U.S. relations with Native nations in the late eighteenth and 

nineteenth centuries, I have gained far less familiarity with these histories outside of that scope. I 

say this up front both to specify that I have focused primarily on Indigenous peoples in what is 

now the contiguous United States—a focus that this piece reflects—and because I believe the 

single overarching commitment political scientists ought to make when teaching about or 

conducting research on Native nations is to do no harm to these marginalized communities and 

the individuals that comprise them. This goes beyond gaining the approval of institutional review 

boards, and indeed, being clear about our own status vis-à-vis Native nations and the particular 

perspectives we bring to the subject matter is one way of attempting to prevent harm. To 

acknowledge one’s limited knowledge on the topic is to remind oneself not to go beyond the 

bounds of what one can confidently say and to thereby avoid making any statements or 

responding to any student questions in ways that might essentialize Indigenous experiences or 

otherwise contribute to existing misperceptions students may have about these communities.  

 To elaborate on the notion that “do no harm” ought to guide our use of Indigenous 

experiences in the classroom, there are a number of particularly pernicious misconceptions that 



ought to be avoided. I identify three especially prevalent views of Native nations that have been 

used to legitimize harms inflicted on these peoples—views of Native nations as actors of the 

past, as a monolith, and as a racial or ethnic (but not political) group. I then note some ways 

instructors might avoid playing into these misperceptions or might actively push against them.  

 First, the notion that Native peoples are of no modern relevance has done much harm in 

U.S. history—the trope of the “vanishing Indian” has long been used to justify federal and state 

(and private) attempts to diminish Native rights (Brown 2014). If “they” are fated to vanish in 

the face of the purportedly more civilized Americans, then surely they do not need land or the 

treaty provisions guaranteed to them. Such ideas, moreover, are not confined to the past—they 

continue to shape proposals to dissolve reservations and trust lands, to end treaty obligations, and 

so on (Gilio-Whitaker 2015). At the most basic level, one can avoid giving any credence to such 

views by explicitly affirming the continuing tribal presence in the United States. So, for example, 

when I teach Introduction to International Relations, I draw on my research on nineteenth-

century disputes, but I also discuss ongoing contentious politics involving Native nations.  

 Second, the notion that Native nations are homogenous has likewise been the source of 

harm to Native communities over the centuries—assuming Natives to be a monolithic population 

has produced ill will that settlers once used to legitimize their (sometimes state-backed) violence 

against Native nations, and it has yielded one-size-fits-all policies poorly adapted to the varying 

characteristics and circumstances of different tribes (Wolfe 2006). By contrast, one can contrast 

the pluralism within Native communities in various ways—one could even draw on literature 

that examines inter-tribal conflict (Orr 2017). One simple way to highlight this diversity is to 

note the language one uses—tribe members vary as to whether they prefer to call themselves and 

their peers “American Indians,” “Native Americans,” “Native,” “Indigenous,” or none of the 



above.2 Beyond a broad preference to use tribe names when possible, there is heterogeneity on 

this terminological issue. 

 Third, the notion that Native peoples ought to be treated primarily as a racial or ethnic 

group can be harmful to tribes—particularly when it is not accompanied by an emphasis on the 

governmental or political character of tribes. Racialized understandings of Native nations as 

somehow “lesser” than Anglo-Americans (or “whites” more broadly) legitimized Native 

dispossession and genocide (Maass 2020), but I am less focused on those issues here than I am 

on current litigation strategies. That is, in arguing for the dismantling of legislation that protects 

Native rights, legal challengers (often from the political right) have taken in recent years to 

arguing that “Native American” or “American Indian” is a racial category and that any 

legislation protecting their rights is therefore illegally advantaging those of a particular race 

(Hoffman 2019; Pember 2019). This argument—and any more benign view of Native status as 

primarily a racial or ethnic marker—ignores tribal sovereignty, which enshrines in law a 

government-to-government relations between tribes and the federal government and which 

allows tribes to adopt their own rules for defining tribal citizenship. In seeking to “do no harm,” 

it is ultimately the potential harm to tribal sovereignty to which I believe scholars ought to be 

most attentive, and scholars across subfields ought to emphasize this aspect of tribal politics 

whenever introducing Indigenous experiences in the classroom.   

 

III. Indigenous Experiences in International Relations 

 I have argued elsewhere that Indigenous experiences can inform International Relations 

scholarship without doing the sort of harm I described above (Szarejko 2019). If bringing these 

 
2 The Native American Journalist Association’s reporting guidelines (NAJA 2018) are a useful point of reference on 

this topic. 



experiences into ongoing debates in IR can be fruitful, I believe it can also spur useful in-class 

discussion.3 Here I focus on three concepts central to IR, and I outline the ways that Indigenous 

experiences—including interactions between the United States and Native communities—may 

complicate or clarify our ongoing debates surrounding power, sovereignty, and security. 

 First, power is the subject of perpetual debate—how should we define it? How could we 

measure it? Regardless of where exactly one falls in such debates, one’s capacity to use military 

force is one typical focal point in assessing a state’s power. Moreover, when we assess military 

capacity, one of the indicators on which IR scholars often rely is “military personnel”. But on 

both settler and Native sides in early America, the line between “total” and “military” population 

is blurry. Given that the federal government did not maintain a large standing army until after 

World War Two, private and territorial militias were responsible for much of the military force 

used to expand and defend settler communities (Millett and Maslowski 1984). On the Native 

side, the line between a “regular” citizen and a member of the military is even blurrier given the 

typical lack of bureaucratic institutions that might clarify such distinctions. So when we talk 

about the military power of the early United States or Native communities, total population in a 

given area may be the most reliable indicator, but even then, we may need to resign ourselves to 

less clean measures than we would prefer. More broadly, scholars of Indigenous Politics have 

examined the ways that these historically marginalized communities nonetheless manage to 

exercise influence in political systems that remain hostile to their interests (Evans 2011). This 

points to the utility of broader conceptions of power that go beyond the “compulsory power” 

typically associated with military force (Barnett and Duvall 2005).  

 
3 Even if there was nothing especially novel that Indigenous experiences could bring to Political Science classrooms, 

it may be the case that Indigenous students would be better served by courses that explicitly takes such experiences 

as meaningful representations of international political phenomena. 



 Second, sovereignty is likewise a staple of IR teaching and research, and we tend to rely 

on well-worn definitions even if we know that those definitions are better treated as starting 

points than as definitive statements. With respect to sovereignty, we typically present this 

concept as relating to a notion of non-interference in domestic affairs and mutual recognition, 

and we often date the relatively widespread, formalized acceptance of such norms to the Treaty 

of Westphalia and 1648.4 In teaching students about the international system, however, we need 

not simplify quite so much. In so doing, we often treat sovereignty as a discrete substance—

some characteristic or possession of a polity—rather than as a relationship constituted by 

ongoing practices. In presenting sovereignty as a relational concept, one might draw on attempts 

to reaffirm tribal sovereignty—through, for example, the litigation that resulted in the Supreme 

Court’s recent decision in McGirt v. Oklahoma or through grassroots mobilization reflected in 

the #LandBack or #NoDAPL movements (Friedler 2020; Pember 2020). On the other hand, there 

are attempts by federal, state, and private actors to undermine tribal sovereignty—as in attempts 

to have courts invalidate the Indian Child Welfare Act or through discursive acts that seek to 

establish Native peoples as “uncivilized” and therefore as undeserving of sovereignty 

(Hitchmough 2013). Moreover, the very notion of tribal sovereignty obtaining within the United 

States underscores the extent to which the “new hierarchy studies” literature in IR is correct in 

asserting that we might better understand world politics—and better introduce our students to the 

world—if we focus less on a sharp anarchy-hierarchy distinction and more on the nested, 

overlapping forms of governance that exist between and within nation-states (McConaughey et 

al. 2018). 

 Third and finally, “security” is a touchstone in the teaching of IR. Whether we are 

 
4 For helpful clarification on how this came to be the typical “origin story” of sovereignty in IR and for some 

alternatives perspectives, see Carvalho et al. (2011) and Lopez et al. (2018).   



describing Kenneth Waltz’s (1979) structural realism, which assumes that states seek at least 

their continued survival, or whether we are teaching the “human security” debate (Ewan 2007), 

this concept arises frequently in our courses. Indigenous experiences in North America can bring 

some issues surrounding this topic into stark relief. For example, while Waltz argues that state 

“death” is relatively infrequent, this may only be the case if one restricts the analysis to great 

powers. Many Native polities did indeed “die” due to settler violence and disease, and the 

question of whether any polity ever truly faces an existential threat looks rather different when 

we consider Indigenous experiences (Lear 2006). Moreover, given the extent to which our 

students tend to be interested in policy-oriented questions, it may be worth asking them to 

consider the dilemma of groups like the Seminoles of Florida. When told that they would need to 

“remove” to a reservation in Oklahoma or instead be absorbed into the state of Florida with no 

tribal status, what would it mean to ensure the “security” of the tribe (Mahon 1991 [1967])? 

 

IV. Indigenous Experiences in Comparative Politics 

  In discussing how Indigenous experiences might be brought into Comparative Politics 

classes, I focus on two topics that frequently appear in introductory syllabi—institutions and 

regime type. With respect to institutions, there are various ways that one might raise the question 

of how institutions are created and how they shape political action. In my own introductory class, 

I assign North (1991) as a starting point for defining an “institution” and Dietz, Ostrom, and 

Stern (2003) to highlight the possibilities for crafting institutions to manage common pool 

resources. But to spark discussion, I also ask students whether “Indian Affairs” in the United 

States is a “domestic” or “foreign policy” issue. While this may initially seem unrelated, I can 

quickly get to the Bureau of Indian Affairs, its origin in the Department of War, its 1849 move to 



the newly founded Department of the Interior, and the way in which this institutional change 

helped reshape the ways policy-makers treated Indian Affairs (Rockwell 2010). 

  Democracy is another frequent point of discussion in Comparative Politics classes, and in 

my case, I discuss definitions of democracy in part by surveying some of the indices and their 

component measures that political scientists use to code for democracy across time and space. 

Given that my students are typically most familiar with American politics, I then ask them to 

look at how U.S. democracy has been coded across time in different data sets. Once they have 

had the chance to do so, I ask an open-ended question as to whether they think the indices in 

question accurately capture variation in the quality of American democracy over time. While 

students often refer to restrictions on the liberties of women and African-Americans in grappling 

with these measures of democracy, I have not yet had any students suggest that we might code 

American democracy differently if we had Indigenous experiences on our minds. Indeed, I find 

this to be a fruitful direction in which to steer the conversation—setting aside, e.g., nineteenth-

century experiences, what does “democracy” mean in a settler state in which Native peoples 

experience ongoing inequities? 

 

V. Indigenous Experiences in American Politics 

  American Politics is the first subfield that I will discuss here in which I have not taught. 

In assisting with an assessment of the undergraduate curriculum at Georgetown University, 

however, I reviewed departmental syllabi on the subject (Szarejko and Carnes 2018), and a 

review of publicly available syllabi in the American Political Science Association’s online 

syllabus collection provides some sense as to what the typical Introduction to American Politics 



course looks like.5 Although some subjects may be addressed in class without specifically 

appearing on the syllabus, most of these courses provide no evidence of involving significant 

instruction on Indigenous actors in the U.S. political system. Another apparent characteristic of 

the typical Introduction to American Politics course is that it tends—like International Relations 

and Comparative Politics—to be structured to include a focus on relevant concepts and actors, 

important cases or themes, and contemporary issues. I thus provide suggestions with such a 

structure in mind.  

  With regards to Indigenous experiences, I believe the single most important thing that 

instructors of American Political can do in their introductory courses is to simply acknowledge 

them and outline some of the basic aspects of tribal governments as actors in American politics. 

The fact that any undergraduates can take Introduction to American Politics without receiving a 

discussion of this sort is, in my view, bad for students and tribal governments alike. Any 

introduction to the federal system ought to include not just the federal and state governments but 

also tribes and their government-to-government relationship with the federal government 

(Corntassel and Witmer 2008). If nothing else, one could at least introduce them to Article 1, 

Section 8 of the Constitution: “The Congress shall have Power…To regulate Commerce with 

foreign Nations, and among the several States, and with the Indian Tribes.”  

  Beyond that, there are a number of actors and themes in American Politics on which 

Indigenous experiences could be brought to bear. First, in discussing the executive branch and 

the federal bureaucracy, the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) makes for an interesting case study, 

as I have already noted, in the ways that seemingly banal decisions shape policy. But because of 

tribal sovereignty, the Supreme Court also plays an important role in adjudicating disputes 

 
5 See here for more information on this online syllabus collection: https://apsanet.org/TEACHING/Syllabi-in-

Political-Science. 



involving Native nations. Students may have some familiarity with Worcester v. Georgia and that 

decision’s inability to stop the policy of “Indian removal,” but they may be less familiar with the 

more recent cases such as McGirt. This ongoing legal contestation—which as noted above, also 

includes litigation by those hostile to tribal sovereignty—can make for a helpful illustration of 

the Supreme Court’s role in American political life. But the McGirt decision, which held that the 

Muscogee (Cree) Nation’s reservation had not been disestablished because Congress never 

explicitly did so, also helps to underscore the extent to which Native politics is subject to the 

whims of Congress’s plenary power. In short, the array of political actors involved in U.S. 

relations with tribal governments should provide plenty of material to work into classes in 

American politics.   

 

VI.  Indigenous Experiences in Political Theory 

 To come to Political Theory, the typical introductory course in this subfield offers a 

survey of the history of political thought—this often starts with Plato and/or Aristotle and 

continues through the “canon” until reaching more recent figures like Hannah Arendt or John 

Rawls.6 Indeed, the introductory “Elements of Political Theory” course for which I served as a 

teaching assistant at Georgetown was structured in this way. That is, it is less common to present 

an introductory Political Theory course in the format that is more prevalent in the other subfields, 

which often entails some series of conceptual discussions, cases or histories, and contemporary 

issues. I orient my comments accordingly.  

 What might it look like to bring Indigenous experiences into Introduction to Political 

Theory? There are at least a few ways one might do so. First, one could bring older political 

 
6 I put “canon” in quotation marks here as there is much debate as to whether there is such a thing, whether there 

ought to be, and if there is, whether it ought to be dismantled or broadened in some ways.  



writings of Native individuals into the course even if they do not present themselves as works of 

Political Theory. The Autobiography of Black Hawk or Black Elk Speaks, for example, are two of 

the more widely circulated writings by Native peoples of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries 

(though these sources are not without controversy as to whether interpreters added 

embellishments and whether their descriptions of some tribes are historically accurate—which 

may in itself serve as a useful point of entry into discussions of source criticism). While neither 

is explicitly in dialogue with some of the other texts one would likely encounter in a Political 

Theory course, writings such as these may be valuable in their own right as examples of how 

well-known Native individuals expressed their relationship to their territory and the wider world. 

In a somewhat different way, Native scholars and activists such as Vine Deloria, Jr. (1988 

[1969])—or contemporary writers such as David Treuer and Nick Estes (2017)—offer writings 

that are not always framed explicitly as contributions to Political Theory but that are nonetheless 

rich with claims about (in)justice in settler states. Indeed, one could put such works in 

conversation with ongoing work on the political thought of Native thinkers (David Temin 2020) 

to more broadly survey the heterogeneity of Indigenous political thought.   

 

VII. A Caveat and Conclusion 

I conclude by offering a response to a potential concern. That is, one might be concerned 

that in U.S.-based institutions, we already focus too much on the United States; perhaps we 

ought not to skew introductory courses even further in that direction (Maliniak et al., 2018). 

While this is a valid concern, I do not think this would be reason to avoid adding Indigenous 

experiences to any given syllabus. Even if such experiences may have occurred on land now 

claimed by the United States, I think the evidence is clear enough that our students do not come 

to our classes with much knowledge of these peoples and that they do not leave with much more. 



Moreover, I have focused primarily on events in the contiguous United States because that is 

where my research has taken me to date. I am simply less well-equipped to speak to Indigenous 

experiences in, e.g., South America or Oceania, but it would certainly be possible to bring more 

geographic diversity to the subject.  

In summary, I argue that political scientists ought to bring more Indigenous experiences 

into the classroom, and in so doing, we ought to first concern ourselves with doing no harm to 

Native peoples. In an effort to illustrate how one might do so, I have provided brief examples as 

to how instructors across subfields could bring these experiences to bear on subjects of frequent 

discussion in introductory classes. I hope to spur continued reflection and conversation on this 

topic, especially as many in the discipline seek to craft more inclusive teaching practices.  
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