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Historically, Native Americans have suffered countless injustices that have left several permanent scars 
across generations. Even as we stand here today as UCLA students and faculty, we do so with the 
knowledge that the land where we are standing rightfully belongs to the Tongva people. Stories of loss, 
abuse, displacement, and neglect throughout history to the present day have contributed to crippling losses 
within indigenous communities, solidifying sentiments of resentment and mistrust. As advancements in 
science demonstrate clear communal benefits, we notice that the Native population has been excluded 
from these benefits. Specifically, within the rapidly growing field of genetics, recent studies show that 
native DNA for research is nearly nonexistent since many tribes are apprehensive about giving their 
samples to outsiders. However, under the proper collaboration, would it be possible to collect genetic data 
from indigenous groups to aid them in answering questions relating to health and kinship? Can genetics 
ultimately provide an opportunity to begin bridging the gap between conventional science and tribal 
communities? The following proposal aims to answer these questions by proposing genetic testing for 
Native tribes while simultaneously recording/immortalizing the experience through a database and diverse 
visualizations. 

ABSTRACT

Source: American Society of Human 
Genetics (ASHG)



The HNRS 177 course has repeatedly emphasized the 
recognition of tribal sovereignty and culture in various 
instances. During our expedition to the botanical garden, we 
were initially made aware of an important initiative that gave 
the Tongva Nation, rightful owners of this land, recognition 
by giving them their own space to plant species. Furthermore, 
Patricia Cavidad guided us through a healing ritual to 
restore spiritual connections with the land. Ultimately, 
indigenous acknowledgment and communal healing are 
topics from the course that deeply resonated with me due to 
their importance and relevance. Native representation in 
research and healthcare is alarmingly low, mainly due to 
prejudice and mistrust. 

Consequently, I decided to combine my passion/knowledge 
for genetics and creativity with the needs of the Native 
community. Using genetic testing, we can provide Native 
individuals with additional knowledge about their health and 
community while also allowing them complete control of the 
resulting data and samples.

CONCEPT / TOPIC 
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Patricia Cavidad during our trip to the UCLA 
Botanical Garden



● Genomics is a relatively modern field within 
science that aims at mapping and understanding 
an individual's DNA by retrieving relevant 
medical and personal information. It is a power 
tool that has demonstrated utility both 
biologically and socially (Linda McCabe & 
Edward McCabe 9)

●  Indigenous peoples are drastically 
underrepresented in genetic research, with a 
study published in 2016 suggesting that they 
only composed 0.05% of the DNA samples 
collected for studies in that year (Popejoy & 
Fullerton).

● Efforts to obtain samples from Native 
individuals have repeatedly failed due to a lack 
of accountability and cultural respect. Blood is 
widely regarded across tribes as a sacred 
entity with spiritual connections to ancestors; 
historical failure to acknowledge this belief has 
resulted in scientists perpetrating violence 
against these communities.  

CONTEXT & PRECEDENCE

Source: allmyrelationspodcast



● Before collecting samples or conducting any 
research, it is essential to understand and respect 
the community whim with whom we will be 
interacting. As this is a project intended to 
benefit the tribe, we must take the time to hear 
the concerns and wishes of the community 
members. 

● The model presented on the left side of the slide 
was created by genetic researchers interested in 
setting firm principles for engaging in research 
within Tribal Nations. Implementing these 
principles is fundamental for ensuring respectful 
interactions and beneficial outcomes. 

● Ultimately, as we move forward with the 
proposed project, we must always be aware that 
the culture, interests, and well-being of these 
tribes are always prioritized. 

 

PROJECT PROPOSAL (1) - Approaching and 
Working with Different Tribes 

Source: Nature Communications



PROJECT PROPOSAL (2) - How Genetic 
Testing Works

● The main component of this proposed project requires the collection of DNA and its subsequent 
testing. This analysis will be conducted using a form of Next Generation Sequencing called 
Massively Parallel DNA Sequencing, as it is cheaper and faster.

● Participants would be asked to give a blood sample from which their genomic DNA can be extracted. 
The genomic DNA would then undergo Massively Parallel DNA Sequencing. As a result, a genomic 
sequence emerges from which specific genes and allele variants can then be read and identified. 

Source: hrgenealogy



● One of the main goals of this project is the creation of a genome database with exclusive rights of 
privacy and use controlled by the tribe. As previously mentioned, native communities are drastically 
underrepresented within genetic research; therefore, their presence within currently available datasets is 
nearly non-existent. Consequently, the creation of a database that is entirely composed of community 
members allows them to take control of their genetic information. 

● Additionally, the database allows for the possibility of more tribal members getting involved in science 
and genetics by conducting their own research tailored to specific communal needs. 

PROJECT PROPOSAL (3) - Database
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Source: Scientific American 



PROJECT PROPOSAL (4) - Drawing Connections 
and Building Narratives

Photos / videos / 
animations / drawings…
Documentation

● This part of the project is where cultural narratives and 
science firmly merge to create both art and knowledge. 
Genetic testing allows for genealogical mapping, an optional 
resource that may aid participants in confirming family ties. 
Furthermore, the data can help in supporting cultural 
narratives that transcend generations. Understanding your 
past and connecting spiritually and physically with your 
ancestors is extremely powerful. 

● Most importantly, this aspect, like the rest of the project, is 
optional, and the findings are only meant to reaffirm cultural 
beliefs and family ties, not challenge them. 



Source: https://www.science.org/
Members of the Havasupai Tribe collecting tribal blood samples in 2010

PROJECT PROPOSAL (5) - Participant Involvement 
and Returning DNA Samples  

● Tribal members will be involved through every step of the process, and their blood samples 
will be rightfully returned once the project concludes. 

● Blood is sacred to some tribes; therefore, we recognize that we must return it. This act allows 
tribal members to perform their corresponding rituals and ensures that the blood may no longer 
be used without consent (As seen with the Havasupai Tribe after donating samples for diabetes 
research to ASU). 

https://www.science.org/


As we continue to explore the benefits and limitations of genetic testing, it is essential to 
acknowledge the current disregard and lack of inclusion and respect for specific minority groups, 
particularly indigenous communities. This prototype aims to confront these disparities in both a 
structural and artistic way while simultaneously encouraging the community to be actively involved 
in the process. Genetic testing and the existence of an exclusive indigenous genomic database allow 
individuals within these communities to both control and conduct research their research, which 
pushes outsiders to recognize tribal autonomy and begin approaching these nations accordingly. 
Inclusive implementation of genetics is a step toward recognizing and healing wounds of mistrust. It 
is a useful and empowering tool that these tribes can utilize forever. As demonstrated in this 
proposal, many things can be done with the resulting genomic data; from research to art, the 
possibilities for Tribal Nations are endless. 

CONCLUSION

Illustration by Tsista 
Kennedy
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