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Colonialism greatly impacted Indigenous citizenship.  Blood quantum became the 

new standard for many nations.  Other nations changed their laws from matrilineal to 
patriarchal descent or simply descent. Although the Supreme Court has acknowledged 
Indian nations= inherent sovereignty over internal matters, such as citizenship, Congress 
has made inroads on the definition of who is an Indian.  An issue that may jumpstart 
further federal interference into Indigenous citizenship is the recent increase in 
disenrollment by Indian nations and claims that tribal governments do not afford their 
citizens due process. To protect their citizens, Indian nations must strengthen and use 
their own laws and dispute resolution forums.  Examination of 70 Indian nations’= 
citizenship codes and/or constitutions, along with 45 tribal court cases on citizenship, 
illustrates that Indian nations do have laws and systems that afford due process.  
However, these laws suffer from colonialism and do not reflect indigenous philosophies 
about citizenship.   

 
Tribal laws and systems that affect citizenship must be decolonized to protect 

indigenous citizenship. Reform should not simply entail adding procedures that provide 
western notions of due process or changing blood quantum levels.  Tribal leaders and 
citizens need to step back and re-examine their laws by asking three difficult questions.  
First, what is citizenship?  Is it status in the community, rights, duties, political 
engagement, and/or identity? Second, where does citizenship take place?  In the political 
domain of the nation?  The social domain?  And/or the economic domain?  Finally one 
can then ask, who is a citizen?  Encompassed in all these questions are whether or not 
there are different levels of citizenship.  Can one live in the community as a citizen in the 
social domain, but not be able to exercise political rights?  Answers to many of these 
questions are found in the language, oral traditions, ceremonies, and traditional laws of 
the nation.  Once the answers to these questions are determined, nations can move 
forward to develop strong citizenship laws and procedures that will protect their citizens, 
non-citizens living in their territories, and nations from interference by the federal 
government.   
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