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14. Indigenous Futures in
Generative Artificial Intelligence:
The Paradox of Participation
ROGELIO E. CARDONA-RIVERA; J. KALEO ALLADIN; BREANNE K. LITTS; AND 
MELISSA TEHEE 

How Indigenous knowledge and narratives are portrayed and by whom matters for 
culturally sustaining and revitalizing representations. In our work with teachers and Tribal 
Knowledge Holders to bring Indigenous perspectives into classrooms, we spend a lot of 
time considering the ethics of representation. Innovating with emerging AI technologies—
themselves representational artifacts that indiscriminately model the phenomena they 
encode (Agre, 1997; Martens & Smith, 2020)—requires acknowledging how these 
technologies are themselves instantiations of cultural systems that privilege particular ways 
of being and knowing in the world. While Indigenous identity is not a homogenous concept, 
a substantial shared value across Tribal Nations is communal self- determination, enacted 
through sovereignty. In particular, we call attention to rhetorical sovereignty, “the inherent 
right and ability of peoples to determine their own communicative needs and desires in 
this pursuit” (Lyons, 2000, p.449). To maintain this sovereignty in a sociotechnical context, 
we must also consider “technological self- determination and sovereignty” or the control 
Indigenous peoples have over the technologies they use (Winter & Boudreau, 2018, p.46). 
These issues of sovereignty are critical considerations in our use of Generative AI for 
teaching and learning. 

Abstract 
As we work toward expanding and diversifying accurate representations of Indigenous 
peoples in classrooms, we must also consider the role of Native people in the construction of 
these technologies. Indigenous communities face the following paradox in the Generative 
AI space: in wanting to be represented by the Generative AI by sharing data representations 
their ways of knowing and being, they lose the agency to exert their rhetorical, 
technological, and data sovereignty over whatever is shared into the Generative AI system. 
Alternatively, not participating in the Generative AI space continues to perpetuate Western-
centric biases and systemic racism built into the existing algorithms. 
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Artificial intelligence (AI) technology requires a precise description of three things: (1) its 
input (data), (2) its output (data), and (3) its internal behavior (algorithm); together, these are 
the AI’s knowledge representation. Generative AI is a kind of AI system that is created by 
identifying a class of user-desired outputs (for example, English natural language 
sentences) and performing statistical analyses over the outputs to identify what inputs 
could lead to them (for example, particular English language prompts); these analyses are 
anthropomorphized as “machine learning” within the AI community. With enough data, 
these statistical analyses become the basis of the AI’s internal behavior, so that when 
new and unique inputs are provided to the system, the AI computes the corresponding 
outputs that (statistically speaking) ought to follow from the inputs. What this architecture 
ultimately entails is that the internal behavior of a Generative AI is bound by the scope 
of the data that is furnished to drive its human construction; i.e., to drive the statistical 
analyses needed to base the AI’s internal behavior off of. 

Due, in part, to the fact that these technologies are bound by the scope of the datasets used 
to build them, they perpetuate systemic racism, a problem that even industry leaders 
cannot yet resolve (Eubanks, 2018; Mitchell et al., 2020; Noble, 2018; O’Neil, 2016). In this 
context, the question of Indigenous Futures in Generative Artificial Intelligence faces a 
critical paradox: what we term a paradox of participation. Based on how Generative AI has 
manifest today, and given that its construction and capability fully depends on its input 
data (cf. Agre, 1997), Indigenous communities interested in participating in the Generative 
AI space face the following paradox: in wanting to be represented by the Generative AI by 
furnishing input data concerning their existence (e.g., their ways of knowing and being, 
their values, their beliefs), they lose the agency to exert their rhetorical, technological, 
and data sovereignty over whatever is furnished. Alternatively, not participating in the 
Generative AI space perpetuates Western-centric biases of construction (Noble, 2018): the 
digitally-encoded systemic racism that causes deep harm to marginalized—and in 
particular, Indigenous—communities. 

As we work toward expanding and diversifying accurate representations of Indigenous 
peoples in classrooms, we must also consider the role of Native people in the construction 
of these technologies, whether AI or not. Without this consideration, technologies continue 
to advance without input from Indigenous ways of being or knowing, thus further 
perpetuating the stereotype of Native peoples as existing only in the past. We view this as 
an invitation to educators to critically consider not only their use of technology but also their 
design of learning environments in their classrooms and beyond. 
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Questions to Guide Reflection and Discussion 

• Discuss the concept of "rhetorical sovereignty" and its importance in the context of AI
development. How can Indigenous communities assert this sovereignty in the digital
sphere?

• Explore how AI can be developed to support and respect Indigenous ways of knowing
without perpetuating cultural appropriation or misrepresentation. What are the risks
and benefits for Indigenous communities when engaging with AI technologies?

• How can the design of AI and its applications be informed by Indigenous
epistemologies to foster more inclusive and culturally sensitive technologies?

Notes 
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