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Christopher  Arris  Oakley  skillfully  outlines
changes that many Native Americans faced dur‐
ing the twentieth century while focusing on the
particular  experience  of  eastern  North  Carolina
Indians. Oakley maintains that the "real focus of
the  book"  is  how  "Native  Americans  in  eastern
North Carolina have struggled to survive as a sep‐
arate people" and preserve their identity (p. 13).
By examining papers of the North Carolina Com‐
mission  on  Indian  Affairs,  personal  collections,
federal records, newspapers, documents generat‐
ed by the tribes under consideration, and oral his‐
tories, Oakley describes the twentieth-century ex‐
periences of the Coharies,  Haliwa-Saponis,  Lum‐
bees, Meherrins, Occaneechi-Saponis, Tuscaroras,
Waccamaw-Siouans,  and Person County Indians.
This is  quite an undertaking,  because as Oakley
comments in the book's bibliographic essay, "offi‐
cial  documentary evidence is  somewhat  sparse"
(p. 181). Yet, with a keen eye on culture, Keeping
the Circle does justice to the larger series of which
it is a part and narrates the ethnohistory of these
"Indians of the Southeast." 

The work begins in the sixteenth century with
an examination of the first  contact between the
indigenous  people  of  North  Carolina  and  Euro‐
pean colonists.  From here,  the book moves to a
description of Native Americans' experiences dur‐
ing  Reconstruction  and  Jim  Crow.  Oakley  de‐
scribes white Carolinians' attempts to label Indi‐
ans  as  "colored"  and  the  insistence  of  Native
Americans that they were Indian, a third classifi‐
cation. In order to prove their cultural difference,
these  groups  formed  their  own  churches  and
schools. Oakley correctly asserts that, historically,
being Indian did not rely on race or "blood" but
rather on kin and community. By describing the
experience  of  tribes  in  eastern  North  Carolina,
Keeping the Circle sheds light on Native communi‐
ties that used alternative markers of "Indianess"
to form a clear Indian community and identity. 

World War II  is a watershed in Oakley's ac‐
count.  Wartime  employment  both  at  home  and
abroad coupled with postwar economic develop‐
ment  and  industrialization  resulted  in  a  new
landscape for Native North Carolinians. The "shift
from  agrarianism  to  industrialization"  trans‐



formed the rural isolation that many Indian com‐
munities knew prior to the war (p. 80). As Indians
of eastern North Carolina increasingly interacted
with the larger community, they needed to rede‐
fine  what  it  meant  to  be  Indian.  This  took  the
form  of  some  pan-Indian  activism  in  the  1960s
and 70s but primarily resulted in the long struggle
for federal recognition in the 1980s and 90s. 

One of the book's most interesting aspects is
its focus on the complexity of the tri-racial region
and in particular the Native Americans' sense of
identity  in  relation to  the African Americans in
the state. Oakley makes clear that eastern North
Carolina Indians wanted to  separate themselves
as  much  as  they  could  from  blacks  during  Jim
Crow. What Oakley does not address, however, is
what drove this desire. Was it  simply a political
need to exist as other than "colored" or was it a
reflection of the racial hierarchy of the day? What
is even more striking is the political alliance that
African Americans and Native Americans formed
in the 1960s, particularly around the issues of vot‐
ing and electing non-white officials to local offices.
Oakley writes: "Because of the Indian-black coali‐
tion, being nonwhite became an important part of
the Native American identity, whereas previously
the primary focus had been on being nonblack"
(p. 89). Some readers might wish for a deeper in‐
vestigation of  this  reversal  in  perception.  None‐
theless,  Oakley  does  a  fine job  with  this  mono‐
graph. Keeping the Circle is a welcome addition to
the growing historiography of Native Americans
in the twentieth century; and no doubt, students
of southeastern Indian history will welcome this
engaging and informative narrative. It is a signifi‐
cant piece of scholarship for both its subject mat‐
ter and analytical framework. 

If there is additional discussion of this review, you may access it through the network, at
https://networks.h-net.org/h-amindian 

H-Net Reviews

2

https://networks.h-net.org/h-amindian


Citation: Meg Devlin O'Sullivan. Review of Oakley, Christopher Arris. Keeping the Circle: American
Indian Identity In Eastern North Carolina, 1885-2004. H-AmIndian, H-Net Reviews. February, 2006. 

URL: https://www.h-net.org/reviews/showrev.php?id=11457 

 This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-Noncommercial-No
Derivative Works 3.0 United States License. 

H-Net Reviews

3

https://www.h-net.org/reviews/showrev.php?id=11457

