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Retribalization and Recognition in Eastern North Carolina
people of North Carolina and European colonists. From
here, the book moves to a description of Native Americans’ experiences during Reconstruction and Jim Crow.
Oakley describes white Carolinians’ attempts to label Indians as “colored” and the insistence of Native Americans
that they were Indian, a third classification. 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 communities that used alternative markers of “Indianess” to form a clear Indian
community and identity.

Christopher Arris Oakley skillfully outlines changes
that many Native Americans faced during 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 separate people” and preserve their identity (p. 13).
By examining papers of the North Carolina Commission
on Indian Affairs, personal collections, federal records,
newspapers, documents generated by the tribes under
consideration, and oral histories, Oakley describes the
twentieth-century experiences of the Coharies, HaliwaSaponis, Lumbees, 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, “official 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.”

World War II is a watershed in Oakley’s account.
Wartime employment both at home and abroad coupled
with postwar economic development and industrialization resulted in a new landscape for Native North Carolinians. The “shift from agrarianism to industrialization” transformed the rural isolation that many Indian
The work begins in the sixteenth century with an ex- communities knew prior to the war (p. 80). As Indians of
amination of the first contact between the indigenous eastern North Carolina increasingly interacted with the
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larger community, they needed to redefine 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.

litical alliance that African Americans and Native Americans formed in the 1960s, particularly around the issues
of voting and electing non-white officials to local offices.
Oakley writes: “Because of the Indian-black coalition, 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 investigation of this reversal in
perception. Nonetheless, Oakley does a fine job with this
monograph. 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 significant piece of scholarship
for both its subject matter and analytical framework.

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 po-
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