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Re- Membering Our Own Power
Occaneechi Activism, Feminism, and Political Action Th eories

 Marshall Jeffries

Th e feminist decolonization project seeks the integration of spiritual, psy-
chological, and physical health, or rather the recognition that these elements 
cannot exist outside of their interrelation. Th e question of how to hold all 
these elements together in our thinking and activism is a question of prac-
tice. Reconstructing tradition and memory is a vital element of indigenous 
survival, and there is nothing simple or one- dimensional about the process of 
reconstruction.

Lisa Kahaleole Hall, Kanaka Maoli scholar

Tucked away in the rural township of Pleasant Grove, North Carolina, a 
small American Indian tribe formally known as the Occaneechi Band of 
the Saponi Nation (obsn) fi ghts to maintain a modern existence. Th e area 
now known as Pleasant Grove was settled by Occaneechi farmers and ten-
ant farmers in the 1780s and would come to be the permanent home of the 
tribe, which had migrated in response to violence, encroachment, and force.1 
By the early 1980s members of the Occaneechi community recognized the 
growing threat of full assimilation and cultural extinction and formed a 
tribal organization that would spend nearly twenty years fi ghting the state of 
North Carolina for tribal recognition.

Since state recognition was achieved in 2002, members of this small, tight- 
knit community have been engaged in grassroots eff orts to undo the many 
damages caused by white settler colonialism. While members of the com-
munity proudly proclaim activist identities, little of their postrecognition 
achievements would appear to result from legitimate political action as it is 
understood in academic discourses. Activism is normally defi ned by attempts 
to directly challenge the power of the state, leaving little room for the types of 
work that Occaneechi activists describe.2 Th is analysis will draw on the work 
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of feminist and Indigenous scholars to demonstrate the fundamentally po-
litical nature of this small tribal community’s courageous eff orts to reclaim 
power over their own history and identity and to restore traditions that have 
been all but annihilated through the legislative eff orts of the state and a toxic 
local racial environment.

Because of a shared position in the local agricultural economy, along with 
residential proximity, Occaneechi residents of Pleasant Grove have forged 
deep alliances with African Americans and poor whites in the region. Th e re-
alities of racial mixing and cultural assimilation are apparent, along with long- 
lasting eff ects of eugenic and antimiscegenation laws that directly challenged 
the legal identities of local American Indians.3 Despite these realities many 
families in the community have held on to traditions and an American Indian 
identity. Yet some Occaneechi continue to live in fear of publicly identifying 
as Indian because of the ongoing legacy of racism and white supremacy.

Th e legal pursuit to gain recognition paid off  in 2002 when a state Supreme 
Court ruling declared the obsn the eighth state- recognized tribe in North 
Carolina. Th e legislative fi ght for recognition took a great deal of eff ort and 
was accomplished with severely limited resources. In addition to petitioning 
the colonialist state government for a right to exist as a political entity, the Oc-
caneechi faced hostility from other tribes in the state that pointed to the prev-
alent intermarriage between Occaneechi people and African Americans as 
evidence of inauthenticity. White supremacy and antiblack racism have long 
shaped Indian communities, forcing a strict division between Natives and Af-
rican descendants.4

Further complicating the Occaneechi petition for tribal status were politi-
cal defi nitions used by the state to measure the legitimacy of tribes. Th e stan-
dards for recognition at the state level are based on federal requirements used 
by the Bureau of Indian Aff airs. One such requirement at both the state and 
the federal levels is that a “legitimate” tribe must have maintained a political 
presence since colonization.5 Th is is mostly impossible for many of the re-
gion’s tribes, which, like the Occaneechi, were forced to hide in order to evade 
persecution and removal.6 Ultimately, the success of the Occaneechi in the 
North Carolina Supreme Court gave new visibility to a community that had 
been more or less invisible to outsiders for more than a century.

With state recognition accomplished, Occaneechi activists would shift  
their attention away from the state and begin to focus on healing the wounds 
colonization and assimilation had left  on the community. Th e ultimate goal 
of these eff orts is to restore and empower a Yesáh identity and presence in the 
state. Yesáh literally translates to “the people” in the Tutelo- Saponi language. 
While the tribe would be formally known as the obsn because of historical 
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events and documents, Yesáh is the ancestral name of the Occaneechi peo-
ple. Despite the fact that most defi nitions of political action are state centered, 
feminists have pointed out that eff orts to create power and autonomy within 
oppressed communities can be just as important as taking power from the 
state.7 Cherokee feminist and activist Andrea Smith writes:

On the one hand it is necessary to oppose corporate and state power 
(taking power). However, if we only engage in the politics of taking 
power, we will tend to replicate the hierarchical structures in our move-
ments. Consequently, it is also important to “make power” by creating 
those structures within our organizations, movements, and communi-
ties that model the world we are trying to create.8

For Indigenous communities creating power involves undoing some of the 
damages of colonialism, an eff ort more commonly known as decoloniza-
tion. One of the foremost goals of colonialism has been to divest Indigenous 
peoples from their land and to diminish the potential for Indigenous solidar-
ity and resistance to white settlement. Th e traumas created by this oft en bru-
tal history have contributed to the ongoing disempowerment of Indigenous 
communities.9 Decolonization is a movement centered on addressing these 
traumas.

In their book For Indigenous Eyes Only: A Decolonization Handbook prom-
inent Indigenous activists Waziyatawin and Michael Yellow Bird defi ne this 
political eff ort:

Decolonization is the intelligent, calculated, and active resistance to 
the forces of colonialism that perpetuate the subjugation and/or ex-
ploitation of our minds, bodies, and lands, and it is engaged for the 
ultimate purpose of overturning the colonial structure and realizing 
Indigenous liberation.10

Th e act of decolonizing is not an attempt to return to a static and unattain-
able traditional culture; rather, Cree- Métis scholar Kim Anderson speaks to 
the goals of decolonization embedded in Indigenous feminism, explaining the 
eff ort as an attempt to create “a new world out of the best of the old.”11 Th is 
world, for Indigenous feminists, is one that requires the interruption of patri-
archy and white settler colonialism.12 In order to understand the deeply po-
litical nature of Indigenous eff orts to decolonize lifestyles, families, and com-
munities, scholars must decolonize our own notions of political action that 
center on the ongoing role of the state.

Th e emphasis on decolonization that helps to defi ne the activism described 
in this article leads me to refer to the process as one of Re- Membering power, 
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rather than simply making/building it.13 Th e concept is similar in meaning but 
captures the heart of the obsn movement, the restoration of Yesáh culture and 
identity. Th is process of Re- Membering has taken the form of restoring cul-
tural and historical knowledge, tradition, and language, as well as addressing 
the impacts of racism. Deconstructing binary systems of race that have been 
imposed upon the community allows tribal members to safely identify as Oc-
caneechi (and American Indian, in general) aft er nearly a century of hiding. 
Additionally, the tribe has purchased and built a land base through commu-
nity fundraising eff orts, worked toward language reeducation, and become 
more autonomous by being less reliant on grant funding.14 Th ese eff orts are 
consistent with those to build autonomy and restore traditional power in the 
work of Indigenous scholars.15

Th e obsn movement provides compelling evidence that collective eff orts 
to Re- Member constitute a deliberate act of political resistance. Th is move-
ment engaged with taking power through confrontation with North Carolina 
law and institutional racism in a legal pursuit that lasted roughly from 1984 
until 2002. Aft er achieving state recognition, the movement shift ed inward 
and took on the revolutionary goal of Re- Membering. While social action lit-
erature would likely overlook this work, as it is being carried out largely in 
intimate social spaces, I would argue that it represents an important and un-
derstudied area in political action literature. Th e oral histories of Occaneechi 
activists, aided by the knowledge that I bring to this story as a part of this 
movement and community, provide insight into important new areas for un-
derstanding Indigenous political resistance to white settler colonialism in a 
modern era.

Considering the Role of Feminism and 
Social Movement Theories

As a traditionally matriarchal and matrilineal society the Occaneechi culture 
is deeply rooted in feminism. Imported patriarchal practices have shaped the 
relationship between men and women through masculinization of power, in-
terruption of matriarchal roles, physical and legislative control over women’s 
bodies, and sexual violence.16 At the same time centuries of race- based policy, 
local discrimination, and cultural assimilation infl uence this and other Indige-
nous communities. Indigenous feminists point out that because of the impacts 
of colonialism, the work of Native feminist activists extends well beyond the 
women’s movement itself; liberation from patriarchy, for Indigenous women, 
is directly tied to restoration of tradition and community, both of which are 
overlooked in mainstream feminist literature.17 Occaneechi activists shed light 
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on this political eff ort, demonstrating the ways in which addressing the eff ects 
of colonialism on the family and community becomes a political act.

Feminism is no stranger to the idea that personal struggle can be political; 
in fact, the concept of the “personal as political” has been woven through-
out feminist literature since the 1970s and helps to defi ne the ideology of the 
women’s movement.18 Th is concept involves the basic assertion that women’s 
resistance to patriarchy, no matter how personal the manifestation, can be 
thought of as political because of the extent to which women are oppressed 
in mainstream society.19 Th is is especially true for Women of Color, who carry 
intersecting oppressed identities.20 Andrea Smith argues that within social 
justice work the western schism between the personal and political can be 
pervasive; uniting these two spheres, according to Smith, is directly related 
to “building collective political strength.”21 Th e literature on political action 
(across disciplines) must be ready to identify and capture this eff ort as it is re-
alized in marginalized social justice communities like the obsn.

Prominent social movement theorists Verta Taylor and Nancy Whittier 
discuss the appropriation of feminism’s “personal as political” by lesbian sepa-
ratist movements. Th ey clarify that in order for personal actions to constitute 
a legitimate social movement, the group boundaries, shared symbols, group 
consciousness, and political resistance that defi ne collective action must be 
present.22 Th e community of activists featured in this article shares a language 
of Indigenous liberation and empowerment, indicating that the community 
represents a social movement culture according to this defi nition. In another 
work Whittier and David Meyer explain the appropriation of the concept in 
social movement theory as follows:

Th e slogan “the personal is political” came to mean that meaningful 
political change required change in the way people lived, and that the 
problems individuals experienced in organizing their own lives oft en 
refl ected broader social injustices, and were therefore matters of legiti-
mate political action.23

Th e everyday struggles of Occaneechi people refl ect the injustices created by 
white settler colonialism. Despite the inclusion of the feminist concept in the 
study of social movements, activism within the home and family unit, like 
that in the Occaneechi community, has largely fl own under the radar.

Th e failure to consider this particular type of activism might be due, in 
part, to the fact that few have portrayed the family and the home as valid sites 
for radical political action.24 Th e family has been described by feminists as a 
state institution constructed to control and regulate women, and it is there-
fore thought to be an important site for resistance to state oppression.25 While 



165Jeff ries: Re-Membering Our Own Power

qualitatively distinct from eff orts to take state power, activism in the home 
can be understood as a vehicle for Re- Membering or building the kind of 
power and autonomy that Rojas and Smith describe.26 It is within these inti-
mate social spaces that cultural ideologies are reproduced or conversely inter-
rupted. Because of this the home and community are important pieces of the 
decolonization process.

Some have attempted to name and defi ne a family- based activism and to 
situate it within existing political action discourses.27 Norine Verberg argues 
that the goal of activism in these spaces is still to bring about social change 
and will eventually necessitate policy reform.28 In his book Family Activism: 
Empowering Your Community Beginning with Your Friends and Family author 
and renowned Latino change agent Roberto Vargas writes about the power 
and potential of family activism to create social change.29 Although not an 
academic theory, his ideas involve the abstract assertion that grounding the 
family environment in love, respect, and reciprocity can transform society. 
Perhaps more relevant to this study, Vargas writes that building strong sup-
port networks within the Mexican American familia can combat the day- to- 
day struggles created by interpersonal and institutional racism.30 Th is is not 
unlike the feminist concept that the family can serve as a space for resistance 
to oppressive mainstream ideologies.31

Th ere exist few scholarly works on the political actions of Indigenous com-
munities in intimate social spaces. Somewhat similar to the case of the Oc-
caneechi, Charles Wilkinson and David Beck document the struggles against 
the forces of colonialism among tribes in the Northwest.32 Both authors de-
scribe eff orts to preserve and revitalize cultural traditions that began as orga-
nizing in the homes of tribal members and eventually led to legislative change. 
In these two narratives cultural production in the home is not explicitly re-
ferred to as political, nor are these movements self- identifi ed as feminist, but 
there are certainly similarities to the obsn. Ann- Ellise Lewallen (Ainu), Ru-
ana Kuokkanen (Sami), and Lisa Kahaleole Hall (Kanaka Maoli) all discuss 
political eff orts to revitalize culture and language that are largely being led by 
women, but these authors do not employ these stories with the intent of chal-
lenging existing political action literature.33

Th e existing literatures on family- based activism and feminist mobilization 
have yet to directly address ways that American Indians are uniquely resisting 
colonialism in their homes and communities. Th e ways in which obsn activ-
ists are working to grow the collective power and autonomy of this commu-
nity and movement, by Re- Membering ancestral knowledge and traditions, 
force us to look critically at our assumptions about what constitutes political 
action. Building on the existing work of decolonization and political femi-
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nism forged by Native feminist scholars, oral histories of Occaneechi activism 
can add to our understanding of political action.

Collecting and Analyzing Oral Histories

Th e primary goal of this study was to better understand collective political ac-
tion in the Occaneechi community and to gain insight into grassroots Indig-
enous activisms. Because I am personally invested in the fundamental goals of 
this movement, I took great care to incorporate cultural accountability in the 
research design. I employed semistructured focus groups that were carried 
out as a variation of the traditional talking circle.34 Th ough barely spoken, the 
Tutelo- Saponi language is the embodiment of the traditional worldview and 
culture of the Yesáh people. Th is language does not distinguish between “I” 
and “we.” For many native peoples, including the Occaneechi, memory is a 
collective and cultural process.35 Th erefore group dialogues are best for inter-
preting the individual and collective histories regarding participation in this 
movement. While still important, individual histories were considered to be 
less useful for this study; however, two individual semistructured interviews 
were also used (one because of diffi  culties in scheduling and the other because 
of the late decision to intentionally include John “Blackfeather” Jeff ries, an el-
der and veteran member of the movement).36

In accordance with age- old tribal tradition obsn tribal members com-
monly engage in talking circles when addressing issues within the com-
munity, making this interview style suitable.37 Opaskwayak Cree researcher 
Shawn Wilson refers to talking circles themselves as an Indigenous strategy to 
incorporate “relational accountability.”38 Similarly, referring to his work with 
Alaskan Natives, J. Steven Picou describes talking circles as a “culturally sensi-
tive mitigation strategy.”39 Indigenous New Zealand researcher Linda Tuhiwai 
Smith, Wilson, and Picou all declare the importance of cultural accountability 
in the research design for scholars working in Indigenous communities.40

I personally facilitated the talking circles and interviews, using video and 
audio equipment to record the sessions, which I later transcribed. Th ere were 
eight focus groups and two individual interviews; no individual was inter-
viewed twice. All but one of these circles had three participants, including the 
facilitator, and the other had fi ve participants. Th e original design involved 
the use of larger circles, but the diffi  culties in coordinating activists’ sched-
ules caused these groups to be small. Although focus group data is thought to 
reach saturation aft er four to six interviews are conducted, I carried out ten 
interviews to be sure that saturation would be achieved.41 Preliminary analy-
sis and fi eld notes suggested that the necessary saturation was achieved; for 
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example, I noted redundancy and saturation of themes in my fi eld notes aft er 
the fi ft h interview was conducted.

Twenty respondents were interviewed in this study, fi ft een women and fi ve 
men. All are enrolled Occaneechi tribal members. Th e median age of these 
participants is forty- four years old; the youngest is eighteen years old, and the 
eldest is seventy- two. Th e average interview length is sixty- one minutes, with 
the shortest interview at forty minutes and the longest at seventy- fi ve. Five 
of the twenty respondents are part of current tribal leadership. Exactly half 
of the respondents are tribal elders, and four are youth.42 Participants were 
recruited by word of mouth and advertisement on the tribal email list- serve, 
the tribe’s offi  cial Web site, and its Facebook and Twitter accounts.43 Partici-
pant observation and fi eld notes oft en extended well beyond the recorded in-
terview sessions. For example, I sat discussing the movement with one inter-
viewee for nearly two hours before recording began and then for about one 
hour aft er the recording had ceased.

I made the decision to use activists’ real names in this and other publica-
tions resulting from this study. Wilson fi nds that Native “participants did not 
want anonymity because they understood that the information imparted, or 
story off ered, would lose its power without knowledge of the teller.”44 Having 
been personally involved with this movement, I also understood the impor-
tance of recognizing activists for the work that they have done and continue 
to do in the community. Prior to each interview participants agreed that their 
actual names would be used for any resulting publications.

Since I am a part of this community, my own familiarity with the activists, 
community dynamics, and culture allows me to have a high level of rapport. 
I feel this is a strength of the study because members of this and other tribal 
communities tend to be justifi ably cautious when approached by outsiders for 
purposes of research.45 I have taught language classes in the community and 
continue to serve as a member of the tribal Health Circle, having joined nearly 
at its inception. Th ough I am male- bodied, my role as a two- spirit person likely 
factors in to my inclusion in this otherwise exclusively feminine space.

I also acknowledge that I benefi t from white passing privilege, unlike 
most of the interviewees. Th e Occaneechi community is phenotypically di-
verse, and these diff erences are common; however, during the analysis I paid 
close attention to the narratives to search for potential impacts of this racial 
dynamic. During this analysis I noted that my closeness to the respondents 
seemed to mediate these potential eff ects. While closeness may be considered 
a limitation by some, I draw on the work of feminist- standpoint epistemolo-
gists and argue that overlap in social location creates better research and that 
no researcher can be truly objective.46 I did attempt to encourage elaboration 
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for responses relevant to activism even when I felt that I understood an infor-
mant’s response so to avoid making assumptions.

In addition to aiding with trust and rapport, my own involvement in the 
community led me to obtain documented permission of the Tribal Council 
to carry out the study and to use the tribal offi  ce for conducting most of the 
interviews.47 Th is location is also signifi cant to the research because the offi  ce 
is located on the recently purchased tribal property; this is the fi rst commu-
nally owned land held by the Occaneechi in over 250 years. Th is land was paid 
for by the eff orts of the community itself, which is celebrated as a hallmark of 
the movement.48 Ultimately, I believe that without such closeness and mutual 
trust this research would have not been possible.

Discussion and Findings

Target and Locale of Occaneechi Activism

Aft er achieving state recognition in 2002, the obsn movement no longer in-
volved direct protest of any formal state institution or policy. Tribal elder and 
former tribal chair Wanda Whitmore- Penner, PhD, portrays the moment 
when the tribe achieved state recognition and the way it is remembered by 
obsn leadership:

Th e biggest goal back when we started was to let people know that we 
were still here, we were still alive. .  .  . I think we’ve accomplished that. 
Now is to, I think our biggest goal is to help our people. Now we gotta 
work on our own people to get them more involved and let them know, 
you know, we are still here. It’s more than just this land, it’s our whole 
community.49

Th is goal of Re- Membering has defi ned post- state- recognition movement ac-
tivity. Th is is not to say that the movement became necessarily antistatist ei-
ther; rather, the state was no longer considered to be the most important site 
for empowering the community, and it no longer consumed the energy or re-
sources of the movement. Instead Occaneechi activists whom I interviewed 
cite their homes, immediate families, and local communities as primary sites 
for their activisms, not the courthouse. While feminist scholars remind us 
that the family serves as a state institution, protest at this level is conceptually 
distinct from taking power through direct confrontation against the state.50

According to the interviewees, uniting and healing the tribe begins at 
home, within the family unit. Leslie Love speaks of the work that she does to 
encourage her family members to enroll in the tribe:
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I’m an activist because I went around with a stack of applications when 
my family, when we were, you know, working with the tribe trying to 
get everybody to get in there, and I would stand with them, and make 
them write.51

She and others explain that they oft en have to hold the hands of their family 
members to walk them through the diffi  cult process of unpacking internal-
ized oppression. Tribal Chairman Tony Hayes also cites his immediate and 
extended family as his initial reason for joining the movement:

I wanted to give back to the family and to the community and really 
raise awareness as far as .  .  . all the years that people had to hide their 
Indianness, or all the years that basically they were walking around with 
misconceptions of who they were, so it really, it really sort of boiled 
down to me as just a feeling of need[ing] to be able to move the tribe 
forward from that perspective of awareness.52

Love and Hayes locate the damages of colonialism within the social fabric of 
the community and center the work of healing within Occaneechi families. 
Hayes echoes Vargas’s call to create an atmosphere for love, acceptance, and 
education within the tribal family to counter the eff ects of a toxic and racist 
social environment.53

On paper the decision by the North Carolina courts to recognize the Oc-
caneechi is monumental. However, interviewees suggest that the restoration 
of legal avenues to identify as Occaneechi creates even more need for activ-
ism at home. Patricia Martin Mebane, obsn activist and mother, explains that 
the court’s decision allowed for Occaneechi to be documented as an offi  cial 
ethnicity on birth certifi cates for enrolled tribal members, but she notes that 
getting family members to go through the amendment process is a challenge 
that consumes a lot of her eff orts as an activist.54 Mebane, Love, and others 
name having convinced a number of family members to enroll as some of 
their most signifi cant political achievements. Mebane proudly proclaims that 
her whole family, including her grandchildren, now carries tribal cards and 
has had their birth certifi cates amended, mostly due to her eff orts.

Th e notion of defi ning actions such as reaching out to family members as 
forms of political activism should be examined closely. Without clearly iden-
tifi able state policies that prevent member enrollment for those that meet cri-
teria outlined in the tribal constitution, this may at fi rst seem like a personal, 
apolitical issue. In order to understand the politics of activism and change- 
making at the location of the Occaneechi family unit, one must look to the 
manifestations of oppression within this community. Providing more per-
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spective, therapist, tribal elder, former tribal chair, and current Health Circle 
member Rachel Clay Richmond explains that getting her own grandchildren 
to and from youth events and language lessons is one of her many contri-
butions as an activist.55 She elaborates, saying, “I teach my grandchildren in 
hopes that they will keep passing this message along, you know to generations 
to come.” Probing further, I asked her what she considered to be her ultimate 
goal in participating with the movement. She replied:

So that we will maintain our history, our culture . . . so we can pass it on 
to generations to come aft er us. To revive a lot of the culture that’s been 
lost, well not lost but, no longer practiced. You know, again, revive the 
language . . . all of those things that are so meaningful, that shouldn’t be 
lost, and to get the future generations just as excited and interested in 
maintaining that.

Andrea Smith mentions the necessity of this excitement for building power 
within a movement.56 Countering this excitement is the legacy of oppression 
that has resulted in the persistent stripping of identity, culture, language, and 
tradition; these are among the primary goals of white settler colonialism. Ac-
tivism in this context is defi ned by a resistance to those goals at the site where 
they are normally reproduced, the family.57

Discussing her conceptions of activism, former Tribal Council member 
Tammy Hayes Hill actually contrasts her own eff orts with notions of tradi-
tional activism. She explains that she is not the “picket sign” type of activist; 
instead activism for her involves education of her people and the develop-
ment of Occaneechi infrastructure. She explains her own personal goals as 
an activist:

We’re working toward a tribal center, and what that means for me is 
making sure that there’s going to be a place that people can actually 
come, and know, and take in everything about their history, their heri-
tage . . . there’s no second guessing. You don’t have to go here, here, and 
here. We’re going to have a place that is going to be yours, and you will 
know exactly what this means. Th at’s the goal for me. I just want it so 
bad I can taste it!58

Extending the discussion beyond the immediate family unit to the extended 
family or tribal community, Hill demonstrates how creating physical and 
symbolic spaces for the Occaneechi community to overcome the absence 
of historical and traditional resources is her ultimate goal. Addressing these 
absences is to confront pervasive erasure from the history of the region. It 
becomes clear in the stories shared by these activists that home is a political 
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space, and the concept of home is imagined both individually and collectively. 
Th is emphasis on community, movement, and tribal self- reliance is similar to 
that stressed by Rojas and Smith.59

Interestingly, fi ft een of the twenty people interviewed specifi cally men-
tioned educating members of their immediate and extended tribal families 
as key sites for their activisms. Occaneechi tribal councilwoman, founding 
director of the tribal Health Circle, and traditional Yesáh fi re carrier Vivette 
Jeff ries- Logan elaborates on why this is central to the movement:

I come from the understanding that what impacts one of us impacts 
our community, and what impacts the community impacts all of us. 
Th e reason I do what I do is to restore balance in our community, in 
all aspects, and for me, restoring balance and wholeness for individual 
tribal members will serve as  .  .  . it’ll strengthen you, so our resolve is 
strengthened.60

Collectivity is a central theme in this excerpt and in the movement itself. 
Tribal elder and former leader of the Occaneechi Eagles Youth group, Rose 
Clay Watlington, also explains that for Yesáh people speaking of the tribe or 
community encompasses those who have passed on and those who have yet 
to be born.

Jeff ries- Logan and Johnette Jeff ries- Lopez, current Health Circle director, 
both emphasize the signifi cance of recent initiatives called “Re- Membering 
workshops.”61 Similar to antioppression trainings, these workshops provide 
space for collective sharing of stories about history, tradition, and resistance 
among tribal members. Th ese workshops demonstrate how this family- based 
activism is a collective process, oft en invoking wider conceptions of family 
and home. Jeff ries- Logan explains that her own story of moving to a place of 
self- acceptance serves to highlight the need for these types of events:

A lot of people are afraid to speak up, and I know I was at one time be-
cause it’s like, it’s not enough just to say that I’m Yesáh, or to say that I’m 
Occaneechi. I needed a connection to the history. You know, somehow 
I lived in fear of okay, if somebody [were to] ask me, “so, where are your 
people from?” You know, now I have it, it’s a part of me having to like 
justify, yes, I’m Occaneechi. We’re the people of, Alamance [County]. I 
know the history.

It was learning her history that gave her the strength to stand for the ancestors 
who had gone on before and to raise her children to know who they are. She 
went on to explain that undoing the damage done by living in fear for genera-
tions is an incremental process.
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In addition to the work of encouraging enrollment by addressing the im-
pacts of the imposition of race on extended family, activists also proudly 
mention many milestones celebrated by postrecognition activism. Th ese 
milestones include cultural education initiatives (like the Re- Membering 
workshops); language reeducation classes; traditional foodways education; 
acquisition of a land base; construction of a ceremonial grounds, a tribal vil-
lage, and a tenant farming historical site; annual powwows; programming for 
local public and private schools; health and tobacco initiatives; fi nancial re-
sponsibility programs for youth; a comprehensive health census; creation of 
a youth drum group; planting of tribal orchards; vital fundraising, and more. 
Th ese programs were all orchestrated on volunteer time and largely on re-
sources indigenous to the movement community.

Refl ecting back on the fi ght for state recognition, Jeff ries- Logan also ad-
dresses her own feelings about the movement before disengagement with the 
state. In what follows she off ers critical perspective on direct political protest:

Knowing the history of the whole recognition process, blood quantum 
and all of that and what drives that, because, you know, I am who I am 
regardless of what the white man’s court says. And then on the fl ip side, 
to be able to say . . . when I stand up and introduce myself and say that 
I’m an enrolled member of one of the eight state- recognized tribes, 
there’s validity behind that. I carry . . . confl iction. I’m confl icted about 
the whole thing, the whole reasoning behind that process. And yet, and 
knowing that, yeah, we did get recognition even though the recognition 
process in North Carolina was designed so that no one would ever, no 
Indigenous Nation would ever get recognition.

Two key things become clear from her words. First, as others also explain, 
recognition certainly helped to provide the option for members of this com-
munity to legally identify as Occaneechi, or even American Indian, for the 
fi rst time in nearly a century. Second, legislation has historically and contin-
ues to regulate and control Indigenous peoples.

Discussing tribal recognition, Elder John “Blackfeather” Jeff ries, Jeff ries- 
Logan’s father, told me that his father, who is now deceased, was in his eighties 
when the court decision was announced. Jeff ries recalled that, having gone to 
a Baptist- sponsored Indian school in Pleasant Grove until age nine, his father 
lamented having lived for over eighty years before being given permission to 
be Indian by a white judge.62 Th e success of the recognition eff ort is not mini-
mized by Jeff ries- Logan or her father; however, the state in general is under-
stood to be a source of unwarranted mandates and obstacles to the contin-
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ued existence of Indigenous communities. Considering these mandates, the 
choice not to engage the state can certainly refl ect resistance.

Continuing her critical analysis, Jeff ries- Logan situates the denial of ances-
try and resistance to publicly identifying as Occaneechi by some in the com-
munity in the larger context of colonialism and local racism:

Th e work that I do [is] about racial justice and dismantling racism, and 
that helped me with some of the anger I had directed at, specifi cally, my 
grandfather, for not telling me who I was. And then once I understood 
the history of race and racism in this country, understanding that what 
his parents instilled in him was simply a tool of survival. And so be-
ing able to just forgive him and understand that the threat, the fear that 
Papa Bart and Momma Kate [her great- grandparents] lived under was 
very real, and realizing that everyone has their own path and that when 
it comes to accepting who you are, it’s not for me to determine.63

Connecting hiding in plain sight to survival, she contextualizes the “Indian 
closet” that proved to be a major theme in the interviews. Her brother, Tribal 
Vice Chairman Sharn Jeff ries, refers to this closet and provides further insight 
on how remaining silent about being Indian was essential to the survival of 
many families in an environment where religious assimilation functioned as 
a means to appear nonthreatening and even to avoid removal or death. He 
states, “I respect those folks that went to church because without them a lot 
of our families would have ceased to exist, because those heathens that didn’t 
convert got pretty much killed.”

Because of this relationship between denial and disclosure tribal members 
emphasize the need to educate members of the community. Hayes, Hill, and 
Jeff ries- Logan speak to the need for compassion for those who fear identify-
ing with or reject a public Occaneechi identity despite their ancestry. Jeff ries- 
Logan explains how the eff ects of the trauma created by having to hide in or-
der to survive, as her grandparents and great- grandparents did, continue to 
impact the community over a decade aft er achieving state recognition. Her 
brother told the following story, highlighting how local racism also contrib-
uted to this fear of publicly identifying:

One of our cousins worked for a large textile company, and he moved 
away and became a manager in that department, and that was up some-
where like New Jersey or Baltimore or somewhere like that. When they 
decided to move him back down here, he was really in a diffi  cult position 
because down here it was always black and white, up there he was a white 
but, when he would come down to visit he would always park his car be-
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hind the house and visit with his family members because he didn’t want 
the community, the non- Indian community to know he was in town be-
cause if it ever got word that he wasn’t white, he may’ve lost his job.

Th is story highlights not only a need for ongoing political action to mediate 
these impacts but, specifi cally, the types of restorative action that can only be 
carried out within families and other intimate spaces in the obsn community.

Not all of the activists approach the topic of denial as compassionately as 
do Love, Jeff ries- Logan, and Hill. Barbara Martin Lipscomb, Keshia Enoch, 
Patricia Johnson, and Patricia Mebane express another common sentiment, 
anger. Lipscomb states:

It hurts my feelings for them to be my cousin, by blood, and then say 
that they’re not Occaneechi. On one hand we’re related, but on the other 
hand, we’re not . . . but we come out of the same family.

Th ey tell stories of family members who reject or deny their ancestry, express-
ing deep frustration. Lipscomb and Mebane (sisters) explain that they redirect 
this energy toward educating young people and reaching out to local schools. 
Mebane explains that she has had to petition on behalf of kids, who are oft en 
more willing to identify than their parents but run into obstacles with school 
and other administrators who fail to recognize them as Native students de-
spite tribal recognition.

Recognition by the state, in many ways, signaled a changing social environ-
ment wherein members of the Occaneechi community no longer had to de-
fend who they were in the same ways they had before. While Mebane’s work 
in the school system shows that there are still issues with public perception, 
Indian people are more accepted now than they were when the man whom 
Jeff ries mentioned was forced to park behind the house. Whitmore- Penner, 
who has been active in the movement since its beginning, refl ects on being 
present for the court decision:

I remember that day when it came down. I remember going to the court, 
watching people being interviewed during the court session and stuff , 
and then when it came down that we were offi  cially recognized, it was 
almost, I won’t say an out- of- body experience, because you start think-
ing back . . . all the struggles and stuff  that your families went through 
and you went through trying to get the recognition and it, it fi nally 
made . . . you fi nally felt like you were accepted.

According to Vice Chairman Jeff ries, roughly one thousand Occaneechi have 
enrolled since 2002. He estimates that there are up to two thousand Occanee-
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chi people who have thus far refused to enroll or publicly identify, either fail-
ing to see themselves as Occaneechi or afraid of the consequences of publicly 
aligning themselves with the tribe.

Many welcomed the Supreme Court decision. Hill describes the impact 
that recognition has had on the many who fought so hard for it, while also 
pointing to the root cause of others’ hesitation:

As a whole you know, the Occaneechi people, when it came that they 
didn’t have to stay in the closet anymore and they didn’t have to say, okay, 
you know I’m this and I’m that, from what government offi  cials or who-
ever put that on them . . . and they can say okay, yeah, I am Indian. And 
when they come to the powwow they just feel so proud, you know you 
can see that they [say], “gosh, I’m going home, you know, I’m going.” And 
so, I mean you can tell, and you can feel that they were more proud.64

She demonstrates the relief that many felt from no longer being forced to 
hide. She also points to the fact that the state had previously told Occaneechi 
people how to identify racially. She is referring in part to laws instituted in the 
1920s that limited and redefi ned the racial identities of Blacks, American In-
dians, and other People of Color in the South in order to protect the supposed 
integrity and purity of the white race.65 Legislating white supremacy, these 
laws aff ected American Indians in the Southeast by taking away legal rights 
to self- identify, a form of administrative genocide.66 Local American Indians 
were placed in arbitrary racial categories such as Mulatto and Free Persons 
of Color, stripping them of their right to identify with their ancestors who 
had legitimate claims to the land.67 While Hill suggests that tribal recognition 
removed this barrier, these activists made it clear that the lasting impacts of 
being legally redefi ned continue to aff ect the community. Th is is consistent 
with the work of Critical Race theorists who cite the continued legacy of his-
toric race laws on African American and immigrant- of- color experiences and 
self- conceptions.68

Using an intersectional analysis to situate Occaneechi activisms within the 
context of genocidal legislation, one can imagine why mainstream ideas about 
eff ective social movement tactics do not evenly apply. To draw a parallel be-
tween statist defi nitions of political action and the social problem of domestic 
violence, I would argue that expecting colonized groups to go through the 
state to make change is analogous to expecting a battered woman to consult 
with her batterer about her abuse.69 If we consider this analogy, the work of 
Re- Membering what it means to be Occaneechi without an ongoing negotia-
tion with the state is fundamentally political. Re- Membering at the sites of the 
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home and community allows the culture of settler colonialism to be inter-
rupted at the sites where it is reproduced.70

Understanding Occaneechi activism beyond the tribe’s past legislative pur-
suits allows for examination of the ways in which the community has taken 
a stand against ongoing oppression and the persistent legacy of colonialism. 
Without considering the political nature of this family- based activism, truly 
grassroots eff orts to build and reclaim Indigenous power can be overlooked. 
When this oversight informs our research, struggles of collective identity are 
allowed to be interpreted as personal and apolitical. Application of a femi-
nist understanding of political action illuminates important and unique forms 
of political resistance that allow this small southeastern Indigenous nation to 
continue to survive against all odds. Th is is not to suggest that the obsn has 
achieved the ideal of autonomy; in fact the obsn and other state- recognized 
tribes are forced to operate as nonprofi ts and are therefore limited in eff ective-
ness and radical potential by the state apparatus described as the nonprofi t in-
dustrial complex.71 However, understanding the eff ort to disengage and focus 
on building the Indigenous capacity of the movement through the process of 
Re- Membering deserves the attention of political action scholars.

Who Is an Activist?

Th e above section challenges us to rethink the ways in which we defi ne activ-
ism and political action. However, broadening our defi nitions of political ac-
tion to include family- based activism and power- making within a community 
like the obsn brings forth important questions about how to decide who is an 
activist. If personal acts of resistance within the family and community con-
stitute political action, many people may meet the criteria of an activist who 
would not have done so conventionally. Demonstrating how the “personal 
is political” manifests in the Occaneechi community, Jeff ries- Logan tells the 
story of a recent training on social justice work in which she participated. In 
this training participants were asked to fi ll out a timeline of resistance to ra-
cial oppression in the United States. She recalls that she went over to 1492 and 
wrote the word “Hoacianonc,” meaning “the Old Ones,” or ancestors, in the 
Tutelo- Saponi language. What happened aft erward is stated below:

[Th e trainer asked], “Okay can you tell a story about how they resisted?” 
I said, “Th e fact that they, just living, just being. Th at’s resistance, and 
activism!” Like, just because I am, the fact that I say, “Henigu Yesáh” 
[I am Yesáh], that’s activism.

Similar to connections drawn between the identities of People of Color and 
politics by Critical Race theorists, Jeff ries- Logan explains that to continue to 
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exist as an Indigenous person in the face of genocide and erasure is to be an 
activist.72 Interviewees describe a constant battle to ensure that their children 
and grandchildren will hold on to their culture and a Yesáh identity. It is this 
resistance and refusal to be erased that defi ne an activist in this community.

Declarations equating existence with resistance, like the one made by 
Jeff ries- Logan, form a major theme of the interviews. Chairman Hayes went 
so far as to state the following:

I think Indians naturally are activists, I don’t think that we can help our-
selves, because we grew up . . . sort of fi ghting the good fi ght, and as we 
mature and as we, you know become more and more entrenched in the 
community, we continue to see things that don’t change and we con-
tinue to fi ght those things. So I think that we’re activists by nature.

Love similarly declares, “I’m always an activist, it’s in my blood.” I asked her 
to elaborate on this, and she told me that she is a “community activist, and 
an ancestral activist,” meaning that like Jeff ries- Logan she inherited this re-
sistance from the Hoacianonc. Eighteen of the twenty people interviewed 
self- identifi ed as activists, even though few mentioned any formal forms of 
protest as it is conceptualized within much of the mainstream political action 
literature.73

I sought to further understand how this activist identity impacted the daily 
lives of those interviewed, so I asked if participation in the movement was a 
priority in their lives. While much of the social movement literature focuses 
on an actor’s decision to mobilize, the responses to this inquiry revealed a 
diff erent understanding of mobilization. Health Circle member Keshia Ship-
mon Enoch, activist and artist Patricia “Dream Weaver” Johnson, and Jeff ries- 
Lopez share in the dialogue below, providing insight into why they did not 
consider their participation a choice:

Enoch: It’s not that it’s a priority and I have to put it on a to- do list and 
put it at the top of my to- do list. Th is is who I am and how I choose 
to live my life.

Johnson: [shakes head in agreement]
Jeffries- Lopez: You know, so participating is not . . . 
Enoch: An option.
Jeffries- Lopez: Yeah, I mean it’s not . . . 
Enoch: I mean, it’s like breathing.
Jeffries- Lopez: Yeah.
Enoch: You’re going to do it.
Jeffries- Lopez: I participate because it’s what I do.
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Interviewees usually dismissed the notion of having chosen to participate or 
of deliberately making participation a priority; instead the ancestors chose 
them. Rose Clay Watlington and Tammy Hayes Hill similarly state:

Watlington: I don’t want to say it’s not a priority, I mean, I don’t want 
to say that it is because it’s me, personally, it’s like a part of me every 
day so I, I can’t make it a priority because it’s there every . . . I mean, 
I can’t, I mean I don’t know how to say that because that’s me every 
day.

Hill: Yeah, I’m living it like it, it can’t be, it’s not a priority because it’s 
just who I am and it’s what I do, so it’s just, it’s a part of who you are. 
It’s just really not something you could even call a priority.

Others who stated that activism was a priority noted that it was not separate 
from the priority of family because the tribe is their extended family.

Th e struggle with the question of priority is most certainly cultural in ori-
gin; Jeff ries- Logan stated the following when I asked her if her participation 
is a priority:

I don’t so much [think] that I . . . it’s hard for [me], well, because I come 
from a circular culture, and I don’t rank stuff ; it’s interwoven into every-
thing that I do. So it’s not like I’m working with the tribe and then I, you 
know I don’t compartmentalize. I realize that everything I do and say 
refl ects upon my people, and so if I’m standing up and when I present 
at the Coalition, if I’m speaking or if I’m training with the Coalition, I 
introduce myself in my language, as I’m required to do. So it’s like, I am 
Yesáh, no matter where I am. So I’m always working with the tribe.74

Just as we should consider the cultural environment of a movement to under-
stand its tactics, the same care must be taken in gaining an understanding of 
the unique ways that activism and participation are understood by members 
of a movement.75 As Chairman Hayes indicated, there may be little distinction 
between daily life and activism for many American Indians.

It is important to elaborate here on the concept of choice. Social movement 
discourses, such as resource mobilization and political process models, have 
debated the factors that contribute to and inhibit the decision to mobilize.76 
While some common explanations for mobilization involve an actor’s access 
to resources or the agency to make social change, others involve opportunistic 
fractures in political structure that allow for such changes to be made.77 In this 
cultural context spirit and calling are more relevant than material resources 
or the political system. Brazilian activist Adjoa Florência Jones de Almeida 
writes about a similar approach to activism:
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If we approach our work as a spiritual challenge, then we are no longer 
enslaved by the concept of money and we are fueled instead by our faith 
and commitment to bring about radical social change; which is actu-
ally much more than just “social”— it is also personal and political, and 
about money and privilege, and about sexuality, race, and gender, and 
about the relationship between our minds, bodies, and spirit.78

Th is multidimensional change is a requirement of decolonization, and this 
eff ort is spiritual for members of many cultures, including the Occaneechi. 
Because participation is about spirit and survival, these activists dismiss the 
notion of a decision altogether, and participation is viewed instead as a re-
sponsibility that they carry as Yesáh people.

Lack of choice has only been discussed within social movement litera-
ture when it relates to imminent and lethal threats.79 Even these threat mod-
els include delicate equations for mobilization that take into account access 
to resources, political opportunities, and a necessary amount of threat that 
together make protest either likely or unlikely.80 While the threat of full as-
similation or cultural disappearance is arguably lethal to the collective cul-
ture, it is still intuitively diff erent from the risk of physical death. Participants’ 
resistance to the concept of choice, however, might be clarifi ed by Critical 
Race scholarship. Critical Race theorists explain the extent to which People 
of Color are forced to be constantly aware of racial barriers to the privileges 
of full citizenship.81 Refl ecting on the colonialist context of the movement and 
on statements by obsn activists that equate existence with activism, identify-
ing as Occaneechi constitutes political resistance.

Similar to Chairman Hayes’s notion of fi ghting the good fi ght, Watlington 
said, “I’m always battling, you know I, I’m always out there for the fi ght.” She 
shed more light on what she means by “the fi ght,” explaining: “You battle ev-
ery day for who you are . . . you battle every day, I battle at work every day.” 
Several of the interviewees described their own personal struggles with visi-
bility and racism. With a slight chuckle tribal youth Sam Whitmore explained 
why he is an activist: “It’s my duty to tell people I’m Native American, be-
cause . . . [it] lets them know that . . . we’re not all dead.”82 While this young 
man may have stated this casually, his words are refl ective of a troubling lived 
reality for members of this community that is unlike the experiences of most 
other racial groups in the United States.

Th e context of erasure that shapes so much of the ideology of the move-
ment is not purely historical. Even youth, like Sam Whitmore, Esther Whit-
more, and Brett Hill, point to “confl icts” faced in their daily lives. Adults and 
youth talk about being publicly questioned about their identity due to the fact 
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that popular culture suggests American Indians no longer exist (especially 
those east of the Mississippi River). Additionally, both adults and youth ex-
plained that most of the representations of American Indians in the main-
stream media are Hollywood images that involve (oft en antiquated) portray-
als of western and southwestern Native peoples, excluding people that look 
like them. Th ese stories are not limited to interpersonal assaults on identity 
but include examples of institutional erasure as well. Barriers to being rec-
ognized as American Indian in local school systems and refusal by hospital 
administrators to properly classify Occaneechi newborns on their birth cer-
tifi cates (even when tribal cards of parents were provided) were among the 
systemic assaults mentioned by these activists.

Is Th is a Feminist Movement?

Indigenous feminists have struggled to identify with a mainstream feminist 
movement because the work of white feminists fails to account for the com-
plex experiences of Native women. Jeff ries- Logan put this in perspective. 
She explained that while the obsn movement is deeply feminist at its core, 
she fi nds no need to identify herself as such. Membership in a matriarchal 
and matrilineal culture precedes any notion of feminism in the way it is dis-
cussed by scholars. For her Yesáh is a feminist identity that also accounts 
for her racialized personal and cultural experiences in ways that mainstream 
feminism cannot, evidenced by the overwhelming invisibility of American 
Indian women within that movement. Th e avoidance of a mainstream femi-
nist identity by Indigenous women is a common theme.83 Andrea Smith 
quotes Lorelei DeCora Means, a founder of the Women of All Red Nations 
(warn) movement:

We are American Indian women, in that order. We are oppressed, 
fi rst and foremost, as American Indians, as peoples colonized by the 
United States of America, not as women. As Indians, we can never for-
get that. Our survival, the survival of every one of us— man, woman 
and child— as Indians depends on it. Decolonization is the agenda, the 
whole agenda, and until it is accomplished, it is the only agenda that 
counts for American Indians. You start to get the idea maybe all this 
feminism business is just another extension of the same old racist, colo-
nialist mentality.84

Th e resistance by Indigenous women to readily identify as feminists also 
frames my argument about the inability of mainstream social movement the-
ories to capture all Indigenous activisms; state- centered defi nitions of political 
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action fail to consider the inherently political nature of Indigenous survival. 
Th is is especially true where colonial domination, exploitation, and erasure by 
the state create the need for the activism itself.

Just as a certain conception of feminism has overlooked the experiences 
of Women of Color, social movement theories have overlooked certain tar-
gets, tactics, and locations for political action that resists cultural hegemony. 
Th is exclusion creates an unnecessary division between personal choice made 
at the level of the individual, family, or community and that which has been 
defi ned as intentionally political or, even more so, radical. Because the resto-
ration of matriarchal tradition is one of the premises defi ning the ideological 
framework of the obsn movement itself, reliance on alternative forms of ac-
tivism that do not directly engage patriarchal state institutions can be a politi-
cal choice because alternative forms of protest that are carried out in intimate 
spaces interrupt the persistent legacy of colonialism; in other words, women 
working to empower the community to Re- Member ancestral power without 
directly consulting the state resist the legacy of political eff orts by the state 
and federal government to externally regulate Indigenous communities and 
public expressions of tribal identities. Just as Chandra Mohanty calls for the 
decolonization of feminist scholarship on women of the third world, the obsn 
movement requires us to interrogate the ways in which the legacy of colonial-
ism impacts mainstream understandings of political action, even within femi-
nist literature.85

Th e focus on the political nature of private Occaneechi struggles is not the 
only thing that makes this movement a feminist one. Th e obsn movement 
is being led largely by the eff orts of Occaneechi women. Tammy Hayes Hill 
sums it up well when she states, “Within our tribe when things are to be done, 
women really drive that vehicle.” Similarly, Whitmore- Penner and Watlington 
describe women as the backbone of the community. However, some of the 
movement’s leaders are men, and patriarchal traditions, such as the adher-
ence to Robert’s Rules of Order in meetings of the Tribal Council, refl ect the 
ongoing infl uences of assimilation and colonialism in the community. Instead 
of identifying each way that the movement has been shaped by patriarchy, I 
would like to highlight some of the remarkable ways that matriarchal tradi-
tion has survived and is even being rebirthed in the community despite the 
many attempts by the colonizers to uproot it.

On the participation of Occaneechi men Calvetta Watlington states: 
“Th ey come out and they help with powwow set- up and things like that but 
they, to my knowledge, have not really been involved in like, table decision- 
making.” Richmond, who has also served as tribal chair, explains that men 
do not and never have dominated the Tribal Council. Th e council operates 
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with a female majority, meaning that male leaders cannot make decisions 
without their consent. Obviously, female leadership alone does not make the 
movement feminist. However, it is the nature of the work being done and 
the way this work is understood among these activists that suggests that the 
movement is indeed feminist.

Th ere is a fi rm understanding among those interviewed that if the culture 
is to survive, it will be because of the eff orts of women. Jeff ries- Lopez states, “I 
think it’s our job to carry this culture forward, to be the speakers, to teach the 
culture, and to teach our children.” Th is is not a recent phenomenon. Rich-
mond explains that historically, Occaneechi men were responsible for bring-
ing home the deer that fed the tribe. Meanwhile, she explains, the women 
multitasked and did the work it took to hold the community together, raise 
the children, and cover the diverse needs essential for the community to func-
tion as a whole. Instead of bringing home deer, according to Richmond, men 
are now responsible for fi nding ways to bring necessary money and grants 
that will sustain the tribe, leaving the work of maintaining the community 
and culture to those who have always stood strong in this role, women. Rich-
mond takes pride in embracing what she describes as “the role of protector” 
over the culture.

Embracing the role of protector is precisely what has led mainstream femi-
nists to challenge the feminist identities of Indigenous women activists be-
cause they are perceived to be in compliance with sexist gendered roles.86 In 
response to the mainstream feminist backlash Andrea Smith, Devon Mihe-
suah, and Winnebago anthropologist Renya Ramirez explain that the goals of 
feminism and cultural survival cannot be separated for Indigenous women.87 
Like these Native feminist authors Vivette Jeff ries- Logan explains that despite 
the way it has been imagined by mainstream feminists, this feminine role is 
not based on an unequal relationship between men and women. Th e follow-
ing except from her interview demonstrates this:

Vivette: Well traditionally .  .  . there is no, gender inequality, because 
we are the ones that bring life, and because generally women have the 
best interest of the entire people . . . instead of just, all about me.

Marshall: Because they raise children?
Vivette: Because we raise children, and it was just like I said, I under-

stand that what impacts me negatively or positively impacts my peo-
ple . . . and like, understanding that everything I say and do negatively 
will have a refl ection, and it refl ects upon my people. We are the wis-
dom keepers, we’re the storytellers. The fact that I’m the fi re carrier, 
that carries, that’s responsibility. It’s not me sitting up on a pedestal 
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thinking, oh, you know everybody should be bowing at my feet. It’s like, 
no, I have work to do. This is a responsibility, and it’s an honor that I 
have this. I mean we have our work, women have our work, and I think, 
like you said everyone has their gifts, and the approaches that women 
have differ from men, but it’s not saying that one is superior or inferior.

Elder women in the community such as Jeff ries- Logan, Jeff ries- Lopez, Rich-
mond, Whitmore- Penner, and Watlington describe the traditional role of 
women as an empowering one, an honor they are proud to carry. Occanee-
chi storyteller and activist Angela Huskey Davis explains that this matriar-
chal role is misunderstood due to tv shows like Gunsmoke that portray Na-
tive women as subservient to male leaders; similar perceptions infl uence ideas 
about Native women within feminism.

Yesáh women proudly accept the ancestral call to lead the community in 
the eff ort to decolonize. In fact, the tribal Health Circle was created by women 
to provide a space for this traditional feminist organizing. Th e Health Circle 
was created to facilitate cultural, physical, spiritual, and mental healing in the 
community. Th e circle operates independently of Tribal Council and the non-
profi t that houses it and seeks to build community- based cultural and histori-
cal education to confront the many traumas of colonialism and racism. Aptly 
named, the circle operates from the understanding that the many manifesta-
tions of dis- ease and disorder in the tribal community are connected to these 
traumas.88 Stepping into my role as a two- spirit, I was welcomed as part of this 
circle of women in 2008. I was humbled by the opportunity, and my member-
ship in the Health Circle has shown me that the heart of the movement, and 
of the Yesáh people, is our women.

Recognizing the contemporary challenges to identity and survival faced by 
the community, even Chairman Hayes recognizes the essential role of protec-
tor that women in the community fulfi ll:

Indian women are strong proud individuals. Th ey pretty much ran vil-
lage life back in the day, and I still think they run village life today. I think 
that our least concern in Indian country is the passion of our females.

Hayes went on to suggest that lift ing up our female leaders is the key to get-
ting more tribal involvement. Th is is precisely what diff erentiates Indige-
nous feminists from the mainstream; that is, the goal of empowering women 
is intertwined with the foremost goal of any people, survival.89 Occaneechi 
women will certainly continue to be the innovators and the educators, al-
lowing the culture and language to be shared with yet another generation of 
Yesáh survivors.
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Limitations and Considerations

Th is analysis has yet to interrogate in depth the role of state- recognition sta-
tus or the nonprofi t (501c3) structure of this social movement organization in 
limiting political activities. Challenging claims of tribal autonomy and sover-
eignty, Audra Simpson, a Kahnawake Mohawk anthropologist, examines how 
recognition by a state entity is yet another eff ort by the government to defi ne 
and control Indigenous peoples:

Indian country may be conceptualized as spaces of Indigeneity that are 
framed by settler regimes. Once independent and autonomous, the spaces 
that are conceptualized and peopled and known as “Indian country” now 
have limited forms of political autonomy that may be exercised, but, in a 
double- bind situation, that autonomy is exercisable only because recogni-
tion is conferred upon those peoples to exercise this autonomy.90

She is speaking specifi cally about federal recognition; however, some of the 
same processes that she names as functions of the federal- recognition process 
could also be true at the state level, but to a lesser extent. Th ese processes, ac-
cording to her, are “dispossession, protection, alienation, incorporation, exclu-
sion, assimilation, [and] containment.”91 Th is parallel with the federal process 
can be drawn because the recognition criteria in North Carolina are modeled 
aft er federal requirements. Jeff ries- Logan’s earlier discussion of confl iction 
over recognition speaks to an awareness of the potentially negative impacts 
of state recognition. Even nineteen- year- old Sam Whitmore explains, “I don’t 
know [whether] to think of it [recognition] as a good thing or a bad thing.” 
Despite the potential negative impacts of recognition by the state, these activ-
ists are oft en ambivalent or confl icted about the actual signifi cance of state 
recognition. Th is leads me to believe that postrecognition obsn activism can 
still be thought of as an eff ort to build autonomy, however limited it may be.

Th e obsn has also operated its tribal government as a nonprofi t since the 
1990s, as is common among state- recognized tribes. Lakota elder and activ-
ist of the American Indian Movement (aim) and Women of All Red Nations 
(warn) Madonna Th under Hawk writes about the time before US Native 
activism was confi ned by the nonprofi t industrial complex, explaining that 
political actions then were more revolutionary.92 In Incite! Women of Color 
Against Violence’s book Th e Revolution Will Not Be Funded, several authors 
engage with this state strategy to tame political radicalism by imposing a hi-
erarchical and bureaucratic structure on social movement organizations.93 
Th is is similar to Simpson’s discussion of the impacts of tribal recognition.94 
While this could most certainly deter, if not prevent, the potential for the Oc-
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caneechi to engage in taking power, I would argue that the case of Occaneechi 
activism remains a worthy example of how internal collective eff orts to Re- 
Member can constitute political resistance. I would further argue that because 
the primary goals of this organization involve creating power at the levels of 
the home and community, activist narratives did not necessarily suggest that 
501c3 status was a current impediment to their work. It is also important to 
avoid western binaries that would suggest that activism is either co- opted or 
radical and to point out that Indigenous peoples are resilient and creative at 
working within oppressive social structures.

While race has been discussed throughout this paper, it is important that I 
include here some critical analysis of the impact of race in shaping the histori-
cal and contemporary relationship between southeastern tribes like the Occa-
neechi and tribal peoples in other regions. For some Native people the ability 
to “hide in plain sight” or go into the “Indian closet” is not a privilege that 
can be aff orded. As Barbara Alice Mann (Seneca) explains, tribes on the East 
Coast have historically run the gamut of phenotypes and in many cases pass 
for members of other races; the Occaneechi are no exception.95 To put this 
into context, the Occaneechi were living on the Roanoke River in present- day 
Virginia at the time of the arrival of Europeans. Th is area is where the colo-
nists fi rst settled; as a result the tribes in this region have dealt with damages 
induced by white settler colonialism for up to 250 years longer than tribes in 
the western parts of the continent.96

Given this history, it should be considered remarkable that in 2013 an Oc-
caneechi tribal presence remains. Rather than debating the similarities and 
diff erences between Occaneechi people and members of other tribes, I feel 
that it is important here to consider the ways in which the goals of Occaneechi 
activism speak to the needs of all colonized Indigenous peoples. Th e debate 
over diff erences in the manifestations and severity of oppression is a strategy 
designed by the colonizer to prevent solidarity among oppressed groups and 
to reinforce racist, sexist, and patriarchal hegemony. On this lateral oppres-
sion Paolo Freire writes:

As the oppressor minority subordinates and dominates the majority, it 
must divide it and keep it divided in order to remain in power. Th e mi-
nority cannot permit itself the luxury of tolerating the unifi cation of the 
people, which would undoubtedly signify a serious threat to their own 
hegemony.97

Internalizing messages about the importance of race, tribes oft en react with 
hostility toward one another, especially when diff erences in skin color and ac-
culturation are present or when resources available to Indigenous peoples are 
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limited. Th ese reactions are even more prevalent at the intersection of Black-
ness and Indigeneity.98

Addressing the plethora of nuances and obscurities of colonialism is be-
yond the scope of this article. What I have attempted to do instead is explore 
the ways in which Occaneechi resistance to cultural hegemony, even in the 
most intimate of social spaces, speaks to a shared reality faced by many Indig-
enous groups. Th is shared reality is an overwhelming threat of loss of culture, 
language, land, and power. Just as Rojas states, our new Indigenous move-
ments should be modeled aft er our own visions of what the future should 
look like; ideally, this vision would be one where Indigenous nations from the 
Occaneechi to the Lakota can thrive, free from the imported values of racism, 
patriarchy, assimilation, and white settler colonialism.

Conclusion

Whether or not all Indians are activists, we must consider how defi nitions 
of political action might exclude those for whom merely existing defi es cen-
turies of administrative genocide. Th ese oral histories demonstrate how Re- 
Membering begins with the act of collectively assuming the power to defi ne 
one’s community without the permission of or negotiation with the state. Th e 
Occaneechi teach us that this act of self- empowerment is carried out largely 
through family- based and community activism and resists the mainstream 
political agendas, which are founded in colonialist politics. Th e settler colo-
nialism agenda has been carried out through state policies that have adapted 
over time to suppress Indigenous cultures, communities, and identities. In or-
der to accurately capture political action in communities like the obsn, femi-
nists and social movement scholars should apply intersectionality and other 
feminist concepts to understand activism in communities that exist at inter-
sections of colonial, racial, cultural, gendered, and class oppressions.

As researchers interested in including the voices of American Indians in 
our disciplines, we should consider how and why previous defi nitions of 
radical political action may be fundamentally and culturally biased. Essen-
tially, the statist defi nitions of radical political action found in social move-
ment literature cause researchers to overlook the revolutionary nature of 
attempting to create grassroots change at even the most intimate of social 
locations for groups like the Occaneechi. Th at is, as Andrea Smith and Paula 
Rojas point out, eff orts to make (or Re- Member) power should be consid-
ered as valid activism alongside eff orts to take power through direct pro-
test.99 Rights and powers formally belonging to traditional and community 
circles, like clan councils and traditional family structures, have been nearly 
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annihilated. Restoration of these begins with traditional education and 
healing of traumas as acknowledged by these activists. Th is healing within 
homes and families can create autonomy and grow the capacity of a move-
ment, building the strength and unity necessary to eventually challenge the 
state. A small change in our perspective will allow us to capture the radical 
and creative ways that Indigenous families and communities, especially East 
Coast tribal nations, have survived.

Th is movement, like any, is far from perfect. First, colonialism and as-
similation continue to take a toll on the community. Second, the community 
seems largely uninterested in the necessary burden of continuing to challenge 
the state.100 Despite these two points the obsn demonstrates how members 
of a community fi nd ways to refuse to be erased and resist state oppression 
and cultural hegemony on their own terms. Led by the women, Occaneechi 
families are Re- Membering their traditions, language, and dignity. Undoing 
the damages of colonialism and assimilation is never easy, and the process is 
not linear. Despite this the Occaneechi are no longer waiting for the state to 
decide how and when they can call themselves Yesáh.
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