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ABSTRACT

This chapter is a critical review of circle practices. The author first examines the philosophical underpin-
nings behind similar practices of restorative justice, circles, circle practices, and talking circles. Then, 
the author explores the description of protocol and procedures of talking circles in the literature by 
various others. Thirdly, this literature review examines talking circles used in practice in the literature. 
This chapter synthesizes and critiques existing literature, as well as video resources and oral tradition. 
Circle practices are a traditional Native American practice of communication and community which 
has a strong spiritual core as a means for restorative justice. For some Native American people during 
talking circles, it is believed the person holding the eagle feather or talisman cannot tell a lie.

INTRODUCTION

This chapter presents the results of a critical review of the scholarship surrounding Native American 
circle practices. This chapter presents results of the review and discusses the existing literature on talking 
circles as they relate to Native American people. This critical review first examines the philosophical 
underpinnings behind the similar practices of restorative justice, circles, circle practices, and talking 
circles. Second, this review explores the explanation of conducting talking circles. Third, this critical 
review examines the actual practice of talking circles present in literature. The chapter is organized by 
topic to explore the decolonizing ideologies of talking circles, the Truth and Reconciliation Commission 
in Canada, the topic of indigenous law versus public policy, protocol for talking circles, discussion of 
the burden basket, the theme of vulnerability in circles, the oral tradition aspect of circle practices, and 
an in depth review of a seminal talking circle workshop. This chapter discusses the importance of talk-
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ing circles for Native American people, as well as the multicultural use of talking circles. The literature 
surrounding appropriation is also considered.

This review synthesizes and critiques the scholarship, including journal articles, books, films, and 
interviews, for oral traditions as a valid form of history and knowledge to the Native American community 
(Vansina, 1985). The chapter also incorporates knowledge from elders, leaders in my Tribal Nation of the 
Oneida, and family. Family is incorporated because passing down of information between generations 
is seen as a valid way of transmitting traditional knowledge, also known as the decolonizing practices 
of testimony, storytelling, reframing, restoring, remembering, revitalizing, regenerating, discovering the 
beauty of our knowledge, and sharing. Furthermore, learning about the stories and indigenous values 
help families restore their sense of stability (Native American Rights Fund, 2016). These decolonizing 
practices are used intentionally in this literature review through indigenizing processes (Smith, 2012) to 
claim what is predominantly a Euro-American paradigm when viewing indigenous peoples. The purpose 
of this chapter is to shed light on circle practices and to critique existing literature.

BACKGROUND

As a clarification, the term Native American will be used interchangeably with American Indian, Indian, 
Indigenous, Aboriginal, First Nations, and native, depending on how researchers in the literature used 
it. The following are monikers for groups of indigenous people discussed as generally, in academia, 
the terms Native Americans, American Indian, and Indian refer to people who traditionally, and to this 
day, occupy North America, referred to as Turtle Island by Native American people (Jervis et al., 2006; 
Johnston-Goodstar & VeLure Roholt, 2017; Lyons, 1992). In Canada, First Nations people is the term 
used to describe their original inhabitants (Quinn, 2007). In Australia, the term for their indigenous 
inhabitants is Aboriginal people (Atkinson, 2002). In New Zealand, the original inhabitants are referred 
to as Maori (Pihama et al., 2017).

Although it is not standard practice to include a statement of positionality in a literature review, it 
is my understanding through academics such as Rupert Ross (1996), it is connected and interrelated. 
Particularly as it pertains to my critiques of literature, I would be remiss if I did not mention my own 
ethnic identity as an Oneida researcher. This is important to note because my paradigm as an Oneida 
indigenous researcher is influenced by (a) my ontology, my view of reality; (b) my epistemology, how 
I think about this reality; (c) my axiology, my morals and ethics; and (d) my methodology, how I go 
about gaining more knowledge about reality (Wilson, 2008). Research is also seen as ceremony for some 
indigenous researchers. Shaun Wilson of the Cree Nation puts it best when he states,

Something that has become apparent to me is that for indigenous people, research is a ceremony. In our 
cultures an integral part of any ceremony is setting the stage properly. When ceremonies take place, 
everyone who is participating needs to be ready to step beyond the everyday and to accept a raised state 
of consciousness. You could say that the specific rituals that make up the ceremony are designed to get 
the participants into a state of mind that will allow for the extraordinary to take place. As one Elder 
explained it to me: if it is possible to get every single person in a room thinking about the exact thing 
for only two seconds, then a miracle will happen. It is fitting that we view research in the same way- as 
a means of raising our consciousness. (Wilson, 2008, p. 69) 
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It is with this perspective of research as ceremony this literature review is assembled, synthesized, 
and critiqued.

Philosophical Underpinnings of Circle Practices

This literature review will now explore the philosophical underpinnings of circle practices, one of which 
is restorative justice. Restorative Justice is a practice which seeks to bring about reconciliation and heal-
ing for both the abused and the abuser. Restorative justice also is a key concept when thinking of an 
indigenous person seeking reconciliation and a connection to their land, self and spirit.

Restorative Justice

In understanding circle practices, it is important to understand the philosophy of other similar practices, 
such as restorative practices (Sered, 2019). Sered thoroughly described the current criminal justice in 
America, why it is failing the United States, and why reconciliation is key as a nation and individually. 
Sered was fair in logic, assessment, and rationale. This author dealt with themes and philosophy at the 
foundation of restorative justice and the need for reconciliation societally and as human beings.

Sered (2019) made a critical point and lay a philosophical foundation for restorative justice, specifi-
cally, circle practices. The literature noted, by sending people to prison, the criminal justice system robs 
the accused of taking responsibility for their actions. This theme of prison robbing the accused, their 
accuser, and those in social connections with all parties of proper healing is common (Sered, 2019). This 
point initially causes a visceral reaction; the idea seemed like an overstatement, and surely, the prison 
set up could not be effective. However, Sered provided clear evidence for the importance of community 
connection leading to ideal healing for all parties.

In addition, Sered (2019) articulated prisons fail to offer healing and rob people of taking account-
ability and not being effective. The criticism here was a blanket statement seemed inaccurate, and I 
initially thought this could not possibly be true. However, through statistics, facts, anecdotes, and in-
terviews, Sered (2019) made a strong case for reconciliation through genuine conversations in a circle, 
as opposed to defendants taught to plead not guilty or no-contest. Sered (2019) made a shocking and 
unsettling point when she stated a grand narrative that jail helps our society or gives people closure not 
based on data or facts. Again, this statement seemed like it could not be possible. I thought to myself as 
a researcher, how could this possibly be true. In my graduate program, I perceived our prison system as 
based on data, analytics, and facts, and could not be a failure. I realized I was going through the stages of 
loss in dealing with the failure of our current prison system, starting with denial, then anger, bargaining 
in trying to negotiate the facts, depression, and then anger. However, Sered makes a strong case using 
data, analytics, and facts to make a case for restorative justice through circle practices.

Furthermore, accountability plays a major role in the healing process. By “doing sorry,” as Sered 
described, in other words putting into action the process of being sorry and seeking reconciliation, 
people can heal so they do not pass on this pain to others. I think Sered makes a valid point here, and 
while seeming poetic, the statement is also a valid claim. I do concur with the author; there is a dignified 
nature of accountability for all parties in a restorative justice healing process.

A particularly powerful point Sered (2019) made was regarding the origins of restorative justice 
and circle practice. This framework is important for better understanding the framework of restorative 
justice and how it relates to circle practices by the shared origins in indigenous practices. The author 
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notes restorative justice was used primarily by Plains Indians, the Maori in New Zealand, and a variety 
of African communities. The point brought up is one of cultural appropriation. Taking and appropri-
ating an indigenous culture has many sides of the argument to consider. For example, an indigenous 
researcher may perceive academic uses of restorative practice by nonindigenous people as a compliment 
to indigenous philosophy and genuine recognition of the value of indigenous culture by colonist culture. 
However, a different indigenous researcher sees the use of restorative justice circles by nonindigenous 
people as being more of culture vultures and taking culture applicable to them and ignoring a brutal 
history of abuse, oppression, and genocide. There could further be an indigenous researcher who is a 
mix of somewhere in between these polar responses, or they may perceive the circumstance completely 
different. The point Sered (2019) made that transcends ethnicity and deals in the spiritual was an insight-
ful quote where she describes how your mother’s dreams for you are like my mother’s dream for me.

Sered’s (2019) final point concerned the indigenous roots of restorative justice of central significance 
for circle practices. Sered shared a story of an indigenous person learning the roots of restorative justice 
are of their culture. Sered stated restorative justice was from traditions of indigenous peoples’ own an-
cestors and culture. This point also recognizes the author’s approach and respect toward the origin’s and 
roots of restorative justice, which are also the origins of circle practices. Also, the themes of partnership, 
collaboration, and interrelatedness are of great importance in circle practices. The points made by the 
researcher are backed by examples and cited with supportive case study examples.

Desmond Tutu on Philosophical Underpinnings of Restorative Justice

In the philosophical underpinnings of restorative justice, Desmond Tutu is another leader in the field 
with immense amounts of knowledge. In a presentation, Desmond Tutu noted how we need each other 
to know how to be human (University of California Television, n.d.). This point was insightful. Tutu ar-
ticulated how he did not know how to walk, talk, think, or just be human if it were not for other humans. 
This assertion is one I have not heard articulated elsewhere and it rings true as a reader. The informa-
tion seems as simple as it is profound. Tutu further details philosophical underpinnings of restorative 
justice by stating there are no isolated humans (University of California Television, n.d.). This is another 
point not articulated in the Western description of living. Tutu re-emphasizes a common theme in the 
literature about gifts (Ross, 1996). Tutu teaches God made us with our gifts and weaknesses so we could 
complement one another (University of California Television, n.d.). This point again bolsters the idea 
of community and circles. The Oneida Opening Prayer includes a refrain saying, “Let’s put our minds 
together, so be it in our minds,” and this perspective of Tutu seems to align with indigenous philosophy 
of North America, otherwise known by indigenous people as Turtle Island. A point for healing aligns 
with Ross, Pranis, Boyes-Watkins, and Tutu: There is no truth without forgiveness and no future without 
forgiveness. Without forgiveness, Tutu logically articulates people would in a sort of reprisal of revenge, 
followed by the opposing party with a counter reprisal and so on for infinity (University of California 
Television, n.d.). Certainly, it brought to mind the adage of “an eye for an eye makes the whole world 
blind,” and the message seems logically sensible. Lastly, in terms of philosophical underpinnings of 
restorative justice from Desmond Tutu, he reminded people we are not chickens; however, we are eagles, 
and we are meant to fly. It is remarkable Desmond TuTu would choose the analogy of the eagle, as the 
eagle has great symbolism and importance spiritually for indigenous people. It is believed to be the 
bird flying above all other birds and is the liaison to the spirit world. The story TuTu chose to share is 
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powerful as the story allowed the listener to ascribe the meaning as they interpret the story, while also 
understanding our place in the world.

NATIVE AMERICAN CIRCLE PRACTICES: A REVIEW

In academia, the literature and in practice, talking circles, circle practices, Circles, and restorative justice 
have a similar structure. However, where the practices delineate is in their origins and how they are used 
today. Circle practices, which are the focus of this circle, focus primarily on the Native Americans of North 
America practices. This paper will go further into detail in academic journals, testimony from elders, 
and resources via online videos which fill in the picture with more detail, the simple as it is elaborate use 
of circle practices. To understand circle practices, it is still paramount to gain an understanding of other 
practices such as restorative justice, Circles and talking circles. The core is the same for these different 
practices; however, they slightly differentiate for their uses. For example, authors describe restorative 
justice and Circles to be used in criminal justice settings to restore healing (Boyes-Watson et al., 2015; 
Pranis et al., 2003; Sered, 2019), there are specific Circles for very specific situations such as educa-
tion, family counseling, sexual abuse to name a few (Boyes-Watson et al., 2015). Circle practices focus 
on the indigenous roots of the circle (Boyes-Watson et al., 2015, Ross 1996) with certain protocols or 
guidelines culturally appropriate to indigenous people such as use of smudging by burning of sage and 
other such details this literature review will go more in depth with later in this paper.

Also, recognition of indigenous people and knowledge to the origins of the practice is a common 
theme throughout the literature (Pranis et al., 2003). The Yukon and northern Canada region is seen as 
a place where First Nations Tribes contributed a great deal of knowledge and key components of Circles 
(Pranis et al., 2003; Ross, 1996). Different author’s confirmation of the First Nations people’s contribu-
tion certainly adds to academic validity.

Circle Practices

A key theme is conflicts are a part of life. This is a fundamental truth in my own understanding of the 
universe. Authors then go on to note people should use circles to communicate. Different authors have 
outlined every minor detail as it pertains to holding a circle for different occasions. Circle practices deal 
with a Native American spiritual focus; however certain authors such as Pranis note the circle can be 
amended to fit really whatever situation you feel conflict and communication pertain to. Literature points 
out a near universal application of circle practices (Pranis et al., 2003). Circle practices have a positive 
nature to them, are constructive in building one another up, and are designed for healing (Pranis et al., 
2003). The community aspect of Circle practices is important in communities taking back the narrative 
of what is occurring in their communities (Nicolaidis & Raymaker, 2015). I concur with the literature 
that circle practices can be healing and applied to most situations. An interesting point in the literature 
is the distinction between act and individual (Pranis et al., 2003; Ross; 1996). This is a reminder I feel 
is often lost in the Western perspective.

Ross (1996) points out in an interview, often times, community dysfunction in indigenous communities 
can be a result of colonization and trauma. This point certainly holds relevance in the topic of inherited 
Post Traumatic Stress Disorder. While not all problems for indigenous peoples can be transcribed to 
colonists as wars existed between tribes before colonization, many community problems now can be 
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logically ascribed to a desecration of culture by western society and a disconnection from indigenous 
people’s traditional ways.

Interconnectedness

In relation to Ross’s explanation on the reverse hierarchy of beings for indigenous people, Pranis, Stuart 
and Wedge (2003) also concur with this perception. I agree with the way both of these researchers went 
about acquiring this knowledge, as they did so through the use of elders. In an indigenous, decolonizing 
framework, this is the correct and appropriate protocol for knowing what is right in a certain culture. For 
example, take my critiques of this paper: In an indigenous paradigm, a 30-year old with no children would 
not be considered an elder who is to ascribe how to live or think. For the sake of academia, I continue 
to walk with a moccasin on one foot and a tennis shoe on the other to navigate the academic terrain and 
its criticisms. Pranis, Stuart, and Wedge (2003) describe an elder who says “take the horn toad, if you 
think you are better than them, you will never hear their voice/cry, even if you sit forever in the sun,” 
which to me gives perspective on the importance of the theme of interrelatedness and interconnectedness.

A theme of the literature surrounding circle practices is we are profoundly interconnected (TheDRCA2, 
2015). In a training video to Washtenaw County Trial Court and the Dispute Resolution Center on April 
22, 2015, Pranis discussed how in the principle of physics, all things are related, and how a principle in 
physics of the butterfly effect which reveals a butterfly flapping its wings in Brazil will have effects felt 
in weather in China (TheDRCA2, 2015).

Ross (1996) makes a profound paradigm shifting point in both his book and in a video, where he 
states the different hierarchies of being for both indigenous culture and colonist culture. Ross recognizes 
in western culture, the hierarchy is humans on top, followed by animals, then the plants and trees, and 
lastly the Earth. Ross contends indigenous peoples would assert mother earth is on the top of the hierar-
chy, for without her we would not be standing on anything. Ross then states the indigenous perspective 
would then rank plants and trees as second most important, for they are the medicine with which we 
gain life. Ross states over 70% of western medicine has the root of their medicine from an indigenous 
plant or organism as well (Hazen, 2012; heartspeak, 2013; Ross, 1996).

While there are countless numbers of stories that could be recounted of Ross on exploring the indig-
enous philosophy behind circle practices and his work with victims and families of sexual abuse at Hol-
low Water community in Manitoba, Ross really nails the key difference between western and indigenous 
culture, which are relationship of things versus characteristic of things and connection versus disconnec-
tion. Ross’s explanation makes a great deal of sense to myself as a researcher, as I certainly recall being 
taught the characteristic of things in school growing up as opposed to the relationship between things. 
In my indigenous education, I have found things to frequently be described in their relation to others. 
For example, when I introduce myself as an Oneida person, the proper protocol is to explain my tribe in 
relation to its geographic space, then followed by your families’ clan, and then lastly your name. This 
is done purposefully, as all these things are related and build off of one another. In example, the land is 
where the tribe comes from in their Creation story, the clan tells a story of the family’s place in history 
and the community and putting yourself last is reflective of the thinking in those communal systems.

In terms of connection versus disconnection, Ross articulates thing strongly in his text when he de-
scribes the example of certain Aboriginal people talking to rocks. This rings true in my own indigenous 
culture, as my people the of the Oneida translate to “People of the Standing Stone” where it is believed a 
large stone came to our aid in a time of need. The point Ross makes is in a certain indigenous society’s, if 
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a person is not talking to rocks, then there believes to be a problem with them because they are believed 
to be disconnected. However, Ross points out if in a settler society someone decided to talk to rocks, 
they in turn would be deemed mentally unstable or believed by western medicine there is a problem with 
him. This paradoxical schism Ross points out between western society beliefs and Aboriginal beliefs 
is incredibly helpful in naming the divide to therefore recognize ways to better understand one another. 
I believe this rings true a great deal in my navigation and understanding of academia in juxtaposition 
with my indigenous lifestyle and education. A supporting example of this would be the concept of time. 
For many Native American people, time is believed to be a cyclical while Western society view time in 
a linear Gregorian calendar. All of the above mentioned points relate to circle practices in recognizing 
the spiritual intention behind different practices (Batley, 2004; Bender & Armour, 2007; Blue & Blue, 
2001; Boyes-Watson, 2005; Hadley, 2001; Hazen, 2012; heartspeak, 2013; Huculak, 2001; King, 1997; 
Mackey, 2000; Melton, 1995; Meyer, 2002).

A seminal point made by Ross is concerning one of the layered meanings of the sacred medicine 
wheel (Bopp & Bopp, 1989; Coyhis, 2012; Lavallee, 2007; McGabe, 2008; Ross, 1996) which deals with 
the four colors of the people of the world. This is sacred knowledge and information that I was told by 
my great uncles on the Oneida Reservation when I was a teenager (F. Cornelius, in personal interview, 
July 6th, 2010; H. Cornelius, in personal interview, July 6th, 2010). Although, credit to Ross here as I 
had never had the concept explained to me in such detail. The teaching comes from two different tribal 
groups, being the Cree and Ojibway. These two different cultural groups having the same teaching also 
seems to speak to the spiritual nature of circle practices (Batley, 2004; Bender & Armour, 2007; Blue & 
Blue, 2001; Boyes-Watson, 2005; Hadley, 2001; Hazen, 2012; heartspeak, 2013; Huculak, 2001; King, 
1997; Mackey, 2000; Melton, 1995; Meyer, 2002), of perhaps some original truth or original teachings 
across cultures.

This specific teaching of the sacred medicine wheel is concerning the four different colors of peoples 
on mother earth, being the black, red, yellow and white-skinned people (Bopp & Bopp, 1989; Ross, 
1996). The central point Ross relays here is the four-color groups did not all start at the same time (Ross, 
1996). The people of color were thought to be the oldest and were gifted with the “power of sound in 
Creation.” An example is cited of the Aboriginal people of Australia who are thought to have sung into 
existence what we in a western sense see as the physical landscape. For the people of red-colored skin 
in what is known as North America by westerners today, these people were given a deep understanding 
of the relationship between the four orders of the universe. Next came the people of the yellow-colored 
skin, and they are believed to be gifted an understanding of “the human mind and body” (Ross, 1996, 
p. 287). Lastly in the teachings of the four colors comes the white-skinned brothers and sisters. These 
people are thanked by indigenous elders for their gift of the English language, which acts as a bridge for 
different cultures to better understand one another. As Ross points out, the gift of the English language 
allows different tribes to learn from one another, “so the Blackfoot could learn from the Mi’kmaq, the 
Cree from the Navajo, and so on” (Ross, 1996, p. 287). The articulation of the colors being associated 
with the groups of people was something I was taught by my Great Uncle Frank Cornelius (F. Corne-
lius, in personal interview, July 6th, 2010), however the origins associated with the regions is a teaching 
new to me, however, rings true in validity in terms of my indigenous understanding of the universe. 
The methodology used by the researcher is equally sound, in listening to the teachings of elders from 
indigenous tribal nations. Native American people across all tribes would consider this form of validity 
to be the ideal standard.
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The Sacred Tree is a book referred and cited across texts for the author’s insight into indigenous phi-
losophy and spirituality (Pranis et al., 2003; Ross, 1996). Written with knowledge of approximately 30 
elders across Turtle Island, it is written with the combined sacred knowledge of elders across different 
tribes. The teachings in the book are all teachings that speak to events and spiritual experiences in my 
own life, often unexplainable. The authors articulate deeply profound spiritual ideas in simple terms. 
The 12 teachings of The Sacred Tree (p. 290-292) are:

1.  Wholeness.
2.  Change.
3.  Change occurs in cycles or patterns.
4.  The seen and the unseen.
5.  Human beings are spiritual as well as physical.
6.  Human beings can always acquire new gifts, but they must struggle to do so.
7.  There are four dimensions of ‘true learning.’
8.  Spiritual dimension has four related capacities.

9.Human beings must be active participants in the unfolding of their own potentialities.
10.  The doorway of the will (volition) must be passed through if someone wishes to become 

more or different than they are now.
11.  Anyone who sets out will be aided.
12.  The only source of failure on a journey will be the traveler’s own failure to follow the 

teachings of The Sacred Tree.

These twelve points were originally printed in 1984, and speak completely true to me on a mental, 
emotional and spiritual level. There is a theme in the literature there will always be another chance (The-
DRCA2, 2015) and the path has unlimited patience for those who are willing (Ross, 1996). I believe it is 
for good reason the book of The Sacred Tree is cited from various researchers surrounding circle practices.

Decolonizing Ideology Aspect of Talking Circles

Furthermore, concerning the philosophical underpinnings of talking circles and circle practices is the 
notion of decolonizing ideologies (Smith, 2013). Linda Tuhiwai Smith lays out 25 foundational ideas 
of decolonizing ideologies (Smith, 2013, p. 144-162) that overlap with many of the same ideologies of 
circle practices, whether named or unnamed in previous literature, used by practitioners today. Listed 
in no particular order of significance, the 25 foundational and seminal projects of decolonization are 
(Smith, 2013, p. 144-162):

1.  Claiming.
2.  Testimonies.
3.  Storytelling.
4.  Celebrating Survival- Survivance.
5.  Remembering.
6.  Indigenizing and indigenist processes.
7.  Intervening.
8.  Revitalizing and regenerating.
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9.Connecting.
10.  Reading.
11.  Writing and Theory Making.
12.  Representing.
13.  Gendering.
14.  Envisioning.
15.  Reframing.
16.  Restoring.
17.  Returning.
18.  Democratizing and indigenist governance.
19.  Networking.
20.  Naming.
21.  Protecting.
22.  Creating.
23.  Negotiating.
24.  Discovering the beauty of our knowledge.
25.  Sharing.

All of the aforementioned listed projects of decolonization have the ability to relate in some way to 
circle practices. While items number ten and eleven of reading, writing, and theory respectively may 
not be in the physical circle process, they are being used in the articulation of this literature review as 
an enactment of those projects.

Truth and Reconciliation Commission

The Truth and Reconciliation Commission in Canada is not an academic journal; however, it is a public 
policy report offering insight into the practice of carrying out reconciliation in Canada. Although con-
sidered “messy” or uncomfortable by some going through the process, this report offers a comprehen-
sive perspective into the practice of carrying out truth and reconciliation. One of the key points in the 
report is the admittance of responsibility by the Canadian government of the wrongdoing done toward 
the First Nations people.

Indigenous Law versus Public Policy

Restorative justice has been used throughout legal traditions in Canada as well (Horn, 2016; Ross, 1996). 
The use of indigenous traditions in first nations communities has brought healing to a great many deal 
of people. Use of restorative justice is a common practice in tradition with the Canadian First Nations 
people and with other Canadian residents in the region (Ross, 1996).

Horn recognizes across almost all First Nations’ use of restorative justice there is “promoting com-
munity healing, reconciliation, and the reintegration of the offender” (Horn, 2016). This report is more 
than fair in its recognition of different laws and declarations, such as the United Nations Declaration on 
the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (Horn, 2016). The researcher concludes with a point of indigenous 
groups now learning from the practice of restorative justice, which is fitting in a cyclical nature of life. 
This would stand to reason as Native Americans do believe a great deal in circles and the power of con-
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nection and interrelatedness (Horn, 2016; Ross, 1996). Horn’s (2016) research appropriately identifies 
legislation on a world scale and nationally for Canada which connect the philosophies of indigenous 
legal traditions with the concepts of restorative justice.

Literature of Protocol for Talking Circles

Different authors describe defining guidelines and protocols of circle practices (Boyes-Watson et al., 
2015). This includes introduction of the talking piece and other terms used in the circle . Kay Pranis 
does a particularly effective job across books and film in pointing out the logistics of holding a circle. 
What I admire about Pranis’ practices are her continuous recognition of doing what works best for the 
researcher, or the “keeper of the circle.” Pranis makes a methodical science out of what could potentially 
be perceived by others as an elusive art. Pranis tracks logistically and efficiently how to “as keeper of 
the circle” work on the self, through various reflective practice which include mediation, walks, and 
music. I have found as a practitioner of circle practices, this makes a great deal of difference for how an 
individual enters a space (Pranis et al., 2003). It is repeatedly pointed out by Pranis sometimes the keeper 
of the circle goes first or last, depending on the situation. Often times it is believed by researchers going 
first is important when the keeper of the circle wishes to set the tone for being vulnerable in the circle. 
I also believe this to be an effective practice through my own lived experiences, in being vulnerable so 
others may do the same. Pranis wisely argues the keeper of the circle is the last to speak when bringing 
together differing opinions (Pranis et al., 2003). This makes sense to myself, and I have heard this same 
notion across cultures, and even from a speech by Simon Sinek titled “Leaders Eat Last.” I concur with 
Pranis in speaking last when bridging different opinions as others can be easily influenced by the leader 
or simply say what they think the leader wants to hear. I believe this is one of the strengths of circle 
practices, there is no one correct answer or response, it is simply the truth.

Granillo et al. (2010) listed the protocol of talking circles in an effective manner: efficient and en-
compassing of a grand idea in a short amount of text and are as follows:

Traditional native American Talking Circles are commonly composed of 5–10 participants who sit 
shoulder to shoulder in a circle facing one another. A facilitator opens a session with a traditional 
story and health topic, and then the floor is opened to the participants for discussion. Each member is 
typically afforded the opportunity to share information, ideas, and stories without fear or challenge of 
interruption by other members. The process is initiated by the facilitator and typically a stick, arrow, 
feather, rock, or other talisman is passed around the circle. The participant who wishes to talk holds 
the talisman and when finished, he or she passes it on. The sharing of information among participants 
is in a supportive, comforting environment. 

The basic structure here really seems to be a foundation for many circle practices evolving from 
this design. While the above description of talking circles is intriguing, the authors go in further detail 
of description in a way I had never had the gift of reading or hearing before while describing a talking 
circle and is description of an Apache talking circle. The details of the talking circle are nearly similar 
to other descriptions of talking circles, with slight differences in the words to describe items or protocol. 
The author’s describe the talking circle with Apache roots as (Granillo et al., 2010):
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the following is a comprehensive list of talking circle elements: (1) exploring points of difference or 
difficulty balanced by protocols of listening and respect for varied viewpoints, (2) space is provided for 
productive possibilities rather than criticism and confrontation, (3) burden basket, (‘‘an Apache ornately 
hand-woven basket typically hung outside door, where prior to entering one symbolically places their 
‘‘burdens’’ into the basket so concerns do not disrupt the harmony of home or place.’’) (4), [19] clear-
ing ritual which starts the talking circle, (5) closing ritual, were the talisman or talking stick is passed 
around to ensure nothing remains unsaid prior to closing. The structure for the talisman includes speaking 
honestly and being brief. When the participant receives the talisman, he/she should state a feeling word 
describing the secret, burden or issue being addressed and states how he or she can relate, while other 
group participants should listen attentively with respect. Group members may speak only when hold-
ing the talisman, questions and verbal exchanges may take place, but only by permission from whoever 
is holding the stick or talisman [20]. When anyone is asked a question, they may choose to answer or 
pass the talisman while other group participants should listen attentively with respect. Group members 
may speak only when holding the talisman, questions and verbal exchanges may take place, but only by 
permission from whoever is holding the stick or talisman [20]. When anyone is asked a question, they 
may choose to answer or pass the talisman. 

Another theme in the literature is circle process is about accessing collective wisdom (TheDRCA2, 
2015). The protocol of the group is the agreed upon guidelines by the participants. These guidelines 
are about setting some agreements concerning how we are going to treat one another The use of the 
talking piece is also critical, as whoever is holding the talking piece is the only allowed to speak. The 
keeper of circle is also a participant and they have the responsibility of opening and closing protocol 
(TheDRCA2, 2015).

Burden Basket in Talking Circles

A description of the burden basket was given in further detail by a group of researchers comprised of 
members of the Anishnabe Nation, the Eastern Band of Cherokee, as well as a colleague and ally (Wil-
bur et al., 2001):

One such structure and ritual was the use of a burden basket in the talking circles, adopted from its 
Apache heritage and tradition. A burden basket is an ornately handwoven basket of various sizes typi-
cally hung at the outside door or entrance to one’s home. Prior to entering their home or the homes 
of their friends and relatives, the Apache Indians symbolically placed their burdens into the basket so 
these concerns would not disrupt the harmony and balance of their homes and their interactions and 
relationships with family, friends, and loved ones (p. 372)

This teaching rings true with my personal experience, where I have heard the euphemism, “stuff your 
sorrys in a sack,” along with another common euphemism, “leave your troubles at the door.” These are 
reminiscent of the traditional practice of burden baskets.
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The Theme of Vulnerability in Circles

Building off of the theme of vulnerability in the circle of the circle keeper, authors have pointed out how 
honesty and courage allows others to be vulnerable and open up and have real communication (Pranis et 
al., 2013). The authors further state being honest has the ability to be transforming. This theme will be 
revisited later in the oral history critique. I would further agree with this point of honesty and courage 
through my own experiences. However, I would assert all groups are different, and there certainly has to 
be a great deal of buy in from the participants, which authors recognize as well. It is noted participants 
must want to be in the circle and be willing and able to speak. For example, if there was not buy in and 
trust built in a group and you as the circle keeper try to open up by being vulnerable in the circle, you 
may get some raised eyebrows or side glances to the people around the circle. On the other hand, Pranis 
(2013) and other authors make it explicitly clear the importance of starting the circle with rapport and 
trust building questions people feel comfortable answering.

The other side of the coin of opening up and being vulnerable is the ability to have the option to 
remain silent. The recording musician Aubrey Drake Graham has a song where he notes a “You know, 
a wise man once said nothing at all” (Graham, 2018). Pranis and other authors also make it exceedingly 
clear when introducing every type of talking circle it must be an ability of the participants to choose 
to pass when called upon. In a western mindset, this notion of not speaking would seem as though the 
person is not participating. However, from an indigenous mindset, choosing not to speak at that time 
is a valid response, and the momentarily silence holds room for emotions to build. The ability for an 
individual to listen as fervently as they speak (TheDRCA2, 2015) is a concept in western culture which 
is rarely acknowledged. Also, in the silence is also where there is mystery, unknown, and our connection 
to something greater than ourselves (Batley, 2004; Blue & Blue,2001; Bender & Armour, 2007; Boyes-
Watson, 2005; Mackey, 2000; Melton, 1995; Meyer, 2002; Hadley, 2001; Hazen, 2012; heartspeak, 
2013; Huculak, 2001; King, 1997).

Oral Tradition of Circle Practice Protocol

In interesting conversations with family members who have used talking circles on my families reserva-
tion in Oneida, Wisconsin, my grandmother, Eleanor Bailey, told me stories of people having talking 
circles in Oneida where the leader of the ceremony would bring an eagle feather or other sacred object. 
My grandmother said it was told by the leader of the ceremony whoever was holding the feather was 
unable to tell a lie (E. Bailey, personal communication, February 3, 2020). This critical information is 
valid in Indigenous knowledge as it deals with the transmission of information from an elder and from 
a family resource. The comment of the eagle feather and speaking the truth was a protocol I had never 
heard articulated; however, the notion of telling the truth in circle practices is a common theme in the 
literature. My grandmother’s teachings to me of the circle practices use of honesty aligns with other 
academics in the notion of being honest is transforming (Pranis et al., 2003). This triangulation of in-
formation creates a greater picture and depth of complexities within circle practices.

My cousin, Edi Cornelius-Grosskopf, also uses talking circles with approximately 12 to 14 other 
people (both native and non-native) at her book readings, and Edi said it was amazing the things you 
would hear when you really listen to others and allow them to speak (E. Cornelius-Grosskopf, personal 
communication, February 2, 2020). Edi described how Native and non-Native people would talk about 
abuse, trauma, addiction, among other troubling issues. Edi noted the greatest gift we can give to others 
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is the gift of empathy and how talking circles teach these principles. Edi also noted the descent into the 
figurative hole with someone else and seeing it through their eyes can help build and shape an empathic 
skillset that may benefit the participants for life (E. Cornelius-Grosskopf, personal communication, Feb-
ruary 2, 2020). Empathy in circles is an important theme in the literature. My cousin Edi’s perspective 
was eye opening to me, and again was articulated in a way I had not comprehended from the literature. I 
find the nuance of word choice and delivery in oral tradition adds extra meaning in my own understand-
ing of reality and leads to better understanding of these practices .

Seminal Talking Circle Workshop

A particularly thorough video is of a filmed workshop designed to give instruction on how to conduct 
a talking circle and explains why each step of the talking circle is taken. The keeper of the circle and 
facilitator of the workshop is Coyhis (2012) of the Mohican Nation and leader of the Wellbreity Move-
ment. The film, titled “Recovery is a process not an event,” begins with an explanation of the opening 
used as a reminder of interrelatedness. This specific workshop teaches of using an altar in the middle 
of the circle, and in the altar is a big red cloth, which represents our very big universe and all the circles 
and cycles moving in it such as solar systems, moons, and the four seasons. The circle keeper does a 
very clear job of explaining we are all a small part of something big and are all interrelated. The circle 
keeper of the workshop made an interesting point a person must not think the world revolves around 
them, for you must be able to see us all as interrelated things to enter the circle. When we sit in the circle, 
we recognize we are a small part of something big (Coyhis, 2012).

The workshop is notable for going into description on processes I had not seen explained in detail 
elsewhere. Another example of this is the description of the abalone shell which holds the sage in the 
middle of the altar, which is said to represent the womb of the earth. The keeper of the circle explains 
the shape of the shell attracts the heartbeat, the frequency of the Earth. The analogous example used by 
the keeper of the circle is how certain antennas are shaped like shells to attract certain frequencies. The 
heartbeat of Earth is where interconnectedness happens in the circle (Coyhis, 2012, 6:46). The keeper of 
the circle’s description is profound in these spiritual teachings and are not noted elsewhere. The descrip-
tions are in-line with other indigenous philosophies I have learned over the years.

Next the workshop film on conducting a talking circle does a thorough job in describing the use 
of the plant sage, and the plant’s traditional calming properties. The keeper of the circle explains the 
medicine of the sage is released when it is burned, similar to how some plant’s medicine is released in 
hot water such as a tea (Coyhis, 2012, 7:13). The circle keeper asks participants not to smudge wrong, 
first start with wafting the smudge smoke toward the heart area, and then up over our heads, “that con-
nects the greatest distance that the human being must travel in his whole life, 18 inches, from the head 
to the heart” (Coyhis, 2012, 7:55).

Another important point is of the eagle feather fan. The fan is further described in importance by the 
circle keeper of the workshop as he states the eagle feather fan is a reminder to be willing to switch views, 
such as from the view of the eagle (Coyhis, 2012). The facilitator recognizes sometimes we can have 
the perspective of a mouse when we are stressed, however our ability to switch perspectives will allow 
us to grow. Again, my critique here is nothing but positive support as it speaks to me on an emotional, 
mental and spiritual level (Coyhis, 2012).

The literature points out the smudge is then lit, the fan is put through the smoke on both sides, and 
then there is a counter-clockwise rotation of the smudge being fanned four times around in a circle, as 
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each circle shows respect for every color and direction. Then during the smudging, the circle keeper of 
this specific workshop let everyone know energy moves in a circle, not linearly, and participants must 
connect in a circle for the interrelatedness. The keeper of the circle makes a point all participants want 
to be at a place of interconnectedness with one another (Coyhis, 2012).

In addition, a principle of the circle is what you learn there, you leave it there. This is very interesting, 
particularly when trying to share information of participants, which would violate one of the proposed 
sacred protocol of the circle. Also, the keeper of the circle describes the circle gives first a gift of be-
longing, second a gift of trust, and then after this people have the ability to start sharing (Coyhis, 2012).

It is also pointed out anyone can lead a circle, and there is no degree required to run a circle (Coyhis, 
2012). This a valid point and an essential reminder for myself and others in this work of circle prac-
tices. The circle keeper is told to welcome everyone, and then someone would light either sage, cedar, 
or sweet grass. That is when the smudge happens. The facilitator then starts a subject. In this descrip-
tion, the facilitator is to set to the left of the eastern door. The explanation is crucial as it defines clear 
roles, guidelines, and protocols for how to properly conduct a talking circle while honoring indigenous 
philosophies and all peoples.

It is noted how the talking circle must go around completely once it has started. The leader of the 
workshop noted talking circles should not be timed. This aligns with my understanding of the indigenous 
concept of time. A different type of talking circle is noted in the literature where it can be timed, and 
the person who chooses to speak grabs the talking piece out the middle and puts it back in the middle 
when done, in no particular order.

Native American Importance of Talking Circles

Talking circles are a traditional native American practice with cultural significance to different Native 
American people (Arthur & Porter, 2019; Conant, 2020; Doria et al., 2020; Luna et al., 2020; Wallace, 
2019; Williams & Brant, 2019). In an extant study by Hodge (1996), 400 participants were involved 
in American Indian Women Talking Circles to address cervical cancer, it was determined Indigenous 
women were much more likely to respond positively to culturally sensitive information when delivered 
in a sensitive manner. This study was thorough in its methods of selecting eight different American In-
dian clinics randomly (Hodge, 1996). This step by the researcher ensures stronger validity of the study 
to gain a better representation of their population, which was reflective within the more recent literature 
for a greater theme of Native American importance on circles as a symbol and a framework for group 
communication (Colmant, 1999; Garrett et al., 2001; Tafoya & Kouris, 2003; Verbos et al., 2011).

An additional study by Winters (2014) found talking circles to be well received and can significantly 
improve in the training for Incident Command System. The study used talking circles as a delivery 
method, which was intended to be a culturally accepted way of communication. It focused on the oral 
tradition and storytelling aspect of talking circles, both common themes in the literature. A theme in 
the literature with talking circles is through storytelling, people build trust (Winters, 2014). Also, as 
reminded by Coyhis (2012), a guideline in the practice of talking circles is thinking circles are sacred.

Multicultural Use of Talking Circles

One example of a study examining the use of talking circles with nonindigenous participants was done 
in an alcohol and drug intervention program using six talking circles comprised of six to 10 people in 



146

A Critical Review of the Native American Tradition of Circle Practices
 

each group and was found to be an effective tool across cultures (Wilbur et al., 2001). The circle of a 
traditional Donelawega, in Cherokee translates to mean people coming together for a special purpose, 
otherwise referred to as Pow-Wows (Wilbur et al., 2001). This was conducted by predominantly Indig-
enous researchers to a predominantly nonindigenous population while keeping the indigenous philosophy 
of a talking circle, and the example would be the use of indigenous language in the opening and clos-
ing. It was enlightening as a researcher to view the positive impact of talking circles on nonindigenous 
populations with a sample of approximately 36 to 60 different researchers. A critique of the study is it 
could have been clearer in sample size, and while I recognize the authors were also imploring technique 
to preserve the confidentiality of the student participants, the sample size may have been clearer in the 
data; however, the principle for using talking circles was sound in the research. The authors noted the idea 
of talking circles for their study emerged from the Cherokee tradition of Donelawega, which is building 
community through the life of the circle (Wilbur et al., 2001). This study conducted valid research by 
incorporating traditional knowledge successfully in an academic format.

A Word About Cultural Appropriation

The literature of talking circles also touches on the concept of cultural appropriation. This was illustrated 
by the perspective of one particular respondent to the workshop video put on by Coyhis (2012), which 
stated, “omg what a crappy white kinda’ grasp for money.” This response leads me to perceive diverse 
Native American peoples have different reactions to the same media, as I was profoundly moved by the 
same information which someone else refused. The issue of cultural appropriation in talking circles is 
a complex one, and an issue of importance for myself as an Indigenous person, and other Indigenous 
people may likely have their own perspective on the issue.

While some works recognize Circle taking place any time people are in a certain mindset of com-
munity (Baldwin, 1994), I would argue this is part of the Native American tradition of Talking Circles; 
however, I do feel the protocol involved is sound when Native practices are employed, such as smudging 
and use of an eagle feather as a talking piece. These procedures are both of figurative importance and 
physical importance. Smudging is used as a spiritual shield and an eagle feather is believed to have sacred 
importance to indigenous people across North America. Such spiritual symbols within the practice can 
provide figurative constructs for the guidelines within the circle and sense of protection within the circle.

When Talking Circles Are Missing the Indigenous Philosophical Foundation

When talking circles are used without alignment to the community, the talking circle seems to yield 
completely different results, which is rejection by the participants. An example in the literature of par-
ticular interest was one where native respondents from different tribes gave candid responses on their 
perspective of a “Second Wind” program aimed at the cessation of smoking for Native American people 
through the use of talking circles. The responses were probably some of the most honest I have ever read 
in a research journal concerning a western practice trying to take the place of an indigenous one. One 
Native participant from this program spoke to this subject (Daley et al., 2006):

To culturalize the program to fit our Native American needs including incorporating a talking circle, 
incorporating a self-help group, phone lines, and one of the biggest things I see is that this is so sterile. 
It’s not culturally pleasing to me. Like with the 12 step program they incorporated the 12 steps in a medi-
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cine wheel and gave every step a significance to our cultural identity. This (the Second Wind brochure, 
on the other hand) is just another government issued pamphlet and we’ve been inundated with them. I 
mean they’re given to us all the time. ... They [Focus groups and programs] are always great starts and 
they mean well for us as Native people but the problem with that is when they’re not culturalized and 
we can’t relate to it then I lose interest as a Native person ... we have to tailor it to ... two things. That’s 
oral history ... remember that our history is oral so we’re just used to blowing off anything in writing, 
and secondly is visual, ... visual identity. Do you want to know what my opinion of it is? I think this 
gives lip service to Native Americans. I see nothing, other than the title, which is a catchy title. I see a 
design, other than that I don’t see anything mentioned of the talking circle. I see nothing adapted (to 
Natives). (p. 430)

Where I would critique the study is in the reception of results. While the researchers (Daley et al, 
2006) chose to list the participants’ own words as a form of in vivo coding of data, the commentary on 
the results still did not seem to comprehend the point of cultural understanding and cultural differences 
the participant discussed. Stating the use of a talking circle without any of the cultural, philosophical, or 
spiritual connections to the practice is an example of cultural appropriation with talking circles. Cultural 
appropriation has the ability to occur with talking circles or traditional indigenous practices when not 
done with the help, consultation and insight of indigenous people themselves. However, the research by 
Daly and their colleagues in 2006 does close by inviting the input of all Native American researchers, 
which is a step in the right direction for validity and for future research to build upon.

CONCLUSION

Talking circles, circle practices and restorative justice have an importance to Native American people 
as well as lessons for all people. Circle practices are an indigenous process which encompass different 
decolonizing ideologies. This literature review initially examined the philosophical underpinnings be-
hind similar practices of restorative justice, circles, circle practices, and talking circles. Thereafter, this 
literature review explored the explanation of protocol and guidelines for talking circles in the literature. 
Then, this literature review examined the actual implementation and use of talking circles present in 
literature. This literature review synthesized and critiqued a combination of different journal articles, 
books, films, and interviews. There are instances of this literature review also focused on the conversa-
tion of cultural appropriation.

A piece of literature I want to close with for this literature review was rearticulated by Kay Pranis and 
was originally written by Edwin Markham through a poem called “Outwitted.” The poem encompasses 
the philosophy behind circle practices. The poem is of special importance to me because I was first 
introduced to this poem as a freshman in my undergraduate, and it played a pivotal role in my upbring-
ing and view of the world. It is truly serendipitous this poem would come back into my life through my 
research on circle practices. While the piece of literature is not from an indigenous piece of wisdom, it 
is articulated eloquently through the gift of language from our white brothers and sisters in the English 
language. It goes as follows: “He drew a circle that shut me out-/ Heretic, rebel, a thing to flout./ But 
love and I had the wit to win:/ We drew a circle and took him In!” (Pranis et al., 2003). Talking circles 
and circle practices when done correctly create a sense of interconnectedness with others spiritually 
through a traditional indigenous process.
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KEY TERMS AND DEFINITIONS

American Indian: A term commonly used to describe indigenous people who derive from the region 
which was inhabited before the United States of America (U.S.).

Burden Basket: Used in Apache style talking circles, this is a woven basket where individuals sym-
bolically place their burdens or concerns into so as to release them from oneself.

Circles: Another common term to refer to circle practices, talking circles, or restorative justice.
Communication: The mechanism by which individuals share meaning between one another.
Decolonizing Ideologies: Smith (2013) outlined 25 decolonizing ideologies for indigenous people 

to reclaim indigenous ways of thinking in academia and life.
Eagle Feather: In certain Native American traditions, the eagle is the bird above all other birds and 

is a liaison between creation and the spirit world. Eagle feathers are sometimes used as sacred talismans, 
or talking pieces, during talking circles, and protected by U.S. federal legislation.

Native American: A term used to describe Indigenous peoples who derive from the countries that 
comprise the North, South, and Central Americas, and commonly used to refer to those indigenous to 
the continental U.S.

Restorative Justice: A practice which seeks to bring about reconciliation and healing for both the 
abused and the abuser through a circle practice of communication.
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Spirituality: Difficult to describe in words, yet spirituality is often mystical, mysterious, and tied to 
a connection with the sacred space defined by the individual or culture.

Talisman: A sacred object which people use during a talking circle, and whomever holds the object 
has the right to talk while everyone else listens.

Talking Circles: A traditional Native American practice of communication which brings a group 
of people together in a circle and uses a talisman or other talking piece to distinguish who is speaking 
as everyone else listens.
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