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Review Essay 

Current Contributions to American Indian Biography: A Review 
Essay 

G. Edward Evans 
Marilyn Durkin 

Native Americans: 23 Indian Biographies. By Roger W. Axford. 
Indiana, PA: Halldin Publishing, 1980. 128 pp. pap. $4.50. 

Dictionary of Indians of North America. St. Clair Shores, MI: 
Scholarly Press, 1978. 3 vols ., $85.00. 

Great North American Indians: Profiles in Life and Leader
ship. By Frederick j. Dockstader. New York: Van Nostrand, 
Reinhold, 1977. 386 pp. $16.95. 

American Indian Leaders: Studies in Diversity. Edited by 
R. David Edmunds. Lincoln, NB: University of Nebraska Press, 
1980. 257 pp. pap. $5.95. 

The Third Woman: Minority Women Writers of the United 
States. By Dexter Fisher. Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1980. 594 
pp. pap. $9.50. 

G. Edward Evans is a professor in the Graduate School of Library and Informat ion 
Science, UCLA. He is a frequent contributor to the journa l and serves on the editoria l 
advisory board. Marilyn Durkin is a student in the Gradua te School of Libmry and 
Information Science, UCLA. 

47 



48 AMERICAN INDIAN CULTURE AND RESEARCH JOURNAL 

Yaqui Women: Contemporary Life Histories. By Jane Holden 
Kelley. Lincoln, NB: University of Nebraska Press, 1978. 265 
pp. $12.50. 

American Indian Intellectuals: 1976 Proceedings of the Amer
ican Ethnological Society. Edited by Margot Liberty. St. Paul, 
MN: West Publishing, 1978. 248 pp. pap. $12.95. 

Problems in American Indian Biography 

Locating biographical information is a lengthy and frustrating 
experience. Should one require reasonable accuracy and cur
rency, the search time will probably double. And once one has 
verified the accuracy and currency of information, he still may 
not know how complete it is. In those directories which are 
issued periodically and frequently revised, information is brief 
but genera lly up-to-date. Collections of essay- length profiles, 
however, are usually monographic works and seldom, if ever, 
revised. Retrospective works thus will not reflect current schol
arship while biographies of persons still living will a lways be 
partial, and current only as they are being written. The problem 
is compounded for subjects who are relatively unknown or 
rarely encountered in print. 

Other concerns of the biographer include the establi shment 
of criteria for inclusion; selection of persons to be included; 
identification, collection, and verification of personal data. The 
compi ler must decide on a format for each entry and the 
arrangement of the work. 

While such concerns and problems are common to all bio
graphical work, they are especially difficult when dealing with 
such ethnic groups as the American Indian. To date no bio
graphical guide has solved them satisfactori ly. Still other prob
lems are special, if not unique, to Indian biography. A major 
problem concerns the author's bias, however unintentional. 
More often than not he is not an Indian much less a member 
of the same tribe as the subject. There is, then, a great danger 
of misinterpreting the facts he has collected. 

Biographies of persons who died prior to 1900 are especially 
unreliable for a variety of reasons. Because of the lack of 
written languages, specific information on persons from the 
pre-Columbian period is virtually non-existent. The written 
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record begins with the advent of Indian-white relationships. 
While there are Spanish and colonial American documents 
which do contain references to particular individuals, they are 
buried in archives and manuscript collections and are often 
difficult to find. Such documents represent, at best, not an 
objective portrait of an individual but a reflection of the biog
rapher's experiellce of the Indian, and his own misconceptions 
and fears of an alien culture. As Indian-white contact increases 
in the 18th and 19th centuries we find a few attempts at true 
biography and a new set of problems. Most Europeans were 
indifferent to the Native American until he became a "problem," 
i.e., until he had something the white man wanted; Indians 
not conspicuously involved in the land conflict are mentioned 
rarely, women almost never. Early accounts of Indian chiefs 
and warriors are often little more than tall tales of legendary 
proportions- a filmmaker's dream perhaps, but of little value 
to the serious researcher. 

Even those works written by men who were sympathetic to 
their subjects reflect a good deal of cu ltural bias in their eva l
uations of their subjects' lives and activities. General ignorance 
of Indian cultures on ly increased the problems. Multiple names, 
for example, were common to many Indian groups-a fact 
poorly understood by the early biographers. Linguistic diffi
cu lties led Europeans to give European names to certain indi
vidua ls and thus the person's tribal name was lost. [n those 
instances where one's tribal name was not customari ly dis
closed to non-members, the most well-intentioned biographer 
could not record his subject'S name accurately. 

Scholars have traditionally turned to the ethnographic lit
erature to find what they believe would have been accurate and 
objective biographica l material on Native Americans. The last 
15 years have seen an increasing amount of criticism of such 
research and the charge of anthro-exp loitation has been widely 
applied to the anthropologica l work of the late 19th and early 
20th centuries. A number of the works reviewed here directly 
address this issue. The biographical researcher can expect to 
see more works of this nature and a blurring of the traditional 
distinctions between the biographer's art and the anthropolo
gist's "field work." 
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Evaluating Biographical Tools 

What criteria, then, should be used to evaluate a work about 
American Indians? The following are some general standards 
for biography, others are specific to works on Native Americans: 

1. How were biographees selected? While older works are 
more like ly to be biased toward white va lues, all works reflect 
the va lues of the time in which they are written. 

2. What specia l competence has the compi ler vis-a-vis 
American Indians? Is he qualified to interpret unpublished 
data, oral history, legends, etc.? 

3. Are selection criteria clearly stated and consistently 
applied? Are exceptions noted? 

4. What are the sources for the data? Are these sources doc
umented? To what extent did the compiler draw on unpub
lished material? 

5'. Is the material primarily factual or evaluative or both? 
6. What is the compi ler's bias in interpreting the material? 
7. Are bibliographies of related works included? 
8. Are illustrations included? Are they documented? 
9. How is the work organized? What indices, appendices, 

cross-references, etc., are included? 
10. Are both Indian and European or "white" names given? 

How are variant spellings handled? 
11. How current is the information? What newer data are 

ava il able? If this is planned as a serial publication, what is the 
revision schedule? 

These are rigorous standards and represent an ideal not 
often met. In the next section, we review seven of the more 
recent works of collective biography and measure them against 
these standards. 

Current Biographical Works 

Only those book-length works which were published in 1977 
or later, were intended for adults, and were readily available 
to us, are examined here. All are in-print. There is great vari
ation in the collections reviewed: Frederick Dockstader's Great 
North American Indians, by far the best reference work of the 
last few years and the one which meets our standards most 
exactly; a directory designed for the ready-reference co ll ection; 
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two subject-oriented stud ies o f Indian leaders; a collecti on of 
life-histories; and two works which dea l exclu sive ly with 
women- a welcome addition to a fie ld that traditiona lly hon
ored only male achievements. One of these, The Third Woman . . . , 
is the only one not solely concerned with Native America ns; 
it is included because it is both a fine source for biographies of 
Indian women and a good exa mple o f a lternative sources for 
the resea rcher- many works designed fo r ethnic s tudies pro
grams have useful biographica l materia l. 

The chronologica l and geographic scope o f the works va ri es 
grea tly. Biographees generally represent the United Sta tes; few 
Alas kan and Canadian individuals are represented. While the 
Dictionary of Indians of Nor th America includes a number of Aztec 
leaders, figures from Mexico are generally omitted. 

Reviews 

Native Americans: 23 Indian Biographies, by Roger W. Axford . 

According to the forward by Morris Uda ll, this work was 
w ritten " to offe r insights into na ti ve America n life by studying 
nati ve America n lives- the stories of 24 individuals and their 
ca ree rs in fi elds ra nging from art and a thletics to educa tion and 
engi nee ring." The subjects were chosen because they are 
ordinary people making extraordinary contributions. While 
there is some interesting and valuable information in the work, 
it suffers seriou sly fro m a lack of orga niza tion and poor editing. 
No unifying principals are o ffered by the author (except for the 
very brief forward mentioned above, the work is without any 
prefatory mate ria l, indexes or refe rences), nor a re any evident 
from an examination of the work itself. At least one profil e, 
that of Betsy Kellas, seems to be a draft from a secti on of a 
textbook for young people, while the last profile is a partia l 
transcript of an interview of the athle te Roxie Woods by the 
author. Most of the remaining ske tches are evidently from the 
subjects' responses to written questionnaires provided by the 
author. 
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The profiles are randomly arranged and uneven in length, 
style and kind of information given. Most of the individuals 
are still active and live in the Oklahoma area. Ten of the bio
graphees are women and a few individuals from Canada are 
included. Sketches include the subject's name, tribal affiliation, 
profeSSion, an undated photograph and responses to questions 
about himself and the community he represents. Occasional 
comments about the individual are also included. The work's 
only value lies in the material in which the biographees express 
in their own words their hopes and expectations for themselves 
and their people. 

Dr. Axford, Associate Professor of Adult Education at the 
University of Arizona, has spent his professional career in 
adult and continuing education. For two years he served as 
Dean of Bacone College in Oklahoma, then the only Indian 
college in the country. 

As the work stands, we do not recommend it, although a 
few researchers interested in traditional Indian lifestyles may 
find some sections useful. 

Dictionary of Indians of North America. 

This three volume set would be greatly overpriced even were 
it without so many serious faults. Carelessly edited, the work 
lacks any explanation of scope and arrangement of entries, 
evaluation methods and criteria for selection. Sources are not 
provided for any of the information given about the bio
graphees. Since the work has so many errors (e.g., missing 
pages, misspellings, typos of every variety) the lack of an index 
is especially frustrating. The alphabetical arrangement of the 
entries is frequently out of order; many portraits (e.g. , Quanah 
Parker) are included for which there is no corresponding biog
raphy. Sources for photos and drawings are not given. Draw
ings are included for many persons, photographs of whom are 
available readily. The title implies a greater geographic scope 
than we find in the work; few persons from Alaska or Canada 
are represented. Most of the subjects are from the United 
States. Aztec leaders are represented with surprisingly long 
profiles; a few persons from South or Central America are 
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included also. Again, we are given no basis for selection nor 
any source citations. A number of prominent persons are 
omitted without explanation: Daniel Bomberry, Charles Asa 
Brown, and Calvic Boy to name a few from the B section. On 
the other hand, the work is filled with 2 and 3 line entries such 
as "Harris, David Ada (Catawba) born in 1872 was also known 
as Toad and lived on the Catawba Reservation, South Carolina" 
(V. 1, p. 299), or "Guy, Annie (Chickasaw) was a mixed blood" 
(V. 1, p. 284). 

Information in the profiles varies greatly. Birth and death 
dates are often omitted; variant names and tribal affiliations are 
not handled satisfactorily. The editors show little knowledge 
of tribal structures. The longer entries tend to be reasonably 
accurate and current, comparing favorably to material in other 
biographic works. We should note the introductory essay by 
Marion Gridley on the problems of Indian biography. The 
essay is a reprint from the first volume (1974) of the Encyclopedia 
of indians of the Americas, also published by Scholarly Press. 
Indeed, this work seems to be a hasty compilation of material 
from that ill-fated enterprise. Despite the quantity of useful 
information in the set, we do not think it is worth the price, 
especially if one has access to Dockstader's excellent collection 
(see below), Klein's Reference Encyclopedia of the American indian, 
and any good history of North American Indians. 

Great North American Indians: Profiles in Life and Leader
ship, by Frederick J. Dockstader. 

Great North American Il1dians is a collection of biographies of 300 
native American leaders "from all regions and tribes, active 
between 1600 and 1977." Individuals included are clearly of 
Indian ancestry (defined as 1/s Indian blood) and are no longer 
living. Each profile emphasizes the significance of the indi
vidual to his own people and seeks to describe the historical 
context of the subject's life. The author's aim is to present a 
balanced collection, useful for general reference needs, which 
includes men and women from every field of endeavor. To this 
end, profiles of some well-known individuals such as Ger
onimo and Sitting Bull, about whom many book-length studies 



54 AMERICAN INDIA N CULTURE AND RESEA RCH JOU RNAL 

are ava ilable, are de liberately brief so that a la rge r number of 
lesser-known but more recent individuals might be included . 
O ther influential persons are omitted due tG a scarcity o f suf
ficient information or the " inflexible limita tions of space." 

Each profile provides birth and death da tes, often approxi
mate, and native names with variant spellings and Eng lish 
translations when appropriate. Tribal a ffili ati ons a re those 
"accepted by most scho la rs of Ind ian his tory, o r by the indi
viduals themselves a t some point in their ca reers." An unu sual 
amount of family materia l is de libera tely included as many of 
the subjects' spouses and children became famous in the ir own 
right. The profiles are full of other personal details a lso; the 
individual's public image is never allowed to overshadow his 
personal life and native culture. 

In his introduction, the author comments that the ske tches 
are " in no sense complete"; within each some deta il may be 
omitted but a ll basic informati on is included . The ex tensive 
bibliography will provide the inte rested student with furthe r 
reading. 

Portraits of many individuals are included; they are offered 
as reputed likenesses only. Along with these portraits are pho
tographs of Indian a rtifacts which would have been in use at 
the time the person was alive. 

The bibliography of approximately 500 works represents 
onl y those items which the author used in pre paring thi s work. 
Although no subject index is included , it is not necessa ry as 
the individuals included here a re indexed in three ways: 

1. The Index of Names includes aU those persons- Indians 
and non-Indians-who are mentioned in the text . Variant 
spellings and English translations are included in the alpha
betica l list and are cross-referenced to the main-entry form of 
the name. 

2. A Triba l Listing in which individuals are listed a lphabet
ica lly by tri be. 

3. A Chronology in which individuals a re listed by birth 
date. 

In an informative introductory essay the author di scusses at 
some length the problems connected with Indian biography, 
and provides a good critique of the available biographical lit
erature. He defines his research methods and materials and his 
criteria for inclusion. 
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Dr. Dockstade r, a n ou tsta nding Indian schola r, brings an 
impressive se t o f credentials to the work. Anthropologist, 
author, a rti st and educator, he has taught a t Columbia, Dart
mouth College and other institutions and has served as con
sulta nt to mu seums throughout North America. His trilogy on 
North American Indian art has been published in five lan
guages. From 1960 to 1975 he served as Director o f New York's 
Heye Founda ti on Museum of the America n India n. H e was 
Commissione r of the Indian Arts and Crafts Boa rd of the U. S. 
Department o f the Interior from 1955 to 1967. 

A prolific author, Dr. Dockstader writes with a s tyle and ca re 
in which sound scholarship and grea t readability are com
bined. The book itself is well-designed and printed. Published 
in a large format, it bea rs the appealing price of $16.95. Great 
North A mericflI I indians is a va luable work fo r every refe rence 
collecti on. 

American Indian Leaders: Studies in Diversity, by R. David 
Edmunds 

An exce llent co llection of 12 essay- length biographies, thi s 
work emphasizes leadership and the role of Indian leaders in 
Indian-white re lations. Information about the edito r and ten 
contributo rs, hi storians from various U.S . unive rsities, is give n 
at the end of the work . Edmunds' 14 page introducti on, itself 
a va luable essay on Indian social and political structure, defines 
the criteria for selection (Indian leaders who exercised " lead
ership within the realm of Indian-white relationships." ) and 
briefl y summarizes the attitudes and achievement of each of 
the biogra phees . 

Individuals a re included from 11 diffe rent tribes. The biog
raphies are a rranged chronologica lly and range from O ld Briton, 
Joseph Brant a nd Alexa nder McGillivray, a ll acti ve in the 17th 
Century, to the contemporary Nava jo leader, Pe ter Mac
Donald. Red Bird, John Ross, Satanta, Washakie, Sitting Bull 
and Q uanah Parker represent 19th Century Indian leaders. 
Dennis Bushyhead and Carlos Montezuma, both 20th Century 
figures, complete the list. 
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Women are not included in the work, nor are those leaders 
(e.g., religious leaders) whose influence did not extend beyond 
the tribe. The comprehensive biographies include relevant 
dates, family and tribal information, full accounts of the indi
vidual's activities and background information on tribal culture 
and politics. The individual's life is defined in terms of the 
dominant white situation. Emphasis is placed on the subject's 
emergence as a leader and on his degree of resistance to or 
cooperation with white culture. 

Eight pages of photographs are included; an especially nice 
feature is the regional map accompanying each essay. Sources 
are documented and suggestions for further reading are given 
in the notes following each essay. Research methods seem to 
be generally thorough and scholarly; the lives of these often 
controversial men are presented with balance and objectivity. 
There are, however, some problems. For example, birth dates 
for Quanah Parker not only differ within the work, but differ 
by 7 years from the commonly used date of 1845. In other 
instances, significant details are left out, e.g., Iverson's profile 
of Carlos Montezuma fails to mention his first marriage, a 
detail that is mentioned in Dockstader's work. Such errors and 
omissions, while not significantly detracting from the generally 
high quality of the work, do point out the difficulties of Indian 
biography: primary sources which are scattered and scarce. 
The work is valuable for the amount of primary source mate
rial, some of it newly discovered, used in the profiles. 

R. David Edmunds is Associate Professor of History at Texas 
Christian University. He is author of the 1976 history of the 
Otoe-Missouria people and the 1978 history of the Potawa
tomis, for which he won the 1978 Francis Parkman Prize. He 
is currently working on a biography of the Shawnee Prophet. 

The work is available in both paperback and hardcover edi
tions. One of the best of the recent collections, it is a useful 
edition to every research library. The work is indexed in such 
a way that the index itself serves as an excellent research guide 
for the interested student. 
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The Third Woman: Minority Women Writers of the United 
States, by Dexter Fisher. 

A well-organized anthology, this work is a welcome addition 
to a field of literature in which the rush to publish has pro
duced so much careless work. Useful for our purposes is the 
first section (pp. 5-138) which presents the work of 19 Amer
ican Indian women writers and includes a very short biography 
of each writer. The women included are: Leslie Marmon Silko, 
Elizabeth Cook Lynn, Elizabeth Sullivan, Helen Sekaquap
tewa, Mourning Dove, Kay Bennett, Janet Campbell, Opal Lee 
Popkes, Wendy Rose, Joy Harjo, Judith Ivaloo Volborth, Nia 
Francisco, Ramona C. Wilson, Anna Lee Walters, Mamie 
Walsh, Anita Endrezze-Danielson, and Roberta Hill. The sub
ject's education and literary accomplishments are stressed. 
Some variant names, birth and death dates, education are fol
lowed by a list of the individual's publications, awards and 
current activities. Comments by the biographees on their own 
life and work are sometimes included. Information is drawn 
from standard reference sources and personal interviews. The 
introduction to this section reviews the developing writers in 
relation to Native American history. The purpose of the work, 
to present examples from the rich body of literature by minority 
women and to reflect the wide range of subjects and styles of 
that literature, determined the works and authors selected. An 
index and four appendices offering suggestions for discussion 
follow the text. There is a general introduction as well as an 
introduction to each selection. A list of works by and about 
each author is included. The Third Woman is a fine source of 
material on some accomplished writers whose biographies are 
not easily obtainable. A bonus to this interesting work is the 
book itself-available in soft-cover, the book is beautifully 
designed and printed. 

Yaqui Women: Contemporary Life Histories, by Jane Holden 
Kelley. 

This work represents both the process and the product of the 
life-history method of research. Addressing many of the ques-
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tions frequently raised about research from an earlier period 
(see Liberty's Alllerical! Indial! Intellectunls), Kelley describes her 
intentions in a 67 page introduction. She seeks to balance 
existing research by choosing subjects who are not "stellar" 
personalities but rather ordinary people, in this case, four 
women, whose lives are perhaps more typical of their cultures 
and periods; and by providing extensive information on col
lecting conditions and the investigator-informant relation
ships. She defines what she refers to as the "interpretative 
framework" and gives a list of 13 references. The accounts 
themselves are the long, detailed and personal life-histories of 
four Yaqui women, Dominga Tava, Chepa Moreno, Dominga 
Ramirez and Antonia Valenzuela, all born in Sonora and later 
making their homes in the American southwest. The volume 
is illustrated with maps and photographs. 

Whatever one's reservations about this approach, the method 
used is considered an indispensable tool in the social sciences 
and, as Jane Kelley uses it, has produced a worthwhile record. 
Although it is intended primarily for work in another disci
pline, the student of Indian biography will find the work useful 
and informative. 

American Indian Intellectuals: 1976 Proceedings of the Amer
ican Ethnological Society, edited by Margot Liberty 

The last few decades have seen increasing criticism of the 
anthropological approach to Native Americans and Native 
American culture. The salvage anthropology of the early 20th 
century has been especially subject to critical analysis. This 
work, published as the 1976 proceedings of the American Eth
nological Society and planned as one response to the contro
versy, is a collection of 16 essay-length biographies of Native 
Americans all of whom were somehow prominent in the study 
of the American Indian. Each by a different author, the biog
raphies were developed from a list of individuals prepared by 
Margot Liberty and William Sturtevant of the Smithsonian 
Institution; all functioned as co-authors, informants, teachers 
and scholars. In her introduction, Liberty discusses the role of 
Native Americans in American anthropology and addresses 
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especia lly the issue of anthro-exploitation. She describes the 
contents of the work as "biographical sketches of some of the 
outstanding North American Indian intellectuals of the 19th 
and early 20th centuries." The sketches seek to portray indi
viduals in the context of their times and link Indian hi story to 
the political and economic events in "mainstream American 
life. " 

The profiles, 8 to 18 pages long, are arranged in chronolog
ical order by date of birth. While many variant names are given 
within the essays, the table of contents li sts subjects by the 
names, usually English, by which the subjects were most com
monly known. The subject's personal and family history is 
detailed and documented. The sketches focus primarily on the 
subject's activities and contributions in anthropology and offer 
an evaluation of the subject's work. The essays differ from the 
usual biographies in that they are scholarly, carefully researched 
and deliberately concerned wi th the individual's re lationship 
to two very diverse cu ltures. Taken as a whole, they provide 
a remarkable record of the often tragic life of the acculturated 
Indian, the so-called marginal man. 

Sarah Winnemucca and Flora Zuni are the only women 
included. Charles Eastman, the Santee Sioux whose contro
versial life typifies the problems of the accu lturated Indian is 
sketched sympathetically by David Reed Miller. Francis La 
Flesche, Arthur C. Parker, and the historian Emmet Starr, are 
among those included in the work. 

Other 19th century figures are Ely S. Parker, James R. Murie, 
George Bushotter, Richard Sanderville, William Beynon, Alex
ander General, Jesse Cornplanter, Long Lance and John Joseph 
Mathews. Bill Shakespeare is the only person born in this cen
tury to be included. 

Primary source material is used whenever possible in the 
sketches, which are accompanied by reference li sts and 
descriptions of research methods. Photographs are included 
and documented. No index is provided. The original pro
spectus for the collection and an expanded list of possible sub
jects are reproduced as an appendix. This together with an 
introduction provides a discussion of the role of the Indian as 
anthropologist and suggests areas for further research. The 
editor, Margot Liberty, is author, teacher and anthropologist 
at the University of Pittsburgh. 
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The accounts are informative and very interesting. They 
attempt a balanced and unbiased view of the subjects' lives but 
in this are not wholly successful. Written by anthropologists 
trained in the traditions of that field, they bring their own set 
of biases, however justified by their research, to the work and 
one is struck with the casualness and arrogance with which an 
individual's actions and motives are described and labeled. 

Nevertheless, there is a great deal of valuable material here 
that is not available elsewhere. We hope that plans for a follow
up volume of biographies will materialize soon. 

The book is, unfortunately, a poorly made paperback that 
does not stand up to even limited handling. In spite of this, 
we recommend its purchase for both the library and the per
sonal collection. 

Conclusion 

Generally speaking, the narrower the scope of the work in 
every area, the more successful it is. The variation in quality 
of the seven works reviewed here suggests the variation 
throughout the entire range of American Indian biography. 
Except for the Dockstader work, which is outstanding by any 
standards and represents a model for the field, works intended 
for the general reference collection (e.g., Dictionary of Indians 
of North AlI1erica, or the Reference Encyclopedia of the American 
indian and The American Indian 1492 - 1970) are much less sat
isfactory than those works which have subject orientation. The 
researcher will find that much of the best material is not shelved 
in the reference collection, or even catalogued as Biography, 
but will be classed with specific disciplines, especially History, 
Anthropology, Literature, and Art. The general works require 
constant revision if they are to remain current. Unless such 
updating occurs, the researcher will have to rely on the regu
larly revised general encyclopedias and collective biographies, 
annual directories, and journal literature. A comprehensive 
and continually updated bibliography of Native American 
biographical materials is needed; until such a work becomes 
available, the researcher must consider almost every work on 
American Indians as a possible source for biographical 
information. 




