Bury My Heart At Wounded Knee

bury my heart at wounded knee The phrase "Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee" has
become a powerful symbol in American history, encapsulating the tragic and often
overlooked narrative of Native American tribes during the late 19th century. Originally
the title of a groundbreaking book by Dee Brown published in 1970, it has since
transcended into a cultural touchstone, representing the suffering, resilience, and
historical injustice faced by Indigenous peoples. This article explores the origins of the
phrase, its historical context, the content of Dee Brown's work, its cultural significance,
and the ongoing legacy of Native American struggles in the United States.

Origins and Meaning of the Phrase

Literary Roots in Dee Brown’s Book

Dee Brown’s Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee is a meticulously researched history that
chronicles the injustices inflicted upon Native American tribes from the 1860s through the
1890s. Brown's narrative focuses on the stories of individual tribes, leaders, and
communities, shedding light on their resistance and suffering. The title itself is derived
from a line in the poem "American Names" by Stephen Vincent Benét, which mourns the
loss of Native land and culture.

Symbolism and Cultural Significance

The phrase symbolizes the collective grief, loss, and tragedy experienced by Native
Americans. Wounded Knee, a small South Dakota settlement, became a poignant symbol
of the massacre that took place there in 1890, marking the end of the Indian Wars. The
phrase encapsulates the deep emotional and spiritual wounds inflicted upon Indigenous
peoples and their ongoing struggle for recognition and justice.

Historical Context of Wounded Knee

The Wounded Knee Massacre of 1890

On December 29, 1890, U.S. Army soldiers killed hundreds of Lakota men, women, and
children at Wounded Knee Creek. This event, often considered the tragic culmination of
decades of conflict, marked a brutal suppression of Native resistance. The massacre was
fueled by tensions over the Ghost Dance movement—a spiritual revival that threatened
colonial authority—and fears of uprising.
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Impact on Native American Communities

The massacre decimated the Lakota Sioux and symbolized the destruction of their way of
life. It led to the forced assimilation policies of the U.S. government, including the
abolition of traditional cultural practices and the establishment of reservations. Wounded
Knee became a symbol of systemic oppression and cultural genocide.

Dee Brown’s Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee: Key
Themes and Content

Overview of the Book

Dee Brown'’s book is a sweeping narrative that recounts the history of Native Americans
from the perspective of the tribes themselves. It challenges the traditional Eurocentric
narratives that often depicted Native peoples as savages or obstacles to progress.

Major Themes
The book explores several interconnected themes:

1. Injustice and Oppression: Chronicling the series of treaties, broken promises, and
violent confrontations.

2. Resistance and Resilience: Highlighting Native leaders like Sitting Bull, Crazy Horse,
and Geronimo who fought to preserve their culture.

3. Loss of Land and Culture: Detailing the displacement of tribes and the erosion of
traditional ways of life.

4. Historical Perspective: Providing a Native-centered account that counters
mainstream historical narratives.

Structure of the Book

Brown’s narrative is organized chronologically, following key events and figures:

The encroachment of settlers and the signing of treaties.
The Indian Removal Act and the Trail of Tears.

The Great Sioux War and the Battle of Little Bighorn.
The Wounded Knee Massacre.

The suppression of Native cultural practices.
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Impact and Cultural Significance

Influence on Native American Awareness

Brown’s book played a pivotal role in raising awareness about the injustices faced by



Native Americans. It challenged prevailing narratives and fostered empathy and
understanding among non-Native readers.

Educational and Activist Use

Since its publication, Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee has been used in educational
settings to teach American history from a Native perspective. It also inspired activism by
highlighting the need for reconciliation and acknowledgment of past wrongs.

Popular Culture and Media

The phrase and themes from the book have influenced various cultural works:

1. The 1970s television adaptation of the book.
2. Films, documentaries, and plays addressing Native American history.
3. Music and poetry reflecting on Indigenous struggles.

Ongoing Legacy and Modern Relevance

Continued Struggles of Native Communities
Native American communities continue to face systemic challenges:

1. Disparities in health, education, and economic opportunities.

2. Loss of land and protection of sacred sites.

3. Inadequate representation and acknowledgment in mainstream history.
Movements for Justice and Reconciliation

Recent decades have seen a resurgence in Native activism:

1. Efforts to protect sacred sites like Standing Rock.
2. Calls for the return of ancestral remains and artifacts.
3. Recognition of tribal sovereignty and treaty rights.

Reclaiming ldentity and Culture

Indigenous communities are actively working to revive and preserve their languages,
traditions, and spiritual practices. Education initiatives and cultural programs aim to
foster pride and resilience.

The Significance of the Phrase Today
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Symbol of Native Pride and Resistance

"Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee" has become a rallying cry for Native rights and cultural
preservation. It encapsulates the pain of historical injustices while also inspiring
resilience.

Call for Historical Justice

The phrase reminds society of the importance of confronting uncomfortable truths and
seeking justice for past and present wrongs.

In Literature and Art

Contemporary artists, writers, and filmmakers continue to draw from the themes
encapsulated in the phrase, using it to challenge narratives and promote awareness.

Conclusion: The Enduring Power of the Phrase

The phrase "Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee" endures as a poignant reminder of a dark
chapter in American history. Its power lies in its ability to evoke empathy, honor the
suffering of Native peoples, and inspire ongoing efforts toward justice and reconciliation.
As society continues to grapple with the legacies of colonization and systemic oppression,
the phrase serves as both a memorial and a call to action—ensuring that the stories of
Native Americans are neither forgotten nor dismissed but acknowledged and respected.
In essence, "Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee" remains a testament to the resilience of
Indigenous communities and a symbol of the ongoing quest for truth, justice, and healing
in America.

Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee: An In-Depth Examination of a Landmark Work in Native
American Literature

In 1970, historian and novelist Dee Brown published Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee, a
groundbreaking book that profoundly reshaped American perceptions of Native American
history. This seminal work chronicles the systematic displacement, betrayal, and violence
inflicted upon Native American tribes during the late 19th century, capturing a tragic
chapter of U.S. history with compelling narratives and meticulous research. Its evocative
title has since become synonymous with the injustices faced by Indigenous peoples,
serving both as a memorial and a call for reflection.

The Origins and Context of Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee
Historical Background

The late 19th century was a tumultuous period for Native American tribes, marked by
relentless westward expansion, broken treaties, and military confrontations. The U.S.



government’s policies aimed at relocating tribes to reservations, often forcibly, and
eroding their traditional ways of life. Key events include the Indian Removal Act, the
Battle of Little Bighorn, and the Massacre at Wounded Knee, all emblematic of the
systemic violence and cultural suppression inflicted upon Indigenous communities.

The Inspiration Behind the Book

Dee Brown’s motivation stemmed from a desire to humanize Native Americans and
challenge the prevailing narratives that often depicted them as obstacles to progress.
Brown sought to tell their stories from their perspectives, emphasizing their suffering,
resilience, and agency. Drawing upon extensive archival research, personal accounts, and
tribal histories, he crafted a comprehensive chronicle that shifted the focus from the
Euro-American perspective to that of the Indigenous peoples themselves.

The Structure and Content of Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee
Thematic Organization

Brown’s work is organized thematically and geographically, covering major tribes such as
the Lakota, Cheyenne, Apache, Nez Perce, and others. Each chapter delves into specific
events, treaties, and conflicts, illustrating how U.S. policies systematically dismantled
Native societies.

Key Narratives and Figures

1. The Sioux and the Battle of Little Bighorn: Highlighting the resistance led by leaders
like Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse.

2. The Trail of Tears: Detailing the forced relocation of tribes like the Cherokee.

3. The Wounded Knee Massacre: A harrowing account of the 1890 massacre that marked
the end of armed Native resistance.

Literary Features

1. Vivid storytelling: Brown employs narrative techniques to bring historical events to life.
2. Personal accounts: Incorporation of oral histories and testimonies lend authenticity.
3. Moral clarity: The book emphasizes themes of injustice, suffering, and resilience.

The Impact and Significance of Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee
Cultural and Educational Influence

The book became a bestseller and a staple in American education, especially in courses
on American history, ethnic studies, and Native American studies. It broadened public
understanding of the atrocities committed against Indigenous peoples and fostered
greater empathy and awareness.

Artistic and Media Adaptations

1. Documentaries and Films: The book inspired documentaries and dramatizations, most
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notably the 2007 HBO film Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee, which brought the story to

a wider audience.
2. Literary and Academic Criticism: Scholars have analyzed Brown’s work for its narrative

style, historical accuracy, and its role in indigenous activism.

Influence on Native American Movements

While primarily a historical account, the book also bolstered Native American activism,
serving as a source of cultural pride and a reminder of the ongoing struggles for
sovereignty and justice.

Critical Perspectives and Controversies
Strengths of Brown’s Approach

1. Comprehensive scope: The book covers a broad timeline with detailed accounts.
2. Empathy and voice: It amplifies Native voices often silenced in mainstream narratives.
3. Educational value: Serves as a powerful tool for awareness and understanding.

Criticisms and Limitations

1. Historical interpretation: Some critics argue that Brown’s narrative occasionally
simplifies complex events or omits certain perspectives.
2. Focus on tragedy: The emphasis on suffering may overshadow stories of resistance and

resilience.
3. Representation concerns: As a non-Native author, some Native scholars have debated

the authenticity and cultural sensitivity of the portrayal.

Legacy and Continuing Relevance
Enduring Significance

Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee remains a seminal work that challenged American
historical narratives and fostered a more nuanced understanding of Native American
history. Its influence persists in scholarship, activism, and popular culture.

Contemporary Discussions

The book’s themes resonate today amid ongoing debates over Indigenous rights, land
sovereignty, and cultural preservation. It serves as a reminder of the importance of
acknowledging historical injustices to inform current social justice efforts.

How to Engage with Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee
Recommended Readings and Resources

1. Dee Brown’s other works: Exploring his broader contributions to history and

storytelling.
2. Native American authors: Such as Sherman Alexie or Louise Erdrich, for diverse



perspectives.
3. Documentaries: Like Wounded Knee (2009) for visual storytelling.

Educational Strategies

1. Discussion groups: Facilitating conversations about historical narratives and ethics.
2. Curriculum integration: Incorporating the book into history and social studies courses.
3. Community events: Hosting lectures or panels with Native leaders and scholars.

Conclusion

Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee stands as a powerful testament to the resilience of
Native American communities and their stories. It challenges readers to confront
uncomfortable truths and recognize the enduring impacts of historical injustices. Its
enduring legacy lies in its capacity to educate, inspire empathy, and serve as a catalyst
for ongoing dialogue about justice, reconciliation, and the preservation of Indigenous
histories and cultures.

By understanding the depth and significance of Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee, readers
can appreciate its role in shaping American consciousness and its ongoing importance in
the quest for truth and reconciliation.

Questions & Answers About bury my heart at wounded

knee
N Question Answer
o
1 |Whatis 'Bury My Heart at '‘Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee' is a nonfiction

Wounded Knee' about?

book by Dee Brown that details the history and
tragic experiences of Native American tribes during
the late 19th century, focusing on their
displacement and injustices inflicted upon them.

Wounded Knee' influenced
public awareness about
Native American history?

2 | Why is the book titled 'Bury The title references the 1890 Massacre at Wounded
My Heart at Wounded Knee'? | Knee, a symbol of the brutal treatment and
suffering of Native Americans, and serves as a
poignant metaphor for their struggle for justice and
recognition.
3 | Who wrote 'Bury My Heart at | The book was written by Dee Brown and was first
Wounded Knee' and when published in 1970.
was it published?
4 | How has 'Bury My Heart at The book played a significant role in raising

awareness about the injustices faced by Native
Americans, contributing to increased interest in
Native history, culture, and the need for social
justice.
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the phrase 'Bury My Heart at
Wounded Knee' in
contemporary culture?

5 | Has 'Bury My Heart at Yes, the book was adapted into a television film in
Wounded Knee' been 2007, which brought its powerful narrative to a
adapted into other media? broader audience.

6 | What are some major themes | Major themes include colonization, cultural
explored in 'Bury My Heart at | genocide, resistance, injustice, and the resilience of
Wounded Knee'? Native American tribes.

7 | How has 'Bury My Heart at The book has inspired many activists by
Wounded Knee' impacted highlighting historical injustices, fostering a greater
Native American activism? understanding of Native struggles, and encouraging

efforts for Native rights and reconciliation.

8 | What criticisms or Some critics argue that the book presents a one-
controversies have been sided view, emphasizing victimization and possibly
associated with 'Bury My oversimplifying complex historical events, though it
Heart at Wounded Knee'? remains influential in highlighting Native American

perspectives.

9 |In what ways is '‘Bury My The book is often used in history and social studies
Heart at Wounded Knee' used | courses to teach about Native American history,
in educational settings colonization, and human rights issues, fostering
today? critical discussions among students.

10 | What is the significance of The phrase has become a symbol of Native

American suffering and resilience, often invoked in
discussions about social justice, historical
remembrance, and Native rights movements.

Native American history, Wounded Knee massacre, Lakota Sioux, American Indian rights,
indigenous resistance, 1890 massacre, tribal sovereignty, Western expansion, Native

American literature, colonialism




	Bury My Heart At Wounded Knee
	Origins and Meaning of the Phrase
	Literary Roots in Dee Brown’s Book
	Symbolism and Cultural Signiﬁcance

	Historical Context of Wounded Knee
	The Wounded Knee Massacre of 1890
	Impact on Native American Communities

	Dee Brown’s Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee: Key Themes and Content
	Overview of the Book
	Major Themes
	Structure of the Book

	Impact and Cultural Signiﬁcance
	Inﬂuence on Native American Awareness
	Educational and Activist Use
	Popular Culture and Media

	Ongoing Legacy and Modern Relevance
	Continued Struggles of Native Communities
	Movements for Justice and Reconciliation
	Reclaiming Identity and Culture

	The Signiﬁcance of the Phrase Today
	Symbol of Native Pride and Resistance
	Call for Historical Justice
	In Literature and Art

	Conclusion: The Enduring Power of the Phrase
	Questions & Answers About bury my heart at wounded knee


