
bury my heart at wounded knee
Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee is a poignant historical narrative that provides a heart-
wrenching examination of the systematic displacement and destruction of Native American cultures
in the latter half of the 19th century. Written by historian Dee Brown and published in 1970, the
book takes its title from a poem by the Lakota Sioux that reflects the deep sorrow and loss
experienced by Indigenous people during this tumultuous period. Through a wealth of primary
sources, firsthand accounts, and personal stories, Brown sheds light on the often-overlooked
perspectives of Native Americans, challenging the dominant historical narrative that has largely
marginalized their experiences.

Overview of the Book

Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee is structured as a chronological account, detailing significant
events and conflicts between the United States government and various Native American tribes. The
book spans the period from the 1860s to the massacre at Wounded Knee in 1890, a pivotal event
that symbolizes the brutal end of Indigenous resistance in the face of American expansionism.

Key Themes

Several themes permeate the narrative, each contributing to a deeper understanding of the
injustices faced by Native Americans:

1. Systematic Displacement: The book illustrates how Native tribes were systematically uprooted
from their ancestral lands through treaties, coercion, and violence.
2. Cultural Erasure: Brown highlights the efforts to suppress Indigenous cultures, languages, and
traditions, often through forced assimilation policies.
3. Resistance and Resilience: Despite overwhelming odds, many Native Americans fought fiercely to
retain their rights, lands, and ways of life, showcasing their resilience.
4. Historical Amnesia: The narrative underscores the tendency of mainstream history to overlook or
misrepresent the experiences and perspectives of Indigenous peoples.

Historical Context

To fully appreciate the significance of Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee, it is essential to understand
the historical context in which it was written. The late 19th century marked a period of rapid
expansion for the United States, characterized by the following factors:

1. Westward Expansion: The belief in Manifest Destiny fueled the idea that Americans were divinely
ordained to expand across the continent, often at the expense of Indigenous populations.
2. The Gold Rush: The discovery of gold in California in 1848 led to a massive influx of settlers,
further encroaching on Native lands and escalating conflicts.
3. Government Policies: The U.S. government implemented a series of treaties that marginalized



Native tribes, often rendering them powerless to resist encroachment on their lands.

Notable Events and Tribes Discussed

Brown chronicles several key events and the experiences of various tribes, providing a
comprehensive overview of the struggles faced by Native Americans. Some notable examples
include:

- The Sand Creek Massacre (1864): Colorado militia attacked a peaceful Cheyenne and Arapaho
encampment, resulting in the brutal murder of hundreds of men, women, and children.
- The Red Cloud's War (1866-1868): The Lakota Sioux, led by Chief Red Cloud, successfully resisted
U.S. military incursions into their territory, leading to the first treaty that recognized Native
American sovereignty.
- The Nez Perce War (1877): Chief Joseph and the Nez Perce tribe's remarkable resistance against
U.S. forces is a testament to their bravery and strategic prowess, though ultimately, they were
forced to surrender.
- The Wounded Knee Massacre (1890): The final chapter of Native American resistance is epitomized
by this tragic event, where hundreds of Lakota were killed by U.S. soldiers, marking a devastating
end to Indigenous resistance.

Impact and Legacy

The publication of Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee had a profound impact on both historical
scholarship and public consciousness regarding Native American issues. Its legacy can be observed
in several ways:

1. Raising Awareness

Brown's work brought attention to the injustices faced by Indigenous peoples, leading to greater
awareness of their histories and struggles. It sparked interest in Native American rights and issues,
paving the way for future activism.

2. Influence on Literature and Media

The book has inspired numerous works of literature, documentaries, and films that explore
Indigenous themes, often using Brown's narrative as a foundational text. Its influence can be seen in
contemporary discussions of cultural appropriation, representation, and the decolonization of
history.

3. Educational Reforms



Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee has also played a role in advocating for educational reforms that
include Indigenous perspectives in school curricula. Increased attention to Native American history
has led to more inclusive approaches in teaching U.S. history.

4. Reassessment of Historical Narratives

The book has contributed to a broader reassessment of American history, challenging the glorified
narratives of westward expansion and manifest destiny. Scholars and historians have since worked
to integrate Indigenous voices and experiences into the larger historical narrative.

Critiques and Controversies

While Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee is widely acclaimed, it has not been without its critiques.
Some historians argue that Brown's portrayal of events is overly simplistic, depicting Native
Americans primarily as victims without fully exploring their complexities or the agency they
exercised in their struggles.

Additionally, the book has been critiqued for its reliance on secondary sources and interpretations,
as well as its emotional tone, which some argue may overshadow a more nuanced understanding of
the conflicts involved.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee is a groundbreaking work that reshaped the
discourse surrounding Native American history. Through its vivid storytelling and meticulous
research, Dee Brown has provided a crucial platform for understanding the struggles and resilience
of Indigenous peoples in the face of relentless oppression. The book serves not only as a historical
account but also as a call to acknowledge the past and advocate for justice and recognition in the
present. Its enduring legacy continues to resonate, reminding readers of the importance of honoring
the voices and histories of those who have been marginalized in the narrative of American history.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee'?
The main theme of 'Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee' is the systematic dispossession and suffering
of Native American tribes in the late 19th century due to U.S. expansion and policies.

Who is the author of 'Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee'?
The author of 'Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee' is Dee Brown.



What historical events does 'Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee'
cover?
The book covers various historical events including the Sand Creek Massacre, the Battle of Little
Bighorn, and the Wounded Knee Massacre, highlighting the struggles of different tribes.

How does 'Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee' depict Native
American perspectives?
The book emphasizes Native American perspectives by using firsthand accounts and narratives from
various tribes, presenting their experiences and viewpoints on U.S. policies.

What impact did 'Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee' have on
American history education?
The book significantly impacted American history education by challenging traditional narratives
and promoting a more inclusive understanding of Native American history and experiences.

Why is the title 'Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee' significant?
The title is significant as it refers to the Wounded Knee Massacre, symbolizing the loss of life and
culture of Native Americans, while also reflecting the deep emotional pain associated with their
history.

When was 'Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee' published?
The book was published in 1970.

What narrative style does Dee Brown use in 'Bury My Heart at
Wounded Knee'?
Dee Brown uses a historical narrative style that combines research, personal accounts, and
storytelling to create a compelling and informative depiction of Native American history.

How has 'Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee' influenced modern
discussions about Native American rights?
The book has influenced modern discussions by raising awareness of historical injustices faced by
Native Americans and encouraging ongoing dialogue about rights, sovereignty, and reparative
justice.
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