bury my heart in wounded knee

bury my heart in wounded knee is a powerful phrase that originates from a significant and tragic chapter
in Native American history. This phrase has been immortalized by Dee Brown’s seminal 1970 historical
book, which exposed the harsh realities and injustices faced by Indigenous peoples in the United States
during the 19th century. The title itself refers to the 1890 massacre at Wounded Knee Creek, a pivotal
event symbolizing the culmination of systemic oppression and violence against Native Americans. This
article explores the historical context, cultural significance, and lasting impact of "bury my heart in
wounded knee," examining the book’s influence, the massacre’s legacy, and its role in contemporary
discussions about Indigenous rights. The following sections provide a comprehensive analysis, including the
background of the Wounded Knee Massacre, an overview of Dee Brown’s book, and the broader

implications of this phrase in American history and culture.
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Historical Background of the Wounded Knee Massacre

The Wounded Knee Massacre took place on December 29, 1890, near Wounded Knee Creek in South
Dakota. It marked one of the final and most brutal confrontations between the United States Army and the
Lakota Sioux tribe. Following years of conflict, broken treaties, and forced relocations, tensions escalated
when the U.S. government attempted to disarm a band of Lakota. A chaotic and violent encounter ensued,
resulting in the deaths of approximately 150 to 300 Lakota men, women, and children. This event is

widely regarded as the symbolic end of Native American armed resistance to U.S. expansionist policies.

Causes Leading to the Massacre

Several critical factors contributed to the tragic events at Wounded Knee. The U.S. government’s policies



aimed to assimilate Native Americans and confiscate their lands. The suppression of the Ghost Dance
movement, a spiritual revival among Plains tribes that promised the restoration of their lands and way of
life, heightened fears among authorities. Additionally, the death of the influential Lakota leader Sitting Bull

prior to the massacre increased tensions and instability within the community.

Consequences of the Massacre

The massacre had devastating consequences for the Lakota people, resulting in loss of life, trauma, and
further marginalization. It also intensified Native American calls for civil rights and justice, becoming a
symbol of the broader struggle against systemic oppression. Wounded Knee remains a critical reference

point in the history of U.S.-Native relations and is commemorated annually by Indigenous communities.

Dee Brown’s "Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee": Overview and

Impact

Published in 1970, Dee Brown’s book Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee brought widespread attention to
the history of Native American displacement and suffering during the westward expansion of the United
States. The book compiles firsthand accounts, official records, and testimonies to provide a detailed narrative
of Native American experiences from 1860 to 1890. Brown’s work challenged traditional U.S. history
textbooks by highlighting the perspective of Indigenous peoples and exposing the atrocities committed

against them.

Content and Structure of the Book

The book is organized chronologically, detailing key events such as the Sand Creek Massacre, the Trail of
Tears, and ultimately, the Wounded Knee Massacre. Brown’s meticulous research and compelling
storytelling shed light on the systematic injustices faced by Native Americans, emphasizing broken treaties,
forced relocations, and violent confrontations. The narrative humanizes Indigenous leaders and

communities, providing insight into their resilience and resistance.

Impact on Public Awareness and Scholarship

Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee significantly influenced public understanding and academic study of

Native American history. It played a crucial role in the Native American civil rights movement by raising



awareness about historical grievances and promoting dialogue about reparations and sovereignty. The book
remains a foundational text in Native American studies and is widely used in educational curricula to foster

a more inclusive and accurate portrayal of American history.

Cultural and Symbolic Significance of the Phrase

The phrase "bury my heart in wounded knee" carries profound symbolic meaning. It encapsulates the
grief, loss, and enduring spirit of Native American peoples in the face of colonization and cultural
eradication. The words evoke a deep emotional response, representing not only the physical site of the

massacre but also the broader wounds inflicted upon Indigenous communities throughout U.S. history.

Interpretations and Meaning

The phrase is often interpreted as a metaphor for mourning and remembrance. It signifies a call to honor
the memory of those who suffered and a recognition of the continuing impact of historical trauma. The
expression also serves as a reminder of the resilience and survival of Native cultures despite centuries of

adversity.

Use in Activism and Education

Activists and educators frequently invoke "bury my heart in wounded knee" to emphasize the need for
social justice, Indigenous rights, and historical accountability. The phrase has been adopted in speeches,
literature, and ceremonies to raise awareness and foster solidarity with Native American struggles. It

continues to inspire efforts toward cultural preservation and political advocacy.

Legacy and Modern Relevance of Wounded Knee

The legacy of the Wounded Knee Massacre extends beyond its historical context, influencing
contemporary Indigenous movements and public policy. The event symbolizes the consequences of
colonialism and the fight for Native sovereignty, justice, and recognition. It remains a touchstone for

discussions about reconciliation and the ongoing challenges faced by Native American communities.



Wounded Knee in Contemporary Indigenous Movements

In 1973, the site of the massacre became the focal point of the Wounded Knee Occupation, a 71-day protest
led by the American Indian Movement (AIM). This occupation brought renewed attention to Indigenous
issues, including treaty rights and governmental neglect. The legacy of Wounded Knee continues to

inspire activism aimed at preserving Indigenous lands, culture, and political autonomy.

Commemoration and Memorialization

Various efforts have been made to commemorate the victims of the massacre and educate the public about
its significance. Memorials and annual ceremonies at Wounded Knee honor those who lost their lives and
serve as a place for reflection and healing. Educational initiatives seek to incorporate this history into

broader narratives to ensure it is not forgotten.

Representation in Media and Popular Culture

The phrase "bury my heart in wounded knee" and the events surrounding the massacre have been
represented in various forms of media and popular culture. These representations have contributed to the

dissemination of knowledge and have shaped public perception of Native American history and identity.

Film and Television Adaptations

Several adaptations of Dee Brown's book and related stories have appeared in film and television, bringing
the narrative to wider audiences. These productions often emphasize the emotional and historical gravity of

the events, highlighting the human stories behind the statistics and political struggles.

Literature and Music

The phrase has inspired numerous works of literature and music that explore themes of loss, resilience, and
justice. Poets, novelists, and musicians have used it to articulate Indigenous experiences and advocate for
awareness and change. These creative interpretations help keep the memory and message of Wounded

Knee alive across generations.
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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 displacement and destruction of

Native American tribes during the westward expansion of the United States in the late 19th century.

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 period does 'Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee' cover?

The book covers the period from approximately 1860 to 1890, focusing on the struggles of Native American

tribes during the U.S. government’s westward expansion.

Why is the book titled '‘Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee'?

The title refers to the Wounded Knee Massacre of 1890, symbolizing the tragic loss and suffering of Native

Americans during this era.

How does 'Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee' impact the understanding
of American history?

The book provides a Native American perspective on U.S. history, highlighting injustices and offering a

critical view of government policies that were often overlooked in mainstream history.



Has 'Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee' been adapted into other media?

Yes, the book was adapted into a television film in 2007, which helped bring its story and themes to a

wider audience.

What tribes are prominently featured in '‘Bury My Heart at Wounded

Knee'?

The book prominently features tribes such as the Sioux, Cheyenne, Apache, and Nez Perce, among others.

Why is 'Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee' considered an important

work in Native American literature?

It is considered important because it documents Native American history from their perspective, giving

voice to their experiences and struggles during a critical period in U.S. history.

Additional Resources

1. Empire of the Summer Moon by S.C. Gwynne

This gripping narrative chronicles the rise and fall of the Comanche tribe, one of the most powerful Native
American groups in the 19th century. It also focuses on Quanah Parker, the last great Comanche chief, and
his struggle to preserve his people's way of life. The book offers a detailed look at the brutal conflicts
between Native tribes and American settlers, complementing the themes found in *Bury My Heart at
Wounded Knee*.

2. Crazy Horse: The Lakota Warrior’s Life and Legacy by Stephen Ambrose

Stephen Ambrose provides an insightful biography of Crazy Horse, the legendary Lakota leader who
played a crucial role in resisting U.S. government encroachment on Native lands. The book explores his
leadership during the Battle of the Little Bighorn and his enduring legacy among the Lakota people. It

paints a vivid picture of Native resistance and resilience during a tumultuous period in American history.

3. The Heartbeat of Wounded Knee by David Treuer

David Treuer offers a contemporary perspective on Native American history and culture, challenging the
narrative of Native extinction. This book combines memoir, history, and ethnography to explore the
ongoing vitality and complexity of Native life after the events that *Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee*

describes. It serves as a powerful counterpoint to traditional historical accounts.

4. Black Elk Speaks by John G. Neihardt
This classic work is based on the life and visions of Black Elk, a Lakota holy man who witnessed the
upheaval of Native American life in the late 19th century. Through his story, readers gain a deep

understanding of Lakota spirituality, culture, and the impact of U.S. expansionism. The book provides an



intimate look at the personal and spiritual costs of the conflicts detailed in *Bury My Heart at Wounded

Knee*.

5. In the Spirit of Crazy Horse by Peter Matthiessen

An investigative work that delves into the life of Leonard Peltier, a Native American activist and member
of the American Indian Movement. The book explores themes of injustice, activism, and the ongoing
struggle for Native rights in the 20th century. It extends the conversation about Native American history

and resistance into more recent decades.

6. Native Son by Richard Wright

Though not a historical account, this novel offers a profound exploration of racial oppression and systemic
injustice in America. Wright’s portrayal of a young African American man’s life in Chicago resonates with
themes of marginalization and struggle that parallel Native American experiences. The book adds a broader

context to understanding the social dynamics that have affected various oppressed groups.

7. Seven Fallen Feathers by Tanya Talaga

This investigative work examines the deaths of seven Indigenous high school students in Thunder Bay,
Ontario, shining a light on systemic racism and neglect in Canada. The book connects historical injustices
faced by Indigenous peoples to contemporary issues of inequality and violence. It is a poignant companion to

*Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee*, highlighting ongoing challenges.

8. The Other Slavery: The Uncovered Story of Indian Enslavement in America by Andrés Reséndez
Reséndez reveals the largely overlooked history of Native American enslavement, arguing that this "other
slavery" was a significant factor in the colonization of the Americas. The book expands the narrative of
Native suffering and resistance beyond what is commonly discussed. It provides critical context for

understanding the broader impacts of European and American expansion.

9. Blood and Thunder: An Epic of the American West by Hampton Sides

This fast-paced historical account covers the violent and often tragic encounters between Native Americans,
settlers, and the U.S. government in the American West. Sides focuses on key figures such as Kit Carson
and Geronimo to illustrate the complex and brutal nature of westward expansion. The book complements

*Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee* by providing a broader scope of the frontier conflicts.
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