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Introduction to Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee

Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee is a seminal work written by historian Dee Brown,
first published in 1970. This groundbreaking book is a poignant narrative that chronicles
the systematic displacement and destruction of Native American tribes throughout the
19th century. By focusing on the perspectives and experiences of Indigenous peoples,
Brown sheds light on the often overlooked and tragic history of the American West. In this



article, we will explore the key themes, historical context, and lasting impact of Brown's
work.

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 was a
period marked by intense conflict between Native American tribes and the encroaching
European settlers. This era saw the violent expansion of the United States westward,
leading to the dispossession of Indigenous lands and cultures.

The Indian Wars

The Indian Wars were a series of conflicts between Native Americans and settlers, which
were fueled by:

Territorial expansion

Resource competition

Broken treaties

Racial prejudices

These wars, which lasted from the mid-19th century until the early 20th century, resulted
in significant loss of life and land for Indigenous peoples. Key events, such as the Sand
Creek Massacre (1864) and the Battle of Little Bighorn (1876), exemplify the violent
struggles faced by tribes during this tumultuous period.

The Dawes Act and Assimilation Policies

In addition to military conflicts, policies aimed at assimilating Native Americans into
mainstream American society further exacerbated their plight. The Dawes Act of 1887
sought to break up tribal lands and promote individual land ownership among Native
Americans. This act had devastating effects on tribal cohesion and culture, leading to the
fragmentation of Indigenous communities.

Key Themes in Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee

Dee Brown's "Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee" is rich with themes that resonate deeply



with readers. Several key themes emerge throughout the narrative:

The Loss of Land and Culture

The book highlights the theme of land loss as a central aspect of Native American history.
Brown meticulously documents how treaties were repeatedly broken, resulting in the
forced removal of tribes from their ancestral lands. The loss of land not only devastated
the livelihoods of Indigenous peoples but also eroded their cultural identities.

Resistance and Resilience

Despite the overwhelming odds, many Native American tribes resisted the encroachment
of settlers. Brown illustrates the resilience of these communities through the stories of
leaders such as Sitting Bull and Geronimo, who fought valiantly to defend their people and
way of life. Their struggles serve as a testament to the spirit and determination of
Indigenous peoples in the face of adversity.

The Human Cost of Expansion

"Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee" does not shy away from the brutal realities of violence
and genocide. Brown provides harrowing accounts of massacres, forced relocations, and
broken families. By presenting these stories, he humanizes the historical narrative and
evokes empathy in his readers, encouraging them to understand the profound impact of
these events on Native American communities.

Structure and Style of the Book

Brown's narrative style is both engaging and informative. The book is structured
chronologically, divided into chapters that focus on specific tribes and events. This
approach allows readers to grasp the broader patterns of oppression while also
appreciating the unique experiences of individual tribes.

Use of Primary Sources

One of the distinct features of "Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee" is Brown's incorporation
of primary sources. He draws upon firsthand accounts from Native Americans, including
speeches, letters, and interviews. This method lends authenticity to the narrative and
amplifies the voices of those often marginalized in historical discourse.



The Emotional Impact

Brown's evocative prose elicits a range of emotions from readers. He employs vivid
descriptions and poignant anecdotes, which create a sense of urgency and compassion.
The emotional weight of the stories he tells leaves a lasting impression, compelling
readers to confront the uncomfortable truths of American history.

The Legacy of Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee

Since its publication, "Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee" has had a profound impact on
both historical scholarship and public consciousness regarding Native American issues.

Influence on Historical Scholarship

The book has played a crucial role in reshaping how historians approach Native American
history. It challenged the dominant narratives that often emphasized the perspective of
settlers while neglecting the voices of Indigenous peoples. Brown's work has inspired
countless scholars to explore Indigenous histories more deeply and empathetically.

Awareness and Activism

Beyond academia, "Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee" has contributed to a broader
awareness of Native American rights and struggles. The book has inspired activism
focused on:

1. Land rights

2. Cultural preservation

3. Social justice

Many activists cite Brown's work as a catalyst for their engagement in these movements,
highlighting its relevance in contemporary discussions about Indigenous rights.

Continued Relevance

The themes and narratives presented in "Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee" remain
relevant today. Issues such as land disputes, cultural appropriation, and the preservation
of Indigenous languages and traditions continue to affect Native American communities.
The book serves as a reminder of the historical injustices faced by these groups and the



ongoing struggles for recognition and rights.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Dee Brown's "Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee" is a powerful and important
work that provides a critical examination of Native American history. Through its
exploration of themes such as land loss, resistance, and the human cost of expansion, the
book offers a nuanced understanding of the struggles faced by Indigenous peoples in the
United States. Its impact on historical scholarship and social activism underscores the
need for continued awareness and advocacy for Native American rights. As we reflect on
the lessons of the past, "Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee" remains a vital resource for
understanding the complexities of American history and the resilience of Indigenous
cultures.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Bury My Heart at Wounded
Knee' by Dee Brown?

The main theme of the book is the systematic displacement and suffering of Native
American tribes in the late 19th century, highlighting their struggles against U.S.
expansionism and the consequences of broken treaties.

How does Dee Brown portray Native American
perspectives in the book?

Dee Brown provides a voice to Native Americans by using historical accounts, testimonies,
and narratives from various tribes, allowing readers to gain insight into their experiences
and perspectives during this tumultuous period.

What significant events are covered in '‘Bury My Heart
at Wounded Knee'?

The book covers several significant events, including the forced removal of tribes from
their lands, the Sand Creek Massacre, the Battle of Little Bighorn, and the Wounded Knee
Massacre, among others.

When was 'Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee' first

published?
The book was first published in 1970.

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



important historical text?

It is considered important because it challenges the traditional narratives of American
history by presenting a detailed account of Native American experiences and struggles,
thereby reshaping the understanding of U.S. history.

What impact did 'Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee' have
on public awareness of Native American issues?

The book played a crucial role in raising public awareness about the injustices faced by
Native Americans, influencing the Native American civil rights movement and fostering a
greater understanding of their history.

How has 'Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee' influenced
literature and media?

The book has influenced a range of literature and media by inspiring other authors and
filmmakers to explore Native American themes, leading to a greater representation of
indigenous stories in popular culture.

What writing style does Dee Brown use in 'Bury My
Heart at Wounded Knee'?

Dee Brown employs a narrative non-fiction style, combining historical research with
storytelling techniques to engage readers and convey the emotional weight of the events
described.

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

Yes, the book was adapted into a television film in 2007, which further brought the stories
of Native Americans to a wider audience.
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