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Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee: A Powerful Chronicle of Native American History

bury my heart at wounded knee is more than just a phrase; it’s a profound reflection on
the tragic history of Native Americans in the United States. Originally popularized by Dee
Brown’s groundbreaking 1970 book, "Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee" delves deeply into
the systematic displacement and suffering endured by Indigenous peoples during the late
19th century. This phrase has since become synonymous with the sorrow and resilience of
Native American communities, capturing a pivotal era marked by loss, resistance, and
enduring cultural survival.

The Origins of "Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee"

The phrase “bury my heart at wounded knee” originates from a poem titled “American
Names” by Stephen Vincent Benét, which mourns the violent history associated with many
Native American sites. Dee Brown’s book adopted this evocative line as its title, using it as
a powerful metaphor to illustrate the emotional and physical devastation inflicted upon
Native tribes.

Dee Brown’s Landmark Book

Published in 1970, Dee Brown’s "Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee" revolutionized the way
American history was told. Prior to this, the dominant narratives often glorified westward
expansion while marginalizing Native perspectives. Brown’s work shifted the focus,
presenting history through the eyes of Native Americans and documenting injustices such
as forced relocations, broken treaties, massacres, and cultural erasure.

The book covers significant events, including the Sand Creek Massacre, the Battle of Little
Bighorn, and the infamous Wounded Knee Massacre of 1890—where hundreds of Lakota
Sioux men, women, and children were killed by U.S. troops. Brown’s detailed storytelling
humanizes the victims and exposes the brutal policies of the U.S. government and military
during this period.

Understanding the Historical Context of Wounded
Knee

To fully grasp the significance of "bury my heart at wounded knee," it helps to understand
the historical backdrop against which these events unfolded. The late 1800s was a time of
rapid expansion for the United States, driven by Manifest Destiny—the belief that
Americans were destined to spread across the continent.



The Forced Displacement of Native Americans

As settlers moved westward, Native American tribes were pushed off their ancestral lands
through a series of treaties—many of which were unfair or outright ignored by the U.S.
government. Reservations were established, often on undesirable land, disrupting
traditional ways of life and economies based on hunting, fishing, and agriculture.

This period saw numerous conflicts as Native Americans resisted encroachment,
culminating in violent clashes. The Wounded Knee Massacre is often cited as the tragic
endpoint of this era—a symbol of both defeat and the indomitable spirit of Indigenous
peoples.

The Wounded Knee Massacre: A Tragic Culmination

On December 29, 1890, at Wounded Knee Creek in South Dakota, U.S. soldiers confronted
a band of Lakota Sioux. What began as an attempt to disarm the group quickly escalated
into chaos and bloodshed, resulting

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee' about?
'Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee' is a historical book by Dee Brown that chronicles the
systematic displacement and destruction of Native American tribes in the late 19th
century United States, focusing on the injustices they faced.

Who wrote 'Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee'?
The book was written by Dee Brown, an American historian and author, and was first
published in 1970.

Why is 'Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee' considered
important?
It is considered important because it presents Native American history from their
perspective, highlighting the suffering and broken treaties during westward expansion,
which was largely overlooked in mainstream history.

What historical events are covered in 'Bury My Heart at
Wounded Knee'?
The book covers major events such as the Sand Creek Massacre, the Battle of the Little
Bighorn, the Nez Perce flight, and the Wounded Knee Massacre, among others.



Has 'Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee' been adapted
into other media?
Yes, the book was adapted into a television film in 2007, which brought the story to a
wider audience and visualized the struggles of Native Americans during that era.

What impact did 'Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee' have
on public awareness?
The book increased public awareness and empathy towards Native American history and
issues, influencing discussions about indigenous rights and historical injustices.

Is 'Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee' used in
educational settings?
Yes, it is often included in school and university curricula to teach about Native American
history, U.S. expansionism, and the consequences of colonialism.

What is the significance of the title 'Bury My Heart at
Wounded Knee'?
The title symbolizes the deep sorrow and loss experienced by Native Americans,
referencing the Wounded Knee Massacre as a tragic culmination of their suffering during
U.S. westward expansion.

Additional Resources
Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee: A Critical Examination of Native American History and
Legacy

bury my heart at wounded knee is more than just a phrase; it is the title of a seminal
work that has profoundly influenced the understanding of Native American history in the
United States. Written by Dee Brown and published in 1970, the book offers a poignant
and detailed account of the systematic displacement, cultural destruction, and violent
confrontations faced by Native American tribes during the westward expansion of the
United States. This article explores the historical significance, thematic depth, and lasting
impact of "Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee," while also considering its role in shaping
contemporary discourse on Indigenous issues.

Historical Context and Significance

Dee Brown’s "Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee" is a meticulously researched chronicle
that covers the period from the mid-19th century to the Wounded Knee Massacre of 1890.
The book draws on a wide range of primary sources, including government documents,
eyewitness testimonies, and tribal records, to present a narrative largely absent from



mainstream histories of the American West. It foregrounds the experiences of Native
American peoples, detailing the loss of their lands, livelihoods, and lives as a consequence
of U.S. policies and settler encroachment.

The title itself references the 1890 massacre at Wounded Knee Creek in South Dakota,
where hundreds of Lakota Sioux men, women, and children were killed by U.S. Army
forces. This event symbolizes the tragic culmination of decades of conflict and the
systematic oppression of Indigenous peoples. By centering this watershed moment,
Brown’s work highlights the human cost of colonization and the failure of government
treaties and promises.

Unveiling the Native American Perspective

One of the defining features of "Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee" is its dedication to
presenting history from the Native American perspective. Prior to its publication, much of
the historical narrative around the American West was dominated by Euro-American
viewpoints, often portraying Native Americans as obstacles to progress or as romanticized
figures detached from contemporary realities.

Brown’s approach disrupts these narratives by amplifying Indigenous voices and
experiences. The book provides detailed accounts of tribal leaders such as Sitting Bull,
Crazy Horse, and Geronimo, illuminating their resistance efforts and cultural resilience.
This shift in perspective was critical in fostering a more nuanced understanding of the
complexities and injustices faced by Native Americans during this era.

Thematic Exploration and Narrative Style

Dee Brown’s narrative is both analytical and deeply empathetic, weaving a tapestry of
sorrow, resilience, and injustice. The book explores themes such as broken treaties, forced
removals, cultural genocide, and the relentless march of Manifest Destiny. By
incorporating direct quotations and firsthand accounts, the text conveys the emotional
depth and human tragedy underpinning historical events.

The structure of "Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee" is chronological, guiding readers
through a series of interconnected stories that collectively build the larger picture of
Native American suffering and resistance. Brown’s prose is measured and accessible,
balancing scholarly rigor with compelling storytelling. This accessibility has contributed to
the book’s enduring popularity and educational use.

Impact on Public Awareness and Indigenous Rights
Movements

The publication of "Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee" marked a turning point in public
awareness of Native American history. It coincided with the rise of the American Indian



Movement (AIM) and a broader push for Indigenous rights during the late 20th century.
The book galvanized support for Native American causes by exposing the historical roots
of contemporary issues such as land rights disputes, cultural preservation, and political
sovereignty.

Furthermore, the book has been instrumental in academic circles, influencing the fields of
Native American studies, history, and anthropology. It has prompted educators and
policymakers to reexamine curricula and historical narratives, fostering greater inclusivity
and accuracy.

Comparative Analysis: Bury My Heart at Wounded
Knee and Other Historical Works

When compared to other historical texts about Native American history, "Bury My Heart
at Wounded Knee" stands out for its comprehensive scope and emotional resonance.
Unlike earlier histories that often minimized Indigenous suffering or portrayed Native
Americans in a one-dimensional manner, Brown’s work foregrounds their humanity and
agency.

For instance, while books like Francis Parkman’s "The Oregon Trail" offered a pioneer-
centric view, often romanticizing westward expansion, Brown’s narrative serves as a
counterpoint that emphasizes the consequences of that expansion for Native communities.
Similarly, it complements works such as Vine Deloria Jr.’s "Custer Died for Your Sins,"
which critiques ongoing policies and attitudes toward Native Americans, by providing a
historical foundation for contemporary critiques.

Strengths and Limitations

Strengths:

Comprehensive documentation of Native American experiences during a critical
historical period.

Incorporation of Indigenous voices and primary sources enhances authenticity.

Accessible writing style appeals to both academic and general audiences.

Influential in reshaping historical narratives and promoting Indigenous rights.

Limitations:

Some critics argue that the book reflects a romanticized view of Native
Americans as noble victims, potentially oversimplifying complex histories.



As a work published in 1970, it does not incorporate some of the more recent
scholarship and Indigenous methodologies that emphasize self-representation.

The focus on tragic events can overshadow examples of Indigenous resilience
and cultural continuity beyond conflict.

The Legacy of Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee in
Contemporary Culture

Beyond its historical and academic importance, "Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee" has
permeated popular culture and media. It inspired a 2007 HBO film adaptation that sought
to bring the book’s powerful narratives to a wider audience, underscoring its relevance in
discussions about race, justice, and historical memory.

Moreover, the phrase itself has entered the lexicon as a poignant metaphor for mourning
the loss of Indigenous lands, cultures, and lives. It is frequently referenced in activism,
literature, and art that seeks to reckon with the United States’ colonial past and its
ongoing implications.

Educational Influence and Continued Relevance

Today, "Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee" remains a staple in educational settings, from
high school classrooms to university courses. Its continued use underscores the necessity
of confronting difficult histories to foster understanding and reconciliation. The book
encourages readers to question dominant narratives and to acknowledge the deep wounds
inflicted upon Native American communities.

As Indigenous voices and scholarship gain prominence, the legacy of Brown’s work
persists as both a foundation and a catalyst for more inclusive historical inquiry. It invites
ongoing dialogue about the representation of marginalized histories and the
responsibilities of historians and educators.

The enduring power of "bury my heart at wounded knee" lies in its unflinching portrayal of
a painful chapter in American history, serving as a reminder of the human cost of
expansion and the resilience of those who endured it. This work continues to challenge
readers to confront the past honestly and to consider the ramifications that history holds
for present and future generations.
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