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Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee by Dee Brown is a seminal work that provides an
in-depth exploration of the American Indian experience in the late 19th
century. Published in 1970, this groundbreaking book sheds light on the
systemic injustices and brutalities faced by Native American tribes as the
United States expanded westward. Through a meticulous blend of historical
narrative and firsthand accounts, Brown offers readers a poignant glimpse
into the struggles, resilience, and dignity of the Indigenous peoples of
America. This article delves into the key themes, historical context, and
lasting impact of this important literary work.

Historical Context of the Book

To truly appreciate Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee, it is essential to
understand the historical context in which it was written. The book covers a
period from the mid-19th century to the massacre at Wounded Knee in 1890, a
time marked by significant upheaval for Native American tribes.

The Expansion of the United States

During this period, the United States was undergoing rapid expansion, driven
by the ideology of Manifest Destiny—the belief that Americans were destined
to expand across the continent. This expansion often came at the expense of
Indigenous peoples, who faced:

- Forced removal from their ancestral lands
- Violent conflicts and wars

- Broken treaties and promises

- Cultural assimilation efforts

Brown's work highlights these injustices and gives voice to those who
suffered.

Key Events Covered in the Book

Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee chronicles several pivotal events, including:

The Sand Creek Massacre (1864)
The Red Cloud War (1866-1868)
The Great Sioux War (1876-1877)
The Nez Perce War (1877)
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5. The Wounded Knee Massacre (1890)

Each of these events is presented through the eyes of Native American leaders
and their communities, portraying the devastating impact of U.S. policies on
Indigenous populations.

Key Themes in the Book

Dee Brown's narrative is rich with themes that resonate deeply with readers.
Understanding these themes enhances the reader's comprehension of the book's
significance.

Resistance and Resilience

One of the central themes of Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee is the resistance
and resilience of Native American tribes. Despite overwhelming odds, many
tribes fought valiantly to protect their way of life. Figures such as Sitting
Bull, Crazy Horse, and Chief Joseph emerge as symbols of this resistance.
Their stories illustrate the courage and determination of Indigenous peoples
in the face of colonization.

Injustice and Broken Treaties

The book meticulously documents the numerous treaties made and broken by the
U.S. government. Brown exposes the hypocrisy of a nation that claimed to
uphold justice while systematically undermining the rights of Native
Americans. This theme underscores the pervasive injustice that characterized
U.S.-Indian relations during this period.

Cultural Erasure

Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee also discusses the cultural erasure faced by
Native American communities. Brown highlights the efforts made to assimilate
Indigenous peoples into Euro-American culture, often at the expense of their
languages, traditions, and identities. The book serves as a reminder of the
importance of cultural preservation and the ongoing impact of colonization.

The Literary Style of Dee Brown

Dee Brown's writing style is both engaging and accessible, making complex
historical events understandable for a broad audience. His use of primary



sources, including letters, speeches, and testimonies from Native Americans,
lends authenticity to the narrative. This approach not only informs readers
but also honors the voices of those who lived through these tumultuous times.

Use of First-Person Accounts

One of the distinctive features of Brown's work is his reliance on first-
person accounts. By incorporating the voices of Native Americans, he provides
a more nuanced and empathetic perspective. This technique helps readers
connect emotionally with the subjects of the narrative, fostering a deeper
understanding of their experiences.

Chronological Structure

The book is organized chronologically, guiding readers through the series of
events that led to the tragic climax at Wounded Knee. This structure allows
for a clear progression of the narrative, making it easier for readers to
follow the historical timeline and understand the interconnectedness of
various events.

The Impact and Legacy of the Book

Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee has had a profound impact on both literature
and the broader discourse surrounding Native American history. Its
publication marked a turning point in how Indigenous peoples were represented
in American history.

Influence on Native American Studies

The book is often credited with sparking interest in Native American studies
and encouraging further scholarship on Indigenous issues. It has served as a
foundational text for many courses focused on Native American history,
culture, and rights.

Awareness and Activism

Brown's work has also played a crucial role in raising awareness about the
historical injustices faced by Native Americans. It has inspired activism and
advocacy for Indigenous rights, contributing to ongoing efforts to address
historical grievances and promote social justice.



Conclusion

Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee by Dee Brown is more than just a historical
account; it is a powerful testament to the struggles and resilience of Native
American peoples. Through its compelling narrative, the book invites readers
to reflect on the complexities of American history and the ongoing impact of
colonization. As we continue to grapple with these issues today, Brown's work
remains a vital resource for understanding the past and advocating for a more
just future. Whether you are a history enthusiast, a student, or someone
seeking to deepen your understanding of Indigenous issues, this book is an
essential read that resonates with the themes of justice, resilience, and the
enduring spirit of Native American communities.

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 oppression of Native American tribes by the United States
government during the 19th century, highlighting their struggles, resistance,
and the impact of colonization.

How does Dee Brown incorporate primary sources in
the book?

Dee Brown uses a variety of primary sources, including letters, treaties, and
firsthand accounts from Native Americans and government officials, to provide
an authentic perspective on the events and to give voice to the marginalized
narratives of Native American history.

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

The book covers several key historical events, including the Sand Creek
Massacre, the Battle of Little Bighorn, and the Wounded Knee Massacre,
detailing the conflicts and tragedies faced by various Native American tribes
during westward expansion.

Why is 'Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee' considered a
significant work in Native American literature?

It is considered significant because it challenges the dominant narratives of
American history by presenting the perspectives of Native Americans, thereby
raising awareness about their experiences and injustices, and fostering a



deeper understanding of their history.

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

The book had a profound impact on public perception by bringing attention to
the historical injustices faced by Native Americans, prompting a reevaluation
of their portrayal in history and contributing to a broader movement for
Native American rights and recognition.
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