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Dee Brown's "Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee" is a seminal work that presents a poignant narrative

of the American West from the perspective of Native Americans. Published in 1970, this

groundbreaking book has remained an essential text for understanding the complex history of Native

American tribes and their tragic experiences during the expansion of the United States. By

meticulously documenting the events that led to the Wounded Knee Massacre of 1890, Brown not only

honors the voices of Native Americans but also challenges the dominant historical narratives that have

often marginalized their experiences.

Historical Context

To fully appreciate the significance of "Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee," it is crucial to understand

the historical context in which it was written. The book emerges from a long history of conflict between

Native American tribes and European settlers, which escalated as the United States expanded

westward.

Westward Expansion

- The concept of Manifest Destiny fueled the belief that Americans were destined to expand across the

continent.

- This ideology justified the displacement and systematic oppression of Native American tribes.

- As settlers moved west, they encroached on tribal lands, often leading to violent confrontations.



Impact of the Indian Wars

- The Indian Wars (approx. 1860-1890) were a series of conflicts between Native American tribes and

U.S. forces.

- These wars were characterized by battles, forced relocations, and treaties that were frequently

broken by the government.

- The culmination of these conflicts led to significant loss of life and land for Native American peoples.

Overview of the Book

Dee Brown's "Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee" is structured chronologically, detailing the experiences

of various tribes and their encounters with U.S. government forces. The narrative is rich with firsthand

accounts, historical documents, and testimonies that provide a vivid picture of the struggles faced by

Native Americans.

Key Themes

1. Loss and Suffering: The book poignantly illustrates the immense suffering endured by Native

American tribes due to war, famine, and forced relocation.

2. Resistance and Resilience: Despite overwhelming odds, many tribes displayed remarkable

resilience and resistance against oppression.

3. Cultural Erasure: Brown emphasizes the cultural loss experienced by Native Americans as their

ways of life were systematically dismantled.

Notable Tribes and Figures

- The Lakota Sioux: Central to the narrative, the Lakota Sioux's struggle against U.S. forces is



highlighted, particularly their resistance during the Great Sioux War of 1876.

- Sitting Bull: A prominent leader of the Lakota, Sitting Bull is portrayed as a symbol of resistance and

strength.

- The Nez Perce: The story of Chief Joseph and the Nez Perce's tragic retreat is a significant chapter

in the book, showcasing the harsh realities of betrayal and conflict.

Structure and Style

Brown's writing style in "Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee" is both accessible and scholarly, making

the book an important resource for both general readers and historians. The structure of the book

allows readers to grasp the sequential unfolding of events leading to the Wounded Knee Massacre.

Use of Primary Sources

Brown masterfully weaves together primary sources such as letters, speeches, and official documents,

lending authenticity to the narrative. This method also serves to amplify the voices of Native

Americans, who have often been silenced in historical accounts.

Narrative Technique

- Third-Person Perspective: Brown employs a third-person narrative that shifts perspectives between

different tribes and events, providing a multifaceted view of the historical landscape.

- Vivid Descriptions: His use of descriptive language paints a stark picture of the violence and trauma

experienced by Native Americans.



Impact and Legacy

Since its publication, "Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee" has had a profound impact on both popular

and academic understandings of Native American history.

Influence on Native American Rights Movement

- The book reignited interest in Native American rights and sovereignty during the 1970s.

- It contributed to a growing awareness of the injustices faced by Native Americans, leading to a

resurgence in activism.

Educational Importance

- "Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee" is widely used in educational settings to teach about the

complexities of American history.

- Its inclusion in curricula has fostered discussions on colonialism, racism, and social justice.

Reappraisal of Historical Narratives

- Brown's work has prompted historians to reexamine their narratives about the American West,

challenging the glorified tales of pioneers and settlers.

- It has led to a more nuanced understanding of the consequences of westward expansion on Native

American communities.



Critique and Controversy

While "Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee" is widely acclaimed, it has also faced criticism. Some

historians argue that Brown's portrayal of events is overly simplistic and that it may romanticize certain

aspects of Native American resistance.

Debates on Historical Accuracy

- Critics contend that Brown sometimes relies on anecdotal evidence rather than comprehensive

historical analysis.

- Others argue that his focus on specific tribes and events may overlook the diversity of experiences

among different Native American groups.

Responses to Critique

- Proponents of the book assert that its emotional resonance and accessibility are vital for educating

the public about Native American history.

- Brown's intention to amplify marginalized voices is seen as a significant contribution to the field of

history.

Conclusion

Dee Brown's "Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee" remains a powerful and essential text for

understanding the history of Native Americans in the United States. Through its compelling narrative,

the book sheds light on the injustices faced by Native tribes and their enduring spirit in the face of

adversity. As a touchstone for discussions about colonialism, cultural erasure, and the struggle for



rights, it continues to resonate with readers and scholars alike. The ongoing relevance of Brown's work

serves as a reminder of the importance of inclusive historical narratives that honor the rich histories of

all peoples.

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 in the United States during the late 19th century, highlighting the injustice

and suffering they endured.

Who is the author of 'Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee'?

The book was authored by Dee Brown and published in 1970.

How does 'Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee' differ from traditional

American history narratives?

The book provides a perspective from Native Americans, focusing on their experiences and viewpoints,

contrasting the often Eurocentric narratives that dominate American history.

What historical events are highlighted in 'Bury My Heart at Wounded

Knee'?

The book highlights several key events, including the Sand Creek Massacre, the Battle of Little

Bighorn, and the Wounded Knee Massacre, among others.

What impact did 'Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee' have on public



perception of Native American history?

The book significantly raised awareness of the injustices faced by Native Americans and contributed to

a broader understanding and acknowledgment of their history and rights.

Is 'Bury My Heart at Wounded Knee' considered a primary or

secondary source?

It is considered a secondary source, as it compiles and analyzes various historical accounts and

testimonies rather than being a direct account from the time it discusses.

What literary techniques does Dee Brown use in 'Bury My Heart at

Wounded Knee'?

Dee Brown employs a narrative style that combines historical documentation with powerful storytelling,

using personal accounts and vivid descriptions to convey the emotional weight of the events.
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