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“...a rice seedling,
grows, not only to fill his hunger,
but to give birth
to other rice seedlings
who will give birth
to many more
who will fill the hunger
of generations of peasants
for food, and land,
and right”

-  “A Comrade Is As Precious As a Rice 
Seedling,” Mila D. Aguilar (1984)



The 71-day occupation of Wounded Knee on the Pine Ridge Reser-
vation (South Dakota) in 1973 stands as an impressive example of 
community self-defense that centers indigenous lived experiences 
and land struggles. The occupation took place at the site of the 1890 
massacre of nearly 300 Indian people by U.S. Government forces--a 
historical event whose atrocities remain glossed over in the dominant 
record. 

Oglala Sioux traditional leaders called for the occupation, galvaniz-
ing several hundred Oglala Sioux, supporters from other tribes, and 
members of the American Indian Movement (AIM) to advance on 
Wounded Knee, where they would take a “stand on Indian land for 
Indian rights” (Voices From Wounded Knee, p.2). They arrived at the 
small town in the middle of the night, taking nearly a dozen of the 
town’s residents as hostages. The town was surrounded by police 
forces within hours of the Oglala Sioux’s arrival; not long after that, 
armed conflict ensued.

The armed takeover of Wounded Knee emerged from a grassroots 
movement that sought to bring awareness to the continued mis-
treatment of indigenous communities in the U.S.; through occupying 
reservation territory which had fallen under the control of a corrupt 
tribal leader and had become “a patchwork of white- and Indi-
an-owned property,” by the 1970s, occupiers asked that the site be 
genuinely restored to the Oglala Sioux people and demanded that the 
U.S. government follow through on the Treaty of 1869 (Voices from 
Wounded Knee, p.9, 55). The government responded by enacting tac-
tics of siege warfare, which included cutting off electricity and water 
to the town, attempting to thwart the transport of food and supplies 
to occupiers, and opening fire into the village from the surrounding 
hills. But the indigenous resistance proved to be more cunning in their 
defense tactics, preventing U.S. troops from forcing them out of land 
they were entitled to. The occupying community created a medical 
clinic, set up housing, trained a highly competent security force, and 
arranged for a steady flow of supplies into the camp.

Succeeding in occupying the town of Wounded Knee for 71 days, 
Wounded Knee stands as a testament to indigenous resistance and 
is remembered as a profound victory for indigenous communities and 
land struggles.

DEFENDING LAND, DEFENDING LIFE:
THE OCCUPATION AT WOUNDED KNEE

Images: ed. Robert An-
derson, Joanna Brown, 
Jonny Lerner, and Bar-
bara Lou Shafer, Voices 
From Wounded Knee 
(Rosevelt Town: NY: Ak-
wesasne Notes 1974): 76, 
78, and 126.26



From September 9 to September 13, 1971, over 1200 incarcerated 
people rebelled, took hostages, and occupied parts of Attica Prison 
in what is contemporarily known as one of the largest and most suc-
cessful prison rebellions in the U.S. United around demands for better 
healthcare, education, and against unrestrained violence by the state, 
prisoners worked collectively to negotiate an end to inhumane condi-
tions at the prison. On the fourth day, New York State Police troopers, 
sent by then Governor Rockefeller, descended upon the prison mur-
dering 33 prisoners and 10 correctional officers. 49 years later, Attica 
serves as a rallying cry for those working for self-determination inside 
of prison walls. Today, incarcerated people’s right to self-defense con-
tinues to be largely suppressed by prison guards, who commit atro-
cious acts of violence against prisoners with impunity. 

The incarcerated people of the 1971 Attica rebellion opened the gate 
to the possibilities of rebellion and resistance for those behind bars, 
demonstrating the power of collective self-defense even among one of 
the most subjugated groups in today’s society. 

REBELLION FROM THE INSIDE OUT:
RESISTANCE AT ATTICA PRISON

Article, “Unity and Courage vs Rockefeller’s machine guns,” in A Report From 
Inside Attica. Prisoners Solidarity Committee. September 17, 1971. Attica Pris-
on Rebellion Collection. The Freedom Archives.

Cover, A Report From Inside Attica (Periodical). Prisoners Solidarity Committee.  
September 17, 1971. Attica Prison Rebellion Collection. The Freedom Archives.
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CONCLUSION 

Memory work aspires to remold traditional modes of 
interacting with the past, insisting that we “transform ways 
of knowing and doing” in order to humanize the “inevitably 
political craft” of archiving. The histories highlighted here 
attest to the radical potential of privileging possibility over 
precedent—whether through direct action, as illustrated in 
some of the featured examples, or through the act of 
stewarding and sharing a history that has been previously 
deemed unfit for preservation. Memory workers in this 
context can participate in defending community histories, 
narratives, and experiences against threats of erasure. 


IV.  

CONCLUSION, 
RESOURCES, & 
CONTINUED LEARNING  

“ The rebellion of the archivist against 
his normal role is not, as so many 
scholars fear, the politicizing of a 
neutral craft, but the humanizing of an 
inevitably political craft.” 

- Howard Zinn, “Secrecy, Archives, 
and the Public Interest,” (1970)



RESOURCES  

1.

Our Communities, Our Solutions: An Organizers’ Toolkit to 
Abolish Policing by Critical Resistance

http://criticalresistance.org/cr_abolish-policing-toolkit_2020/


2.

M4BL Info Sheets: Community Control of Law Enforcement & 
Participatory Budgeting

https://m4bl.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/
CommControlofLawEnforcement-OnePager.pdf

https://m4bl.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/
ParticipatoryBudgeting-OnePager.pdf)


3. 

Defund Police Toolkit by Interrupting Criminalization 

https://www.interruptingcriminalization.com/s/Defund-
Toolkit.pdf


4. 

What’s Next? Safer and More Just Communities Without 
Policing by Interrupting Criminalization

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/
5ee39ec764dbd7179cf1243c/t/
5f85c390635cac03f35913d5/1602601934251/
What%27s+Next+Report+.pdf


5.

Police: A Field Guide by Tyler Wall and David Correia (Verso, 
2018)

https://www.versobooks.com/books/2530-police


Book list from The Los Angeles War Cry, Revolutionary 
Action Movement (RAM), p. 3. Black Liberation Collection. 
The Freedom Archives.

http://criticalresistance.org/cr_abolish-policing-toolkit_2020/
https://m4bl.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/CommControlofLawEnforcement-OnePager.pdf
https://m4bl.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/CommControlofLawEnforcement-OnePager.pdf
https://m4bl.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/ParticipatoryBudgeting-OnePager.pdf)
https://m4bl.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/ParticipatoryBudgeting-OnePager.pdf)
https://www.interruptingcriminalization.com/s/Defund-Toolkit.pdf
https://www.interruptingcriminalization.com/s/Defund-Toolkit.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5ee39ec764dbd7179cf1243c/t/5f85c390635cac03f35913d5/1602601934251/What%27s+Next+Report+.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5ee39ec764dbd7179cf1243c/t/5f85c390635cac03f35913d5/1602601934251/What%27s+Next+Report+.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5ee39ec764dbd7179cf1243c/t/5f85c390635cac03f35913d5/1602601934251/What%27s+Next+Report+.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/5ee39ec764dbd7179cf1243c/t/5f85c390635cac03f35913d5/1602601934251/What%27s+Next+Report+.pdf
https://www.versobooks.com/books/2530-police
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