
Dennis Banks and the Rise of the American
Indian Movement: A Journey of Resistance
and Empowerment

The American Indian Movement (AIM) emerged as a beacon of hope and
resistance for Native Americans in the midst of systematic oppression and
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discrimination. At the forefront of this movement stood Dennis Banks, a
visionary leader whose unwavering determination and unwavering spirit
ignited a fire that continues to burn within Indian Country today. This article
delves into the life of Dennis Banks, exploring his role in the rise of AIM and
the profound impact he has had on the Native American struggle for self-
determination and sovereignty.
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Early Life and Influences

Dennis Banks was born Dennis Delbert Hanson on April 12, 1937, on the
Leech Lake Indian Reservation in Minnesota. His Ojibwe and Chippewa
heritage instilled within him a deep connection to the land and a strong
sense of cultural identity. From a tender age, Banks was exposed to the
harsh realities faced by Native Americans, including poverty, discrimination,
and government policies that sought to assimilate them into mainstream
society.

These experiences left an indelible mark on Banks' psyche, fueling his
determination to fight for the rights of his people. He became involved in
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the local civil rights movement and was particularly influenced by the Black
Panther Party, whose militant tactics resonated with his own frustration with
the status quo.

Founding of the American Indian Movement

In 1968, Banks joined forces with Clyde Bellecourt, George Mitchell, and
Russell Means to establish the American Indian Movement. AIM emerged
as a militant organization that demanded justice for Native Americans,
drawing inspiration from the Black Power movement and the growing anti-
war sentiment of the time.

Banks played a pivotal role in shaping the ideology and strategy of AIM. He
believed in confronting the government directly and using protest and direct
action to bring attention to the plight of Indian people. His charisma and
oratorical skills made him a powerful advocate for Native rights, and he
quickly became a symbol of resistance for Indian Country.

Key Events and Protests

Under Banks' leadership, AIM organized a series of high-profile protests
that shook the nation and brought the issue of Native American rights to the
forefront of public consciousness. These included:

* The Trail of Broken Treaties (1972): A march on Washington, D.C., to
demand the fulfillment of treaty obligations and the recognition of tribal
sovereignty. * The Wounded Knee Occupation (1973): A 71-day armed
standoff between AIM activists and federal agents on the Pine Ridge Indian
Reservation in South Dakota, which erupted in response to government
corruption and brutality. * The International Indian Treaty Council (1974):



An organization founded by Banks to promote indigenous rights on a global
scale.

These protests, while often met with violence and repression, raised
awareness about the systemic injustices faced by Native Americans and
helped to galvanize support for their cause.

Banks' Personal Journey

Banks' life was marked by both triumphs and setbacks. He faced numerous
legal challenges and spent time in prison for his involvement in protests.
However, through it all, he remained steadfast in his beliefs and continued
to work tirelessly for the empowerment of Native people.

Beyond his activism, Banks was also a writer and artist. He published
several books and collected poetry that chronicled his experiences and the
struggle for Native rights. His artistic endeavors served as a powerful
medium for expressing the beauty and resilience of Indian culture.

Legacy and Impact

Dennis Banks passed away on October 29, 2017, at the age of 80. His
legacy as a fearless leader and passionate advocate for Native American
rights continues to inspire generations of activists and scholars.

The American Indian Movement, which he co-founded, remains a vital
organization dedicated to promoting self-determination and sovereignty for
Indian people. Its influence can be seen in the numerous legal victories and
policy changes that have improved the lives of Native Americans over the
past decades.



Dennis Banks was a transformative figure in the history of the Native
American struggle. His unwavering determination, militant tactics, and
unwavering spirit helped to ignite a movement that has had a profound
impact on the lives of Indian people. His legacy as a leader, advocate, and
artist continues to inspire and empower countless individuals and
organizations working to achieve justice and equality for all.
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