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Thanksgiving is a time for gratitude, family gatherings, and festive feasts. However, it is
important to recognize that this holiday also carries a significant weight of sorrow and
reflection for many, particularly Indigenous communities in North America. As we celebrate
the blessings of the harvest and the company of loved ones, we must also acknowledge the
historical context and the painful legacy that Thanksgiving represents for various groups.
This article delves into why Thanksgiving is considered a day of mourning, highlighting its
historical roots and the ongoing impact on Indigenous peoples.

Understanding the Historical Context of
Thanksgiving

Thanksgiving is often associated with the Pilgrims and Native Americans sharing a peaceful
meal in 1621. However, this narrative glosses over the complex and often tragic history
that followed. The arrival of European settlers marked the beginning of colonization, which
had devastating effects on Indigenous populations. To fully grasp why Thanksgiving is
viewed as a day of mourning, we must examine the following historical events:

The Impact of Colonization

1. Land Dispossession: European settlers claimed vast areas of land, often through violent
means, leading to the displacement of Indigenous peoples from their ancestral territories.
2. Cultural Erasure: Colonization brought about efforts to suppress Indigenous cultures,
languages, and spiritual practices. Many Native Americans were forced into assimilation
policies that sought to erase their identities.
3. Violence and Conflict: The relationships between European settlers and Indigenous tribes
were frequently marked by violence, treaties that were broken, and wars that decimated
Indigenous populations.

Contemporary Perspectives on Thanksgiving

For many Indigenous people today, Thanksgiving is not a day of celebration but rather a
reminder of the pain and losses their communities have endured. This perspective is
essential in understanding the complexities of the holiday. Here are some of the reasons
why Thanksgiving is viewed as a day of mourning:

- Commemoration of Loss: Many Indigenous communities observe a day of mourning to
remember the lives lost and the cultures diminished due to colonization.



- Awareness and Education: Recognizing the darker aspects of Thanksgiving can serve as a
platform for educating others about Indigenous histories and contemporary issues.
- Cultural Resilience: Despite the historical trauma, Indigenous peoples continue to
celebrate their cultures, languages, and traditions, reclaiming their narratives in a modern
context.

Reflections on Indigenous Resilience and Activism

The narrative around Thanksgiving has shifted in recent years, with more individuals and
organizations promoting awareness of Indigenous issues. This has led to a growing
movement that seeks to honor the past while advocating for justice and recognition of
Indigenous rights.

Activism and Awareness Efforts

Here are some ways that Indigenous communities and allies are working to reframe the
conversation around Thanksgiving:

- National Day of Mourning: Established in 1970, this event takes place on Cole's Hill in
Plymouth, Massachusetts, where participants gather to honor the Indigenous people who
suffered due to colonization.
- Educational Programs: Many organizations create educational materials and programs
that highlight Indigenous histories, cultures, and sovereignty. This effort aims to inform the
public and encourage critical thinking about the holiday.
- Social Media Campaigns: Activists use social media platforms to share stories, resources,
and calls to action, fostering a broader understanding of Indigenous experiences.

How to Acknowledge Thanksgiving as a Day of
Mourning

If you are interested in being respectful and mindful during the Thanksgiving season,
consider the following actions:

1. Educate Yourself

Take the time to learn about the history of Thanksgiving from Indigenous perspectives.
Read books, watch documentaries, or attend lectures that address the complex narratives
surrounding the holiday.



2. Support Indigenous Voices

Seek out and amplify the voices of Indigenous writers, artists, and activists. Share their
work on social media and engage with their content to foster a greater understanding of
their experiences.

3. Participate in Local Events

Join local events that honor Indigenous histories and cultures. This could include attending
a National Day of Mourning ceremony or participating in workshops and discussions focused
on reconciliation.

4. Reflect on Your Own Practices

Consider how you celebrate Thanksgiving and what traditions you uphold. Incorporate
elements that honor Indigenous peoples, such as sharing their stories during your gathering
or making space for discussions about their histories.

5. Advocate for Indigenous Rights

Support policies and initiatives that promote Indigenous rights and sovereignty. This could
involve advocating for land acknowledgments, supporting Indigenous-led organizations, or
participating in campaigns that address issues facing Indigenous communities today.

Conclusion

As we gather around the table each Thanksgiving, it is crucial to remember that this holiday
is also a day of mourning for many. Acknowledging the historical injustices faced by
Indigenous peoples allows for a more nuanced understanding of the holiday. By educating
ourselves, supporting Indigenous voices, and engaging in meaningful reflection, we can
honor both the joy and the sorrow that Thanksgiving represents. Embracing this duality not
only enriches our own experiences but also contributes to a broader movement towards
healing and reconciliation.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the significance of Thanksgiving as a day of



mourning for some communities?
Thanksgiving is recognized by some Indigenous communities as a day of mourning because
it marks the beginning of colonization and the suffering that followed, including
displacement and cultural loss.

How do Indigenous peoples commemorate Thanksgiving
as a day of mourning?
Many Indigenous peoples commemorate Thanksgiving as a day of mourning by holding
protests, organizing gatherings, and participating in events that honor their ancestors and
raise awareness about the historical injustices they faced.

What events or activities are typically associated with
the Thanksgiving day of mourning?
Activities associated with the Thanksgiving day of mourning often include memorial
services, educational workshops, and community discussions that focus on Indigenous
history, rights, and cultural resilience.

Why is it important to acknowledge Thanksgiving as a
day of mourning?
Acknowledging Thanksgiving as a day of mourning is important because it fosters
understanding of the historical context of colonization, encourages empathy towards
Indigenous experiences, and promotes healing and reconciliation.

What role do educational organizations play in raising
awareness about Thanksgiving as a day of mourning?
Educational organizations play a crucial role by providing resources, hosting events, and
facilitating discussions that educate the public about Indigenous histories, perspectives,
and the reasons behind the mourning aspect of Thanksgiving.

In what ways can individuals show support for
Indigenous communities on Thanksgiving?
Individuals can show support for Indigenous communities on Thanksgiving by participating
in local events that honor Indigenous histories, educating themselves about the issues
faced by these communities, and advocating for policies that support Indigenous rights.
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