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The Lakota are indigenous to North America, specifically to the Great Plains.  They 
belong to the Sioux confederation, which is a confederation of seven related Sioux tribes.  The 
Lakota themselves are divided into seven tribes, which include the Sičháŋǧu, Oglála, Itázipčho, 
Húŋkpapȟa, Mnikȟówožu, Sihásapa (also known as Blackfeet), and Oóhenuŋpa.  In Pre-
Columbian times, the Lakota had a simple life.  Then, everything changed when the Europeans 
came to the Americas.   Their old way of life, religion and all, changed drastically.  This was due 
to Americans moving west to find a better life.  Manifest Destiny led people to believe that the 
land in the west was given to them by God.  In the late 1800s came the Ghost Dance, along with 
the decimation of the Lakota’s way of life.  They signed treaties with the US Government, but 
they were unaware that they were signing their lives away. With the spread of the Ghost Dance 
came the US Army and the massacres of the Lakota.  The US Government didn’t understand this 
new religion that thousands of Native American Lakota, and others, started practicing.  They 
were completely unaware that the Ghost Dance was extremely similar to Christianity itself.  In 
this paper, I will examine how the Lakota’s traditional religion before it was affected by the 
onset of the white man, how some Lakota resisted the repression of the United States 
government, and the Ghost Dance and how it helped them cope with that repression.   

No one is really sure where the Lakota originally migrated from.  It is said that the Siouan 
language family, which includes the Lakota, probably originated in the lower Mississippi River 
or in eastern Texas.  There is also the theory that they either migrated to, or were already 
inhabiting, the Ohio Valley in the late 16th and early 17th centuries.  They also lived in the 
southeastern United States, between Florida and Virginia during this time.  A combination of 
attacks by Algonquins, non-Indians, and diseases destroyed the Lakota.  Some Lakota fled and 
went to other tribes, others were sent as slaves to the West Indies.  The entire Siouan language 
family had a combined 100 million acres in the Upper Mississippi at this time. 

The Lakota, before they were contacted by white settlers and Christianity, had a belief 
system not unlike those of other Native American groups at the time.  According to legend, 
White Buffalo Calf Woman brought the Lakota seven ceremonies.  These included Sweat Lodge 
(initi), Making of Relatives (Hunka), Vision Quest (Hanbleceya), Girls’ Puberty Ritual (Isnati 
alowanpi), Throwing of the Ball (Tapa Wankayeyapi) Keeping of the Soul ceremony 
(Wakicapapi), and the Sun Dance (Wiwanyang wacipi).  Each of these were very important to 
the Lakota way of life before the onset of white settlers and Manifest Destiny, which essentially 
ruined their lives forever.  Other beliefs and rituals originally believed by the Lakota include 
Wakan Tanka, the Sacred Pipe, and the use of shamans.   

The myth of the White Buffalo Calf Woman came about one summer a very long time 
ago, when the seven bands of the Lakota were gathered.  To Native Americans, the birth of a 
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white buffalo is a symbol of rebirth and world harmony, “A prophecy foretold that the birth of a 
white buffalo calf would be a sign that it would be near the time She would return to purify the 
world.” (crystalinks, “White Buffalo Calf Woman”).  There was a famine at the time, so two men 
were sent out every day to hunt for food, but every time they came back empty handed.  One 
day, they climbed a hill so they could get a view and possibly find some food to eat.  On the way 
up, they encountered a woman who was floating instead of walking.  In that moment, they 
realized that the woman was Wakan, or something that is holy or hard to understand.  She was 
the most beautiful person they had ever seen.  One of the men wanted to marry her and tried to 
touch her, but before he could do so he disappeared in a white cloud.  The White Buffalo Calf 
Woman told the other man, who had respected her that she would bring something holy to his 
people from the buffalo, but they had to build a holy medicine lodge first.   

Four days later she came to the camp and told them to make a sacred alter, an owanka 
wakan.  They did this, and she came back when it was done.  She then gave them the sacred pipe 
and said, “Behold this and always love it!  It is lela wakan [very sacred], and you must treat it as 
such.  No impure man should ever be allowed to see it, for within this bundle there is a sacred 
pipe.  With this you will, during the winters to come, send your voices to Wakan-Tanka, your 
Father and Grandfather.” (Black Elk, Brown 5).  She walked around the medicine lodge four 
times, which symbolized the sacred hoop, or the road of life.  There is a fire in the medicine 
lodge in which the White Buffalo Calf Woman places a dry buffalo chip on, and proceeds to 
light the pipe with.   This symbolizes petaowihankeshni, which is the fire without end and is the 
flame that is passed from generation to generation. The White Buffalo Calf Woman said, “With 
this holy pipe, you will walk like a living prayer. With your feet resting upon the earth and the 
pipe stem reaching into the sky, your body forms a living bridge between the Sacred Beneath and 
the Sacred Above. Wakan Tanka smiles upon us, because now we are as one: earth, sky, all 
living things, the two-legged, the four-legged, the winged ones, the trees, the grasses.”  She 
showed them the right way to pray.  She told them that the sacred pipe bowl has 7 engraved 
circles of various sizes, which symbolized the seven ceremonies and seven sacred campfires they 
have to practice with the pipe.  It is said that the sacred pipe binds women and men together in a 
“circle of love”, because it’s the only thing that is made with the help of both men and 
women.  When the White Buffalo Calf Woman left, it is said that she rolled over 4 times.  Each 
of these times, she turned into a black, brown, red, and white buffalo calf.  She disappeared, and 
then the great buffalo herds came and the great famine they had been in was over.  They then 
used buffalo for everything they ever needed.   

The seven ceremonies that the White Buffalo Calf Woman brought include the Sweat 
Lodge (initi), Making of Relatives (Hunka), Vision Quest (Hanbleceya), Girls’ Puberty Ritual 
(Isnati alowanpi), Throwing of the Ball (Tapa wankayeyapi), Keeping of the Soul ceremony 
(Wakicapapi), and the Sun Dance (Wiwanyang wacipi). These ceremonies became a staple in the 
Lakota culture until the white settlers and the United States government destroyed their old way 
of life.   

Seven Ceremonies 

 For starters, wakan is something hard to understand.  Wakan is also someone who knows 
things that other people don’t know.  A very wise person is an example of someone or something 
wakan.  Earlier in this chapter, the White Buffalo Calf Woman was an example of wakan.  To 
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the Lakota, she was a powerful person and brought the buffalo to the Lakota to end the 
famine.  Someone who is wakan is, “...one who has the power with the spirits.  It is one who 
communicates with the spirits.  It is one who can do strange things.  A wakan man knows things 
that the people do not know.  He knows the ceremonies and the songs.  He can tell the people 
what the spirits wish them to do.  He can tell what is to be in the future.  He can talk with 
everything on earth.” (Walker, DeMaille, and Jahner 69).  They go on to say that Wakan Tanka 
are those who which made everything and govern things, which are then considered 
Wakanpi.  Wakanpi are things that are above mankind, like a spirit or divinity.  The White 
Buffalo Calf Woman was the first of many Wakan Tankas.  She brought the seven ceremonies, 
which were completely essential in the Lakota beliefs and rituals before white settlers made their 
way west.   

Inipi 

The first, and oldest, ceremony was the inipi, or sweat lodge as non-Indians would know 
it.  To the Lakota, the use of “sweat lodge” to refer to the practice is completely wrong.  They 
think of it as a place to make one’s body pure and strong.  Technically, initi means a tipi to do ini 
in, or the ceremony.  When one does the ini in the initi, it makes the ni strong.  In this situation, 
the ni could be like the soul of a person. So, if it leaves the body, the person is dead.  Someone 
should participate in the initi when they feel like their ni is weak.  One does the inipi when they 
need to wash the inside of his body when they are sick, or to get ready for an important 
ceremony.  Both of these instances are for purification of the body.  If one is doing the inipi 
before an important ceremony, a shaman must conduct the inipi. 

Hunka 

Next is the hunka ceremony or making of relatives.  In ancient times, it was performed 
without definite forms or rites.  Then, shamans took charge and dedicated forms and rites to the 
ceremony.  The ceremony itself is performed for the purpose of giving a particular relationship to 
two persons and giving them a relation to other that have had it performed for them (Walker, 
DeMaille, and Jahner 217).  Essential features of a hunka ceremony include a shaman, to be 
performed for two people at a time, horse tails that must be waived, hunka corn must be shown, 
hunka meat must be given, generosity should be taught, and a feast must happen.  Relationships 
established during the hunka ceremony are similar to the relationship of a mother and her child, 
or a brother and sister.  If the relationship in the hunka ceremony being established is between a 
parent and their small child, then the parent must be the ate hunka, meaning that they have 
seniority over the child.  In other relationships, like between siblings, they are hunka to each 
other.  The people that do the hunka then belong in a sort of brotherhood.  There are 
requirements before you must do the hunka.  In order to partake in the hunka ceremony, one 
must do the following: they should give all of their possessions away, ask their friends and 
family if they can give some possessions, invite two friends to a feast and tell them about what 
one is yearning to do, give his friends a pipe and ask them to give it to his chosen hunka partner, 
and get consent from that partner.  After that, everything is ready for the hunka ceremony.   
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Vision Quest 

The vision quest, or Hanbleyapi, is one of the oldest ceremonies out of the 7 ceremonies 
that the White Buffalo Calf Woman gave the Lakota.  One must partake in a vision quest before 
they do anything of great importance.  Before one goes on a vision quest, they must participate in 
the inipi to cleanse themselves.  One can go to different places to seek a vision, like a hill or the 
inipi tipi for instance, or to a shaman if they are seeking a vision for something that is extremely 
important.  They can stay in the tipi after they do the inipi to seek a vision.  A shaman would be 
sitting nearby to help interpret the vision itself.  There can be several interpretations of 
visions.  If the vision is simple, then that person is declared a person who can spread the 
knowledge they saw in their vision.  If the meaning of the vision is unclear, they must confer 
with shamans until the meaning of it has been debated and agreed upon.  They should also seek a 
vision before becoming a shaman, if they see the right thing it will instruct him what he must do 
and what medicine to use.  Then when he has related his vision to the wise men [shamans], they 
will tell him what he must do (Walker, DeMaille, and Jahner 105).  So, if you want to become a 
shaman, you should first do the inipi to cleanse yourself and then seek a vision.  If someone 
wants one of the best visions, they must look at the sun until they see the vision.  Staring into the 
sun to seek a vision was the origin of what the Sun Dance would be.  

Girls’ Puberty Ritual  

The Lakota believe that the spirits which take possession of the body of a girl when she 
becomes a woman squeeze the blood from her body and cause the flow.  Each moon they return 
and do this unless she becomes with child, when they are pleased and let her alone (Walker, 
DeMaille, and Jahner 243).  During a Lakota girl’s menstrual cycle, the Lakota believe that 
Iktomi (The Winged God) and Anog Ite (The Double Woman) are always lurking nearby the tipi 
that the girl is in.  If a man approaches the girl, then he is plagued with madness, eruptions, or 
palsy.  If she permits the man to approach her, the girl has to sleep with coyotes and her kids will 
be a shame to her.  During her first menstrual cycle, she must live in a tipi.  The tipi, also called 
the lonely tipi, is considered wakan by the Lakota, and if any man enters it evil powers will mess 
him up.  The girls’ puberty ritual can be just as elaborate as other Lakota rituals that were given 
to them by the White Buffalo Calf Woman.  The ceremony itself can be very simple without 
feasting or giving of gifts, or it can be very elaborate.  The number of people that come to the 
ceremony itself is in proportion to the social prestige of the woman and her family, along with 
how large the feast is and how much it cost to put on this ceremony.  The parents of the woman 
are required to make a tipi for the lodge, a dress, a decorated type of loincloth, a wooden 
bowl.  They are also required to make the food for the feast, presents for the guests, and gather 
things for the ceremony including sage brush, dried wood, dried willow bark, and many 
more.  The family has to prepare for the ceremony, which can be very expensive if they have a 
lot of guests.  This is no problem if the family has a lot of prestige in the community, because it 
means that they can probably afford to sponsor such a large ceremony.   

Keeping of the Soul 

The Keeping of the Soul ceremony is a sort of funeral ritual for the Lakota that was given 
to them by the White Buffalo Calf Woman.  She told them that “when they die, their souls must 
be purified so they can reunite with Wakan Tanka- the Great Spirit. (aktalakota, “Nagi Gluhapi - 
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Keeping of the Soul”).  When a loved one dies, they get a lock of hair and hold it over a piece of 
sweetgrass, which is used for purification purposes.  They then wrap it in a piece of buckskin, 
which is sacred, and smoke the Sacred Pipe.  This bundle of buckskin, now called the soul 
bundle, is then kept in a relative’s tipi of the person who has passed away.  This person is called 
the soul’s keeper.  They keep this title for about 1 year until the soul is released.  They must live 
a peaceful life until then.  The ceremony to release the soul begins 1 year after one has passed 
away.  It starts with a buffalo hunt and the construction of a special lodge.  Sacred tobacco is 
smoked in the Sacred Pipe at this time, and an offering is given to the Earth in the form of buried 
food.  The soul bundle is carried outside, and as soon as it gets outside the soul is 
released.  Then, it travels along the Milky Way, which is known as the Spirit Path to the Lakota, 
to reach the old woman who judges each soul known as Maya Owichapaha.  If Maya judges the 
soul worthy, she sends it to the right to Wakan Tanka.  If a soul is considered unworthy by Maya 
Owichapaha, it is sent to the left where it may become purified, eventually, and then join Wakan 
Tanka.  

Throwing of the Ball 

The throwing of the ball ceremony, or Tapa Wankaye Yapi, is technically the last of the 7 
ceremonies brought to the Lakota by the White Buffalo Calf Woman.  The ball in this ceremony 
represents Wakan Tanka, and the throwing of it represents the course of a Lakota’s life trying to 
get the ball.  The odds of someone actually getting the ball at the ceremony are very slim.  The 
ball itself is painted red with a blue dot in each of the quarters of the ball, and with two blue 
circles painted around the ball “symbolizing the coming together of heaven and earth, making 
the ball sacred.”(aktalakota,“Tapa Wankaye Yapi- The Throwing of the Ball”).  According to 
Lakota legend, the ball was given to man by the buffalo, which symbolized that man was the 
inheritor of the earth.  The ceremony itself consists of a girl that stands in a circle. She represents 
purity, then she throws the ball in four directions which represents the four stages of life.  She 
throws it towards the West goal first, and then the rest of the goals.  People gather at these goals 
and try to catch the ball.  A person at each goal catches it and throws it back to her.  There are 
many people at each goal all trying to catch it at the same time.  Every participant must choose to 
reach for the ball to receive a great blessing, even though the chances of catching the ball are 
slim they understand that not everyone will catch it.  

Sun Dance 

The Sun Dance is one of the most important ceremonies that the Lakota have.    All of the 
tribes came together to participate in the Sun Dance ceremony in either in June or July, and is a 
time of renewal for the tribe, people, and the earth (aktalakota, “Wiwanke Wachipi - The Sun 
Dance”).  Each tribe camps in a circle of their own, but each tribal circle is a part of a larger 
circle.  They clear a large circle for the arena of the Sun Dance, and then proceed to put up a 
double ring of sticks around the arena.  Before actually participating in the Sun Dance, they have 
to purify themselves by doing the inipi ceremony.  Shamans are a large part of these Sun Dance 
ceremonies, including inipi ceremony that the Lakota have to do beforehand. The shamans go 
out and pick out a large cottonwood tree, which is used for the central pole in the Sun Dance. 
This tree that they pick out isn’t allowed to touch the ground, so the shamans pick a man of great 
bravery to catch it as it is falling.  Since the tree is one of the main parts of the ceremony, it is 
considered wakan.  The actual start of the ceremony happens the next day at sunrise.  Dancers 
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stare at the sun as it rises and dance for four days straight while waiting for the “self-sacrificers'' 
prepare for the other part of the ceremony.  The dancers are allowed short breaks but are not 
allowed to eat food or drink water.  They are participating in the Sun Dance usually for a specific 
reason which could be anything from wanting better hunting skills to wishing for better weather 
(Walker, DeMaille, and Jahner 180).  Shamans then place buffalo skulls around the arena and tie 
rawhide to the central pole.  Dancers wear rings of sage on their heads, wrists, and ankles.  They 
also carry a whistle made from the wing bone of an eagle during the dance (aktalakota, 
“Wiwanke Wachipi - The Sun Dance”). 

Each dancer that participates in the Sun Dance gets their own mentor in the form of a 
shaman or someone who has already participated in the Sun Dance.  The Sun Dance itself is 
extremely complicated, unlike the preparation for it.  To start off the Sun Dance, dancers stand 
around the arena while the shamans pierce each side of their chest with bone.  After they are 
pierced, the pieces of rawhides that are on the wakan tree in the middle are tethered to the pieces 
of bone on each dancer.  If someone doesn’t want to be tethered to the pole, then they must have 
a piece of bone pierced through their backs and have a buffalo skull connected to it via 
thongs.  The dancers then dance until the bone is forcibly removed from their body. While they 
dance, they pull themselves backwards to try to tear their flesh and release themselves.  The ones 
with buffalo skulls dance over rocks and through bushes in hopes that the skull will be forcibly 
removed somehow.  If they have not removed the bone by sundown, the mentors forcibly 
remove the bone by jerking the dancer backwards to tear the bone out.  Then if they still can’t 
remove it, the shamans remove it by piercing it reverse to the initial piercing.  Having a bone 
pierced and forcibly removed from your chest is obviously a pretty emotionally traumatizing 
experience, which is why they have to be treated by the shamans afterwards for their wounds.   

All these ceremonies have a huge significance in the Lakota culture.  Each of these 
ceremonies has a certain element of the numinous experience when they partake in them.  All 
religions are based on a firsthand personal experience.  At heart, it is a nonrational perception of 
a supreme existence.  Every true religious founding had an encounter with ultimate 
reality.  Ultimate reality exists and goes beyond human understanding.  In this case, the seven 
ceremonies of the Lakota are based on the first-hand personal experience with the White Buffalo 
Calf Woman when she gave them the Sacred Pipe which goes beyond human understanding with 
things that are Wakan-tanka or wakan.  Humans have numinous experiences which happen 
through a combination of your senses, personality, and culture to form a message to tell 
society.  Society can either reject or transform this message into a movement (Bunger, 
Robert).  The White Buffalo Calf Woman brought the Lakota the Sacred Pipe, which they 
accepted from her.  They accepted the Sacred Pipe, and the White Buffalo Calf Woman gave 
them the seven ceremonies.  This fits the numinous experience perfectly. 

These ceremonies were very sacred for the Lakota, and still are.  For the most part, their 
seven sacred ceremonies were banned in the late 1800s and early 1900s.  This was due to settlers 
of the newly founded United States of America migrating west, which the Lakota started 
encountering in 1834 in the form of wagon trains.  The wagon trains started moving through 
Lakota territory and disrupted buffalo herds, so the Lakota attacked the wagons.  In 1848, there 
was gold discovered in California, which then caused thousands of people to migrate west to 
California and thereby started the disruption of the Native American way of life as they knew 
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it.  To justify these breaches of Native American lands, lawmakers in Washington DC invented 
Manifest Destiny.  Manifest Destiny said that “the Europeans and their descendants were 
ordained by destiny to rule all of America.  They were the dominant race and therefore 
responsible for the Indians- along with their lands, their forests, and their mineral wealth.  Only 
the New Englanders, who had destroyed or driven out all their Indians, spoke out against 
Manifest Destiny.” (Brown and Sides 8).   

The year 1851 brought about the Fort Laramie Treaty.  There were multiple tribes of 
Native Americans present at Fort Laramie when this treaty was worked out including the 
Cheyenne, Arapahos, Sioux, Crows, and others.  The Native American groups and the United 
States swore to “maintain good faith and friendship in all their mutual intercourse, and to make 
an effective and lasting peace.” (Dee and Sides 68).  The Fort Laramie Treaty of 1851 gave the 
wagon trains free access to the Lakota territory while simultaneously officially recognizing the 
Lakota territory.  They did not give up any rights to their lands.  At least not yet, anyway.   

The 1851 Fort Laramie treaty led to multiple conflicts in the 1850s and beyond.  Multiple 
Lakota leaders, like Red Cloud, Crazy Horse, and Sitting Bull all attempted to resolve these 
conflicts.  In the 1860s, Red Cloud led and won a fight to force the United States to close 
Bozeman Road, which led through Lakota hunting ground to illegal gold mines in Montana and 
was in direct violation of the 1851 Fort Laramie Treaty.  Then, in the 1868 Fort Laramie Treaty, 
the United States admitted that they were in the wrong. They promised to close the illegal gold 
mining road and stay out of the Lakota territory in exchange for the Lakota to stop the raids on 
wagons and remain on their own reservation.  Unfortunately for the Lakota, the United States 
found gold in the Black Hills in 1874 via an illegal military expedition.  This brought swarms of 
gold miners to the Black Hills which was in direct violation of the 1868 Fort Laramie 
Treaty.  Famous Lakota like Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse attempted to protect their sacred and 
legally recognized land against invasion from the United States government.  The United States 
wanted to purchase the Black Hills but Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse rejected their offers.  Sadly, 
in 1876, the United States Army stopped protecting the Black Hills against non-Indians and went 
after the Lakota who refused to settle on their reservation which was getting smaller every 
year.  In late June of 1876, the Lakota and Cheyenne led by Crazy Horse and Sitting Bull took 
out General Custer and the US 7th Cavalry at Little Bighorn.  This was the last solid victory for 
the Lakota.   

Everything went downhill after the Lakota’s’ last victory in 1876.  Crazy Horse was 
defeated in January of 1876 by Nelson Miles, Miles also then defeated Lame Deer and the 
Minneconjou band in May.  Sitting Bull and his people were tired of being harassed and being 
treated terribly by the United States military, so they fled to Canada.  Crazy Horse and his people 
surrendered and in August, he was placed under arrest.  He was assassinated on September 5th, 
1877.  Other major leaders of the Lakota signed a treaty ceding the Black Hills and Powder River 
because the Lakota, at the time, were militarily defeated and under threat of mass removal to the 
Indian Territory.  Then, in a terrible power move, the United States Army confiscated all 
weapons and horses they had and exiled them to Indian reservations along the Missouri 
River.  Non-Indians then wanted to break that up even further and the Canadian Lakota came 
back because Canada was completely inhospitable to them.   
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 In 1888, the United States government wanted to carve the reservations into 6 million 
acres, which left 9 million acres for white settlers.  The United States government offered $1.50 
per acre for their land.  They only needed ¾ of the adult Lakota male approval.  The Lakota 
leaders were opposed to this, but the rest of the Lakota signed it because they didn’t know what 
they were actually reading.  The signatures were collected and the land they had didn’t exist in 
the way it used to be.  When a reporter asked Sitting Bull, who was restrained from attending the 
meeting with other Lakota chiefs, what he thought about the giving up of their lands, he shouted, 
“Indians!  There are no Indians left but me!” (Brown and Sides 481) 

They became incredibly dependent on irregular and inadequate rations from the United 
States government.  The United States government also undermined the leadership of traditional 
Lakota culture and created their own power structure for the Lakota.  Then, in 1889, the United 
States government cut off all rations to the Lakota.  This provided the groundwork for the 
creation of the Ghost Dance.   

 The Lakota, as well as many other Native American groups in the late 19th century, 
became incredibly frustrated by the way they had been treated by the United States 
government.  When the government cut off all of the rations to the Lakota, it provided the 
groundwork for the creation of the Ghost Dance. 

Towards the end of 1890, a Minneconjou came to visit Sitting Bull.  His name was 
Kicking Bear, and he came to tell Sitting Bull about a new religion that had been founded by 
Wovoka, who was a Paiute Messiah.  Kicking Bear had gone on a pilgrimage to search for the 
Messiah.  Kicking Bear proceeded to tell Sitting Bull all about the Ghost Dance.  He told him 
how,” A voice commanded him to go forth and meet the ghosts of Indians who were to return 
and inhabit the earth.” (Brown and Sides 431).  Basically, properly performing the Ghost Dance 
itself would bring back ancestors of the Lakota and the huge numbers of buffalo.  It would bring 
back the way the Lakota used to live and would expel the United States from the Lakota’s land. 

 To properly perform the Ghost Dance, one must purify oneself by doing the inipi, as one 
must do for most other important rituals.  Then, clasp hands and circle to the left.  Hold hands 
and sing until a trance is induced while looking up, all the while singing louder and louder.  One 
must also wear the shirt of the Ghost Dance, which is impervious to missiles.  The Lakota must 
keep in step with the song and go into a trance from 10-45 minutes (Walker, DeMallie, and 
Jahner 143).   

 There were a few Lakota leaders that didn’t buy into the Ghost Dance.  Sitting Bull didn’t 
believe that it was possible for his, and others’, ancestors could come back.  For most Lakota and 
other Native Americans, it was a way to escape from the horrible acts perpetrated against them 
by the United States government.  Lakota believed that the Messiah would pass them by and let 
them disappear when the new resurrection came unless they joined in the Ghost Dance (Brown 
and Sides 434).  It gave them an immense amount of hope that things would return to the way 
that they used to be, which is why it spread around to other reservations throughout the country 
so swiftly.  Unfortunately, on other reservations, soldiers were brought in to stop the Ghost 
Dance because they believed it would encourage Indian militancy and solidarity.  They believed 
that if they wore the sacred Ghost Shirts, that they wouldn’t be able to get shot by the United 
States Army.   
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The United States didn’t understand the Ghost Dance.  They thought it was a form of 
retaliation against them, which it was, but they didn’t understand the similarities between the 
Ghost Dance and Christianity.  Most of the agents on Indian Reservations failed to see the Ghost 
Dance as almost entirely Christian.  Except for a difference in rituals, its tenets were the same as 
any other Christian church.   

The Ghost Dance became so popular on reservations that every other daily activity 
stopped completely, which terrified an agent at the Pine Ridge reservation.  The agent sent a 
telegraph to Washington DC saying, “Indians are dancing in the snow and are wild and 
crazy…We need protection and we need it now.  The leaders should be arrested and confined at 
some military post until the matter is quieted, and this should be done at once.” (Brown and 
Sides 436).  Tension in the entire area increased as the days and months went on.  The United 
States government thought they could suppress the Ghost Dance by decreasing the influence of 
the Lakota leaders, like Sitting Bull.  On December 15th, 1890, Sitting Bull was killed 
accidentally when Bull Head tried to shoot one of the 43 Indian police that were surrounding 
Sitting Bull’s cabin.  There was a crowd of Ghost Dancers outside the cabin also, and they 
outnumbered the police 4-1 (Brown and Sides 437).  Their belief in the Ghost Dance stopped the 
crowd from angrily retaliating against the Indian police, because they believed they would see 
Sitting Bull again someday.  They fled Pine Ridge to one of the only major Lakota leaders left, 
Red Cloud.  Another Lakota leader, Big Foot, led his people to Pine Ridge when he heard of 
Sitting Bull’s passing, but was intercepted by the United States Army on the way there and was 
told to stop at Wounded Knee Creek.  The next morning, between 260 and 300 Lakota were 
dead.  The Army was disarming the Lakota when a Lakota rifle had accidentally gone off, which 
then started the madness.  The Wounded Knee Massacre marked the symbolic end of the large-
scale Native American resistance against the United States government and the beginning of 
repression of their religion and culture.  

As Red Cloud said on July 4th, 1903, “My sun is set.  My day is done.  Darkness is 
stealing over me.  Before I lie down to rise no more, I will speak to my people.  I was born a 
Lakota and have lived a Lakota and I shall die a Lakota” (Walker, DeMallie, and Jahner 137-
138). 

Conclusion 

The White Buffalo Calf Woman brought the Lakota the Sacred Pipe and the seven 
ceremonies, and they were happy.  They had their buffalo, their culture, and their religion.  With 
their traditional religion was the belief that everything was sacred, or wakan.  Every true 
religious founding had an encounter with ultimate reality.  Ultimate reality exists and goes 
beyond human understanding.  In this case, the seven ceremonies of the Lakota are based on the 
first-hand personal experience with the White Buffalo Calf Woman when she gave them the 
Sacred Pipe which goes beyond human understanding with things that are Wakan-tanka or 
wakan.  Same goes for when their religion evolved to include the Ghost Dance.  Their culture 
and way of life was being attacked by the United States government, so to defend themselves 
and their traditional way of life, they made the Ghost Dance.  The Ghost Dance brought the 
Lakota hope in the worst of times, through hope that a Messiah, or Numen, would bring back 
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their old way of life through having a numinous experience of dancing and chanting with their 
people.  This religion was very similar to Christianity, which the United States did not 
understand in the slightest.  They chose to violently repress the Ghost Dance and the Lakota way 
of life.  The Lakota had no hope for themselves after the Wounded Knee Massacre, which 
marked the symbolic end to the Native American resistance to the United States government.   
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