
History Of The Ghost Dance

The Ghost Dance is a spiritual movement that emerged among various Native American
tribes in the late 19th century, particularly during the upheaval and trauma following the
westward expansion of European settlers. Characterized by its unique blend of traditional
religious practices and a yearning for cultural revival, the Ghost Dance became a symbol
of resistance and hope for many Indigenous peoples. This article explores the history of
the Ghost Dance, its origins, key figures, and its lasting impact on Native American
culture.

Origins of the Ghost Dance

The Ghost Dance movement arose in the 1880s as a response to the devastating effects of
colonization, including land loss, forced assimilation, and the near-extermination of
traditional ways of life. The roots of the movement can be traced back to several factors:

Colonial Disruption: The arrival of European settlers led to significant changes in
Native American societies, including the loss of land and resources, which
dramatically altered their way of life.

Religious Revitalization: Many Native American tribes were experiencing spiritual
crises due to the pressures of assimilation and cultural suppression. The Ghost Dance
provided a framework for revitalization.

Visionary Experiences: The movement was heavily influenced by the visions of
individuals like Wovoka, a Northern Paiute prophet who claimed to have received
divine revelations about the future of Native Americans.



The Role of Wovoka

Wovoka, also known as Jack Wilson, played a pivotal role in the establishment of the Ghost
Dance. His vision in 1888 during a solar eclipse led him to preach a message of hope,
unity, and renewal. Key aspects of Wovoka's teachings included:

Reunion with Ancestors: Wovoka taught that through the Ghost Dance, Native1.
Americans could reunite with their deceased ancestors and restore their traditional
way of life.

Peaceful Coexistence: He emphasized the importance of living peacefully with non-2.
Natives and adhering to a strict code of conduct that included hard work and
abstaining from alcohol.

Prophecies of Renewal: Wovoka prophesied that a new world would emerge where3.
Native Americans would reclaim their lands, and the buffalo would return,
symbolizing the restoration of abundance.

The Spread of the Ghost Dance Movement

Following Wovoka's revelations, the Ghost Dance quickly spread among various Native
American tribes, including the Lakota Sioux, Cheyenne, and Arapaho. This movement
provided a sense of community and shared purpose, allowing tribes to connect through
collective spiritual expression.

Adoption by the Lakota Sioux

The Lakota Sioux were particularly impacted by the Ghost Dance. The movement gained
momentum among the Lakota in the early 1890s, as they faced increasing pressure from
the U.S. government. Key developments included:

Dance Ceremonies: Large gatherings were organized for the Ghost Dance, where
participants engaged in singing, dancing, and other rituals aimed at invoking
spiritual protection and healing.

Resistance to Assimilation: The movement served as a form of resistance against
the U.S. government's assimilation policies, such as the Dawes Act, which sought to
break up tribal lands.

Community Solidarity: The Ghost Dance fostered a sense of solidarity among
tribes, encouraging them to come together in their shared struggle against
oppression.



The Government Response

As the Ghost Dance movement gained traction, it drew the attention of the U.S.
government, which perceived it as a threat. Authorities believed that the movement could
incite unrest among Native American populations and undermine their control. This led to
several significant events:

Rising Tensions

As more Native Americans participated in the Ghost Dance, tensions escalated between
tribes and the U.S. government. The following factors contributed to this rising tension:

Military Presence: The U.S. military increased its presence in areas with significant
Native American populations, viewing the Ghost Dance as a potential precursor to
rebellion.

Displacement of Tribes: The ongoing encroachment on Native American lands and
the forced relocation of tribes led to further anger and resistance.

Misunderstanding of Intentions: Government officials often misinterpreted the
Ghost Dance as a call for violent uprising, rather than a spiritual movement aimed at
peace and renewal.

The Wounded Knee Massacre

The culmination of these tensions occurred on December 29, 1890, at Wounded Knee
Creek in South Dakota. The U.S. Army encircled a group of Lakota Sioux who were
participating in the Ghost Dance. The situation escalated into violence, resulting in the
deaths of hundreds of Lakota men, women, and children. This tragic event marked a
turning point in the relationship between Native Americans and the U.S. government,
leading to widespread condemnation and sorrow among Indigenous communities.

Legacy of the Ghost Dance

Despite its tragic end, the Ghost Dance movement left a lasting impact on Native
American culture and spirituality. Its legacy can be seen in various aspects:



Spiritual Resurgence

The Ghost Dance served as a catalyst for spiritual resurgence among Native American
tribes. Many communities continued to incorporate elements of the Ghost Dance into their
traditional practices, emphasizing the importance of cultural identity and resilience in the
face of adversity.

Symbol of Resistance

The Ghost Dance has come to symbolize resistance against oppression and the struggle for
Indigenous rights. It represents a broader movement for self-determination and cultural
preservation among Native Americans.

Modern Interpretations

Today, the Ghost Dance is often referenced in discussions surrounding Indigenous rights
and social justice. Many contemporary Native American artists, activists, and scholars
draw upon the themes of the Ghost Dance to inspire movements aimed at reclaiming
cultural heritage and advocating for environmental justice.

Conclusion

The history of the Ghost Dance is a poignant reminder of the resilience and enduring spirit
of Native American peoples in the face of colonization and cultural erasure. Through its
emphasis on spiritual renewal, community solidarity, and resistance, the Ghost Dance
continues to hold significance in the cultural narratives of Indigenous peoples today. As
we reflect on this movement, it is essential to recognize the ongoing struggles faced by
Native American communities and the importance of honoring their histories, traditions,
and rights.

Frequently Asked Questions

What was the Ghost Dance and its significance in Native
American culture?
The Ghost Dance was a spiritual movement among Native American tribes in the late 19th
century, particularly among the Lakota Sioux. It was founded by the prophet Wovoka, who
claimed that performing the dance would bring about a renewal of Native American life,
the return of deceased ancestors, and the restoration of their lands and way of life.



How did the U.S. government respond to the Ghost
Dance movement?
The U.S. government viewed the Ghost Dance as a threat to their control over Native
Americans and responded with military force. This culminated in the tragic Wounded Knee
Massacre in December 1890, where hundreds of Lakota Sioux were killed by U.S. troops.

What role did Wovoka play in the development of the
Ghost Dance?
Wovoka, a Northern Paiute prophet, played a central role in the Ghost Dance movement.
He taught that by participating in the dance, Native Americans could reunite with their
ancestors and restore their lands, which inspired many tribes to adopt the practice as a
form of spiritual and cultural revival.

How did the Ghost Dance reflect the socio-political
conditions of Native Americans in the late 19th century?
The Ghost Dance reflected the desperate socio-political conditions faced by Native
Americans, including loss of land, cultural suppression, and violence from U.S. forces. It
emerged as a response to these hardships, offering hope and a means of resistance
through spiritual empowerment and community bonding.

What lasting impacts did the Ghost Dance movement
have on Native American identity?
The Ghost Dance movement had a lasting impact on Native American identity by
reinforcing cultural resilience and the importance of spirituality in resistance against
oppression. It inspired subsequent movements for Native rights and cultural revival,
emphasizing the significance of indigenous traditions and beliefs in contemporary society.
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