
ghost dance at wounded knee
ghost dance at wounded knee marks a pivotal moment in American history, representing both the
culmination of settler colonialism and the spiritual resistance of Native American communities. This
article delves into the historical context surrounding the Ghost Dance movement, its significance at
Wounded Knee, and the tragic events that unfolded there in December 1890. By exploring the origins
of the Ghost Dance, the cultural and spiritual beliefs of the Lakota Sioux, and the implications of the
Wounded Knee Massacre, we gain a deeper understanding of this profound event in Native American
history. Additionally, we will address the legacy of the Ghost Dance and its impact on indigenous
identity and activism in contemporary society.
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Historical Context of the Ghost Dance
The Ghost Dance movement emerged in the late 19th century amidst a backdrop of severe
oppression and violence against Native American tribes. Following the devastating impacts of
westward expansion, forced relocations, and broken treaties, many Native Americans sought ways to
reclaim their cultural identity and spirituality. The Ghost Dance, founded by the Paiute prophet
Wovoka in the 1880s, promised a return to the old ways and the resurrection of ancestors. This
movement quickly spread among various tribes, particularly the Lakota Sioux, who were experiencing
profound despair due to the loss of their lands and traditional way of life.

The context of the Ghost Dance is critical to understanding its significance at Wounded Knee. The late
1800s saw increased tensions between Native Americans and the U.S. government, especially
following the 1868 Treaty of Fort Laramie, which promised the Sioux exclusive rights to the Black
Hills. The discovery of gold in these sacred lands led to further encroachment by settlers and the
eventual confiscation of the territory. The Ghost Dance emerged as a spiritual and political response
to these injustices, providing hope and unity among tribes facing relentless assimilation pressures.

Spiritual Significance of the Ghost Dance
The Ghost Dance held profound spiritual significance for the Lakota Sioux and other tribes. It was not
merely a ritual but a means of expressing their grievances and aspirations for the future. The dance



was believed to connect participants with the spirit world, invoking the ancestors and facilitating
communication with the divine. Through the practice of the Ghost Dance, participants sought to bring
about a renewal of their people, a restoration of their lands, and the end of white domination.

The rituals associated with the Ghost Dance often included specific songs, dances, and communal
gatherings. During these events, participants would engage in a trance-like state, envisioning a world
where Native Americans could coexist peacefully, free from oppression. The symbolism of the dance
cultivated a sense of collective identity and resilience among the tribes, reinforcing their connection
to their culture and heritage.

Many Lakota believed that by participating in the Ghost Dance, they could hasten the arrival of a
messianic figure who would restore their world. This anticipation heightened the emotional stakes of
the dance and solidified its importance as a tool for cultural revitalization. As such, the Ghost Dance
became a focal point for resistance against the overwhelming forces of colonization.

The Wounded Knee Massacre
The Wounded Knee Massacre on December 29, 1890, marked a tragic climax to the Ghost Dance
movement and the broader struggle of Native Americans against U.S. expansionism. Tensions had
escalated as U.S. authorities viewed the Ghost Dance as a threat, leading to increased military
presence in Lakota territory. The situation deteriorated when the U.S. Army encircled a group of
Lakota Sioux, who had gathered at Wounded Knee Creek, seeking refuge and safety.

The events leading up to the massacre were fraught with misunderstandings and fear. On the
morning of December 29, a confrontation erupted between the U.S. soldiers and the Lakota, resulting
in the soldiers opening fire on the unarmed community. The massacre claimed the lives of over 250
Lakota men, women
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