
history of the ghost dance

The Unfolding Story: History of the Ghost Dance

history of the ghost dance is a fascinating and poignant chapter in the story of Native American

resistance and spirituality during the late 19th century. This spiritual movement, born out of

desperation, hope, and cultural resilience, swept across various Indigenous tribes in the United States,

promising renewal and the restoration of lost ways. To truly appreciate the depth and significance of

the Ghost Dance, it’s important to explore its origins, cultural context, and the impact it left on Native

communities and American history as a whole.

Origins of the Ghost Dance Movement

The Ghost Dance movement began in 1889 with a Northern Paiute spiritual leader named Wovoka,

also known as Jack Wilson. Wovoka experienced a powerful vision during a solar eclipse, where he

claimed to receive messages from the spirit world urging Native peoples to live peacefully, perform a

specific dance, and embrace a spiritual renewal. This vision promised the return of the ancestors, the

disappearance of white settlers, and the restoration of Native lands and way of life.

Wovoka’s message was one of hope and non-violence, which resonated deeply with many Native

American tribes suffering under the harsh realities of displacement, broken treaties, and forced

assimilation policies. The dance itself was seen as a spiritual ritual that would hasten this

transformation and bring about a better future.

The Spread Across Tribes

Though the Ghost Dance originated with the Paiute, it quickly spread to other tribes, including the



Lakota Sioux, Cheyenne, Arapaho, and others across the Great Plains. Each tribe incorporated

elements unique to their culture, but the core message remained consistent: through the dance and

spiritual faith, Native Americans could reclaim their dignity and way of life.

This spread was facilitated by the interconnectedness of tribes and the shared experiences of

oppression faced by Indigenous peoples during that era. The movement became a symbol of unity and

resistance, even as it alarmed U.S. government authorities.

The Cultural and Spiritual Significance of the Ghost Dance

At its heart, the Ghost Dance was more than just a ritual; it was a profound expression of spiritual

hope and cultural survival. The dance involved rhythmic movements, singing, and often wearing

special garments called "Ghost Shirts," which believers thought would protect them from harm,

including bullets.

Symbolism in the Dance and Garments

Ghost Shirts held immense symbolic power. They were believed to make the wearer invincible,

shielding them from physical and spiritual dangers. This belief underscored the desperation and faith of

Native Americans who faced violent suppression by U.S. forces.

The dance itself was cyclical, performed for hours or even days, representing the eternal cycle of life,

death, and rebirth. This ritual was a way for participants to connect with their ancestors and the

spiritual world, fostering a sense of community and hope amidst turmoil.

Resistance Through Spirituality



While the Ghost Dance preached peace and renewal, it was inherently a form of resistance. The

spiritual movement challenged the dominance of the U.S. government’s policies aimed at erasing

Native culture. It was a nonviolent declaration that Indigenous peoples refused to give up their identity

and future.

However, this spiritual resistance was perceived as a threat by U.S. authorities, who feared it could

incite rebellion. This fear would culminate in tragic confrontations that forever marked Native American

history.

The Tragic Aftermath and Legacy

The fear surrounding the Ghost Dance movement led to increased military intervention, most notably

culminating in the Wounded Knee Massacre of 1890. The U.S. 7th Cavalry attempted to disarm a

group of Lakota Sioux near Wounded Knee Creek in South Dakota, resulting in the deaths of

approximately 150-300 Native Americans, including women and children.

Wounded Knee Massacre: A Dark Chapter

The massacre was a devastating blow to the Ghost Dance movement and Native resistance in

general. It symbolized the brutal lengths to which the U.S. government would go to suppress

Indigenous spiritual and political expression. The tragedy remains a powerful reminder of the

consequences of cultural misunderstanding and violent oppression.

Enduring Influence on Native Identity

Despite the massacre and the suppression of the Ghost Dance, its legacy lives on. The movement is

remembered as a symbol of hope and resilience, a testament to the enduring spirit of Native



Americans in the face of colonization and

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the Ghost Dance and when did it originate?

The Ghost Dance is a spiritual movement that emerged among Native American tribes in the late

1880s, particularly around 1889-1890. It was a religious revitalization effort that promised the

restoration of Native lands and the return of ancestors.

Who founded the Ghost Dance movement?

The Ghost Dance movement was founded by the Northern Paiute prophet Wovoka (also known as

Jack Wilson) around 1889. He claimed to have had a vision during a solar eclipse that inspired the

dance and its teachings.

What were the main beliefs behind the Ghost Dance?

The Ghost Dance was based on the belief that performing the dance would reunite the living with the

spirits of the dead, bring peace, prosperity, and the return of Native American lands, while driving

away white settlers and restoring traditional ways 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 order and control, fearing it might incite

rebellion. This led to increased military presence and tension, culminating in the tragic Wounded Knee

Massacre in 1890 where hundreds of Lakota Sioux were killed.

What was the significance of the Wounded Knee Massacre in relation



to the Ghost Dance?

The Wounded Knee Massacre occurred in December 1890 during a confrontation between U.S. troops

and Lakota Ghost Dance followers. It marked the violent suppression of the Ghost Dance movement

and is considered a tragic turning point in Native American history.

How has the Ghost Dance influenced Native American culture and

history?

The Ghost Dance symbolizes Native American resistance to colonization and cultural assimilation.

Despite its suppression, it remains an important historical example of indigenous spiritual resilience

and has influenced later movements advocating for Native rights and cultural preservation.

Additional Resources

The History of the Ghost Dance: An In-depth Exploration of a Native American Spiritual Movement

history of the ghost dance reveals a complex and poignant chapter in Native American cultural and

spiritual life, emerging during a time of profound upheaval and transformation. This ceremonial

movement, rooted in hope and resistance, offers critical insights into indigenous responses to colonial

expansion and cultural disruption in the late 19th century. Understanding the ghost dance's origins,

evolution, and impact requires an analytical approach that respects its spiritual significance while

contextualizing its historical ramifications.

Origins and Spiritual Foundations of the Ghost Dance

The ghost dance originated in 1889 among the Northern Paiute people of Nevada, primarily through

the teachings of a prophet named Wovoka, also known as Jack Wilson. Wovoka’s vision during a solar

eclipse inspired him to preach a peaceful doctrine promising the restoration of Native lands, the return



of departed ancestors, and the disappearance of white settlers. Central to this prophetic message was

the ghost dance ritual—a ceremonial dance believed to hasten the arrival of a new era of harmony and

renewal.

Unlike earlier forms of indigenous resistance, the ghost dance emphasized nonviolent spiritual revival.

It combined elements of Christian millenarianism with traditional Native American beliefs, symbolizing a

syncretic faith that resonated widely across various tribes. This spiritual movement spread rapidly,

particularly among the Lakota Sioux, who faced increasing pressure from U.S. government policies

and military forces.

Cultural and Religious Significance

The ghost dance held profound religious significance, functioning as more than a mere ritual; it

represented a collective hope for liberation and healing. Participants believed that engaging in the

dance would reunite the living with the spirits of ancestors and restore the natural order disrupted by

colonization. As such, the movement served both as a social catalyst and a means of cultural

preservation.

Through rhythmic movements, chanting, and communal gatherings, the ghost dance created a shared

experience that strengthened tribal identity. It also offered psychological resilience amidst the trauma

of displacement, loss of traditional lands, and forced assimilation policies, including the establishment

of reservations.

The Expansion and Political Impact of the Ghost Dance

The rapid spread of the ghost dance across the Plains and Great Basin regions alarmed U.S.

authorities. By the early 1890s, the movement had penetrated Sioux communities in South Dakota,

where it gained significant momentum. The Lakota's adoption of the ghost dance coincided with

escalating tensions between Native Americans and the U.S. government, which viewed the ritual as a



potential spark for rebellion.

Government Response and the Wounded Knee Massacre

The U.S. government's reaction to the ghost dance was marked by suspicion and repression. Military

officials feared that the dance was a form of insurgency, prompting surveillance and intervention. This

fear culminated in the tragic events at Wounded Knee Creek in December 1890, where the U.S. 7th

Cavalry Regiment confronted a band of Lakota Ghost Dancers.

The ensuing conflict, known as the Wounded Knee Massacre, resulted in the deaths of approximately

150 to 300 Native Americans, including women and children. This brutal crackdown effectively crushed

the ghost dance movement and symbolized the violent suppression of indigenous resistance. The

massacre remains a pivotal moment in U.S. history, highlighting the devastating consequences of

cultural misunderstanding and colonial aggression.

Comparative Perspectives on Indigenous Movements

When analyzing the history of the ghost dance, it is useful to compare it with other indigenous spiritual

and resistance movements, such as the earlier Nez Perce War or the later Native American Church's

peyote rituals. Unlike armed conflicts, the ghost dance represented a primarily spiritual form of protest,

emphasizing peaceful renewal over violent confrontation.

This distinction underscores the diversity of indigenous responses to colonial pressures. The ghost

dance’s emphasis on prophecy and ritual places it within a broader tradition of millenarian movements

worldwide, where oppressed peoples seek hope and transformation through spiritual means.



Legacy and Contemporary Relevance

The ghost dance’s historical trajectory—from its inception to its suppression—reflects broader themes of

cultural survival and resilience. While the movement itself was forcibly ended, its legacy endures in the

collective memory of Native American communities and scholars.

Modern Interpretations and Cultural Memory

Today, the ghost dance is studied both as a spiritual phenomenon and as a symbol of indigenous

resistance. Museums, academic institutions, and Native organizations seek to preserve and reinterpret

its history, highlighting its role in sustaining cultural identity under colonial domination.

Moreover, contemporary Native American artists and writers often reference the ghost dance to

explore themes of loss, hope, and renewal. This continued engagement demonstrates the dance’s

lasting significance beyond its historical moment.

Challenges in Historical Representation

One challenge in analyzing the history of the ghost dance is disentangling myth from reality. Early non-

Native accounts frequently misrepresented the movement, portraying it as a fanatical or dangerous

cult. Such biased narratives contributed to the justification of military intervention and marginalization of

indigenous voices.

Modern scholarship aims to correct these distortions by centering Native perspectives and

contextualizing the ghost dance within its rightful spiritual and cultural framework. This approach

fosters a more nuanced understanding that respects the movement's complexity and humanity.



Key Elements of the Ghost Dance Ritual: Communal dancing, singing, and wearing of special

garments believed to provide spiritual protection.

Historical Timeline: Origin in 1889, spread through early 1890s, suppression following Wounded

Knee in 1890.

Impact: Catalyst for indigenous spiritual revival and symbol of resistance to U.S. government

policies.

The history of the ghost dance stands as a testament to the enduring strength of Native American

spirituality amid adversity. Its story reveals how indigenous peoples sought to reclaim agency and

envision a future beyond colonization's destructive reach. While the movement was violently

suppressed, its memory continues to inspire discussions on cultural survival, historical justice, and the

power of spiritual resilience.
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  history of the ghost dance: A History of the Ghost-dance Religion Among the Indians
Anna Miller Marti, 1935
  history of the ghost dance: The Ghost-dance Religion and the Sioux Outbreak of 1890 James
Mooney, 1991-01-01 Responding to the rapid spread of the Ghost Dance among tribes of the western
United States in the early 1890s, James Mooney set out to describe and understand the
phenomenon. He visited Wovoka, the Ghost Dance prophet, at his home in Nevada and traced the
progress of the Ghost Dance from place to place, describing the ritual and recording the distinctive
song lyrics of seven separate tribes. His classic work (first published in 1896 and here reprinted in
its entirety for the first time) includes succinct cultural and historical introductions to each of those
tribal groups and depicts the Ghost Dance among the Sioux, the fears it raised of an Indian
outbreak, and the military occupation of the Sioux reservations culminating in the tragedy at
Wounded Knee. Seeking to demonstrate that the Ghost Dance was a legitimate religious movement,
Mooney prefaced his study with a historical survey of comparable millenarian movements among
other American Indian groups. In addition to his work on the Ghost Dance, James Mooney is best
remembered for his extraordinarily detailed studies of the Cherokee Indians of the Southeast and
the Kiowa and other tribes of the southern plains, and for his advocacy of American Indian religious
freedom.
  history of the ghost dance: Ghost Dances and Identity Gregory E. Smoak, 2008-03-11 This is a
compellingly nuanced and sophisticated study of Indian peoples as negotiators and shapers of the
modern world.—Richard White, author of The Middle Ground: Indians, Empires, and Republics in the
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Great Lakes Region, 1650-1815
  history of the ghost dance: History, Evolution and the Concept of Culture Alexander Lesser,
1985-06-30 This representative selection of Lesser's work is designed to make the range of his
writings accessible to a broad audience. His work is of particular interest to present-day readers for
its advocacy of an historical-evolutionary perspective in anthropology.
  history of the ghost dance: A History of the Ghost Dance Religion Among the Indian
Tribes of Western Oklahoma Glen Raleigh Chesnut, 1962
  history of the ghost dance: Wovoka and the Ghost Dance Don Lynch, 1997-01-01 The
religious fervor known as the Ghost Dance movement was precipitated by the prophecies and
teachings of a northern Paiute Indian named Wovoka (Jack Wilson). During a solar eclipse on New
Year’s Day, 1889, Wovoka experienced a revelation that promised harmony, rebirth, and freedom for
Native Americans through the repeated performance of the traditional Ghost Dance. In 1890 his
message spread rapidly among tribes, developing an intensity that alarmed the federal government
and ended in tragedy at Wounded Knee. While the Ghost Dance phenomenon is well known, never
before has its founder received such full and authoritative treatment. Indispensable for
understanding the prophet behind the messianic movement, Wovoka and the Ghost Dance addresses
for the first time basic questions about his message and This expanded edition includes a new
chapter and appendices covering sources on Wovoka discovered since the first edition, as well as a
supplemental bibliography.
  history of the ghost dance: The American Indian Ghost Dance, 1870 and 1890 , 1991-05-21
The Ghost Dance Movements of 1868-72 and 1888-91 have fascinated historians, sociologists, and
anthropologists since the time they first occurred. Embraced by American Indians of the Plains,
Great Basin, and the Northwest Plateau, the religion of the Ghost Dance promised that all dead
families and friends would return, the white men would disappear, and buffalo and other game
would again roam the earth. The message spread quickly and, particularly between 1889 and 1891,
had the effect of uniting many hitherto scattered tribes. Materials concerning the Ghost Dance
movements are available from many sources, among them the American Indians, the military,
settlers, newspaper reporters, and subsequent historians. Shelley Anne Osterreich has collected and
annotated a selection of this material. Included are most of the major works on the Ghost Dance and
its attendant features. Osterreich's bibliography will contribute significantly to our ability to
understand the ultimate effect of the Ghost Dance and what lessons we can learn from this period of
cultural upheaval and intense suffering.
  history of the ghost dance: Ghost Dances Josh Garrett-Davis, 2012-08-21 Growing up in
South Dakota, Josh Garrett-Davis knew he would leave. But as a young adult, he kept going back -- in
dreams and reality and by way of books. With this beautifully written narrative about a seemingly
empty but actually rich and complex place, he has reclaimed his childhood, his unusual family, and
the Great Plains. Among the subjects and people that bring his Midwestern Plains to life are the
destruction and resurgence of the American bison; Native American Ghost Dancers, who attempted
to ward off destruction by supernatural means; the political allegory to be found in The Wonderful
Wizard of Oz; and current attempts by ecologists to rewild the Plains, complete with cheetahs.
Garrett-Davis infuses the narrative with stories of his family as well -- including his
great-great-grandparents' twenty-year sojourn in Nebraska as homesteaders and his progressive
Methodist cousin Ruth, a missionary in China ousted by Mao's revolution. Ghost Dances is a fluid
combination of memoir and history and reportage that reminds us our roots matter.
  history of the ghost dance: New Sources of Indian History, 1850–1891 Stanley Vestal,
2015-07-15 More than a century has passed since that winter morning in 1890 when the Indian
police killed Sitting Bull and destroyed the power of his great Sioux Nation. Yet only recently were
the facts about Sitting Bull and the Sioux being sifted from the fables that have grown up in the
interim. In New Sources of Indian History, Stanley Vestal traced scores of historical threads,
obtained firsthand, which helped reveal the fabric of Sioux life, warfare, and relations with the
whites from 1850 to 1891. This miscellany brings together the many phases of existence the Sioux



knew when buffalo still roamed the shores of the Missouri, cultural aspects they lost when Indian
agencies and military posts replaced the council fire. More than a series of episodes hung on the
thread of time, this book portrays a many-colored pattern of American Indian personalities—from
Sitting Bull, the leader of a mighty warrior society, to Black Bull, the Indian trickster, who would
have sold Sioux lands to whites by the pound. For readers of Vestal’s Sitting Bull (1932) this volume
presents proof of the facts set forth in that remarkable biography.
  history of the ghost dance: The Ghost Dance Michael Ani, 2016-08-21 Thousands of years
ago, the root of the Ghost Dance ritual radiated out from the Mountains of the Clouds where the
ancient Toltec god, the Plumed Serpent, Quetzalcoatl, first danced with the Lord of the Dead,
Mictlantecuhtli to create the civilizations of the Americas. As a gift to his children, the Plumed
Serpent gave the people the Prince of Plants: Desheto. The Mazatecan Indians of Oaxaca still believe
that plant knowledge can be communicated through Desheto's pre-Colombian mushroom ritual.
Each year when the rains came the Prince of Plants would continue to share this hidden history of
the Americas with his scribe Ani. To deepen Ani's knowledge, the Prince of Plants sent his scribe on
a journey through the most remote tribes of the Americas to find the last remnants of the ancient
Ghost Dance ritual.
  history of the ghost dance: New Sources of Indian History, 1850-1891 , 1934
  history of the ghost dance: The Ghost Dance Weston La Barre, 2010 Exploration of the
Origins of Religion from an anthropological perspective with chapters on shamanism, psychology,
Judaism Christianity, pretty story and altered states of consciousness.
  history of the ghost dance: American Indian History Day by Day Roger M. Carpenter,
2012-10-02 This unique, day-by-day compilation of important events helps students understand and
appreciate five centuries of Native American history. Encompassing more than 500 years, American
Indian History Day by Day: A Reference Guide to Events is a marvelous research tool. Students will
learn what occurred on a specific day, read a brief description of events, and find suggested books
and websites they can turn to for more information. The guide's unique treatment and chronological
arrangement make it easy for students to better understand specific events in Native American
history and to trace broad themes across time. The book covers key occurrences in Native American
history from 1492 to the present. It discusses native interactions with European explorers,
missionaries and colonists, as well as the shifting Indian policies of the U.S. government since the
nation's founding. Contemporary events, such as the opening of Indian casinos, are also covered. In
addition to accessing comprehensive information about frequently researched topics in Native
American history, students will benefit from discussions of lesser-known subjects and events whose
causes and significance are often misunderstood.
  history of the ghost dance: The Ghost-dance Religion and Wounded Knee James Mooney,
1991-01-01 Classic of American anthropology explores messianic cult behind Indian resistance, from
Pontiac to the 1890s. Extremely detailed and thorough. Originally published in 1896 by the Bureau
of American Ethnology. 38 plates, 49 other illustrations.
  history of the ghost dance: The Ghost Dance James Mooney, 1996 First published a century
ago, The Ghost Dance is a unique first-hand account of a messianic movement against white
subjugation that arose among Native Americans of the West and the Plains in the latter part of the
19th-century.
  history of the ghost dance: God's Red Son Louis S. Warren, 2017-04-04 The definitive
account of the Ghost Dance religion, which led to the infamous massacre at Wounded Knee in 1890
Winner of the Bancroft Prize in American History In 1890, on Indian reservations across the West,
followers of a new religion danced in circles until they collapsed into trances. In an attempt to
suppress this new faith, the US Army killed over two hundred Lakota Sioux at Wounded Knee Creek.
In God's Red Son, historian Louis Warren offers a startling new view of the religion known as the
Ghost Dance, from its origins in the visions of a Northern Paiute named Wovoka to the tragedy in
South Dakota. To this day, the Ghost Dance remains widely mischaracterized as a primitive and
failed effort by Indian militants to resist American conquest and return to traditional ways. In fact,



followers of the Ghost Dance sought to thrive in modern America by working for wages, farming the
land, and educating their children, tenets that helped the religion endure for decades after Wounded
Knee. God's Red Son powerfully reveals how Ghost Dance teachings helped Indians retain their
identity and reshape the modern world.
  history of the ghost dance: Crazy Horse (eBook) Julia Hargrove, 2001-03-01 This book is part
of an important new series designed to bring America's historic monuments to life for your students.
Topics were chosen not only for their historical importance, but also to honor the people of many
cultures who have built the nation. Included in this series are the contributions made by Mexican
Americans, Native Americans, African Americans and Americans of European descent.
  history of the ghost dance: Ghost Dance - Origins of Religion Weston La Barre, 1970
  history of the ghost dance: Coyote Kills John Wayne Carlton Smith, 2000 Exploring the
cultural and literary borderlands between Native American, postcolonial, and postmodern theories
of cultural representation, Carlton Smith explicates Frederick Jackson Turner's famous frontier
thesis in terms of the repressed Other. Through readings of six important contemporary works by
innovative writers, Smith provides rich insight into minority versions of the frontier.
  history of the ghost dance: The Ghost Dance Weston La Barre, 1990
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