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ABSTRACT: 

Wounded Knee has been the site of two significant encounters between the United 

States and the Sioux nation: the massacre at Wounded Knee in 1891, and the takeover of 

Wounded Knee Village in 1973. These encounters are related to each other by more than 

location: both were the result of Sioux participation in a national movement. In the 1880s, 

that movement was the Ghost Dance, though Sioux involvement was characterized by a 

uniquely hostile approach. A century later, the Sioux of Pine Ridge reservation formed an 

alliance with the national American Indian Movement that resulted in a seventy-one day 

armed siege at Wounded Knee. During both time periods, similar historical factors, 

external forces, and internal conflicts resulted in the Sioux taking part in these movements, 

but the unique character of their resistance was shaped by internalized values and a 

cultural model which favored an aggressive response to perceived threats. 
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INTRODUCTION: 

Wounded Knee is more than a place on a map; it is a location in the American 

consciousness. The massacre that took place there in 1890 has become one of the most 

infamous moments in the history of relations between the United States and Native 

Americans. And among the Sioux', whose relatives and ancestors were the victims at 

Wounded Knee, the massacre will live on in their hearts as a source of outrage and a 

symbol of government betrayal. In 1973, Wounded Knee Village was the site of another 

confrontation between the United States and Native Americans when the American Indian 

Movement led a takeover of the community's church and trading post. Both of these 

confrontations were the result of a complex interaction of historical factors, external 

pressures, and internal conflict that led to Sioux participation in a larger national 

movement. In the 1800s, they embraced the Ghost Dance religion as a way to regain 

some of their unity and power. A century later, the American Indian Movement offered 

the Sioux an opportunity to fight back against oppression on their reservation. By 

participating in these national movements, the Sioux asserted their cultural identity and 

their resistance to those who would take it fi-om them. Parallel circumstances brought the 

Sioux to Wounded Knee in 1891 and 1973, and enduring Sioux cultural values shaped the 

nature of their resistance in the Ghost Dance and in the American Indian Movement. 

' Tliroughoui this paper I use the term 'SioiLx' as a general and inclusive term to refer to the Lakota and 
Dakota Indians of Soutli Dakota. I chose to do so becausc most resources do not distinguish between 
different bands of Siou.x people, making it difficult to distinguish the involvement of separate groups. Tlie 
people commonly referred to as Siou.K actually consider themselves Dakota, a group that includes the 
Yankton and Santec bands, or Lakota. comprised of tlie Oglala, Brule, Minneconjou, Sans Arcs, Two 
Kettles, Hunkpapa. and Blackfeet bands. In some works, the Lakota are also referred to as the Teton or 
Teton-Dakota (MacGregor 1946:29). 
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THE TIME OF THE GHOST DANCE: 

The primary principles of the Ghost Dance stress peaceflilness and cooperation. 

Wovoka^ the Paiute originator and 'messiah' of the religion, stressed the need to get along 

with each other and with the whites, reiterating the basic commandments of the Judeo-

Christian tradition against lying, fighting, and stealing (Hittman 1990:64). James Mooney, 

who interviewed Wovoka in 1892, reports that Wovoka told his people to "be good and 

love one another, have no quarreling, and live in peace with the whites; that they must 

work, and not lie or steal; that they must put away all the old practices that savored of 

war" (Mooney 1965:14). Many of the white settlers in the area were supportive of the 

doctrine and its messiah, viewing them as fiiendly to the whites (Hittman 1990:101). By 

performing the Ghost Dance, followers of Wovoka hoped to bring about a new future 

where the living and the dead would co-exist in a rejuvenated and peaceflil world (Hittman 

1990:64, Mooney 1965:19). The Ghost Dance was a way to bring about change without 

engaging in armed conflict. 

Though Wovoka did not travel, his message spread through many Indian 

communities across the United States. Representatives from multiple tribes came to 

Paiute country to meet with the new messiah, hear his message, and judge this new faith 

" The Ghost Dance was not the first messianic movement among tlie Paiute of the 19''' century: there had 
been a previous outbreak in 1870, when Wovoka was a young man (Miller 1959:24). Wovoka, also 
known as Jack Wilson, grew up among white people, performing chores and liiring out his labor as a 
woodcutter (Hittman 1990:53). The Clmstian doctrine he learned among tlie whites probably meshed 
with native sliamamsm in Wovoka's mind vvitli both eventually contributing elements of tlie Ghost Dance 
religion (Hittman 1990:55). Wovoka was stricken in 1888 with a severe case of scarlet fe%'er, recovering 
during an eclipse of the sun. He informed his followers tliat he had died during the eclipse, spoken to 
God, and seen many dead people returned to happiness in heaven (Hittman 1990:63-64). After tliat 
episode, the movement gained momentum and began to spread across the nation. 
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for themselves. The Arapaho and Shoshoni of Wyoming learned about the dance in 1889, 

and sent the Arapaho Chief Nakash to investigate the reports. A visiting Grosventre heard 

the story from the Arapaho and brought word to the Grosventre and Asinniboin, who in 

turn informed the Cheyenne of Montana and the Sioux in the Dakotas (Mooney 1965:72). 

Though there had already been isolated talk about the Ghost Dance among the Sioux as 

early as fall of 1888, it was not until the receipt of many letters from tribes in Utah, 

Wyoming, Montana, and Oklahoma that the idea began to captivate their interest (Mooney 

1965:63-64). The Oglala of Pine Ridge were the first among the Sioux to hear about the 

movement and take a strong interest in it, after learning from the Shoshoni and Arapaho 

that the messiah had come to earth to help the Indians (Mooney 1965:41). 

When the Ghost Dance doctrine arrived among the Sioux, their nation was 

threatened by the theft of their land, political maneuvering by the US government and 

nearby white settlers, grinding poverty and disease, and internal politics. Recent laws and 

treaties had whittled down the original Great Sioux Reservation, established in 1868 with 

an area of twenty-six million acres (Gonzales 1996:64), into six smaller reservations 

corresponding to the individual agencies of Pine Ridge, Rosebud, Cheyenne River, 

Standing Rock, Lower Brule, and Crow Creek (Johnston, Lazarus, Miller). The 

partitioning of the reservation was accomplished through some questionable tactics on the 

part of the US government, due in part to the white settlers' demands for access to gold 

rumored to exist in the Black Hills. The land remaining to the Sioux was unsuited for 

farming, and most of the game had disappeared, leaving them with little to sustain 

themselves. Commissioner of Indian Affairs Thomas J. Morgan wrote in the late 1880s 
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that "within eight years from the agreement of 1876 the buffalo had gone and all the Sioux 

had left to them was alkali land and government rations" (in Mooney 1965:74). Without 

game, their old way of life was disappearing and many of the traditional leaders were now 

too old to carry on the fight. New divisions among the Sioux were arising, bringing those 

who favored cooperation into conflict with those who wished to return to a traditional 

way of life. All of these factors - land, US politics, poverty, and intemal factionalism -

were interrelated, and they contributed to the Sioux people's unique interpretation of the 

Ghost Dance. 

The Sioux feel a strong spiritual attachment to their lands, particularly the Black 

Hills, and the loss of most of their reservation was a long and painful process for them and 

for the United States. Their original reservation, set aside in 1868, was granted to them to 

end the Powder River War over US forts along the Bozeman Trail. After multiple defeats 

at the hands of the Sioux, the US was forced to abandon the forts, and in return, the Sioux 

accepted their reservation (Gonzales 64). The Fort Laramie treaty of 1868 granted the 

Sioux all of present-day South Dakota west of the Missouri River - an area of twenty-six 

million acres. In addition, they received hunting rights in thirty-four million acres of 

unceded territory in Nebraska, North Dakota, and Wyoming. One clause of the 1868 

treaty stated that no further cession of land would be valid without the signatures of three-

quarters of the adult males holding interest in the Great Sioux Reservation (US Congress 

1868, art. 2). This clause was the source of problems for the United States in later 

attempts to annex Sioux land, and is the legal basis of present-day legal efforts to reclaim 

lost areas of the reservation, particularly the Black Hills. 
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Between 1876 and 1889, the Great Sioux Reservation was gradually annexed, 

appropriated, and whittled down into the six reservations that exist today. Rumors of 

gold in the Black Hills began circulating as early as 1861, and they rose to prominence in 

1874 when George Armstrong Custer led an exploratory mission to the Black Hills and 

returned with wildly exaggerated reports of gold waiting to be removed (Lazarus 

1991:76). After the Sioux victory over Custer's Seventh Cavalry in 1876 at the Battle of 

the Little Bighorn, the outrage of the US government and the Dakotan settlers turned into 

a push to take the Black Hills from the Sioux. Later that year, a punitive rider dubbed the 

"Sell or Starve Act" was added to the Indian Appropriations Act. By cutting off"the 

shipment of all treaty goods to the reservation until the Sioux signed a treaty relinquishing 

the Black Hills and unceded territory, it forced the Sioux to surrender their most sacred 

lands without even a true battle. (Lazarus 1991:91). 

As the population of American settlers grew, and the demand for land rose with 

their numbers, more of the Sioux reservation was taken from Indian hands. The first 

application of the Dawes Act of 1887, which divided communally owned Indian 

reservations into individual allotments of land, was the Sioux Act. The Sioux Act was 

intended to divide the Sioux reservation, excising eleven million acres in the process, but 

Sioux resistance was too strong and negotiators were unable to get the necessary 

signatures from three quarters of the adult male population (Johnson 24-29). In 1889, the 

Sioux Land Commission was appointed to implement the Dawes Act among the Sioux. 

Under the leadership of General George Crook, the commission used multiple tricks to get 

the Sioux to agree to sell about nine million acres, including much of their best hunting 



land. Besides providing feasts and dances, the commission also set rival chiefs against 

each other, made wild promises, padded their lists by stating that each 'chief was signing 

for all those in his jurisdiction, and provided questionable translations of what was actually 

in the treaty (Miller 1959:38). By mid-August of 1889, the commission had succeeded, 

and the Great Sioux Reservation was no more. 

The tactics employed by the United States in 1876 and 1889 were typical of their 

dealings with the Sioux during this period. Despite the promises made by the Land 

Conunission, payments for the lands ceded in 1889 were never made. Allotment lines 

were not surveyed promptly, opening the way for whites to trespass and settle on Indian 

land (Mooney 1965:72). In 1889, Richard F. Pettigrew was elected to the United States 

Senate with the slogan, "Dakota for Dakotans". He believed that Indians were an obstacle 

to progress in the new state, and cared little about them unless they became 'hostiles' (Hall 

1991:13). Pettigrew also believed that his political supporters should be rewarded, and 

immediately replaced non-Dakotan government appointees, including Indian agents, with 

his own candidates. The new agents who gained their positions through Pettigrew's 

patronage were unprepared for their responsibilities and cared little about the people they 

were supposed to protect. At a time when circumstances on the Sioux reservations were 

unstable, these new agents were unable to restore order. On Pine Ridge, the trusted and 

competent Hugh Gallagher was replaced with Daniel Royer, who was clearly corrupt and 

whose fear of the Sioux at his agency led to unnecessary escalation of the minor conflicts 

(Hall 1991:43,46). The Sioux had no way to appeal government decisions through their 

Indian agents. Thus, they were forced to accept or adapt to rules that prohibited free 
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travel between agencies (Young Bear 1994:134), banned the performance of the sacred 

Sun Dance (Young Bear 1994:18), and even, in 1890, prohibited the killing of wild game 

on the reservation (Miller 1959:73). These policies were all considered necessary for the 

assimilation of the Sioux into a more American way of life, but they were not designed in 

accordance with the realities of life on the reservation or the needs and values of the 

Sioux. 

The starvation and disease rampant among the Sioux during this time clearly 

demonstrate that the basic needs of the people were not being met. The Sioux were left in 

dire straits once their lands were removed and wild game disappeared. Commissioner 

Morgan writes: "Suddenly, almost without warning, they were expected at once and 

without previous training to settle down to the pursuits of agriculture in a land largely 

unfitted for such use" (in Mooney 1965:74). The poor condition of the land was 

accompanied by a series of natural disasters that struck the reservation, rendering 

agriculture impossible. In 1888, Sioux cattle were severely diminished by disease 

(Mooney 1965:71), and in 1889 their herds were decimated by anthrax (Miller 1959:37). 

Crops failed in 1889 due to drought and long periods of neglect while the Land 

Commission called the people into the agency to get them to surrender their lands 

(Mooney 1965:71). A plague of grasshoppers struck that same year (Miller 1959:37). 

Crops failed again in 1890, but because of declining population on the reservation, the 

government cut Sioux rations. Between 1886 and 1889, the beef ration for Pine Ridge was 

cut from over eight million pounds to only two million (Hall 1991:41). This was in direct 

violation of explicit promises by the Land Commission that rations would not be cut once 



the Sioux signed the agreement of 1889. In addition, the annuities for the year arrived in 

mid-winter, when the people had already begun to suffer from hunger (Mooney 1965:72). 

Because of the starvation and poor conditions on the reservations, the diseases that swept 

the Sioux were particularly devastating. Epidemics of measles, influenza, and whooping 

cough all struck in 1889 and 1890 (Mooney 1965:72). After losing so many to starvation 

and disease, it was no surprise that the Sioux would embrace a religion that promised 

communication with departed ancestors. 

Internal struggles within the Sioux nation were also the source of strife on the 

reservation. Many of the respected traditional leaders were growing old, and young men 

were growing up without the opportunity to demonstrate their skills in warfare or the hunt 

(Utley 196322). Negotiations with the United States over land and treaty rights caused 

divisions within the community over cooperation or forther resistance. After the 1889 

agreement was approved, battle lines were drawn between those who had signed it and 

those who remained in opposition. Even children broke into fistfights along the factional 

lines which divided their parents (Lazarus 1991:112). In 1890, a riot began at Pine Ridge 

when Indian police tried to arrest an Oglala named Little for slaughtering a steer without 

permission from the agency. As the rioters shouted that the agency should be burned and 

the whites killed, American Horse, one of the principal chiefs, tried to calm them and end 

the violence. Jack Red Cloud, in turn, blamed the current situation on chiefs like 

American Horse who urged cooperation with the whites. He threatened American Horse 

with his pistol and said, "It is you and your kind that have brought us this misery" (Hall 

1991:44). Divided loyalties and a lack of strong leadership, along with the erosion of their 
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traditional culture through government edicts, left the Sioux without a sense of community 

to heal their wounds of the spirit. 

Into this milieu of loss, political manipulation, starvation, and internal factionalism 

came the message of an Indian messiah, and the doctrine of the Ghost Dance. Letters 

about the Ghost Dance were read to their recipients by Pine Ridge postmaster William 

Selwyn, an educated Sioux (Mooney 1965:64). These letters, along with word from the 

Shoshoni and Arapaho in 1889, led to a council of elders at Pine Ridge (Mooney 

1965:41). Red Cloud, Young Man Afraid of His Horses, Little Wound, American Horse, 

and other chiefs appointed a delegation to visit Wovoka and learn more about his 

teachings. From Pine Ridge, they sent Good Thunder, Flat Iron, Yellow Breast, and 

Broken Arm; from the Cheyenne River agency they sent Kicking Bear; and they included 

Short Bull and Mash-The-Knife from Rosebud (Mooney 1965:64, Miller 1959:38). The 

delegation's leaders were Short Bull and Kicking Bear (Mooney 1965:61), a status that 

may stem from their participation in the Battle of the Little Bighorn in 1876 (Hall 

1991:58). By the time this delegation arrived at Wovoka's home near Pyramid Lake, their 

group had swelled to thirty-four people, including Arapaho, Cheyenne, and Shoshoni 

(Mooney 1965:62). 

When the Sioux delegates returned to Pine Ridge in the spring of 1890, their 

message was received with interest, caution, and gradual acceptance. A second 

delegation, consisting of Good Thunder, Cloud Horse, Yellow Knife, and Short Bull, was 

sent back to Nevada to confirm the reports (Mooney 1965:63). When this second 

delegation returned later that spring, Postmaster Selwyn was concerned enough about the 
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Ghost Dance to report it to Agent Hugh Gallagher, who imprisoned Good Thunder and 

two other delegates. Though he failed to get any information from them, he succeeded in 

delaying the council regarding the Ghost Dance religion (Mooney 1965:64). 

Gallagher's imprisonment of the delegates could not keep the word about the 

Ghost Dance from spreading, however. Though the council had to be postponed. Kicking 

Bear and Short Bull were already spreading word of the dance (Hall 1991 ;28). Kicking 

Bear also visited the Arapaho of Wyoming, reporting that they were already performing 

the dance and seeing their dead relatives during the ceremony (Mooney 1965:64). Finally, 

due to a resurgence of interest from Kicking Bear's reports, a council was held at White 

Clay Creek, an area removed from the agency. After Red Cloud expressed his enthusiasm 

for the Ghost Dance, the ceremony was formally adopted and the recent delegates were 

named as its priests and leaders (Mooney 1965:65). It became a new but vitally important 

part of reservation life. 

The Sioux interpretation of the Ghost Dance religion and their practice of its 

ceremonies had important unique elements. Despite Wovoka's emphasis on peace, the 

message brought back by the Sioux delegates had hostile overtones. According to 

Mooney, all of the Sioux delegates reported that Wovoka was a messiah who "had now 

returned to punish the whites for their wickedness, especially for their injustice toward the 

Indians" (Mooney 1965:64). Wovoka preached that the world would be restored and 

dead relatives returned, but the Sioux added that this coming restoration would "wipe the 

whites from the face of the earth, and would then resurrect all the dead Indians, bring back 

the buffalo and other game, and restore the supremacy of the aboriginal race" (Mooney 
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1965:64). The reports of the Sioux delegates differed considerably from the one rendered 

by Porcupine, a Cheyenne who had accompanied them on their first visit to Wovoka. 

Porcupine's report did not include any indication of hostility in Wovoka's message. While 

the Sioux said that the new messiah would punish the whites for his previous crucifixion 

and destroy them with the coming of the new world, Porcupine said only that Wovoka had 

returned to help the Indians, and that the Utopia to come would be one of peace and 

prosperity (Utley 196373). Though Wovoka spoke the same words to both sets of 

delegates, the Sioux heard and brought home a different message from their neighbors. 

Another innovation unique to the Sioux was the ghost shirt. This garment, made 

of cloth but constructed to resemble a traditional ceremonial war shirt, was decorated with 

painted designs but no metal ornamentation (Mooney 1965:178, Miller 1959:80). The 

origins of the ghost shirt are somewhat unclear, but Wovoka disavowed any responsibility 

for it (Mooney 1965:14). However, claims that the ghost shirt would protect its wearer 

from bullets may have an indirect relationship to Wovoka's demonstrations of his 

invulnerability. Wovoka reportedly allowed others to shoot him with buckshot, then 

displayed his tattered shirt and demonstrated that his flesh was untouched by the blast 

(Hittman 1990:82-83). The Sioux delegates may have believed that the shirt was the 

source of Wovoka's invulnerability and carried that idea back to their people. This would 

agree with Mooney's report that Kicking Bear, who became the high priest of the Ghost 

Dance faith, was the source of the ghost shirt idea (Hittman 1990:85, Mooney 1965:92). 

Hittman disagrees, stating that Black Elk assumed credit for the introduction of the ghost 

shirt (Hittman 1990:85). Miller reconciles these two accounts, explaining that Black Elk 
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received a vision of the sacred shirts and reported it to the dancers around him. Kicking 

Bear, who led the ceremony, recalled seeing Wovoka's resistance to bullets and urged the 

people to make these shirts, which would protect them in the same way (Miller 1959:79-

80). The protective properties of the ghost shirt remained unique to the Sioux and were 

never adopted by any of the southern tribes. When the first ghost shirt was brought down 

fi^om Sioux country by a young Cheyenne: 

the Arapaho and Cheyenne, after debating the matter, refused to allow it to be 
worn in the dance, on the grounds that the doctrine of the Ghost dance was one 
of peace, whereas the Sioux had made the ghost shirt an auxiliary of war. 
(Mooney 1965:35) 

Thus, the ghost shirt may be seen as a symbol of the uniquely hostile overtones that the 

Sioux added to the Ghost Dance religion. 

The Ghost Dance and its perceived message unbalanced an already 

tentative peace between the Sioux and their white neighbors. The Ghost Dance 'craze', as 

it was known, became a popular subject in local newspapers, fueling the ever-present fear 

of an Indian uprising. During the summer of 1890, even the smallest reports of unrest on 

the reservation would be transformed into a declaration of war by the time they reached 

the pages of the Rapid City Journal (Hall 1991:34). The Ghost Dance was immediately 

seized upon as a subject for such inflammatory articles, dredging up images of Indian wars 

and leading to requests for national protection from Indians apparently on the verge of a 

rampage (Lazarus 1991:114). Agents at Pine Ridge and Rosebud panicked, sending 

telegraphs to request troops at the rate of one per day (Mooney 1965:94). Residents of 

Rapid City formed a vigilante group thinly disguised as a 'home guard', while South 



Dakota Governor Arthur Mellette armed a state militia against the possibility of a hostile 

upiising (Hall 1991:62, 74). As tensions grew, some of the Sioux, including Kicking Bear 

and Short Bull, left to prepare for war at Stronghold Table in the Badlands (Hall 

1991:77). This only increased the tensions between the settlers and the Sioux. 

Events came to a head on December 15, 1890, when a conflict erupted as Indian 

police^ led by Lieutenant Bull Head, attempted to arrest Sitting Bull. Though his days as 

a warrior were behind him. Sitting Bull remained the leader of the Hunkpapa band, an 

advocate of the Ghost Dance, and a role model to many Sioux who remained hostile to the 

United States. Agents feared that Sitting Bull planned to join the hostiles on Stronghold 

Table, and that if he did, the conflict would become uncontrollable (Utley 1963153). But 

the arrest went awry as Sitting Bull's followers protested his arrest and a riot ensued. In 

the fighting. Sitting Bull, seven of his followers, and five Indian police were killed (Hall 

1991:100) before troops arrived to support the police (Mooney 1965:104). The 

remaining members of Sitting Bull's band fled, but most surrendered and returned to their 

homes within a few days (Mooney 1965:107). Sitting Bull's death heralded the end of an 

era among the Sioux. 

The same morning that Sitting Bull was killed. Big Foot sent word to Fort Bennett 

that he and his band of Minneconjou were coming in for their annuities. No one expected 

any problems, but that situation changed rapidly. By December 20, seventy members of 

^ Tlic cultural identity of tliese Indian police is not c.\plicitly stated. But Burdick reports that Silting Bull 
told his captors, "You are dogs to raise your hands against your own people, and you do not deserve to be 
called Sioux or to live" (Burdick 1941:57). Anderson writes that most of tlie 40 police who were sent to 
arrest Sitting Bull were related to each other, and that a few had family ties to Sitting Bull liimself 
(Anderson 1996:165). This suggests that tliey were not only Siou-v, but members of Sitting Bull's band. 
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Sitting Bull's band had joined Big Foot (Hall 1991:121). After hearing of Sitting Bull's 

death. Big Foot feared that he would also be put under arrest once he arrived for his 

annuities. In fact, he was correct: the telegram for his arrest had arrived at Fort Bennett 

on December 16 (Hall 1991:121). Big Foot turned toward Pine Ridge instead, probably 

heading for Stronghold Table (Hall 1991:122-123). By this time, the band numbered 

about 340, including 103 warriors (Mooney 1965:113-114). The group was intercepted 

by the Seventh Cavalry, Custer's old unit, on December 28, 1890. They gave their 

unconditional surrender and were escorted to Wounded Knee Creek to camp for the night. 

Colonel Forsyth arrived to take command of the army force, bringing its numbers to eight 

troops of cavalry, a company of scouts, and four Hotchkiss guns, which were positioned 

on a low rise facing the camp (Mooney 1965:114-115). Rations were distributed and a 

doctor was assigned to care for Big Foot, who was suffering from an acute case of 

pneumonia (Utley 1963198). Though Big Foot's band remained nervous about the 

presence of the soldiers, their flight seemed to have come to a quiet end. 

But the next morning, a peaceful surrender was transformed into a massacre. The 

men and older youths were separated from the group and instructed to return to their tipis 

in groups of twenty and bring back their firearms. After the first group of twenty 

produced only tv/o guns, Forsyth ordered the tipis searched (Dewing 1985:17). The 

search was rough and caused alarm among the women and children, adding to the 

agitation of the Sioux men (Mooney 1965:115). A medicine man named Yellow Bird 

walked among the warriors, urging them to fight and reminding them that their ghost 

shirts made them impervious to bullets. When the American soldiers insisted on searching 
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the shirts as well. Yellow Bird threw a handful of dust into the air, and the fighting began 

(Dewing 1985:17). A young Indian that Mooney identifies as Black Fox, fi^om the 

Cheyenne River reservation, drew a rifle fi^om under his blanket and fired upon the soldiers 

(Mooney 1965:118). The soldiers returned fire at nearly point blank range, killing at least 

fifty of the Sioux warriors instantly. Big Foot was one of the casualties of this first attack. 

The Hotchkiss guns on the ridge then began to send a fijsillade of two pound shells into 

the tipis at a rate of about fift;y per minute, killing and wounding Sioux warriors, women, 

and children indiscriminately (Dewing 1985:17). 

Even those attempting to flee were pursued by the soldiers, and the bodies of 

women and children were found dead, in flight, up to two miles fi^om the campsite. 

"There can be no question that the pursuit was simply a massacre," writes Mooney, and 

the testimony offered by American Horse and other chiefs concurs (Mooney 1965; 118). 

There v/as no exact count of the Sioux killed in the battle, though it is estimated to be 

about three hundred (Dewing 1985:18). The dead were buried three days later in a mass 

grave, an action which has been interpreted as an attempt to hide the unnecessary deaths 

of so many women and children (Young Bear 1994:140). The slaughter at Wounded 

Knee has remained an indelible moment in Sioux history, and its impact has continued to 

echo through the years that followed. 
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AIM AND THE RETURN TO WOUNDED KNEE: 

During the 1960s in America, the phenomenon of the civil rights movement swept 

through many minority groups, including Native Americans. A desire for social and 

political action swept through young Indians across the country, especially in universities 

and urban centers. Five hundred Indians met at the University of Chicago in 1961 to write 

the Doctrine of Indian Purpose. This gathering gave rise to a young, militant spin-oflf 

named the National Indian Youth Council, which criticized the Bureau of Indian Affairs 

and the National Congress of American Indians, accusing the two groups of representing 

white interests instead of Indian ones (Dewing 1985:31). In July of 1968, the American 

Indian Movement (AIM) got its start in Minneapolis, Minnesota, as a parallel to the city's 

successful and well funded Black organizations. The group was founded by three 

Chippewa; Dennis Banks, Clyde Bellencourt, and George Mitchell (Dewing 1985:38). 

The group stressed loyalty to the race above loyalty to a single tribe, a form of pan-

Indianism that was very appealing to urban Indians lacking close ties to their traditional 

communities (Dewing 1985:39). 

AIM'S goals were to maintain pride in Indian heritage and to improve Indian 

economic and educational status. They encouraged racial pride under the baimer of Red 

Power, and they investigated human rights abuses against Native Americans across the 

country (Young Bear 1994:159). From the outset, the organization compared itself to the 

Black Panthers, favoring militant methods of demonstration, confrontation, and 

occupation to achieve their goals (Dewing 1985:39). Christian church organizations, the 

American educational system, and the United States government were identified as the 
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primary enemies of the Indian people, despite the fact that most of AIM's financial support 

came from religious groups, charitable organizations, and government grants (Dewing 

1985:40,42). In fact, AIM was founded as an ofifshoot of an OflBce for Economic 

Opportunity anti-poverty program (Dewing 1985:38) that was phased out beginning in 

1970 for a lack of accountability and misappropriation of funds (Dewing 1985:43). By 

1973, Federal flinds given to AIM totaled about $400,000, and about half of the leading 

AIM members and organizers held positions in government-funded social welfare 

programs (Dewing 1985:43). With fiinding and publicity, AIM was able to expand and 

open new chapters in Cleveland, Denver, Milwaukee, Chicago, San Francisco, and other 

areas with a large concentration of urban Indians (Dewing 1985:44). Russell Means, an 

Oglala Sioux who grew up in the San Francisco area, was invited to join AIM in 1970, 

and later became the head of its second chapter in Cleveland (Means 1995:153-154). 

With Means's enthusiastic participation, a strong link was forged between AIM and the 

Sioux nation. 

Conditions on the Sioux reservations in the 1960s were politically and 

economically unstable. Nearly a century after the Black Hills were removed fi^om the 

Sioux reservation, an appeal was in the courts to regain the lands or to be compensated 

for their seizure. The US government was uncooperative in the case, and despite 

President Nixon's call for more Indian self-determination, the BIA was viewed as dragging 

its feet on the issue of Indian sovereignty. Poor conditions on the reservation only 

exacerbated hostility toward the government, fueling a conflict between traditionalists and 

those urging progress and cooperation. This division often turned into a rift between full-
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bloods and so-called half-bloods, especially on the politically volatile Pine Ridge 

reservation. As in the 1880s, the Sioux of the 1960s and 70s were beset by conflict with 

external and internal forces. 

The removal of the Black Hills, the sacred heartland of the Sioux, was an injustice 

that had festered among the Sioux since the land's seizure in 1877. Attempts to file a land 

claim began in 1922, though the efiforts met with dismissal in 1942 and 1954 (Lazarus 

1991;430). In 1957, however, new lawyers were employed by the Pine Ridge, Rosebud, 

and Standing Rock Sioux, and the case was again brought before the United States Court 

of Claims (Lazarus 1991:431). The case heated up in the late sbcties and early seventies 

and was finally resolved in 1974 after decades of claim filing, lawsuits, appeals, reversals, 

and political bargaining. The Sioux were awarded SI7.5 million, plus interest, for the loss 

of the Black Hills land, plus $450,000 compensation for surface gold stolen by trespassing 

miners before 1877 (Gonzales 1996:65). Once interest was calculated, the total settlement 

was worth roughly SI 06 million (Lazarus 1991:401). But during the course of the claim, 

attitudes toward the settlement had shifted. The Black Hills Sioux Nation Council 

(BHSNC), established in 1937 as a pan-Sioux land claims organization, decided in 1974 

that the Sioux would settle for nothing less than the return of the Black Hills land (Lazarus 

1991:325). Russell Means compared the notion of accepting a monetary settlement for 

the Black Hills to Muslims selling Mecca, or Jerusalem being purchased fi^om Israel 

(Means 1995:421). Because many of the Sioux agreed, the BHSNC asked in 1974 that 

the Court of Claims hold the monetary funds in abeyance until legislation could be enacted 
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to restore the entire area to the Sioux nation (Lazarus 1991:326). That legislation has not 

yet been passed, and the settlement remains untouched to this day. 

The Sioux relationship with the US government during this decade, like that of 

many other Indian tribes, was uneasy at best. In 1953, 'termination' was adopted as the 

government's official policy toward Native Americans. Instead of Indian reservations 

being under the jurisdiction of a national agency or tribal goveniment, this policy sought 

to subject them to the authority of individual states. In addition, many of the tribes subject 

to termination could lose access to tribal trust funds and even some of their lands (Lazarus 

1991:220). Relocation policy was a companion program to termination, and during the 

fifties and sixties, it transported Indians fr"om reservations across the country to urban 

centers like Los Angeles, far from their families, reservations, and ancestral lands (Means 

1995:68). The Indian Civil Rights Act of 1968 reversed some of the damage of 

termination by denying states jurisdiction over Indian reservations without Indian consent, 

but it also applied US Constitutional principles to Reservation courts, denying them the 

ability to interpret the law in their own manner (Dewing 1985:33). 

At the outset of his term. President Richard Nixon made many promises to 

improve the situation of Native Americans. He began by appointing a historian, Alvin 

Josephy, to suggest reforms that would encourage self-determination in Indian policy 

(Dewing 1985:34). Nixon also promoted the return of Blue Lake to Taos Pueblo and 

named Robert Bruce, a part-Sioux, part-Mohawk, as his new Commissioner of Indian 

Affairs (Lazarus 1991:297). But some officials in the BIA resisted the new plans for self-

determination and used their influence to block reforms sought by the activists (Dewing 



1985:34). The contrast between the auspicious promises of the Nixon administration and 

a later decline back to bureaucracy and inefficiency led to misunderstanding and a renewed 

sense of unkept promises from the United States. 

These promises were of special interest to the people on the economically 

depressed Sioux reservations, where many residents depended on government aid. 

Though the social programs of Kennedy's New Frontier and Johnson's Great Society 

attempted to improve infrastructure and social conditions on Native American 

reservations, the effects ranged from modest success to outright failure (Lazarus 

1991:258). Grant money was introduced to the reservation, but Sioux lands lacked 

resources to make the investment pay in the long term. Communities were too scattered 

to make industry viable, and most of the jobs that were produced were in tribal 

bureaucracy (Lazarus 1991:260). Per-capita income rates on Pine Ridge, the second 

largest reservation in the US, were toward the bottom of the nation. Of its approximately 

15,000 people, about half were usually unemployed, rising to seventy percent in hard 

times (Dewing 1985:71). Only one person in five graduated from high school, making it 

difficult for many to enter the workforce (Lazarus 1991:260). Low income, high rates of 

disease and suicide, and inadequate housing all combined to produce a low life expectancy 

and an average age about 12 years younger than the national average (Dewing 1985:71). 

Social conditions on the Sioux reservation, along with government policies of termination 

and relocation, weakened the heart of the community. 

Finally, internal conflicts in the Sioux nation, particularly on the Pine Ridge 

reservation, set the stage for a militant outburst in the future. Vine DeLoria described 
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Sioux politics by writing "the tendency is always present to slug it out at a moment's 

notice" (in Dewing 1985:71), and that tendency bloomed in the 1970s. In late 1971, Dick 

Wilson was elected as the tribal president at Pine Ridge, igniting a new and divisive battle 

between different factions on the reservation (Lazarus 1991:301). Wilson was a mixed-

blood plumber and the first president of Pine Ridge not fluent in Lakota (Dewing 

1985:70). He clearly favored economic progress through cooperation with the 

government, without regard for the preservation of traditional culture. Because of this 

stance, the conflict between Wilson and the traditionalists was more heated than the usual 

jealousy and infighting in Sioux politics (Dewing 1985:71). 

Wilson's support was primarily among assimilated mixed-bloods, and by rewarding 

his supporters with positions in tribal government, he shifted the balance of power on the 

reservation away from the more traditional faction. With this firm base of support, Wilson 

was free to tyrannize the reservation (Lazarus 1991:302). One of his tools was the so-

called 'Goon Squad', a group of reservation men hired to guard the BIA building and the 

tribal oflBces from Wilson's opposition - particularly AIM (Dewing 1985:69). This Goon 

Squad was accused of arranging 'accidents' for Wilson's critics and other paramilitary 

abuses of authority, though in some cases they may have just been convenient scapegoats 

in a larger conflict (Dewing 1985:310; Lazarus 1991:302; Means 1995:251). As Wilson 

faced impeachment proceedings in the council"*, sixty-five US Marshals from the elite 

•' Tlie impcachmcnt attempt ultimately failed. Wilson presided over the trial himself; conducted the 
proceedings in English rather than in Lakota. wliich was traditionally used in council meetings; and, once 
one of his supporters moved to dismiss the impcacliment. Wilson called for a vote and dismissed tlie 
charges against Iiimself (Means 1995:251). Tlie attempt at impeachment was not unusual, however. SL\ 
previous chairmen Iiad also faced impeachment on Pine Ridge (Smitli and Warrior 1996:195). 
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Special Operations Group set up a command post in Pine Ridge Village (Smith and 

Warrior 1996:192). The area surrounding the tribal offices became a military compound 

that was dubbed "Camp Wilson" (Smith and Warrior 1996:196). Some of the reservation 

Indians who opposed Wilson's tactics of intimidation formed the Oglala Civil Rights 

Organization, which had an informal link to AIM through Russell Means (Smith and 

Warrior 1996:195). The growing rift in the community on Pine Ridge set the stage for a 

coming conflict between Wilson, Russell Means, and the American Indian Movement. 

Wilson's actions, and those of his supporters, are not without justification. As 

Lazarus writes, "Whatever his faults, Wilson was democratically elected, and therefore 

susceptible to ouster by the Sioux themselves at the end of his term" (Lazarus 1991:309). 

As the legally elected leader of the community, he had the right to appeal to the United 

States for aid when AIM threatened to disrupt the Pine Ridge reservation. If the 

government had acceded to AJM's demands and ousted Wilson, they would have been 

intruding on the rights of all Oglala on Pine Ridge by denying them the right to elect their 

own leaders (Lazarus 1991:309). Since their takeover of the BIA building, AIM had been 

threatening to come to Pine Ridge and take on Wilson (Smith and Warrior 1996:191). 

After the destruction at BIA headquarters, Wilson had reason to fear that they would 

follow through on their previous threats and destroy the BIA building and tribal offices at 

Pine Ridge. Wilson also portrayed AIM as an organization with ties to communist 

groups. Such ties would make AIM dangerous not only to law and order on the Pine 

Ridge reservation, but across the country (Smith and Warrior 1996:192). 
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While Wilson's use of the paramilitary 'goon squads' to cement his authority is 

questionable, it does have a basis in Sioux history. In the past, Sioux police societies 

known as akicitas were responsible for enforcing regulations, meting out punishment, and 

settling disputes (Hassrick 1964:30, 46, 176). These societies exercised absolute 

authority. Unruly Sioux would be whipped, while murderers might be shot or clubbed on 

the spot (MacGregor 1946; 116). The actions of the goon squads could be viewed as an 

extension of the akicita^ power into more modem times. Indeed, the members of 

Wilson's squads took the derogatory label of'goons' and turned it into a source of pride by 

transforming it into an acronym for 'Guardians of the Oglala Nation' (Means 1995 :296, 

Smith and Warrior 1996:196). Though Wilson and the goons may not have been 

consciously invoking the political patterns of the past, they too were employing traditional 

strategies as they defended their positions. 

The American Indian Movement gained its widespread popularity by taking 

situations like the conflict at Pine Ridge and bringing them to the foreground of the 

American consciousness. By publicizing the social, economic, and political crisis faced by 

Native Americans, they hoped to force the United States to adhere to the promises it had 

made in its treaties (Means 1995:421). To spread its message, AIM mastered the art of 

effective public demonstrations. From the eighteen-month seizure of Alcatraz in 1969 

(Dewing 1985:48-49) to multiple protests outside courts holding trials involving Indian 

civil rights, AIM used militancy and the media to make its voice heard throughout the 

United States and across the world. 
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Some of AIM'S protests, such as the sit-in at the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) 

headquarters in Washington DC, began with peaceful intentions but ended in violence 

when the U.S. government responded to the action with threats by the military and police 

(Forbes 1981:78-81). The occupation of the BIA building occurred spontaneously at the 

end of the Trail of Broken Treaties, a cross-country drive to visit reservations and collect 

testimony about the shortcomings of US-Indian relations. Described as "less a revolution 

than a conference planner's nightmare," the decision to occupy the building came when the 

exhausted panicipants came ofif of the Trail and found only a rat-infested church basement 

to sleep in. Believing that this was the fault of the BIA, the members of AIM went to the 

BIA building to confront officials and demand a better place to stay (Smith and Warrior 

1996:150). Officials at the BIA managed to make other arrangements for the protesters, 

but just as AIM was preparing to leave peacefully, riot police attacked. The Indians 

repelled the police and barricaded the doors, and the situation turned into a takeover 

(Smith and Warrior 1996:155). 

Declaring the building the new Native American Embassy, AIM allowed all of the 

employees to leave and decided to occupy the building. They wished to force a meeting 

with high-level Washington ofiBcials to present their plans for Indian sovereignty and their 

proof of human rights abuses on reservations across the country. Ail of the AIM members 

were warned: "No stealing or breaking in. Leave the desks and offices alone" (Means 

1995:231). But the police repeatedly threatened to come in and remove them by force, 

and morale and discipline faltered under this pressure. The building was vandalized and 

property was destroyed or looted. Once the White House agreed to consider their view. 
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AIM removed three thousand pounds of BIA documents and vacated the building (Means 

1995:231-235). The action garnered nationwide publicity, but instead of focusing on the 

political points AIM was trying to express, the press exploited the sensational nature of 

the protest. 

The most publicized and dramatic action taken by Sioux militants was the Indian 

takeover of the village of Wounded Knee that began on February 27, 1973. The people of 

Pine Ridge reservation invited the members of AIM to Calico Hall, a traditionalist 

stronghold outside of Pine Ridge Village, to testify about the brutality of Wilson and his 

goons. After listening to the peoples' pleas for action, AIM agreed to assist them, but they 

knew that an attack on the heavily fortified tribal offices would be suicidal (Smith and 

Warrior 1996:197-198). Finally, Frank Fools Crow suggested that the group of protesters 

take over Wounded Knee and "challenge the government to reenact the Wounded Knee 

massacre of 1890. Come in and kill us!" (in Young Bear 1994:150). About three hundred 

and fifty Oglala people took over Wounded Knee, though less than a hundred of them 

were men (Means 1995:265). Means suggests that many of the young men did not voice 

their support for AIM because Wilson controlled the jobs and money on the reservation 

(Means 1995:250). Only two dozen of the original participants were AIM members, who 

were only there to provide organization and discipline for the Oglala participants (Means 

1995:258, 265), The Sioux believed that they would draw a quick response from the 

government forces because the church and trading post at Wounded Knee were owned by 

non-Indians (Young Bear 1994:150). They were correct. The Federal response was 

immediate, and it escalated at a rapid rate. Armored Personnel Carriers, tanks, and guns 
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from the National Guard were called in by Wilson and operated by the FBI and US 

Marshals. Military personnel were there to coordinate the efiforts, though to disguise their 

presence from the press, they wore civilian clothes during the entire siege (Smith and 

Warrior 1996:212). Though the Sioux had little ammunition and few weapons, the United 

States arrived prepared for war. 

The Sioux participants in the takeover at Wounded Knee demanded that the U.S. 

government adhere to the provisions of the 1868 treaty, return the Black Hills land, 

examine human rights abuses on the Pine Ridge Reservation, and investigate the United 

States' violation of its treaties with other Indian nations. On March 11, 1973, the small 

village at Wounded fCnee was dubbed the Independent Oglala Nation, subject only to the 

jurisdiction of the 1868 treaty (Smith and Warrior 1996:217). Supporters of the action 

came in from across state lines and ethnic boundaries. Though the takeover caused 

divisions in other Sioux communities, most supported the protest. Some even assisted by 

actively restricting the access of US troops to local resources (Young Bear 1994:153) or 

by bringing food and ammunition to those entrenched at Wounded Knee (Means 

1995:264). But others, like Wilson's goon squads, joined the government forces during 

the siege. At one point, the goon squads actually renewed the hostilities during a brief 

cease-fire by driving into the area and firing their weapons (Young Bear 1994:154). 

Several of the Indian protesters vowed to fight to the death if necessary, and Frank 

Clearwater and Buddy Lamont did lose their lives before the seventy-one day siege was 

ended on May 8 (Means 1995:274, 292). 
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In return for a peaceful end to the siege, the White House agreed to a meeting 

between top-level officials and Sioux headmen, sending a negotiator from the Department 

of the Interior to find a peaceful resolution. The government also agreed to arrest only 

those with outstanding charges, but after the surrender, they jailed everyone present 

(Means 1995:292). The delegation sent to meet with the Sioux was composed of officials 

with no authority to offer any kind of settlement, and they left after only two hours. They 

did not return on the promised date, but sent a note which proclaimed that "the days of 

treaty making with the American Indians ended in 1871" (Means 1995:293, Lazarus 

1991 ;307-308). After trusting in the promises of the government, the complaints of the 

Sioux had been dismissed once again. 

But the outcome of the second incident at Wounded Knee was not the tragedy that 

had occurred in 1890. Though the demonstration failed to meet its political goals, it did 

have positive eflfects. The media presence at the Wounded Knee takeover broadcast 

AIM'S message across the world and led to a new interest in indigenous rights and the 

Lakota way of life. Elders were invited to speak at universities or interviewed for 

documentary films, communicating their wisdom to upcoming generations (Means 

1995:421). Severt Young Bear also talks about the benefits of the action. He says that it 

led to a resurgence in interest in traditions like the Sun Dance and drew needed attention 

to the civil rights abuses on the Sioux reservations (Young Bear 1994:153, 158, 161). 

Thus, despite the failure to obtain sovereignty for Native Americans or to regain the 

sacred lands of the Black Hills, the second incident had positive cultural effects that could 

be felt even after the last protesters had departed from Wounded Knee. 



Parallel Circumstances: 

Since the massacre of 1890, Wounded Knee has become more than a mere 

physical location; it is a place in history and a symbol of conflict and resistance. In 1973, 

the Sioux returned to Wounded Knee with a feeling of reclamation. They marched out of 

Pine Ridge fully aware that they were returning to the place where Big Foot's band had 

died. Leonard Crow Dog, one of the Lakota spiritual leaders, said, "We're those Indian 

people, we're them, we're back, and we can't go any further. Wounded Knee is a place 

where we can't go any flirther" (in Smith and Warrior 1996:202). Sioux participation in 

the Ghost Dance and American Indian Movements, which brought them to Wounded 

Knee, stemmed from parallel circumstances that existed within their communities during 

the 1880s and 1960s. Historical Processes, external forces, and internal conflict were 

robbing the Sioux of their sense of power, tradition, and community. This loss made them 

receptive to the new doctrines introduced by the Ghost Dancers and AIM. Each 

movement offered an opportunity to be part of a widespread and powerful force, imbuing 

it with their own values and transforming it into a vehicle of Sioux resistance. 

Since the Fort Laramie treaty of 1868, history had taught the Sioux harsh lessons 

about loss, transformation, and betrayal. The Ghost Dancers were reacting to the thefl of 

their land by treaties and congressional acts, while the Sioux of the 1960s were engaged in 

a legal effort to reclaim the Black Hills. Their sense of loss and desire for reclamation 

stemmed from something much greater than the theft of a piece of real estate. The Black 
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Hills, or Paha Sapa, were the spiritual center of the tribe, and as such, were a place where 

the Sioux could go to renew their connection to tradition and to spiritual power. Severt 

Young Bear speaks of the Black Hills as the center of the universe, and as a place where 

young men could journey to seek visions, dreams, and medicine (Young Bear 1994:33). 

Mato Paha, or Bear Butte, was where the Sioux were given sacred instructions by their 

creator, and it was the traditional destination for young men seeking their hanble ceyapi, 

or vision quest (Gonzales 67-68). The Black Hills were a place where the Sioux could 

identify their position in the physical and spiritual landscape. When the government took 

these lands by force, they disconnected the Sioux from their sacred center and contributed 

to Sioux distrust of government promises. In 1890, after the Great Sioux Reservation had 

been gutted by the US Land Commission, the Sioux embraced the Ghost Dance's promises 

to wipe the white people from their land and return it to its former abundance. Though 

the government was unresponsive and untrustworthy, the Ghost Dance offered a different 

way to prevail. In 1973, those who took over Wounded Knee declared it to be the site of 

a new. Independent Oglala Nation and stated that the residents would negotiate only 

under the terms of the Treaty of 1868 (Smith and Warrior 1996:217). By reclaiming the 

land at Wounded Knee, they were reconnecting to their past and affirming their 

commitment to the land in a way that no legal battle could match. In both cases, by 

participating in the movements, they were re-establishing a connection to their roots and 

their spirituality in a changing - and shrinking - worid. 

Historical distrust of external forces, particularly the US government, was 

exacerbated by restrictive policies, government neglect, and the reaction of authorities and 
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non-Indians to participation in the movement. The Sioux of 1890 had suffered decades of 

harsh federal policy, much of it designed to separate them from their land and community. 

In the government's attempts to assimilate the Sioux, the Sun Dance was outlawed, travel 

between agencies was restricted, and even the hunting of wild game was declared illegal. 

Attempts to rebel or negotiate were met with threats or mere silence, with no avenue of 

appeal even when people were dying because of poorly planned policies. In the 1950s, 

Federal programs of termination and relocation pulled Native Americans from their lands 

and communities. A generation of Indian youth grew up in urban centers, forming a pan-

Indian resistance to the pressures they felt all around them. The BIA, which seemed to 

have failed the Indian people and reneged on the promises of relocation, was an obvious 

target of this resistance. In the cities and on the reservations, Sioux people needed a voice 

to protest civil rights violations and the abuse of power by government agencies and tribal 

governments. And in both eras, when conditions called for a means of protest, a pan-

Indian movement seeking rebirth and sovereignty arose to fill that void. Participation in 

that movement focused the attention of the government and the press upon the conditions 

existing on the reservations, but it also caused overreaction on the part of non-Indians. In 

1890, that reaction resulted in the massacre at Wounded Knee, while in 1973, it escalated 

the violence at the siege of Wounded Knee Village. In both cases, distrust and hostility 

between the Sioux and the whites, sharpened over decades of betrayal, arrayed the forces 

of both nations around the battleground of Wounded Knee. 

Lost ties to land and tradition and a history of betrayal by the whites affected 

relationships within the reservation communities as well, creating a rift between those 
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labeled as 'progressives' and as 'traditionalists.' Those who advocated cooperation with 

the United States and pinned their hopes for the future on treaties and Indian agencies 

were deemed 'progressives', and because many of them had some white ancestry, the term 

'mixed-blood' was often applied to them. Many of the older Sioux who wished to oppose 

the progressives and retain ties to their past way of life were labeled 'traditionalists' and 

often equated with 'full-bloods'. Because of this, 'mixed-blood' and 'full-blood' are terms 

loaded with social and political context. The agreement of 1889 widened the gap between 

these factions on the Sioux reservation by pitting those who signed the land cession 

against those who refused to give up their land. As living conditions deteriorated due to 

drought and disease, each faction blamed the woes on the nation on their opposition. In 

1970, the opposition between the two factions came to a head as Richard Wilson turned 

Pine Ridge reservation into a war zone. Because of his focus on economic development 

through cooperation with the government, Wilson's policies and political appointments 

shifted the political situation on Pine Ridge from a delicate balance to a near-dictatorship. 

To reclaim power, Sioux traditionalists in both eras needed a new movement to give them 

standing in the community and unite their followers again. In the 1800s, it was the Ghost 

Dance. The American Indian Movement filled the same purpose in 1970. 

The rise of charismatic leaders also played a part in the adoption of the Ghost 

Dance and American Indian Movements among the Sioux. When the reservation first got 

word of the Ghost Dance, the chiefs met and chose a small delegation to visit Wovoka. 

These delegates must have been well respected to be chosen as representatives of the 

tribe, but they were not chiefs themselves. Two of the delegates. Kicking Bear and Short 
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Bull, eventually became the leaders of the Ghost Dance movement on the reservation. 

Both of them had participated in the battle of the Little Bighorn, earning respect as 

warriors. Kicking Bear had a modest reputation as a medicine man, and had been an 

intimate of Crazy Horse. He was also known for his refusal to accept new ways of life 

and for his strong hatred of non-Indians. Short Bull was a well-known warrior and 

medicine man who was liked and respected for his kindness and generosity (Utley 

196362). When they brought the message of the Ghost Dance to their people, they 

became leaders of the new faith (Utley 1963153). Because of their new knowledge. 

Kicking Bear and Short Bull stepped in to fill a power vacuum at a time when people were 

torn by internal strife and looking for something to believe in. 

The Sioux of the twentieth century turned to AIM in their time of crisis because of 

the prominence of its leaders, especially Russell Means. Though the leaders of AIM grew 

up as urban Indians, without ties to the reservation, they still projected an image of Indian 

pride and heritage. They tried to emulate traditional dress and kept their hair in long 

braids, asserting their identity for all to see. When Means describes his first meeting with 

AIM members, he says they were all "looking very Indian in their beads and moccasins" 

(Means 1995:150). Means describes Clyde Bellecourt as surrounded by an aura of 

danger, while Dennis Banks "practically glows with charisma" (Means 1995:151-152). 

Smith and Warrior state that Banks's personal charm was such that even "rednecks" would 

sit down to negotiate with him (Smith and Warrior 1996:187). Russell Means was one of 

the driving forces of AIM, and because he was Oglala Sioux, he was one of the major 

reasons for Sioux involvement in the movement. In the eyes of those on the reservation. 
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Means gave AIM credibility in their fight (Smith and Warrior 1996;115) even though he 

grew up in northern California because of relocation (Smith and Warrior 1996:132). An 

enthusiastic convert to AIM, "Means, with the requisite tall stature and rugged good 

looks... was stone cold Sioux" (Smith and Warrior 1996:134). AIM's leaders were 

seasoned by their experiences on the streets and in jail^, and they knew how to handle 

government organizations, police, lawyers, and journalists. They made AJM a national 

organization at a time when many smaller Indian groups, militant and otherwise, were 

emerging across the country (Smith and Warrior 1996:135). When the political conditions 

on Pine Ridge became too oppressive to bear, the Oglala turned to AIM, and particularly 

to Means. Many of the elders may not have entirely trusted the young, urban radicals to 

represent them, but they needed the unique skills of this new "warrior society" (Smith and 

Warrior 1996:197). When the traditionalists of Pine Ridge reached out for their aid. 

Means and AIM brought hope back to the reservation by laying plans, organizing the 

people, and taking action.. 

Both the Ghost Dance movement and AIM offered a kind of rebirth to Indian 

people - if not a literal resurrection, then the restoration of a lost way of life. Each wished 

to turn back the clock by a century. The Sioux of 1890 danced to restore a world that had 

been lost, where the land was still full of game and the Indians were sovereign in their own 

territory. In 1973, the Sioux at Wounded Knee wanted to return to the days of treaties 

^ Dennis Banks and Clyde Bellecourl liad both been imprisoned in Stillwater Prison before they met and 
fonncd AIM. Russell Means had been arrested multiple times without actually going to prison (Smitli and 
Warrior 1996:129-131, 133). In addition, many members of AJM were jailed for their AIM activities. 
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between sovereign nations. They rallied for self-government and demanded that the 

United States live up to the promises it made in its dealings with Indian people. What they 

sought, in both movements, was empowerment. The Ghost Dance and AIM offered the 

Sioux an opportunity to take action. They could create a new world from the ashes of the 

old by dancing and speaking to their dead. They could force the government to talk to 

them by guiding the press through gunfire to document the siege at Wounded Knee. Even 

if these actions brought no lasting progress in their dealings with outsiders, it gave the 

Sioux who were involved with the movements a feeling of accomplishment and pride. 

Dancing or protesting, they had taken action to nurse a vision into reality. 

Participation in national movements like the Ghost Dance or AIM was also a way 

to compensate for the disruption of the local commum'ty and its loss of influence in wider 

events. The Ghost Dance offered a sense of belonging that had been lacking on the 

severely divided reservations. Everyone could participate, regardless of age, sex, or 

position within the tribe. And as they danced, they knew that tribes across the country 

were dancing as well. The Ghost Dance unified the Sioux, living and dead, in the 

restoration of a land and community that they once knew. 

To Indians of the 1960s, growing up in the wake of relocation, their only 

experience with community was a local cultural center. AIM changed that, offering them 

a community that reached across tribal distinctions to embrace all nations and 

backgrounds. With the Trail of Broken Treaties, AIM began to build a support base on 

the reservations as well. Their invitation to Pine Ridge by the elders and traditionalists 

was a call to become a truly pan-Indian organization. AIM needed the ties to community 



that were offered by the elders, while the elders required the tactics and 'street smarts' of 

the urban AIM members. Together, they were able to challenge the government and 

return hope to who suffered under Dick Wilson's leadership. The takeover at Wounded 

BCnee provided a rallying point for the Oglala and for other Indian nations across the 

country. Mary Crow Dog, a Rosebud Sioux, describes the arrival of AIM this way; "The 

American Indian Movement hit our reservation like a tornado. It was almost like the 

Ghost Dance fever that had hit the tribes in 1890... spreading like a prairie fire" (in 

Lazarus 1991:298). Like the Ghost Dance, AIM swept onto the reservation like a force 

of nature, drawing the Sioux people into a nationwide struggle for a more independent and 

cohesive future. 

The Four Virtues: 

Circumstances alone cannot explain the actions and reactions of the Sioux in 1890 

and 1973. Other Indian peoples have been relocated from their ancestral lands, have had 

their treaty rights ignored, and have suffered from internal factionalism. The support that 

AIM received at each stop on the Trail of Broken Treaties confirms this fact. But the 

Sioux have persistently pursued an antagonistic stance regarding the United States 

government. They transformed the Ghost Dance, intended as a vehicle for peace, into an 

act of rebellion against the whites. And when Pine Ridge was in the hands of Wilson and 

his goons, its elders were the only reservation community to invite the militant American 

Indian Movement onto the reservation to guide them. The parallel circumstances of the 
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1880s and 1960s set the stage for an act of resistance, but the nature of that resistance 

stemmed from something else - something nurtured in Sioux culture. 

Anthropologists who have studied the Sioux report that conflict seems to be an 

endemic part of Sioux society. Hassrick describes them as a people of extremes, courting 

death to exhibit their bravery and reacting violently to anything that threatens the stability 

of their society (Hassrick 1964:68). In the past, young men accrued power by 

demonstrating their ability as hunters and warriors, and were unable to marry or advance 

into men's societies without first acquiring a worthy reputation (LaPointe 1976:54). For 

this reason, they were often at war with their neighbors and had to be constantly vigilant 

for attack (Walker 1982:84). Even the Sun Dance, their most important ceremonial, 

included rites that imitated the actions taken in war: scouting, raiding, capturing, and 

celebrating victory (MacGregor 1946:88). The Sioux were so successful in their battles 

that they "regarded themselves as superior to all other people and were confident of their 

ability to vanquish all enemies" (MacGregor 1946:85). Given their experience and their 

pride in their abilities, they must have assumed that they would also overcome the threat 

of the white invaders. This supreme confidence seemed justified after the Sioux victory at 

the Little Big Horn, but the years that followed tested it to the breaking point. 

Following Sioux contact with whites, the conflict pervasive in their society took on 

a new dimension as internal factions arose on the reservations. Hostility was directed 

inward, at their own people. Lines were drawn between progressives and traditionalists, 

and the conflicts began to perpetuate themselves through generation after generation. 

Politics and confrontation became synonymous and virtually omnipresent. Some of the 
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elders objected to the entire structure of tribal government, saying that it had been 

imposed upon them by the United States (Smith and Warrior 1996:120). But on the 

economically depressed reservations, the tribal government was the primary source of 

employment, and government positions were rewards to be handed out to those who 

supported the winner of each tribal election. This made politics extremely personal among 

the Sioux, ensuring that "jealousy and infighting in Oglala tribal government represents the 

ordinary rather than the extraordinary" (Dewing 1985:71). In such an uneasy political 

environment, everyone is associated with one side or the other. When the United States 

sent US Marshals to guard the ofiSces of the tribal government, they were protecting 

Wilson as the legitimately elected president of Pine Ridge. But in doing so, they also 

became new players in the ongoing struggle between factions on the reservation. To the 

traditionalists, America had just become part of the opposition. 

Traditionally, the Sioux have valued four primary virtues: wisdom, fortitude, 

generosity, and bravery. As part of the foundation of Sioux culture, this collection of 

virtues has been passed down through the generations, both explicitly and by example. 

The circumstances on the reservation in the 1880s and 1960s challenged the Sioux 

commitment to these virtues and, when the challenge was great enough, resulted in a 

backlash that led to militant Sioux participation in the Ghost Dance and American Indian 

Movement. 

Wisdom and moral integrity, demonstrated by those who respect and learn from 

tribal elders, are virtues that can only be maintained when there is communication between 

different generations. The nature of Sioux participation in both the Ghost Dance and AIM 
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movements was certainly affected by the limited distribution of the elders' knowledge. 

That wisdom formed the basis for understanding proper respect and honorable behavior. 

When the Sioux were cut off from that foundation, confiision and isolation resulted, 

followed rapidly by conflict and violence. By 1890, many of the respected elders had died, 

and the ceremonials which facilitated the transfer of knowledge had been outlawed. Those 

who adopted the strategies of the non-Indian world called into question the relevance of 

what the elders had to teach. The young people sent to the Indian schools did not have 

access to the teachings of their grandparents and family members, but instead learned the 

strategies of the white world (MacGregor 1946:57). The elders still maintained the 

knowledge, but its circle of distribution was growing smaller. Kicking Bear and Short 

Bull, while respected as warriors and men of power, had not reached the level of the elder 

chiefs when they journeyed to meet Wovoka. But when they returned with the message of 

the Ghost Dance, they were able to distribute that message with the help of the remaining 

elders, and to earn a higher level of respect in the process. The Ghost Dance also attracted 

many followers because it promised the return of Sioux ancestors from the world of the 

dead, and a re-introduction of the wisdom of the past. 

By the 1960s, Sioux youth had been widely dispersed, while the distribution of 

knowledge had narrowed. As the young urban victims of relocation, the members of AJM 

had 'street smarts' but lacked roots to their traditions. The elders at Pine Ridge, in 

contrast, had few with whom to share their traditional knowledge. Disaffected by the lack 

of response from their own young men, they called to AIM for help. When AIM members 

came to Pine Ridge, they gained access to the elders' wisdom and knowledge of tradition 
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and ceremony (Smith and Warrior 1996:191). In doing so, they connected to a spiritual 

base that had been missing from their lives. AIM was fighting for independence and 

political liberation instead of a return to traditional ways, but they were quick to learn 

from the elders at Wounded Knee. Traditional Lakota like Sally Hat, Fools Crow, and 

Crow Dog told stories and performed ceremonies during the occupation, teaching the 

younger participants about Sioux language and culture (Means 1995:266, 274). The 

relationship between the elders and the young urban radicals offered each group 

something that they needed. The members of AIM gained teachers, while the elders found 

someone to teach. 

Though older women did not play a role in the organization of the Ghost Dance 

movement, they were especially involved organizing resistance in the 1970s. Gladys 

Bissonette, Ellen Moves Camp, and other concerned women had been responsible for 

forming the Oglala Sioux Civil Rights Organization (Dewing 1985:72), and they offered 

vocal testimony at Calico Hall about Wilson's abuses (Means 1995:252). Bissonette and 

Moves Camp were first to speak to the AIM members, demanding, "Where are our men 

today? Where are our defenders'^. Why is it mostly women and older men who are 

marching? When will decisions be made?" (in Means 1995:253). Their participation did 

not stop at Calico Hall. Over two hundred of the initial participants at Wounded JCnee 

were women, and they formed a network of advisors who worked behind the scenes to 

distribute information and keep everyone motivated (Means 1995:265). Their 

involvement may have partially stemmed from the traditional roles of women in 

maintaining social order. Criticism, ridicule, and ostracism were potent forms of social 
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control among the Sioux, and the women were often the ones responsible for applying 

these controls (MacGregor 1946; 116). When the young men of the reservation cut 

themselves oS* from traditional wisdom and did not take a stand to support their elders, 

the older women of the community invoked their traditional authority to scold the men 

and to demand action. They employed fear of criticism and shame to enforce the 

cooperation of those around them (MacGregor 1946:116). They were also responsible for 

much of the non-military organization of the people inside Wounded Knee. Means 

explains that the women at Wounded Knee accepted the difference between the roles of 

males and females, respected the balance between their activities, and used their abilities to 

strengthen all of those involved in the takeover (Means 1994:265). Without the 

contributions of the older women, the takeover would not have been so successfiil. In 

fact, it may never have taken place. 

The Sioux also valued generosity, including gifl-giving in many of their traditional 

ceremonies. The giving of gifts established a web of reciprocity in and between Sioux 

communities, ensuring that everyone would be cared for if trouble came to a certain family 

or group (MacGregor 1946:107). The Sioux also placed a high value on gift giving as a 

demonstration of power and wealth, and the system of constant and reciprocal exchange 

ensured that no one was placed in a position of constant obligation (Hassrick 1964:37). 

But as they were settled onto reservations and watched the amount of game diminish, the 

Sioux were gradually forced into a position where the United States government was the 

primary source of food, employment, education, and medical care (MacGregor 1946:120). 

The system of free exchange had been upset, its cycle fatally interrupted by rifts in the 
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community and by near-total dependence on the US. The situation worsened when threats 

to withhold treaty goods were used to goad the Sioux into following the dictates of US 

officials. Because of the poor conditions on the reservation, Sioux dependence on 

government employment and aid persisted into the twentieth century. Wilson was able to 

exploit that dependence again in the late 1960s when he rewarded his supporters and 

attracted new ones by handing out government positions to a cadre of fellow progressives. 

Rather than endure their position of obligation, the traditionalist Sioux of 1890 and 1973 

used the Ghost Dance and American Indian Movement as an attempt to escape their 

dependence on the government and restore their sovereignty as an independent people. 

The stoic endurance of injury and hardship was a demonstration of fortitude, 

another of the primary Sioux virtues. It was a point of honor among the Sioux to maintain 

their composure despite the pain of injury, loss, or even childbirth (MacGregor 1946:106). 

This does not imply that they would ignore others who caused them pain. Rather, their 

fortitude ensured that they would not allow hardship to deter them from their chosen 

course. This may be a factor in the decision of many Sioux to remain on the reservation 

despite economic hardship and political oppression. It may also help explain their 

persistent struggle to regain the Black Hills and return to the provisions of the 1868 

Treaty, which still recognized their sovereignty. To some, the struggles may seem like a 

lost cause. The particular means by which they were pursued may also seem illogical - if 

religious confrontation in the form of the Ghost Dance resulted in a massacre, and political 

confrontation like the takeover of the BIA building in Washington accomplished little, why 

did AIM and the Oglala risk their lives to take over Wounded BCnee? Rather than deter 
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the Sioux, the possibility of danger seems to drive them to action. It is a test of their 

resolve and fortitude, and a way to demonstrate their courage. 

Bravery, the ability to face an enemy without fear, is the paramount virtue among 

the Sioux. It was the basis of their warrior society, where constant vigilance and 

fearlessness in battle were the keys to their continued dominance of the plains (Hassrick 

1964:32). Courting death to count coup was considered an important facet of bravery, 

whether or not the opponent was injured or killed (Hassrick 1964:33). When the United 

States first began to impose its policies on the Sioux in the 1800s, the Sioux viewed these 

rules as attacks on their culture and their values. They responded with violence, engaging 

troops, surveyors, and settlers whenever these groups trespassed on Indian land. But by 

1890, armed resistance had lost its effectiveness. The United States was using more subtle 

weapons of intimidation and starvation, making the Sioux dependent on the forts for treaty 

goods. Because of the loss of their hunting land and the natural disasters which struck 

their crops and herds, the Sioux had no choice but to accept their dependence on the US. 

The desire to face their enemy still burned, however, and the Ghost Dance offered a 

vehicle for resistance. BCicking Bear and Short Bull, both warriors and medicine men, 

translated VVovoka's message for the Sioux and presented a story with hostile overtones 

not found among the Cheyenne and others. By participating in the dance, the Sioux could 

help bring about the end of the white invaders. The invulnerability to bullets that was 

ascribed to the ghost shirt demonstrates that the Sioux viewed their adoption of the Ghost 

Dance as part of an ongoing conflict - there would be no need for defense if an attack was 

not expected. The Sioux turned the Ghost Dance into a vehicle of confrontation: a new 
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weapon in a struggle for dominance that the Sioux had always fought and always believed 

that they could win. 

The American Indian Movement entered that conflict nearly a century later when it 

became involved with the political situation at Pine Ridge. But the objectives of the AIM 

members and the Oglala participants differed. AIM was at Wounded BCnee to contribute 

their experience with militant actions and to guide and organize the progress of the 

takeover. While they viewed it as an Oglala fight, they also recognized it as a perfect 

opportunity to gain more press and to spread the news of their movement across the 

country. Thus, to the twenty-four members of the movement who were initially involved 

in the takeover, the significance of the struggle itself was probably secondary. But to the 

Sioux who were at Wounded Knee, the takeover was an opportunity to be modem 

warriors. The government had taken sides in the internecine reservation conflict when the 

US Marshals had fortified Dick Wilson's offices, and fi'om that moment on, they were an 

enemy of the traditional Sioux. That is why the Sioux at Wounded Knee sought a conflict 

with the US troops, drawing them out to an isolated village for a seventy-one day siege. 

The Sioux stood upon the site of one of the most infamous massacres in Indian history and 

dared the federal forces to re-enact that tragedy. They deliberately invoked the specter of 

the first incident at Wounded BCnee, using non-Indian feelings about the massacre at 

Wounded Knee as a weapon and a last line of defense. The press, smuggled in through 

the government lines to document the activities in the camp, were also used to carry the 

fight outside of Wounded Knee and across the world. But though their weapons were 

unique, the modem Sioux were still warriors expressing their bravery. There must have 
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been some knowledge, at least later in the siege, that any benefits gained during the action 

would be slight and fleeting. Means comments that the siege ended when the participants 

realized "we were too few to fight, and too many to die" (Means 1995:292). In spite of 

this, they carried on and asserted their own independence through the fleeting existence of 

the Independent Oglala Nation. They participated in a modem version of'counting coup' 

by standing up to the superior forces of the United States and facing possible death with 

bravery. 

Cultural Models: 

Through the decades, Sioux culture has nurtured the development of young 

warriors by valuing wisdom, generosity, fortitude, and bravery, and these social values 

have affected Sioux responses to external factors that press in upon them. Quinn and 

Holland explain that each cultixre can be distinctively characterized by basic, fundamental 

themes. These themes are integrated into cultural models: the means by which people 

impose order on the world through culturally constituted understandings (Quinn and 

Holland 1987:3). They write that "cultural models are presupposed, taken-for-granted 

models of the world that are widely shared... by the members of a society and that play an 

enormous role in their understanding of that world and their behavior in it" (Quinn and 

Holland 1987:4). These cultural models allow people to master the social knowledge they 

need to use in their daily negotiations with the world, and can be extended to deal with 

new experiences as they are encountered (Quinn and Holland 1987:3). 
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Despite the changes experienced by the Sioux in their negotiations among 

themselves and with the outside world, cultural schemas which shaped these negotiations 

persisted. In A Cognitive Theory of Cultural Meaning, Naomi Quinn and Claudia Strauss 

suggest that historical durability, the reproduction of culture from one generation to the 

next, is the result of centripetal tendencies that draw people back to historical cultural 

models (Strauss and Quinn 1997; 112). Sometimes, schemas maintain motivational force 

even when the underlying reasons for a certain practice or response are forgotten. Each 

generation replicates the pattern because they learned it as children, and this pattern 

continues to have motivational force throughout their lives (Strauss and Quinn 1997; 112-

113). The Sioux who adopted the Ghost Dance and transformed it into a means of 

resistance were probably following schemas and patterns of behavior that were introduced 

to them by their parents and grandparents, replicating patterns of behavior that had kept 

the Sioux in a position of power before the arrival of white military forces. 

Cultural models can also be invoked in an effort to revive or maintain practices and 

values that are considered important. The attempt to bring previous beliefs and actions to 

the foreground may be a deliberate decision, or may come from an unconscious desire to 

recapture some sense of the past (Strauss and Quinn 1997;114). When cultural 

information is stored outside of individual minds, such as in oral narratives and books, it 

can be revived even after a period of dormancy (Strauss and Quirm 1997; 115). In the 

1970s, the Sioux revived certain cultural schemas that shaped their response to external 

and internal pressures. Wounded Knee itself was a cultural symbol that was consciously 

invoked to produce feelings of anger and vengeance in the Sioux who participated in the 
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takeover. Russell Means expresses Sioux feelings about the site when he describes 

Wounded Knee as "the haunting symbol of the white man's murderous treachery and of 

our nation's stoic grief (Means 1995:253). Other actions, such as the women's ridicule of 

their inactive men and the revival of stories and ceremonies within the encampment, may 

have had both conscious and unconscious roots in previous cultural models. Historical 

and modem schemas regarding resistance, cultural values, and response to an outside 

threat were all invoked to shape Sioux involvement in the takeover of Wounded Knee. 

Among the Sioux, a cultural model exists which frames their response to an 

external or internal threat as aggressive retaliation. Their domination of the Plains was 

perpetuated by a culture which favored such a stance, and even when external 

circumstances changed, their primary cultural values of generosity, wisdom, fortitude, and 

bravery remained. They merely awaited a focus to draw them to the fore again. When 

presented with social circumstances that suppressed the sharing of wisdom, disrupted the 

cycle of giving, and challenged their conviction and courage, the Sioux reacted with 

hostility. By adopting the Ghost Dance or taking over the village at Wounded Knee, they 

were 'counting coup' on their enemies - demonstrating their courage and resistance even 

though their actions ultimately changed nothing about their situation. The parallel 

historical factors, external pressures, and internal conflicts that led to the first and second 

incidents at Wounded BCnee called for some response from the Sioux people, but it was 

their culturally perpetuated values and thought schemas which shaped the response into a 

confrontational stance. 
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CONCLUSION: 

Wounded Knee occupies a unique landscape in the minds of both Native and non-

Native Americans. Its name is still instantly recognizable, though the details of what 

occurred there are less widely known. The massacre that took place at Wounded Knee 

Creek in 1891 left an indelible mark on the land and ensured it a place in history. Among 

the Sioux people. Wounded Knee remains a source of grief and anger, and a symbol of the 

ways in which the US has betrayed Sioux trust. To the United States, the massacre at 

Wounded ECnee is an event that must never be repeated, no matter the cost. In fact, all 

dealings with Indian protesters during the 1960s, from Alcatraz to the BIA takeover, were 

governed by "one rule above others, and that rule boiled down to this. No Wounded 

Knees" (Smith and Warrior 1996:205). When the Sioux returned to Wounded Knee in 

1973, they saw themselves as symbolically returning along the path that Big Foot's band 

had been traveling. By reviving cultural models of resistance, they may indeed have been 

walking parallel to their ancestors. The first and second incidents at Wounded Knee were 

both the culmination of multiple factors, including parallel circumstances and cultural 

values, that fueled Sioux participation in the Ghost Dance and the American Indian 

Movement. Over nearly a century, Wounded Knee played host to both prophets and 

protesters; tragedy and triumph as the stage in an ongoing struggle of Sioux resistance. 
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