
Lakota 

Religion



3 Divisions
Dakota
Nakota
Lakota (Teton)

Lakota divided into 7 tribes, including 
the famous Oglala

Sioux Nation



Reservations
Pine Ridge (Oglala) - 28,000
Rosebud - 10,000
Standing Rock - 8,200
Cheyenne River - 8,400

Many live off of the reservations

70,000 estimated Lakota

Sioux Populations



Lakota Lifeways

Mobile Hunter-Gatherers

Followed the Buffalo

Lived in teepees that were 
easily disassembled and 
transported

Aggregate during certain 
parts of the year to socialize 
or participate in important 
religious ceremonies



Lakota Religion

Animism

Intimately intertwined with all 
other aspects of culture

Spirits are everywhere and 
everything is sacred

Every aspect of life is related 
to the spirit world



1. Deities
2. Shamans and Sacred 

People
3. 7 Sacred Ceremonies
4. The Sacred Pipe
5. The Ghost Dance

Topics



Wakantanka

Wakan
sacred or mystery

Tanka
great or big

Everything is wakan and 
wakan is everything.



Meat for food

Skin for clothing and 

shelter

Bones and horns for 

tools

Sinew for thread

Buffalo



White Buffalo Calf Woman

Taught the Lakota how to 
relate to Wakantanka

Gave them their moral code.

She is the origin of their 
beliefs and sacred 
ceremonies



Given by White Buffalo Calf Woman

1. Humility

2. Respect

3. Honor

4. Sacrifice

5. Truth

6. Bravery

7. Generosity

8. Wisdom

Lakota Virtues



White Buffalo Calf

Medicine Wheel

Born May 9, 1996 on 
Pine Ridge Reservation



Ite (Anukite)

Taught the Lakota the sacred art of quillworking



The End of the World

Significance 
of women

Birth to death 
of Earth and 
the people



Wicasa Waken - Sacred Man

Frank Fool’s Crow, Oglala Lakota medicine man, South Dakota Badlands, USA, 1983. Wackerbarth: The Red Couch.

Four Types

• Wapiyapi
- 4 Types
- Curers or Healers

• Waken Kaga
• Wicahmunga

- Sorcerers
• Winkte

- “Would-be Woman”



Wapiyapi

Wapiye Wicasa (Curing Man)
Heals using a spirit helper such as a bear or eagle.

Yuwipi Wicasa
Summons Ancestral Spirits for healing
Can only heal “Indian Illnesses”

Hohu Iyapa
Bone Sucker

Pejuta Wicasa
True Medicine Man
Cures using herbs revealed in a vision
Also treats traumas



Waken Kaga

May or may not also be 
healers

Act out Visions

Heyoka Ceremony



Wicahmunga

• Sorcerers

• Secret Identity

• Blamed for bad things

• Sometimes can be 
counteracted



Winkte

“Would-be Woman”

• Homosexuals, transvestites, 
and hermaphrodites

• Elevated Social Status
• Bridge the two sexes
• Comment on important 

issues
• Only men



Sacred Rituals

• The Sweat Lodge
• The Vision Quest
• The Ghost Keeping 

Ceremony
• The Hunka Ceremony
• The Girl’s Puberty Rites
• Sun Dance



Sun Dance

A Blood Sacrifice

Performed at summer solstice

Outlawed in 1880 but 
continued in secret

Now has been reinstated to 
former prominence



The Sacred Pipe

Given by White Buffalo Calf 
Woman

The Most Sacred Ceremony

Old Man Elk Head
Red Eagle
Arvol Looking Horse (b. 1954).



The Sacred Pipe
• Smoked by General George 

Custer in 1874

• 7th Calvary 
Little Big Horn, 1876



Black Elk

• Lakota Holy Man
• Vision of the Savior
• Participated in the Ghost Dance



Ghost Dance

Revitalization Movement
A political-religious 
movement that promises 
deliverance from 
deprivation, the elimination 
of foreign domination, and a 
return to traditional cultural 
values.



Ghost Dance

Originated by Wovoka in 1889

Whites would disappear

Ancestors and Buffalo would 
return

Ultimately resulted in the 
death of Sitting



The Great Sioux Reservation



The Great Sioux Reservation

• Told to farm
• When crops failed, rations cut
• Children put in special schools
• Sioux language and religion outlawed



Wounded Knee
Chief Bigfoot’s Camp on Wounded Knee Creek
December 29, 1890

7Th Calvary 



Wounded Knee



“The Congress, on the occasion of the one hundredth 
anniversary of the Wounded Knee Massacre of 
December 29, 1890, hereby acknowledges the historical 
significance of this event as the last armed conflict of 
the Indian wars period resulting in the tragic death and 
injury of approximately 350-375 Indian men, women, 
and children of Chief Big Foot’s band of Minneconjou
Sioux and hereby expresses its deep regret on behalf of 
the United States to the descendants of the victims and 
the survivors and their respective tribal communities…”

Senate Concurrent Resolution 153 

(1990)



Reservation Life Today

• Pine Ridge Economic

• 83-85% unemployment
• Median Income of $2,600-3,500/year
• Little industry, technology, or commercial 

infrastructure to provide jobs.



Reservation Life Today

• Pine Ridge Health

• Life expectancy – Men: 48; Women: 52
• American average 77.5 years

• 150% higher rates of teen suicide
• 300% higher infant mortality
• 800% higher rates of diabetes

• Government supplied commodities
• 800% higher rates of tuberculosis
• Alcoholism, diabetes, heart disease, 

cancer, malnutrition are pervasive



Reservation Life Today

• Pine Ridge Education

• 70% Dropout rate
• Schools in bottom 10% of U.S. Department 

of Education funding
• 800% teacher turnover



Reservation Life Today

• Pine Ridge Housing

• Not enough housing, so many 
live in tents and cars

• Average of 17 ppl per house 
built for 6-8 ppl

• Many sleep on the dirt floors
• 59% of housing is legally 

substandard
• 33% lack basic water, sewer, and 

electricity



“I did not know then how much was ended.  
When I look back now from this high hill of my 
old age, I can still see the butchered women and 
children lying heaped and scattered all along the 
crooked gulch as plain as when I saw them with 
eyes still young.  And I can see that something 
else died there in the bloody mud, and was 
buried in the blizzard.  A people’s dream died 
there.  It was a beautiful dream”

Black Elk 1932


