Dakota Seaver

Lakota Responses to Suffering

Religious responses to suffering receive distinct attention in the study of religion because of their unique capacity to reveal the nature of a religion’s beliefs and practices. This brief introduction to religious responses to suffering will focus on two specific examples that originate in the Lakota tradition, the Sun Dance and the Ghost Dance.

The seventh and final sacred ceremony of the Lakota people is known as the Sun Dance or Wi Wayag Wacipi. This ceremony usually takes place in the middle of summer, and is performed around a cottonwood tree, which is considered wakan or sacred. Common to all Lakota ceremonies, the highest purpose of the Sun Dance is to create a sacred setting in which to reflect on one’s relationship with God or Wakan Tanka. To achieve a vision, the men who take part in this ritual deprive themselves of food and water for four days while they stretch and tear their flesh by pulling against the sharp hooks and tethers that bind them by the chest to the cottonwood tree (1). This form of self-mutilation is symbolic of the pain of childbirth that women have to endure, serving to balance the debt owed to women for their sacrifice. But it is also based on the Lakota conviction that the only true offerings that one can give must come from one’s own body (1). Such a conviction ties the purpose of suffering and sacrifice to the renewal of life in a manner that recognizes the inherent interconnectedness of all things. In this way the Sun Dance teaches that suffering is common to all; its purpose, therefore, is not to drive us apart from each other but to strengthen our relationships and respect for one another. 

While the Sun Dance provides an example of a ritualized response to the inherent suffering that accompanies life, the spread of the Ghost Dance among the Lakota in the late nineteenth century demonstrates a response to suffering inflicted on them by others. The ceremony takes root in the revelations of a Paiute Indian prophet from Nevada named Wovoka around the year 1889 (2). Wovoka’s spiritual message came to him in a vision in which he saw heaven and all his dead relatives before being sent back to his people. According to Wovoka’s vision, the end of the world was approaching and a time of rejuvenation and prosperity for all Native Americans was close at hand. To hasten the coming of this new era, all Native peoples, including the Lakota, had to gather together in large numbers to sing and dance, compelling God to hear their plea and end their suffering. The primary function of the Ghost Dance was to prepare Native Americans for the coming happiness by exhorting them to discard all things warlike and to strive to live in perfect harmony with all people, even the whites. Peaceful song and dance would serve to neutralize the violence of the oppressive whites. In this way the Ghost Dance allowed the Lakota simultaneously to understand and address their suffering.  But history, it would seem, would not be without a sense or irony. For as the apprehensive whites saw Lakota amassing in number, their uneasiness led to a violent upheaval in the form of the massacre at Wounded Knee. 
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