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Abstract: Kicking Bear's 1890 speech to a Council Meeting of the
Hunkpapa Sioux called the Sioux Nation to join the Ghost Dance, a
movement that sought a return of the buffalo and the expulsion of
European‐Americans from Indian Country. Kicking Bear worked to
define the American Indians as the "chosen people," an
appropriation of the U.S. government's expansionist and
exceptional ideologies. In the process, Kicking Bear fostered a
sense of familialism, binding Natives to their ancestors.
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Kicking Bear, a Lakota Sioux of the Minneconjou Band, was born in the spring of
1853 in present‐day South Dakota, to Black Fox (father) and Wood Pecker (mother).
Although Kicking Bear's final resting place is unknown, most historians, anthropologists
and ethnologists agree that this minor band chief of the Minneconjou passed away in
May 1904 and is buried somewhere in the vicinity of Manderson, South Dakota. He lived
his entire life in the Manderson area and took his vision quest, an adolescent rite of
passage through which Plains Indian boys discovered their calling, in the nearby Black
Hills.1
During Kicking Bear's fifty‐one years, he built a reputation as a leader of both the
Minneconjou Band and the pan‐Indian movement known as the Ghost Dance.2 The
Ghost Dance ritual sought to stimulate a return of American Indian land and the buffalo
herds that sustained their way of life. Through continual pleas to the Great Spirit and
deceased Native leaders (referred to as fathers by the movement), the dance also called
for the expulsion of European‐Americans from Indian Country, particularly the Black
Hills of South Dakota, which was, and still is, considered the spiritual birthplace of all
Sioux descendents.3
Kicking Bear, a Dakota Sioux by birth, rose to prominence among the leadership
class of the Lakota when he married a niece of a Minneconjou Sioux chief in the 1870s.4
At the time of his marriage into the Minneconjou, Kicking Bear had already proven
himself a worthy Dakota warrior. He raided not only European‐American expeditions
seeking land, westward roads, and transcontinental rail lines in the wake of the
Homestead Act of 1862, but also the Crow Nation, which was continually at odds with
the Sioux over territory and buffalo rights throughout the mid‐nineteenth century.5
With his marriage, he became a minor chief, a post that would allow him to attend a
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founding meeting of the Ghost Dance Movement on the Piute Indian reservation in Utah
during the spring of 1890. Kicking Bear's representation of the Minneconjou Lakota at
the meeting and his subsequent promotion of the Ghost Dance would elevate him to
social and historical prominence in Sioux cultures. At its core, the Ghost Dance
Movement that Kicking Bear helped lead was primarily a response to U.S. governmental
expansion across the North American continent.
As settlers moved ever closer to Native reservations, the U.S. government's
encroachments into Indian Country increased to accommodate the burgeoning numbers
of European‐Americans.6 A foundational motivation for this expansion was the U.S.
government's insistence that Americans were a modern‐day "chosen people."7
Following suit, the elevation of the U.S. nation to God's "favored group" included an
errand, which involved the cultivating of barren land and the civilizing of "savages" in
these open expanses.8 This exceptionalism can be traced, in part, to Puritan minister
Samuel Danforth's "A Brief Recognition of New England[']s Errand Into the Wilderness"
wherein it was argued that "You [Puritans] have solemnly professed before God, Angels
and Men that the Cause of your leaving your Country, Kindred and Fathers houses, and
transporting your selves with your Wives, Little Ones and Substance over the vast Ocean
into this waste and howling Wilderness, was your liberty to walk in the faith of the
Gospel, and your enjoyment of the pure worship of God according to his institution."9 In
other words, God had chosen the early European settlers as the group to tread forward
into the wilderness, and in return God expected the "word" to guide them. According to
Prucha, this "doctrine of discovery" and exceptionalism related to a divine errand for
the U.S. nation, as well. That is, the U.S. government granted itself, through God, the
"right of preemption … the right to acquire title to the soil from the natives [sic] in the
area" based on "absolute dominion."10 This ideology, eventually, was labeled "manifest
destiny" in the first third of the nineteenth century.
The leaders of the Ghost Dance Movement took umbrage with the U.S.
government's rationale for encroachment rooted in spirituality and, subsequently,
countered this religious justification with a similar discourse. In the course of inspiring a
rejuvenation of Native lifeways, a return of the buffalo and the expulsion of European‐
Americans from Indian Country, Ghost Dance rhetoric demonstrated how God (paired
synonymously with Great Spirit) actually supported American Indians as the "chosen
people." The other side of this argument involved characterizations of the U.S.
government as having fallen from grace. Kicking Bear's address at the Council Meeting
of the Hunkpapa Sioux, in particular, attempted to unite the Sioux Nation, and its
smaller bands, in joining the Ghost Dance Movement by constructing American Indians
as a spiritually‐elevated group of people. In this way, Native discourse appropriated U.S.
governmental arguments of manifest destiny and exceptionalism. Such appropriation
spoke to the ways that American Indian spirituality was conflated with U.S.
governmental ideologies, thus alluding to a resistance by rupturing the government's
own ideas. Joy Harjo and Gloria Bird call this rhetorical tactic, "reinventing the enemy's
language."11 Simultaneously, Kicking Bear's speech re‐envisioned Natives as "chosen
people" by linking them through familial language and binding them to their ancestors.
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Contextualizing the Speech
At the close of Reconstruction, as the United States turned its attention toward
completing its expansion across the North American continent, the Sioux Nation found
both its land and culture under attack.12 Historian Guy Gibbon describes the Sioux
Nation during the 1870s and 1880s as a devastated people who lived in fragmented,
mixed communities on reservations. They had suffered "total military defeat, most of
their territory had been taken from them, and they were expected to learn farming and
English."13 Ostensibly, the three great Sioux tribes, beaten in battle and crushed in spirit,
were nearing full assimilation as American wards.14 The roots of Sioux denigration can
be traced to the 1830s removal policies of President Andrew Jackson and a series of
unfair mid‐nineteenth century treaties (e.g., the Fort Laramie Treaty of 1858 that ceded
to the United States large tracts of Sioux land). Yet, the period between 1868 and 1889
proved nearly fatal for the Sioux Nation.
The U.S. government's seizure and parceling of Sioux territory began in 1868
following bitter confrontations between U.S. surveyors and the western edges of the
Sioux Nation. In 1863 the Bozeman Trail was constructed to provide a quick passage for
European‐Americans through Sioux‐held land in Montana and South Dakota.
Predictably, as U.S. traffic swelled along the trail and more European‐Americans
encroached on Native land, Sioux raids correspondingly increased, sparking in their
wake numerous armed confrontations. After five years of bloodshed, representatives
from the Lakota Tribe agreed, through a Second Fort Laramie Treaty in 1868, to
withdraw from the Bozeman Trail and to surrender some fifty square miles of land in
exchange for the payment of twenty dollars per each farming adult.15 The treaty
officially demarcated the new Great Sioux Reservation, a restricted area on which the
Sioux were to remain. Furthermore, the treaty, while benevolent on its face, "stipulated
and agreed that no white person or persons shall be permitted to settle upon or occupy
any portion of the same" area confirmed as Native‐owned.16
In the late 1870s, the Great Sioux Reservation and its inhabitants fell victim to
further pressures from European‐American settlers. In 1874, gold was discovered in the
Black Hills, prompting European‐Americans to swarm the Sioux Nation's land in South
Dakota. Historians have noted that "there was a clamor by settlers to open a large
portion of the land for sale. Some settlers even moved onto the reservation illegally."17
In short, the Fort Laramie Treaty had been violated by the U.S. government. What
followed was a Native defensive deemed the Sioux War of 1876‐1877; the war
culminated in the defeat of George Armstrong Custer's Seventh Cavalry at the Battle of
Little Big Horn, and concluded with the escape of Chief Sitting Bull (Hunkpapa Lakota)
from the northern United States into Canada.18
After the Sioux War of 1876‐1877, which the U.S. military eventually won, the
federal government moved the western boundary of the Great Sioux Reservation from
the 104th to the 103rd meridian, "thus slicing off another fifty‐mile strip adjoining the
Black Hills."19 In 1883, the federal government forced the Sioux Nation to "cede to the
United States all of the Great Sioux Reservation, as reserved to them by the treaty of
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1868, and modified by the agreement of 1876."20 The reservation's land base dwindled,
yet again, as the treaty made way for more gold‐seekers.
In 1887, Congress passed the General Allotment Act (also known as the Dawes
Act), which reduced the size of reservation lands and allowed the surplus land to be
used by European‐American settlers. These reservation lands had earlier been given to
American Indian nations "for all time forever," but as settlers moved west in droves and
desired more area, the siphoning of land from reservations became the U.S.
government's primary solution.21 The Dawes Act came to represent both a means "to
accommodate homesteaders and to assimilate indigenous nations in the west."22
Regarding the latter effect of allotment, the Dawes Act sought, in a paternal way, to
"grant the habits of civilized life" to American Indians.23
At first, the Sioux Nation was not impacted by the Dawes Act, but two years
later, the U.S. government passed the Sioux Act of 1889, which forced the Sioux Nation
into allotment.24 Rather than "protecting the [Sioux] from intruders, the federal
government broke the Great Sioux Reservation into six separate reservations" to
partition land away from the Sioux Nation, and to restrict Native mobility.25 Seemingly,
the new tracts were meant to divide the Sioux Nation, hence weakening its collective
energy and power, and to carve away more land for European‐American settlers.
The Sioux Nation, though encumbered by the U.S. government's violation of the
Fort Laramie Treaty (as well as the allotment policy of the United States), did not sit by
idly as its land and customs were threatened at the hands of U.S. assimilation. In the
aftermath of the Sioux Act of 1889, several Lakota leaders agitated for a return of tribal
territory and dignity. Kicking Bear, in particular, ascended as both a spiritual and
physical leader of the Sioux resistance. Kicking Bear sought a way to salve the wounds of
his once‐powerful and united Sioux community. On a spiritual journey to a Piute Indian
reservation in Utah in spring of 1890, Kicking Bear and a number of other Sioux
chieftains discovered a means to recover the community of the Great Sioux Reservation:
a practice known as the Ghost Dance.
The Ghost Dance originated with Wovoka (Piute), a self‐professed Indian
prophet who "foretold a promising new world, a world in which all the white people
would soon disappear and the buffalo would return and all the dead Indian ancestors of
long ago would rejoin the living in a new way of life."26 Kicking Bear firmly believed that
dancing in the fashion that Wovoka taught would usher in this new world. According to
Wovoka, the more Kicking Bear and his parishioners danced, the sooner the Great Spirit
and the Sioux's ancestral "fathers" would descend to the earth, removing U.S. influences
and re‐supplying the buffalo population decimated by European‐American
development.
Interestingly, because Native nations in the upper midwest (i.e., Sioux) and west
(i.e., Piute) came into closer contact with European‐Americans, Christianity was slowly
introduced into Native spirituality.27 At the same time, the allotment policy's program of
assimilation included the "gradual Christianizing" of indigenous people.28 American
Indian nations, like the Piute and the Sioux, integrated the Christian god and Jesus Christ
into their spirituality, veritably making them interchangeable with the Great Spirit.29 This
point becomes important as Ghost dancers relied on an amalgam of Native spirituality
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and Christian myths in its quest for pan‐Indian unity in the face of European‐American
expansion.
The Ghost Dance did not so much promise a new world as a return to past times.
In this sense, the Ghost Dance served the function of cultural revival.30 The dance
emphasized neither economic and political aims nor the instrumental goal of persuading
European‐Americans and the U.S. government to return the Black Hills. Instead, Kicking
Bear, perhaps the most active champion of this movement, sought renewal through
prophecy, a messianic rhetoric that summoned a savior to rescue the world.31 His
prophecy for a recovered community excluded European‐Americans as supportive allies
or hostile enemies; European‐Americans, ultimately, were to disappear with the coming
of the Great Spirit (God; Jesus Christ) and "your fathers the ghosts" (1).32 Overall, Kicking
Bear's reliance on the Ghost Dance fulfilled consummatory ends; that is, it reconstituted
a collective identity for the Sioux Nation, especially as a chosen people.33
Oral prophecy, in the vein of Kicking Bear's discourse, is said to be "more
important than [simply] the counterpart of the white man's written record … it reasserts
the powers of Indian mythology and cosmology over mere chronology."34 Orality and
prophecy allowed Native cultures to make sense of socio‐political changes and to
transcend a conundrum or travesty by looking to both the past and the future.35 Kicking
Bear's prophecy arose in response to the exigencies of the Fort Laramie Treaty, the
Dawes Act of 1887, and the Sioux Act of 1889. As indigenous people experienced the
difficulties of reservation life, religions like the Ghost Dance and rhetors such as Kicking
Bear gained prominence and promised that the "peoples' despair would turn to joy and
they would be reunited with their loved ones in the Above World."36 Kicking Bear
encouraged looking beyond the current state of Sioux displacement and toward a
unification of the past (ghost fathers) with the future (Sioux renewal).
Another important note is that traditional Sioux spirituality meshed well with the
Ghost Dance's insistence on connecting with the past and the rooting of Native
existence in the land. One reason for this was the Sioux's tendency to integrate
Christianity into their worship of the Great Spirit and the land.37 The Ghost Dance, as
conceived by Wovoka and discussed by Kicking Bear, intermingled Christianity with
Native spiritualities in this same vein. The second reason for the seamless overlap of the
Ghost Dance and Sioux spirituality was the "practice of dancing," specifically, as a mode
of "celebrating" the Great Spirit (God; Jesus Christ) and the land.38 Dancing in Sioux
cultures was conceived as a way of creating unity and strength, and proving to the
divine and the land that the Sioux worshipped and appreciated the gifts bestowed by
these entities.
Interpreting the Speech
In terms of the immediate exigence for the Ghost Dancers, recall that the U.S.
government bolstered its "assumptions of racial and cultural superiority as well as an
insatiable desire for land, expansion and empire" with providential permission and
heavenly support of its "errand" into the wilderness.39 That is, the U.S. government
viewed American Indians and their territories through the lens of terra nullis, the notion
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that Native land was "an uninhabited or unimproved wasteland" that God wished to be
populated by Europeans instead of "aboriginal peoples."40
U.S. governmental identities in the nineteenth century were deeply entrenched
in this self‐professed charge of expansion into new lands and civilizing so‐called savages
in the "wilderness" both with the support of divine providence. The mission was used to
justify how the United States "conquered" others and "establish[ed] and perpetuate[ed]
histories" that naturalized a hierarchy where the federal government possessed
considerably "greater importance" than "others" like American Indians.41 This "manifest
destiny" rationalized the U.S. government's intrusion during the allotment era, but also
its encroachment on Sioux territory in the 1890s. The latter led directly to the Ghost
Dance Movement's popularity on the Montana and South Dakota reservations of the
Sioux Nation.
Manifest destiny as a term derives from nineteenth century journalist John
O'Sullivan's now classic interpretation of the U.S. nationalist projects sponsored under
the Jackson, Tyler and Polk administrations during the early 1830s through to the 1840s.
To O'Sullivan, America's westward movement was ordained by a higher power, and
demanded that Americans fulfill such a divine plan as central to its destiny as a
"superior" people.42 He worried that opponents of western expansion by "thwarting our
policy and hampering our power, limiting our greatness and checking the fulfillment of
our manifest destiny to overspread the continent allotted by Providence for the free
development of our yearly multiplying millions," would counteract the momentum of
U.S. nationalism.43 O'Sullivan's term stuck over the course of the nineteenth century.44
This grand motivation was needed to remind the U.S. government that God was
on its side in its conquest of North America. Of this, Lens argues that "Americans
believed that in furtherance of the great law of self preservation, nature had given them
a special right to expand. They were like the ancient Israelites, a chosen race … carrying
progress forward wherever they went. They were not trampling on other people, they
were opening up new vistas for them."45 With God on its side, the nineteenth century
U.S. government commenced expansion to fulfill its desire to grow the nation's
economy and to secure more land for white settlers.46 But, American Indians did not
simply relent to this expansionist dominance. Again, the Ghost Dance Movement was
championed as a way to combat the U.S. government's many intrusions into Native
territories.
The analysis that follows considers the ways that Kicking Bear supported and
promoted the Ghost Dance Movement upon his return from the pan‐Indian meeting
with Wovoka. Part of his speech unified his American Indian audience as the chosen
people and, in turn, argued for the ways that the Great Spirit (God) rejected European‐
Americans who were similarly claiming this role. His appropriation of this strategy
reflected the ways that Native spirituality melded with European‐American ideologies of
exceptionalism. Concurrently, Kicking Bear's speech constituted American Indians as
chosen through the use of familial discourse and connections with Native ancestors.
In 1890, Kicking Bear accepted an invitation by Chief Sitting Bull to teach his
Hunkpapa council about the Ghost Dance. In the speech, delivered to an all‐Native
audience and remembered, translated, and recorded by fellow Minneconjou Short Bull,
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Kicking Bear set about recounting his travels to Utah and his worship at the feet of the
prophet Wovoka. As an introduction, it should be noted that Kicking Bear's oration is
organized temporally in a three‐part structure that moves through time from the
present, then to the past and, finally, to the future. Kicking Bear began his speech by
discussing the present condition of the Sioux Nation and by providing a rationale for his
visit before Sitting Bull's Hunkpapa band. He noted, "My brothers … I bring you word
from your fathers the ghosts, that they are now marching to join you … [I] am sent back
with a message to tell you to make ready for the coming of the Messiah and return of
the ghosts in the spring" (1). He then hearkened to the past as a basis for moving into
the future.
He began in the present by building his credibility with the Hunkpapa through
the enactment of a familial rhetoric, one that united both the speaker and audience as
family through such words of "brothers" and "fathers" (1). He intimated that he, in the
present, acted as a prophet to the Sioux Nation; he alone brought "word from your
fathers the ghosts"; he had been entrusted by the Great Spirit and his surrogate,
Wovoka, and hence crafted a prophetic ethos (presence and character) for himself (1).
Sitting Bull and his band were instructed to listen, then, to Kicking Bear as he brought
forth a sacred message from the Great Spirit.47 And, this message involved all who were
related to each other as what the Great Spirit referred to as "my children, the red men"
(5). As he attempted to argue that the Great Spirit looked down on them equally as his
Native children, such familial discourse might well have helped to ingratiate Kicking Bear
to his audience.
Kicking Bear then moved to the past by detailing his 1890 travels to Utah where
he met Wovoka and learned the Ghost Dance. An American Indian narrative that
communicates a meaningful expedition is called the "journey myth" by Native
researcher William Clements. The journey myth comes replete with an individual's
specific details of the journey and an extrapolation of those individual experiences to
"more universal morals or purposes."48 Kicking Bear, for instance, spoke of leaving his
teepee and journeying to a land of Native revival. He said, "I traveled far on the cars of
the white men, until I came to the place where the railroad stopped … Two suns had we
traveled, and had passed the last signs of the white man‐for no white man had ever had
the courage to travel so far" (2). His narrative centered on Native experiences and a
dearth of European‐Americans. That he was journeying to meet with the Great Spirit,
and that the Great Spirit only wanted to speak with "the red people, my children" and
not whites were signs that Kicking Bear and the other Native representatives were,
indeed, chosen (5).
In discussing these travels, Kicking Bear connected with his audience by evoking
a pastoral setting in which "the white man" was absent (3). He generalized his
experience to the Nation. If the Sioux's problems stemmed from the presence of
European‐American intruders, American homesteaders and U.S. Indian agents, then the
land that Kicking Bear described, perhaps, colored the audience's bleak outlook with a
semblance of vibrancy and energy. There was, he insinuated through his mythic tale,
such a place; he had been there and it was from this land that hope emanated. What
retained robustness for both Kicking Bear and his audience was the anticipation that the
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"ghosts" would return to earth and make the Nation's very own Black Hills a haven for
the Sioux (5). Kicking Bear's task as he moved forward with his journey story was to
convince his audience that they were the preferred race to populate this new Eden.
To that end, Kicking Bear reminded Sitting Bull's followers that the Sioux were
the "chosen people for all future time" throughout the speech (6). As anointed people,
the Sioux citizenry was asked to perform the Ghost Dance to encourage its fathers and
the Great Spirit to return to earth. Kicking Bear built identification with his audience by
enlisting them as veritable evangelists; they, as the chosen, were to spread news of the
ghosts. In other words, they were given a spiritual errand. Kicking Bear narrated that the
Great Spirit "told us to return to our people, and tell them, and all the people of the red
nations, what we had seen; and he promised us that he would return to the clouds no
more, but would remain at the end of the earth and lead the ghosts of our fathers to
meet us when the next winter is passed" (6). Only through the communitarian
undertaking of the Ghost Dance could the prophecy of Wovoka come to pass.
The principal way that Kicking Bear's call for unity as a "chosen people"
manifested was through a call to dedicate themselves to the Great Spirit, a rhetoric
reminiscent of Danforth's early Puritan sermon. In Kicking Bear's report of the prophecy,
the "chosen people" would be reunited with their land and loved ones through the
return of the Great Spirit:
Then from an opening in the sky we were shown all the countries of the earth
and the camping‐grounds of our fathers since the beginning; all were there, the
teepees, and the ghosts of our fathers, and the great herds of buffalo, and a
country that smiled because it was rich and the white man was not there … And
he told us that he was going to come again on earth, and this time he would
remain and live with the Indians, who were his chosen people (3).
Kicking Bear communicated this personal glimpse of the promise land as a persuasive
tactic in promoting the Ghost Dance among the Hunkpapa Sioux. If they heeded his
word and performed the dance, they, too, would see the promise land. Their experience
with the camping grounds, ancestors, buffalo and "rich" earth would not be an ethereal
vision, however, but rather a material reality. As the "chosen people," the Sioux Nation,
Kicking Bear said, could satisfy the Great Spirit's wish so that even a personified
"country" would smile upon the plentiful land and expulsion of "the white man" (3). The
appropriation of the U.S. government's errand into the wilderness myth is resonant
here, as Kicking Bear relied on its power, but resituated it within Native nations.
Kicking Bear moved into the future by noting that the Sioux, as the "chosen
people," had fulfilled a moral inheritance to the Great Spirit (3). As Kicking Bear relayed,
the Great Spirit admitted that it was time to choose new people to replenish the earth,
and that American Indians had been overlooked for far too long. The Great Spirit's point
was clear, Kicking Bear argued:
Take this message to my red children and tell it to them as I say it. I have
neglected the Indians for many moons, but I will make them my people now if
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they obey me in this message. The earth is getting old, and I will make it new for
my chosen people, the Indians, who are to inhabit it, and among them will be all
those of their ancestors who have died, their fathers, mothers, brothers, cousins
and wives‐all those who hear my voice and my words through the tongues of my
children (5).
Those "red children" who obeyed and danced would be saved during the coming of the
earth's new beginning. To this effect, the Great Spirit continued, "… the sea to the west I
will fill up so that no ships may pass over it, and the other seas will I make impassable.
And while I am making the new earth the Indians who have heard this message and who
dance and pray and believe will be taken up in the air and suspended there, while the
wave of new earth is passing" (5). This quotation, in particular, harkened to a Noah's Ark
story, wherein the earth was made over anew in the wake of humankind's sins. In
Wovoka's iteration of the story, American Indians were innocent. Though the Great
Spirit may have sided with European‐Americans in the past, s/he was ready to choose a
new people for a new future. The Great Spirit reminded Wovoka and Kicking Bear of his
conversation with the Evil Spirit (Satan): "… [I] told him [Evil Spirit] that he could have
the whites to do what he liked with, but that [I] would not let him have any Indians, as
they [are my] chosen people for all future time" (6). Here, the Great Spirit insinuated
that European‐Americans had transgressed their manifest covenant, and had fallen from
grace. In fact, the Great Spirit was willing to offer his European‐American children, who
had sinned, to the Evil Spirit.
The theme that European‐Americans had been rejected as a chosen people
(reminiscent of European and European‐American discourses in the eighteenth century
claiming that God shunned, as Roy Harvey Pearce writes, the "rude and uncultivated …
Indian savages … incapable of civilization") continued on in the speech.49 Of course, in
this version of the story, American Indians were the favored group. Kicking Bear, for
instance, claimed that the Great Spirit would prevent European‐Americans from
extending their railroads into the promise land in the West and would halt them at the
threshold of the Sioux Nation. He hearkened to the Great Spirit's promise: "I [the Great
Spirit] will cover the earth with new soil to a depth of five times the height of a man, and
under this new soil will be buried all the whites, and all the holes and rotten places will
be filled up" (5). Note the similarity of this prophecy to the biblical story of Eden, in
which all the serpents were covered and forced underground. Once the whites and all
the "rotten places" were gone, Kicking Bear concluded that the Great Spirit would once
again cover the land with "sweet‐grass and running water and trees, and herds of
buffalo and ponies will stray over it" (5). The Great Sprit's favor could be curried by
Native dedication to the Ghost Dance.
Such favor would also be granted if the Sioux honored their past, specifically
their collective ancestors who died fighting back the ebb of European‐American
encroachment. Kicking Bear argued that Native forebears would not have perished in
vain if the Sioux chose to honor them, and the Great Spirit, through the dance. Kicking
Bear's audience owed it to the Great Spirit and the ancestors to accept the "new" world.
If they did as the Great Spirit said, their ancestors would return avenged and satisfied.
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The Great Spirit offered a final call to action: "Go then, my children [Kicking Bear
and the others learning the Ghost Dance], and tell these things to all the people and
make all ready for the coming of the ghosts" (5). Only when the past (the ghosts)
merged with the present (the dancers) could the future commence (the resurgence of
Native people and the replenishing of the land).50
The Legacy of the Speech
Following Kicking Bear's speech, Sitting Bull's band and the neighboring Lakota
publics of Chiefs Big Foot, Short Bull, and Red Cloud, adopted the Ghost Dance as a
cultural recovery practice.51 Importantly, the Lakota form of Wovoka's ritual was "less
interested in accommodation" than the Piute Nation's practice.52 Kicking Bear's
teachings, conveyed between October 1890 and December 1890, especially emphasized
the ruination of European‐American cultures. Not surprisingly, "government agents
entrusted with civilizing the Lakota were angered by the strengthening of traditional
Lakota culture, the abandonment of (work) while people gathered to dance, and by
prayers that were directed at their imminent destruction at the hands of God."53
Ultimately, the Ghost Dance was banned, its leaders were jailed, and the movement was
forced underground. Big Foot, a Hunkpapa Sioux, often led the Ghost Dance despite the
U.S. government's ban. During one of Big Foot's organized dances, in the early morning
hours of December 24, 1890, nearly 200 of his dancers were massacred by a torrent of
bullets and Howitzers, effectively ending the practice.54 Kicking Bear was also captured
around this time for assisting Big Foot with staging Ghost Dances. As punishment for
leading the allegedly dangerous and savage Ghost Dance, Kicking Bear was forced to
tour with Buffalo Bill's Wild West Show, a traveling "living history" carnival that featured
the major and minor chieftains of Little Big Horn, the Sioux War of the 1870s, and the
Ghost Dance.55 Kicking Bear, upon returning to the United States from a European tour
with Buffalo Bill, was not heard from again until his death (apparently of natural causes)
in 1904.
The Ghost Dance Movement of the 1890s did leave behind a legacy among
contemporary American Indian activists. Though it ostensibly faded for decades, the
Ghost Dance was revived by the American Indian Movement (AIM) in the 1960s. AIM
was concerned with neocolonial conditions that American Indians faced in urban cities.
Colonialism in the nineteenth century involved the U.S. government moving Native
people to reservations and taking or "conquering" their land in the process.56
Neocolonialism is a contemporary extension of colonialism that suggests that a powerful
group controls by both material conditions and discursive or symbolic conditions. As
Raka Shome maintains, "whereas in the past, imperialism was mostly about controlling
the native [sic] by colonizing territorially, now imperialism is more about subjugating the
native [sic] by colonizing discursively."57 Discursive conditions include the ways that
American Indians are constructed in the entertainment media (i.e, Hollywood westerns),
represented in such myths as Columbus Day and Thanksgiving, and are caricatured in
such cultural practices as "Indian mascotting."58 Members of AIM were upset over
material circumstances such as "slum housing conditions, high unemployment rates,
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police brutality, lack of public education and the welfare system" for American Indians.59
They were also angry over the myths that had been perpetuated about Natives as
disappearing, unintelligent, uncivilized and violent.60 Throughout the late 1960s and
early 1970s, AIM protested such conditions by taking over sacred locations in U.S.‐
Native history, such as the site of the massacre at Wounded Knee in 1890, to garner
media and public attention for their causes.
Scores of AIM members occupied the Wounded Knee site in 1973 and staved off
U.S. Marshals and National Guard units for several weeks. While holding their defensive
positions, AIM revived the Ghost Dance Movement as a way to build community. As
Paul Chaat Smith and Robert Allen Warrior report, AIM leader Russell Means joined the
dancing and noted: "The white man says that the 1890 massacre was the end of the
Indian wars, the end of the Indian, and the end of the Ghost Dance. Yet here we are at
war, we're still Indians and we're still Ghost Dancing again."61 The spirit of Wovoka and
Kicking Bear had returned. And, just as the U.S. government attacked Ghost Dancers in
the 1890s, so too did the government "shut down" the dancing by attacking AIM's
occupation sites in the 1960s and 1970s.62
The U.S. government's attempts to shut down the movement, however, did not
break the will of AIM and like‐minded groups. AIM, in particular, cites the Ghost Dance
as a motivating factor in building unity: "The movement was founded to turn the
attention of Indian people toward a renewal of spirituality which would impart the
strength of resolve needed to reverse the ruinous policies of the United States, Canada,
and other colonialist governments of Central and South America. At the heart of AIM is
deep spirituality and a belief in the connectedness of all Indian people."63 The "chosen
people" theme supported by Kicking Bear and his spiritual movement has seemingly
remained with contemporary Native agents for social change. Such a longitudinal impact
speaks to the legacy of Kicking Bear's discourse, whether or not he was able to prevent
the U.S. government from fulfilling its "manifest destiny" across the North American
continent.
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