Walking the Path of the Lakota People – A cultural necessity
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The world has undergone significant changes over the centuries, more so in the last few hundred years, societies and governments conclude that this is linked to technical advancements and social transformations, leading to increased economic growth for the benefit of the human species.   However, as indirectly or as directly as a result of these changes, there has been a detrimental cost to the planet and its inhabitants, including other species be they animal, plant or mineral, depletion of our resources and a disconnection from our culture and increased levels of stress.  As the looming threat of damaging our planet to irreversible levels, extinction of further species and high levels of depression, drug use and crime continues to grow humankind is left wondering are there more healthier ways to live, can we improve our carbon footprint and slow down the damage we are doing as a species, thus protecting what is left for future generations.  In this piece I will be looking into the indigenous tribe of the Lakota Native American people and the way their culture prepared them to walk a life of coexistence and peace with nature.  I have chosen the Lakota tribe as my case study as although they are considered indigenous, they have undergone continual attempts by the Americans to eradicate their culture and bring them into the western world which has reverberated through their surroundings and their future generations.  I will be comparing the ways in which the Lakota tribe value life, their environment and how their culture preserves a link to nature to how we live in the western world. I wish to establish that by adapting their original patterns of life more countries can benefit thus improving their quality of life and having less devastation to the planet. I will introduction to how the western world still treats the Lakota people as a reference to how our supposed ‘evolved species interacts and projects itself.  Firstly, I will begin by introducing the significant changes that have occurred globally in the last few hundred years known as the great acceleration which have affected a vast number of cultures around the world, including that of the Lakota by the ways in which they were governed by the US government and sequentially continued to affect them till present. 

From the 18th and 19th centuries significant advancements were made as the Industrial Revolution took hold transforming existing economies through the use of steam engines and textile productions.  This increased the speed with which production was made, its quality and the speed with which goods were shipped increasing the national income by 11 percent in the Victorian period. The building of the railway would also bring in employment estimated at 4 percent of the working man by 1847 and would create labour aristocracy, the creation of New Model Trade Unions as well as the standardisation of time(The Growth and Impact of Railways, no date).  Into the late 20th century and continuing into the 21st century would be the beginning of the Digital Revolution with rapid advancement and widespread access to computers and the internet(‘Digital Revolution’, 2013).  This has led to an increased ability to communicate and trade with other cultures and economies via education and entertainment marking a more globalized world.  This in cases has resulted in a greater blending of cultures through art, music, religions giving greater access to information, people and how we share ourselves and others.  During the 20th century there were significant surges towards new laws and views for human rights poignant from the repercussions of the holocaust victims of WWII, prior to this foreign policies were protective of the notion of state sovereignty.  Following the significant progress in the battle for human rights marked improved equality for later generations including those of women, civil and the LGBTQ(inforefuge, 2007). The increase of human activities resulting from the growing population, availability of technical advancement resulting in family members having cars, electricity have led to the burning of fossil fuels, increasing the subjection to the environment and thus climate changes such as rising temperatures, melting of ice caps, and extreme weather events(Burning of fossil fuels, no date).  Although in response to this there has been an increase and growing emphasis in conservation and sustainability, increasing the availability of this knowledge due to the increase in internet usage in each home.  Increased efforts to protect wilderness, endangered species and reduce pollution have been forged with promotions for renewable energies.

[bookmark: _Hlk186648205]The Lakota people are one of the oldest Native American tribes belonging to the larger part of the Sioux tribes located in the Midwest. They are known as the Teton Sioux one of three primary subcultures of the Sioux nations now living in the now South Dakota with the Santee living in the Eastern part of Dakota and the Yankton in the West.   Historically living a nomadic lifestyle living off the land and at the mercy of the seasons speaking the Lakhotiyapi language and living a culture steeped in spiritual practices, storytelling and art proving a deep connection to their culture. Their early migrations between 1650 and 1880 to the plains were driven and developed by their economic strategy surrounding the buffalo due to the introduction of the horse by the Cheyanne making it easier to hunt over vast terrain and protect themselves from enemies. Early pictorial recordings on buffalo and deer hides of calendars which used the sun and stars for navigation and were organized in chronological order providing an outline of events for the community’s keeper(‘Lakota Winter Count’, 2024) suggests they were one of the mound builder bultures throughout the 9th and 12th century.  Once the most powerful tribe in North America, they found themselves by the mid 1700’s moving from Minnesota to the Black Hills after winning battles and territory with neighbouring tribes.  Most documented events from the Lakota tribe were while in command by leaders such as Sitting Bull, Crazy Horse and Red Cloud edged into history in the 19th century.  1868 The Fort Laramie treaty was signed safeguarding the Lakota Black hills from settlers, however the US Government didn’t respect the treaty leading to between 1877 and 1889 the Lakota tribes being driven and reduced to five reservations with limitation to their buffalo hunting rights reduced to only within these areas and were forced to accept government food distribution.  The idealism of the Indian reservations was to push the Indians into one place and bring them under U.S rule while the American settlers took over their land. Through time most of the reservations land have been reduced, with lots being sold off, then abandoned and then reclaimed by the government.  The Black hills being considered sacred and illegally taken has been pursued in court in 1980 and is still a matter ongoing with the US government offering financial compensation and the Oglala Lakota demanding  it’s return to their nation declaring it was never for sale(Mark, 2023).  By accepting and integrating into an alternative culture they have undergone a diverse loss of identity both spiritually and physically and although there are movements to increase as a culture for them which has been irreparable and are currently still navigating the governments which they are today  tribe as they navigate todays governments and problems.  Currently there are an estimated 100,000 Sioux living on the allocated reservations, many in substandard housing of which many causing environmental ills from exposure to led, asthma from poor ventilation, contaminated water and overcrowding, all contributing to mental distress and cardiovascular illnesses.  All contributing to a disability rate of 50 percent greater than the national average(MD and MSc, 2022) Currently the Lakota people are on the forefront of the Native American rights movement, protesting for the betterment of their culture and their lands(Sioux Nations: Lakota | Encyclopedia.com, no date).  
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[bookmark: _Hlk186732381][bookmark: _Hlk186733061]The Lakota people have a profound respect for nature and the environment believing there was a greater spirit called Wakantanka meaning all that is holy and mysterious.   With this they felt it was essential that humans please these other beings of nature and that life was a shared possession.  They viewed the Earth as sacred and believed in living in harmony with the natural world and so would perform ceremonies to honour them.  In Western societies with the rise of technology and urbanisation it is apparent that the human species has become disconnected from nature and the natural world. With half of today’s population living in built up areas with little individual space they have limited access to nature which is detrimental to wellbeing as empirical research reports that it causes discomfort, isolation and conflict (Andrews et al., 2020).  The Lakota culture is strongly based around an emphasis of community and family, with a communal responsibility.  Ceremonies and tradition would retell stories so that they would be passed down through generations, embracing them providing a sense of identity and continuity, helping individuals feel connected to their roots.  Believing at the heart that this to be what interconnects all life, we are all relatives and that there exists a sacred bond among each living being. They believe in the interconnectedness of all life, encapsulated in the phrase "Mitákuye Oyás’iŋ," meaning "all my relations." This sense of unity fosters a supportive and caring community where individuals look out for one another, creating a strong social safety net.  Each community had leaders chosen based on their wisdom, experience and leadership qualities with a council at its core consisting of elders and tribal leaders, a collaboration that promoted unity and fair consideration of the tribe, a type of smaller democracy.  The Sioux had social organization and political control with classes of warrior societies based on merit, Native American culture were more socially advanced and politically enlightened than its European counterpart(‘Reclaiming the Black Hills | Official Site of the Lakota Dakota Nakota Nation’, no date).  Whereas in modern western societies priority is given to individualism and personal success which can be often to the detriment of others causing isolation, poverty and segregation.   In western democratic systems individuals are not directly elected by their communities which harbour segregation from each group. The Lakota way of life promotes balance and harmony in all aspects of life. Their spiritual beliefs and practices encourage mindfulness, gratitude, and a deep appreciation for the present moment. This connection to nature is reflected in their spiritual practices, such as the Sun Dance and Vision Quest, which emphasize the importance of the natural world in their lives.  This balanced approach to life can help individuals manage stress, improve mental health, and find greater fulfilment.  With a greater belief that land could not be bought or sold as it belonged to all creatures further contributing to a lifestyle where they had no attachment to belongings for objects were more of a burden to carry with you while travelling from place to place.  There was no sense of greed in their culture as there was no need for attainment. Unlike in western culture where greed is seen as a means to motivate competition which in turn is essential for growth in economic market.  Late American economist Milton Friedmand responds by contributing that the world is run by people pursuing their own interests.  Personages with humble background would consider this an excuse to justify one’s own selfish motivations only(Grüneisen, 2013). Western lifestyle emphasized material success and the need for more leading to the feeling of never being satisfied.  With a greater belief that land could not be bought or sold as it belonged to all creatures further contributing to a lifestyle where they had no attachment to belongings for objects were more of a burden to carry with you while travelling from place to place.  There was no sense of greed in their culture as there was no need for attainment.  Unlike in western culture where greed is seen as a means to motivate competition which in turn is essential for growth in economic market.  Late American economist Milton Friedmand responds by contributing that the world is run by people pursuing their own interests.  Personages with humble background would consider this an excuse to justify one’s own selfish motivations only(Grüneisen, 2013). 
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The Lakota remain an example of a strong culture that is embedded in our history, more so through the stories of how western influences subjugated and tried to eradicate them.  Their constant struggle to retain their heritage and their cultural way of life has been ongoing and to this day the repercussions are still seen,  With the forbiddance of being able to exercise their beliefs and losing their cultural identity many Tribes have fallen prey to alcoholism which has led to mental health disorders, domestic violence, shield neglect and crime the pressures of adapting another cultures just to survive in a world that  yet have adapted at best it can.  Their culture a living example of how removing a grounded identity to follow a system based on negative attributes such as greed and power can detrimentally influence a society as a whole.   While the Western lifestyle offers many conveniences and opportunities, it can also lead to feelings of disconnection, stress, and a loss of cultural identity.   On a global scale the western world has offered many cultures means to connect with one another and learn but to what cost when these cultures themselves have evolved to lose their heritage.  While embracing the Lakota way of life, there can be opportunities to gain a better connection with nature, a sense of community, gain a level of cultural preservation, exercise gratitude and appreciation which leads to improved mental and physical well-being. 
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