
STARTER: What was the structure of the Plains Indians tribes?

• Think about the structure of the school
• Use your sheet
• Think about form groups and year groups

What is the structure of the school?
Fill your answers on the sheet. 

Then we will look at the structure of the Plains 
Indians.
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What were the key features of the 
lives and culture of the Plains Indians?

The social organisation of tribes: children, men and 
women; the elderly; Chiefs and Councils; belief in 
Great Spirit and the spirit world; medicine men.

Learning Objective 

To explain how the Plains Indians beliefs and 
structure of the tribes allowed them to live 
successfully on the Great Plains.

Key words:
Exposure 
Polygamy
Structure



The Spirit World

Circles

Sacred Land

Visions

Dances and Ceremonies

How Religious were the Sioux? 

•The Sioux believed in Wakan Tanka, the Great 
Spirit
•They believed that he had created the world and all 
that lived 
• All living things have spirits of their own-animals, 
birds, fish, plants, rocks, trees, streams and humans
•The Sioux believed that spirits could influence their 
lives

•Physically surrounded by circles 
e.g. the circle of their tipi, the 
horizon, the sun and moon. 
Therefore they felt it was a 
sacred shape.

•Believed they came from the 
Earth. Some land was sacred 
e.g. Black Hills were sacred as 
they believed it was where 
their ancestors’ spirits were. 
Native Americans believed land 
could not be owned.

•One way to contact the 
spirits was through visions, 
which could be induced 
through rituals e.g. Sun dance 
(pain ritual) or plants would 
cause hallucinations.

•They used dances to contact 
the spirit world e.g. buffalo 
dance to call the buffalo closer



Native American Beliefs Why is it suited to life on the Plains?

Family life and 
marriage

• The men were responsible for hunting, looking after the 
horses and protecting the band.

•Some men had more than one wife - polygamy. 

• This suited life on the Plains because the Sioux relied on hunting to 
survive rather than farming. 

•This suited life on the Plains because there were more women than 
men.

Children • Taught skills from an early age Everyone had a role within the tribe and had to contribute.

Old People • Passed on the history of the band.
Respected for their wisdom.

• Left behind to die if they became a burden – exposure. 

Spiritual people so speaking the elders for wisdom followed their 
beliefs.

Extreme climate meant that old people would become a burden if 
they didn’t stay behind.

Chiefs • Became chief because of their wisdom, leadership and 
spiritual powers. Eg Red Cloud.

Everyone had different skills which may be needed at different times.

Councils • Made important decisions – smoked a ceremonial pipe. All ‘wise’ men had a say in the decisions of the tribe. Not ruled by 
any government.

The role of warrior 
societies

• All men in the band belonged to a warrior society.

• They protected the women and children and hunted 
buffalo.

Strongest warriors went out to fight, to keep their band safe.

Custom and 
tradition

• Shamed and humiliated if they broke the rules. No other way to keep people in line.

Who treated the 
sick?

• Medicine man. Used herbs and religion to heal people 
(drive out the evil spirits). Also called the shaman.

No doctors – believed that the spirits would heal them.



MATCH UP TASK: How Religious were the Sioux? Pg 20/34

Aspect How was it affected by religion? 

Chief Your name has come from your spiritual guardian, whom you saw in a vision, for example Sitting Bull comes from a vision of a bull 
sitting. 

Councils First I went to the sweat lodge to clean my body, I then prayed and went without food. 
Girls: get their adult name after their first period
Boys: get their adult name following a pain ritual

War For leaders this is the best way to test their spiritual power (medicine) and to increase their status within the tribe. If chiefs were not 
successful warriors would not follow the,. It was not considered heroic to die in battle, rather it was braver to ‘count coup’.

Land Before hunting they would dance the buffalo dance to get the spirit world to call the buffalo

Ceremonial
dances 

You follow this man who has strength and power from his visions

Visions The “scalp dance,” is the most common of all the ceremonial dances of the Indians. After returning home from battle, during which 
scalps have been taken, a ceremony is performed by the warriors who took them to celebrate their prowess and thanks the spirits.

Medicine While council members talked they smoked a ceremonial pipe – this would inform the spirits and help them make good decisions

Name A medicine man (shaman) would interpret their visions. They believed all spirit power was medicine.

Hunting The Sioux believed the land was sacred and were prepared to fight to the death over it
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• Write a PEE paragraph

• Point - ……….helped the plains Indians survive 
on the Plains.

• Evidence – I know this because (use own 
knowledge) ……….

• Explain – This was suited to life on the Plains 
because……..



• Pick 1 area of the social structure

• Write a PEE paragraph for each one (you need 2 in total)

• Point - ……….helped the plains Indians survive on the Plains.

• Evidence – I know this because (use own knowledge) ……….

• Explain – This was suited to life on the Plains because……..
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marriage

Children

Old People

Chiefs

Councils

The role of 
warrior societies

Custom and 
tradition

Who treated the 
sick?

Explain the importance of the social structure in helping the Plains 
Indians to live successfully on the Great Plains (8 marks)



Can you make a link belief the Plains Indians religious beliefs and 
clashes with the Americans?

Land – The plains Indians believe it to be sacred but non-Indians 
buy and sell land.
When miners invaded the Black Hills they violated the Sioux’s most 
sacred place 
Councils – not elected

Why would their beliefs cause a clash with 
Americans?
Land?

Councils?



Indian attitudes to land

• No one could own it
• Wouldn’t farm on land – sacred land – like tearing 

the mother’s breast
• Fell out with white settlers because their attitudes 

were different – they wanted to own it, farm it & 
exploit resources they could get from it

• Sacred area was the Black Hills – ancestors were 
buried

• A clash was inevitable!



What did the Native 
Americans live in?

What is a coup stick? What was the role of the 
medicine man?

Why did Native American 
want to have a vision?

Why was the tipi cone 
shaped?

Who was in charge of the 
tribe and why?

What was the Native 
American belief about 
land?

What did the Native 
Americans do with the 
heart of the buffalo?

Why did the Native 
Americans clash with the 
white settlers?
2 reasons

What was the tipi made 
out of?

Why did Native 
Americans dance before 
the hunt?

Why did the Native
Americans believe in 
circles?

Who is Wakan Tanka? Why did men have more 
than one wife?

Why were the Black Hills 
sacred to the Native 
Americans?

What was the weather
like on the plains?

What does “exposure” 
mean?

Why did the Native 
Americans scalp their 
enemies?

Who owned the tipi? What word means “to 
travel around and not 
stay in one place”?


