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WHO WAS SITTING BULL? A
CHIEF OF THE HUNKPAPA
LAKOTA NATION

The question of "Sitting Bull was a chief
of which Native American nation" is one
of the most frequently asked in
American history. The answer is
definitive: Sitting Bull was a chief of the
Hunkpapa Lakota, a prominent band

within the larger Lakota (or Teton Sioux)
nation. The Lakota people are part of the
broader Sioux alliance, which also
includes the Dakota and Nakota tribes.
However, to understand Sitting Bull's
profound legacy, one must move beyond
a simple tribal affiliation and explore the
rich cultural and political landscape of
the Hunkpapa Lakota during the 19th
century.

Sitting Bull, born as "Jumping Badger"
around 1831 along the Grand River in


https://web1.enteraskincare.com/

present-day South Dakota, was not
merely a chief in the Western sense of a
political ruler. In Lakota society,
leadership was earned through vision,
courage, generosity, and wisdom. A chief
was a council leader, a spiritual guide,
and a war strategist, but he could not
command others; he could only
persuade. Sitting Bull rose to
prominence through his exceptional
skills as a warrior, his deep spiritual
connections, and his unwavering
commitment to preserving the Lakota
way of life against the encroaching tide
of American expansion. The question of
"Sitting Bull was a chief of which Native
American nation" therefore opens a
gateway to understanding the complex
social structure of the Plains Indians.

The Hunkpapa
Lakota: A People
of the Plains

The Hunkpapa band, meaning "Head of
the Circle" or "Those Who Camp by
Themselves," was one of the seven
bands of the Lakota. These bands, while
autonomous, shared the same language,
customs, and spiritual beliefs. The
Lakota were a nomadic people, following
the vast herds of bison that sustained
their economy, diet, and culture. The
Hunkpapa, under leaders like Sitting Bull
and later Gall, were known for their
fierce independence and resistance to
white encroachment. They traditionally
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roamed the areas of the northern Great
Plains, particularly around the
Yellowstone River, the Missouri River,
and the Black Hills—lands that held
immense spiritual significance.

To fully answer the query "Sitting Bull
was a chief of which Native American
nation," it is essential to clarify the
terminology. The term "Sioux" is a
French corruption of an Ojibwe word
meaning "little snakes" or "enemies,"
and many Lakota people prefer to be
identified as Lakota or by their specific
band, such as Hunkpapa. Sitting Bull
himself identified first as Hunkpapa and
then as Lakota. Therefore, the most
accurate and respectful answer is that
he was a chief of the Hunkpapa Lakota
Nation, a sovereign people with a
distinct cultural identity within the larger

Early Life and
the Path to

Leadership

From a young age, Sitting Bull displayed
qualities that set him apart. He earned
his adult name after a fierce battle with
the Crow tribe, where he sat like a bull
after being wounded, refusing to fall.
This act of courage was not just about
physical bravery; it demonstrated the
stoic endurance that the Lakota valued
above all else. As a young man, he
joined warrior societies, honed his skills
with the bow and lance, and participated



in raids against enemy tribes such as the
Crow and the Assiniboine. However, his
path to becoming a chief was also
deeply spiritual.

Around the age of 14, Sitting Bull had a
vision while on a raid. In this vision, he
saw soldiers falling like grasshoppers
from the sky, a prophecy that he
interpreted as a sign that his people
would face a great conflict with the white
men, but that they would ultimately
triumph if they remained united. This
vision, along with his growing reputation
as a medicine man and a provider for
the elderly and the poor, solidified his
status. By the 1860s, he was recognized
as a leading chief of the Hunkpapa,
though he always emphasized collective
leadership and council decision-making.

The Wars of
Resistance: Red
Cloud's War and
the Bozeman
Trail

The 1860s marked a period of escalating
tension along the Bozeman Trail, which
cut through the heart of Lakota hunting
grounds. Sitting Bull was a prominent
figure during Red Cloud's War
(1866-1868), although he was not the
primary war leader. Red Cloud, a chief of
the Oglala Lakota, led the military
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campaign. Sitting Bull, however,
contributed significantly as a spiritual
leader and a diplomat, working to
maintain unity among the various Lakota
bands and their allies, including the
Northern Cheyenne and Arapaho.

He was deeply involved in the Fetterman
Fight in 1866, a significant Lakota victory
where all 81 soldiers under Captain
William ]. Fetterman were killed. This
victory was a direct result of the
coalition that Sitting Bull helped to build.
The Treaty of Fort Laramie in 1868
ended the war, establishing the Great
Sioux Reservation and closing the
Bozeman Trail. For a time, peace held.
But the discovery of gold in the Black
Hills in 1874—a sacred area guaranteed
to the Lakota by treaty—broke that
peace and set the stage for the Great

Sioux War of 1876.

When discussing "Sitting Bull was a chief
of which Native American nation," it is
vital to understand that his leadership
was not confined to his own band.
During times of war, he became a
unifying figure for the entire Lakota
nation and their allies. This was his
greatest strength: he could bring
together proud and independent bands
that often competed with each other.

The Great Sioux
War and the



Battle of the
Little Bighorn

By 1876, Sitting Bull was the paramount
spiritual and political leader of the
Lakota resistance. The U.S. government
ordered all Lakota bands onto the
reservation, and when Sitting Bull and
others refused, a military campaign was
launched. Sitting Bull, along with Crazy
Horse (an Oglala war leader) and Gall
(another Hunkpapa chief), gathered the
largest assembly of Plains Indians ever
seen on the North American
continent—thousands of warriors,
families, and elders.

The climax came on June 25, 1876, at
the Battle of the Little Bighorn in

Montana. While Sitting Bull did not lead
the tactical charge, he was central to the
events. He had performed a Sun Dance
weeks earlier, during which he had a
vision of soldiers falling into the Lakota
camp like grasshoppers. This vision
inspired the warriors and affirmed their
confidence. It was the brilliant tactical
leadership of Crazy Horse and Gall that
surrounded and destroyed Lieutenant
Colonel George Armstrong Custer's 7th
Cavalry. The victory was monumental,
but it was a pyrrhic one. The U.S.
government, enraged and humiliated,
poured resources into hunting down the
Lakota.
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Exile, Surrender,

and Life on the

Reservation

After Little Bighorn, Sitting Bull led his
people to safety in Canada (then known
as the "Grandmother's Country" under
Queen Victoria). They lived there for four
years, but the bison were disappearing,
and the Canadian government was
unwilling to provide for them. Facing
starvation, Sitting Bull made the
agonizing decision to return to the
United States and surrender in 1881. He
was sent to the Standing Rock
Reservation, where he lived under
guard.

Surprisingly, Sitting Bull gained a
measure of fame in the white world. He
toured with Buffalo Bill's Wild West Show
in 1885, earning money and meeting
President Grover Cleveland. He was
treated as a celebrity, but he was also
an exile from his own power. He
remained a symbol of resistance and
dignity. He used his platform to speak
out against the mistreatment of his
people, refusing to relinquish his Lakota
identity or his spiritual beliefs. When
asked "Sitting Bull was a chief of which
Native American nation," he would have
proudly responded, "Hunkpapa Lakota,"
and he never stopped advocating for
their rights.



The Ghost Dance

were sent to arrest Sitting Bull at his
home on the Grand River. A scuffle broke
out, and Sitting Bull was shot and killed

Movement angi a Native American policeman. His

the Final Tragedy

In the late 1880s, a new spiritual
movement swept through the
reservations: the Ghost Dance. It
promised the return of the bison, the
disappearance of the white man, and the
restoration of the old ways. Sitting Bull,
deeply spiritual, did not initially lead the
movement but allowed his people to
practice it. The U.S. government, already
suspicious of him, saw the Ghost Dance
as a prelude to an uprising.

On December 15, 1890, Indian police

eath was a devastating blow. Just two
weeks later, the massacre at Wounded
Knee occurred, effectively ending the
armed resistance of the Plains Indians.
The question of "Sitting Bull was a chief
of which Native American nation" is
therefore intertwined with a story of
profound loss and resilience.

The Legacy of
Sitting Bull

Sitting Bull's legacy is immense and
complex. He is remembered as one of
the greatest Native American leaders in
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history. He was not a chief who sought
war for glory, but a chief who sought
peace with honor. He was a diplomat, a
spiritual visionary, a family man, and a
warrior. His leadership style was based
on consensus and respect, not coercion.
He understood that the survival of the
Hunkpapa Lakota depended on unity,
adaptability, and a deep connection to
the land and their spiritual traditions.

Today, the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe
(which includes descendants of the
Hunkpapa and other bands) honors his
memory. He is a symbol of Indigenous
resistance and sovereignty worldwide.
His image appears on the U.S. $10 coin,
and monuments and schools bear his
name. However, the true measure of his
legacy is not in statues but in the
cultural and political resurgence of the

Lakota people. The answer to the
question "Sitting Bull was a chief of
which Native American nation" has
implications for modern treaty rights,
land claims, and the ongoing struggle for
self-determination.

His vision, his courage, and his
eloguence continue to inspire. He once
said, "Let us put our minds together and
see what life we can make for our
children." This statement encapsulates
his leadership philosophy. He was not
fighting for himself; he was fighting for
the future of his nation—the Hunkpapa
Lakota.
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Understanding

It is also important to note that the term
"chief" can be misleading. In Lakota
society, there were band chiefs, war

th e N Uances Oiflefs, and peace chiefs. Sitting Bull was

all three at different times. He was a

: 1~3ng Bull" in the council and a
N atlve Amerlcander Bull" in battle. The nuances of

Leadership

For those seeking a simple answer to
"Sitting Bull was a chief of which Native
American nation," the response is the
Hunkpapa Lakota (Sioux). But a deeper
understanding reveals that his
leadership transcended band affiliation.
He was a chief of the Lakota people, a
defender of the Sioux alliance, and a
symbol of Indigenous resistance across
Turtle Island (North America).

his role are often lost in simplified
historical accounts. Accurate history
requires recognizing that his authority
was earned through vision and service,
not inherited or imposed.

The resilience of the Hunkpapa Lakota
today is a testament to his leadership.
Despite centuries of forced assimilation,
boarding schools, and broken treaties,
the Lakota language and culture survive.
The question "Sitting Bull was a chief of
which Native American nation" is not just
a trivia question; it is a gateway to
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understanding a living culture that
continues to adapt and thrive.

Conclusion: A
Chief of the
Hunkpapa
Lakota, A Symbol
for All

In answering the question "Sitting Bull
was a chief of which Native American
nation," we uncover a narrative of
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profound spiritual depth, strategic
brilliance, and unyielding courage. He
was a chief of the Hunkpapa Lakota, a
band within the great Lakota Nation. His
life was a bridge between two worlds, a
testament to the power of cultural
identity, and a tragic lesson in the costs
of expansion and intolerance. Sitting Bull
remains an enduring figure, not only for
the Lakota people but for everyone who
values resistance against oppression and
the fight for a just and honorable peace.
His story is a cornerstone of American
history, reminding us that leadership is
measured not by the size of one's
following, but by the depth of one's
commitment to the people.



