Plains Culture
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When most people think of American Indians, they are thinking of Plains Indians. They are the people around whom the myth, or the story, of the American Indian has developed. 

Slide 3 

The location of the Plains Culture included all of North Dakota, South Dakota, Montana, 

Nebraska, Wyoming, Kansas, Oklahoma, and Iowa, Texas and parts of 6 other states. 

Because of geographic variations, there were some differences, but the culture was 

surprisingly consistent across the entire area. 
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There were more than 20 distinct tribes and many bands (groups) within the tribes. Each of these tribes spoke a different language, although there were similarities. Many of the bands spoke a slightly different dialect of the tribal language. 
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From birth to death, the life of a Plains Indian was dominated by the buffalo. Buffalo was a source of food, shelter, clothing, tools, house wares – everything. There was nothing that was not used; even the dung was used as fuel for fires. 
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The principal part of the Plains diet was, of course, buffalo. In addition, they ate deer, elk, 

prairie chickens, rabbits, and small birds. They also ate sunflowers, turnips, berries, nuts, 

squash, beans, and corn. Plains cultures would rather starve than eat fish 
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Every Plains Culture man wore a breechcloth, which was a piece of buckskin passed 

between the legs and held up by a belt. As the weather got cooler, the men would wear 

shirts and leggings. In winter, they wore buffalo robes. 
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Women wore dresses made of buckskin. The dresses were often decorated at the hemline. 

Women also wore belts (Plains Culture clothes did not have pockets), leggings, and 

moccasins. 
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Teepees were built by both nomadic and settled tribes. There were two types of teepees, 3-pole and 4-pole. Three-pole teepees were used mostly by southern Plains tribes, while the 4-pole was used by tribes in the northern plains. Inform students that the tipi was the responsibility and the property of the woman. Women owned the teepees and were responsible for taking them down and putting them up. 
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Earth lodges were built by those tribes who were settled. These tribes generally farmed 

along the banks of rivers and did not need the portable housing of a tipi. Earth lodges might have 3 or 4 chambers underground for food storage. 
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Although Plains Indians did not live in sweat lodges, the lodges were an important part of 

Plains Culture life. For Plains cultures, the sweat bath was believed to bring minds and 

bodies in harmony with the supernatural powers. It was always believed that the power of 

the spirits, not the power of the sweat, worked to bring healing and peace. 
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Temporary shelters such as this one provide shelter for nomadic hunters/gatherers.

