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“We had our own medicines before the Europeans arrived. My mother and
grandmother knew all the medicines.”

- Beatrice, Plains Cree woman in her seventies, quoted in Sharing Our
Stories on Promoting Health and Community Healing, by Connie
Deiter and Linda Ottway, (Winnipeg: Prairie Women’s Health Centre
of Excellence, 2001).



Aboriginal Women and Traditional Healing

First Nations, Inuit, and Métis women know that returning to traditional healing can
mean real healing for ourselves, our families and our communities.’ Some health care
providers recognize this> and some health programs include traditional healing.? (The
Alternative Healing Program at Akwesasne is one such program.) The medicine of
Aboriginal communities is becoming more and more important; however, much more
still needs to be done.

Traditional healing treats your mind, body, and spirit. Thus, it is holistic. This is very
different from western medicine which focuses on parts of the body and separates the
body from the mind. Traditional healing aims to restore balance. Ceremony and the
power of faith and belief are important parts of traditional healing. At its best, traditional
healing is a way of living, a way of approaching life.

The ways of traditional healing are as diverse as Aboriginal cultures, but there are many
things in common. One is the belief that healing takes time and that it can be intense.
Another common belief is that the relationship between the healer and the person is
important. Aboriginal people also believe that ceremonies offer guidance and begin
healing or help it along. Medicines come from the natural environment or from our
Mother, the Earth. Healers are recognized by their communities and have learned not
by going to school, but from other healers and Elders.

All these things shape the practices associated with traditional healing. One such
practice has to do with rest. In some First Nations, men rested before a hunt. Women
rested during menstruation. Another practice is smudging, through which Aboriginal
people purify our minds and physical surroundings.

It is difficult to ‘translate’ Aboriginal healing concepts because they are so different from
western health concepts. For example, Aboriginal ideas about illness prevention are
very different from predominant Canadian ideas.

A Legacy of Outdated Thinking

For many years, health care providers and health researchers considered traditional
healing to be outdated and of little use. Policies and programs were — and still are —
shaped by this view. Worse, many Aboriginal people themselves came to believe that
traditional healing was second rate.
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Traditional healing declined because of the colonial process. Before the European
invasion, Aboriginal people were healthy. There were as many as 90 to 112 million
Aboriginal people in North America then; today only a small fraction of this number
remains.

After the invasion, Aboriginal people were not allowed to practise their culture, including
ceremonies and traditional healing. They lost the land where healing plants came from.
Aboriginal people were forced to abandon practices that connected them with the laws
of nature. They often ended up in poverty, which is recognized as the main cause of
poor health.® Traditional cures could not work against the new diseases, including
smallpox and tuberculosis. Women healers lost respect as Aboriginal people were
pressured to live in male-dominated nuclear families.

The decline of traditional medicine has been devastating for Aboriginal people,
especially women. Meanwhile, western health care has failed to improve Aboriginal
health. Many Aboriginal women feel their communities are not healthy.® Aboriginal
women say that many health services are not culturally appropriate; these services
were designed without the input of Aboriginal women." The result is that Aboriginal
women have lower life expectancies than other Canadians. In addition, health problems,
like the diabetes epidemic, make their lives very difficult.?

We recognize that traditional healing cannot cure every disease, just as western health
care cannot. But centuries of experience have shown that many Aboriginal medicines
are safe and effective.’

The Use of Traditional Healing Among Aboriginal Women Today

Because of the decline of traditional healing, many Aboriginal people say they do not
know as much about traditional healing as they wish.”® However, the majority use
traditional healing in one form or another."” And, many feel that returning to traditional
healing practices would improve their health." A majority of Métis people would use
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traditional healing more often if it was available through their local health centre or
covered by the health care system.™

Despite the obstacles, traditional healing remains important to Aboriginal people. There
is not enough research about the role of women in traditional healing. And, most
research doesn’t divide information by gender. It is clear, however, that there is a deeply
felt desire to incorporate more traditional healing into our lives.

As long as traditional healing remains on the margins of western health care, Aboriginal
women will not be as healthy as they could be. Because Aboriginal women have not
taken part in designing the system, health care is often culturally inappropriate and
sometimes ineffective.'

What is needed to Support and Promote Traditional Healing?

Researchers and Aboriginal women have identified ideas which will assist Aboriginal
women, as well as other health care providers, to use traditional healing and improve
our health. Our recommendations include:

1. Recognize the diversity and value of traditional healing;

2. Acknowledge the loss of traditional healing and its results: poor health for
Aboriginal people, especially women;

3. Understand the destruction of Aboriginal women’s roles, especially in traditional
healing;

4. Promote the revitalization of traditional healing;
5. Provide support and recognition to traditional healers, especially women;

6. Through research and learning, develop a deeper understanding of traditional
healing, especially female roles and icons;

7. Conduct research that is specific to First Nations, Inuit, and Métis women healers
and healing;

8. Understand and communicate that it is disrespectful and hurtful when traditional
healing is misused, especially by non-Aboriginal people;

9. Respect the intellectual property of traditional healers and their medicines;
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10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

Research how traditional healing can be effectively combined with other health
services;

Focus research enquiry on and identify how Aboriginal women may better access
traditional healing;

Research and publicize programs that work, whether these are traditional healing
alone or a combination of traditional healing and western medicine;

Provide opportunities for Aboriginal women to help develop traditional healing
policies and programs;

Encourage meaningful dialogue between Aboriginal healers and non-Aboriginal
health care providers;

Emphasize the importance of cultural sensitivity in health services;

Provide stable, sufficient funding for NWAC and its Provincial/Territorial Member
Associations (PTMASs) to conduct research on the subject of Aboriginal women and
traditional healing;

Commit to making immediate, substantial improvements to the social, economic
and political conditions within which Aboriginal women and their families live; and,

Commit to engaging Aboriginal women in the development and delivery of women-
specific health and traditional healing action plans including that all such plans and
resulting policies and programs will include a culturally relevant gender-based
analysis.
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