
IHS’s goal is to ensure that comprehensive, culturally
acceptable personal and public health services are
available and accessible to all American Indian and
Alaska Native people. The IHS’s mission, in partner-
ship with the American Indian and Alaska Native
people, is to raise their physical, mental, social, and
spiritual health to the highest level.

—Diane Willis

See also Bureau of Indian Affairs; Certificate of Degree of
Indian Blood; Native Americans
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INDIGENOUS TREATMENTS
AND HEALERS

Indigenous treatments and healers are found in many
ancient ethnomedical systems and draw their exten-
sive knowledge and therapeutic techniques from
ancient native wisdom and healing traditions. Most
have little formal medical education but believe they
have received a divine gift to heal from the greater
realms of medicine. Today, many depend on indige-
nous healers and treatments for their health, just as
others rely on biomedical practitioners, pharmacists,
chiropractors, massage therapists, and psycho-
analysts. Indigenous healers—also known as lay folk
healers, traditional healers, curanderos (in Latin
America), and medicine men and women (in indige-
nous cultures)—treat physical, mental, emotional, and
spiritual health problems. In the Western world,
indigenous treatments and healers have been shaped
by a unique Native American worldview that equates
good health with homeostasis and harmony and
embraces knowledge gained from European, African,
and Asian healing traditions.

Diagnostics in traditional medicine go beyond the
parameters known to biomedicine, extending the clas-
sification of conditions beyond the biomedical model.
Indigenous healers, who are knowledgeable in many
folk conditions that are unknown to biomedicine, may,
in fact, be able to more adequately treat illness by con-
sidering both the natural and supernatural elements of
causation. In Latin America, conditions such as empa-
cho (a blockage in the stomach or digestive tract), bilis

(overreactive bile), susto (fright or soul loss), envidia
(envy), celos (jealousy), mal de ojo (evil eye), and
nervios (emotional instability) are diagnosed and
treated according to an ancient equilibrium model of
health. Thus, restoring the patient’s energy equilibrium
(physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual) becomes
the healer’s primary objective. The healer’s reputation
depends on his or her ability to adequately classify,
identify, and effectively treat disease.

The folk medicine classification of disease com-
prises three main categories: physical conditions, emo-
tional diseases, and diseases of the spiritual realm.
Diagnosing involves the careful interpretation of
physical, mental, spiritual, and emotional signs and
symptoms. Common treatment protocols (depending
on the condition) include limpias (cleansing), purifi-
cation rituals and enemas, sweat baths, herbal reme-
dies, prayer, massage, bonesetting, personal and
dietary modifications, and spiritual advice. Faith is an
important modality in indigenous healing practices.
Traditional therapeutic techniques (based on long-
term observation and experimentation) are applied
with the invocation of divine intervention.

There are parallels between patients and healers
that allow the patient’s own perceptions of illness to
be considered in the diagnosis and treatment. In con-
trast to the emphasis on diagnostic equipment found
among biomedical practitioners, in folk healing prac-
tices, there is more therapeutic touch to the afflicted
areas between healer and patient. Indigenous treat-
ments possess a unique mystical element that comes
from the summoning of the healing spirit of God,
angels, saints, and benevolent spirits and signals a
holistic approach to the folk healing regimen.

A wide range of medical specializations and
specialty practitioners exists in traditional medicine
and in world healing traditions, each having its own
particular cultural elements and linguistic terminol-
ogy. In Latin America, these specialists include
herbalists and leaf doctors (yerberos/as and docte
feys), village healers and shamans (curanderos and
chamanes, or medicine men and women), massage
therapists (sobadores), lay bonesetters (huesero/as),
channeling healing mediums or seers (espiritistas—
lloles and videntes), midwives (parteras), healers who
remove illness by sucking the afflicted area (chu-
padores), bush doctors (experts in jungle survival),
and snake doctors (experts in snakebites).

Herbalists (yerberos, leaf doctors) treat diseases
of physical and emotional origin. They possess extra-
ordinary and sophisticated knowledge of plants. A
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legitimate yerbero knows the bioenergetic properties
of plants, their botanical classification and divisions,
and the effects that herbs have on the human body.
Most important, herbalists provide a powerful spiri-
tual element while working with the spirit energy of
the plant. They know the general use and applications
of medicinal plants—tinctures, syrups, and infu-
sions—and have knowledge and understanding of
acceptable strengths and dosages. A great deal of the
advances made in pharmaceutical trials working in
the research and development of new therapies for
chronic illnesses (such as cancer and AIDS) are the
result of ancient ethnobotanical lore and therapies.

Midwives (parteras) are common throughout the
world, particularly in developing countries, where
women who live in isolated rural villages depend on
them for prenatal care, birthing, and postpartum
care. Another type of healer, a chupador/a, is a healer
who sucks on an afflicted area with his or her mouth
to extract foreign objects (such as glass, dirt, mud,
corn, chicken bones, twigs, and nails) that may be
under the skin, causing illness or imbalance in the
patient.

Village healers (curanderos) and shamans (chamanes)
are well-respected community members who treat
medical, mental, emotional, and spiritual health prob-
lems. Massage therapists (sobadores) treat physical
ailments (folk conditions such as empacho, mal aire,
and constipation) and emotional illnesses (such as
bilis and nervios). Lay bonesetters (hueseros) are a
type of folk chiropractor or sports therapist; they bind
and reset bones and realign displaced joints.

Espiritistas (healing mediums, cajas, shamans,
faith healers, videntes) heal with the help of spirit. Not
to be confused with espiritualistas (spiritualists, spir-
itual healers who pray for divine intervention), espiri-
tistas (spiritists) use mediumistic healing techniques
that go beyond the sensorial aspect to incorporate a
knowledgeable and benevolent healing spirit. Spiritist
healers (mediums) are found in all world healing
traditions and deal specifically with diseases of the
supernatural realm. They are masters of spirits and
posses a unique specialization as soul doctors. With
the help of the spirit world, they serve as counter-
witchcraft specialists in removing spells, conducting
exorcisms, and removing negative energies from
patients. Spiritists can repair the loss of the soul
(caused by susto); reestablish the circulation of the
body fluids within the body; identify, locate, and
expel pathogenic agents sent by a sorcerer; and invoke
supernatural powers and master the ritual orations.

Thus, a spiritual healer heals by performing rituals
that reestablish the connection between the ill patient
and the universe.

Spirit healers provide the patient with a spiritual
consultation, examine the spiritual framework (spirit
biography) of the ill patient, and identify the source of
the ailment. They believe that the only way for the
patient to achieve integral healing is by activating the
patient’s soul, which allows important spiritual, emo-
tional, mental, and physiological processes to take
place. Spiritual therapy, therefore, involves working
with the patient’s soul, mind, energy, and biological
system and providing the patient with a multidimen-
sional adjustment of spirit, mind, and body. A genuine
healing medium teaches patients to act on internal
direction and learn to discriminate between thoughts
motivated by strength (faith) and those by fear and
illusion (characteristic of human weakness). A
patient’s treated soul, mind, and emotions are then
ready for optimal performance in the flow of healing
energy between the patient and cosmos.

All traditional healers aim to maintain health
through a particular focus on prevention, diagnosis,
and improvement of physical and mental illness and
through a variety of holistic therapeutic techniques.
Traditional healers in the United States are not recog-
nized by the government and do not interact with the
health care system. This is not the case in some devel-
oping countries, where allopathic and alternative ser-
vice providers work together to meet most (if not all)
of the primary health care needs of their people.
Although some view folk healers negatively or con-
sider them dangerous because they are unregulated or
unorthodox, folk healers may be more accessible and
affordable than biomedicine, particularly among rural
populations, for whom biomedical facilities and eco-
nomic resources are limited.

Focusing on the patient rather than the disease,
traditional healers understand the patient’s unique
mental constructs and thus may be more effective at
treating illness that requires behavior modification.
They are aware of culture-specific norms, values,
symbols, and metaphors, which helps them to build
trust and confidence with their patients, ultimately
lowering the patient’s psychosocial resistance to the
healing process. The healer’s unique cultural under-
standing of the patient’s belief system (which, for
Latinos, is rooted in Catholic, indigenous, and African
beliefs) enhances his or her ability as a psychoanalyst
and spiritual adviser. Folk healers employ important
mediation principles with their patients, allowing
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greater flexibility and less control in the healer–
patient relationship.

Specific Latino cultural norms that express the
collective and unifying processes through which
Latinos establish their identity, existence, and rela-
tionships (particularly the patient–healer relation-
ship) include personalismo (personalism), respeto
(respect), confianza (trust), fatalismo (fatalism),
humildad (humility), and familismo (familism).
Sharing similar cultural knowledge, norms, and lay
beliefs with their patients helps traditional healers
provide patients with bidirectional consultations and
plans of treatment, which in most cases do not inter-
fere with biomedical therapy and optimize the
patient’s treatment outcome.

—Sandra Nuñez

See also Immigrants; Refugees; Religion
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INDIGENOUS
TREATMENTS: COINING

Coining is an ancient Southeast Asian folk remedy
used to treat common minor illnesses. It is still fre-
quently practiced today, and cross-cultural under-
standing is enhanced by knowledge of the procedure.
A special ointment is placed on the skin. The edge of
a coin or other object is then rubbed on the skin in
downward parallel lines until redness, welts, or a
small amount of bleeding occurs (see Figure 1).
Family members, friends, or traditional healers may
perform this procedure as the first line of therapy
for cough, headache, vomiting, diarrhea, dizziness,
fever, and other symptoms. The part of the body that
is coined depends on the symptom that is being
treated—for example, the back and chest may be
coined to treat respiratory symptoms, and the arms,
neck, and forehead may be coined to treat headaches.
Coining is practiced in Vietnam, where it is referred to
as cao gio (pronounced gow yaw), meaning “scratch
the wind.” It is also practiced in Cambodia, China,

Korea, Laos, and Thailand. Coining is also called coin
rubbing, coin rolling, and skin scraping.

Southeast Asian folk practices reflect cultural
beliefs about the causes of illness. Disease is seen as
a state of imbalance. The four elements of the body—
fire (heat), water (wetness), wind (cold), and earth
(dryness)—must be in balance. Too much or too little
wind is often related to disease states, and coining is
believed to relieve the body of wind. The concept of
wind does not refer literally to rapidly moving air but
to a moving element of the human body that is asso-
ciated with blood. The marks produced by the coining
procedure affirm the presence of excess wind in the
body and show that wind has left the body. The pro-
cedure aims to increase circulation, respiration, and
warmth and stimulate trigger points.

Although the marks left by coining appear painful,
many describe the process as pleasurable, similar to a
massage. People who are unfamiliar with the practice
may confuse coining with child abuse. Families are
often devastated when this happens. The practice is
otherwise benign and only rarely does the patient
experience complications. Because the practice is so
deeply embedded in Southeast Asian culture, attempts
to dissuade people from practicing coining are unnec-
essary and ineffective.

Coining and other traditional healing practices can be
beneficial. Patients may feel empowered by taking
action to treat their symptoms and tend to believe that
coining works. Their problems are recognized and
attended to, which is comforting to them. Coining is
well thought of and closely tied to family and culture,
and patients remain connected with their traditions
through its use. Coining can be detrimental if modern
medical care is delayed for serious treatable conditions,
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Figure 1 Typical marks from coining
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