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Disclosure: 

■ The following information reflects my 

experiences as a physician and Navajo 

individual.

■ The information delivered is not a 

reflection of my program/department, 

other Native American Healthcare 

professionals, or tribal nations.

■ The information included is but a 

summary.



Objectives: 

Identify and analyze the 
complex and multifaceted 
role of Western healthcare 
in relation to Native 
peoples, including its 
historical, cultural, and 
systemic impacts.

01
Describe foundational 
principles of traditional 
Navajo perspectives on 
health and healing, 
including concepts of 
balance, harmony, and 
holistic well-being.

02
Apply culturally 
appropriate 
communication tools to 
effectively navigate 
discussions related to 
Native health and 
healthcare experiences.

03



Brief New Mexico History

Spanish Contact and 
Conflict (1539 – 1692)

■ 1539: Zuni Pueblo have their first documented 

contact with Spanish explorers through Fray Marcos 

de Niza.

■ 1598: Juan de Oñate officially colonizes the region 

for Spain, imposing heavy demands of labor and 

religion on local tribes.

■ 1680: The Pueblo Revolt, led by Popé, successfully 

drives Spanish colonizers out of New Mexico for 

twelve years.

■ 1692: Spanish forces return in the Vargas 

Reconquest, leading to a complex blending of 

Native and Catholic traditions. [2, 5, 6, 7, 8, 9]

Mexican and American 
Eras (1821 – Present)

■ 1821: Mexico gains independence from Spain, easing trade 

restrictions and increasing regional interactions between 

tribes, Mexicans, and American trappers.

■ 1848: The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo transfers New 

Mexico to United States control following the Mexican-

American War.

■ 1863–1864: The U.S. military forces the Navajo (Diné) on 

the Long Walk to Bosque Redondo, a tragic displacement 

before they return to their homeland in 1868.

■ 1924: Native Americans are granted U.S. citizenship, though 

New Mexico remains slow to grant full voting rights to Native 

People until the mid-20th century. [2, 15]

https://study.com/academy/lesson/history-of-new-mexico-timeline-facts.html#:~:text=Lesson%20Summary.%20New%20Mexico%20is%20a%20state,Fe%2C%20founded%20in%201610%20by%20the%20Spanish.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wpkp8DyU2ds#:~:text=hello%20there%20i'm%20robert%20martinez%20state%20historian,marcos%20denisa%20headed%20south%20in%201539.%20after
https://www.nmhealthcouncils.org/land-acknowledgment-toolkit/past#:~:text=Here%20are%20some%20events%20in%20New%20Mexico's,**1500s%2D1900s**%20Law%20of%20Burgos%2C%20Encomiendas%2C%20and%20unsanctioned
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=W4ZRsvEvBiQ#:~:text=and%20our%20strong%20Pueblo%20and%20Henisado%20heritage,American%20roots%20because%20this%20is%20a%20very
https://www.slideshare.net/slideshow/timeline-of-new-mexico-history/11143954#:~:text=%2D%20The%20timeline%20provides%20a%20summary%20of,native%20settlement%2C%20Spanish%20colonization%20beginning%20in%201598
https://www.visitalbuquerque.org/about-abq/culture-heritage/native-american/#:~:text=Native%20American%20groups%20have%20inhabited%20the%20region,reached%20the%20Americas.%20When%20the%20Spanish%20c
https://study.com/academy/lesson/history-of-new-mexico-timeline-facts.html#:~:text=Lesson%20Summary.%20New%20Mexico%20is%20a%20state,Fe%2C%20founded%20in%201610%20by%20the%20Spanish.
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2018/jul/26/deb-haaland-native-american-woman-first-elected-congress#:~:text=The%20United%20States%20did%20not%20grant%20citizenship,nearly%2011%25%20of%20the%20state%20population%2C%20di


Tribal Health Care 

Early Federal 
Responsibility

■ 1849–1954: The BIA and Department of 
War initially managed basic medical relief, 
which suffered from severe underfunding 
and high rates of infectious diseases like 
tuberculosis across New Mexico tribal lands.

■ 1955 Transfer: Congress transferred federal 
Indian health duties to the U.S. Public Health 
Service, creating the division that became 
the modern IHS to upgrade rural clinic 
conditions and sanitation. [3, 4, 6, 7, 8]

Tribal Self-Determination

■ 1975 Act: The Indian Self-Determination and 
Education Assistance Act allowed New 
Mexico tribes to take administrative control 
over local health programs and facilities.

■ Modern Era: Tribes manage a large portion of 
local healthcare delivery, blending western 
medicine with integrated traditional healing 
and wellness programs. [12, 13, 14]

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC4035891/#:~:text=As%20previously%20noted%2C%20a%20major%20success%20of,a%20result%20of%20the%20integration%20of%20s
https://www.archives.gov/research/native-americans/indian-health-service#:~:text=The%20Snyder%20Act%20of%201921%20(42%20Stat.,conservation%20of%20health%E2%80%9D%20for%20Indian%20tribes%2C%20a
https://blogs.gwu.edu/himmelfarb/2022/11/09/the-history-and-impact-of-the-indian-health-service/#:~:text=The%20IHS's%20history%20includes:%20*%20**1921**%20The,from%20poor%20funding.%20*%20**1955**%20Congress%20tra
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=67S5-KjbMQ8#:~:text=so%20um%20again%20it's%20not%20free%20health,background%20the%20history%20of%20the%20Indian%20heal
https://www.llusmaa.org/post/a-relationship-of-trust-loma-linda-physicians-and-the-san-manual-nation#:~:text=Because%20of%20the%20successes%20of%20these%20programs%2C,transferring%20administrative%20authority%20for%20all%20Native%20American
https://www.congress.gov/crs-product/R43330#:~:text=5.%20IHS%20also%20provides%20grants%20to%20Urban,service%20programs.%20More%20than%20half%20of%20al
https://journalofethics.ama-assn.org/article/indian-health-service-and-traditional-indian-medicine/2009-10#:~:text=When%20an%20Indian%20Health%20Service%20patient%20(guardian%2Dfamily,native%20practitioner%2C%20every%20effort%20will%20be%20made
https://www.facebook.com/IHSAlbuquerque/#:~:text=Historic%20news!%20Today%2C%20the%20U.S.%20Department%20of,Medicaid%20Services%2C%20approved%20allowing%E2%80%94for%20the%20first%20ti


National vs. 
State-Level 
Counting
According to 
the 2020 US 
census 

3

3.7 million people 
identified as AI/AN alone 

and 9.7 million as AI/AN in 
combination with other 

races. 

State Distribution: More 
than 50% of the nation's 
"American Indian alone" 
population lives in only 
five states: Oklahoma 

(14.2%), Arizona (12.9%), 
California (9.9%), New 

Mexico (9.1%), and Texas 
(4.8%).

Proportion of State 
Population: By percentage 
of total residents, states 
like Alaska, New Mexico, 

South Dakota, and 
Montana have the highest 

density of Indigenous 
residents rather than raw 

total numbers.

Geography of 
Residence: Roughly 87% 
of people who identify as 

AI/AN live outside 
reservation lands, 

reflecting high integration 
into broader state and 
urban populations. [3]

https://minorityhealth.hhs.gov/node/8/revisions/8/view


New Mexico Tribal 
Nations

• There are 19 Pueblos across 

New Mexico, each governed 

by elected Tribal officials that 

assert their sovereignty.

• Three bands of Apache 

Nations have homelands in 

NM:

• Fort Sill, Mescalero, Jicarilla 

• The Navajo Nation currently 

includes parts of NM, AZ, and 

UT. 



NAVAJO PHILOSOPHY

Sa’ah Naaghái Bik’eh Hózhóón



Navajo Country

East – Blanca Peak, Thought

South – Mt. Taylor, Leadership

West – San Francisco Peak, Life

North – Hesperus Peak, Hope

Center – Huerfano Mesa, soft 

goods

Doorway – Gobernador Knob, 

hard goods



Navajo Wellness Model

• An individual has several components that comprise their 

health:

• Physical self

• Mental self

• Spiritual self

• Relationships to their community, land, an animals.

• When ailment occurs, we believe there is imbalance that 

involves one or more of the above components of health.

• All ceremonies conducted help to bring a patient and their 

community back to balance.



THE 
FOUNDATION OF 
CEREMONIAL 
LIFE



The 
Blessingway –
Hózhóóji

• Often a two-day ceremony that is the 

fundamental to all ceremonial life.

• The initial day/night begins with cleansing 

of the home and patient.

• The following day includes a ceremonial 

bath with prayer and use of mountain 

tobacco.

• The final night includes an overnight vigil 

of song and prayer.



Practicing in 
Western Spaces

• Working with patients 

experiencing depression and 

anxiety.

• Incorporating traditional 

birthing practices to L&D.

• Recommending common 

remedies for certain 

symptoms.

• Connecting individuals to 

certain practitioners.

• In certain clinics throughout 

Native Country, Traditional 

Practitioners have become 

members of the clinical staff. 



Important Points:

Native Americans are 
heterogeneous and practice 

different religious rites, 
languages, and lifestyles.

Within each tribe, members 
practice their traditions to 

varying degrees.

Never overestimate the health 
literacy of your patient or their 

family.

Many Native families will look 
to include their extended 

family members regarding 
medical decisions.

For the most part; Native 
People receive their 

healthcare through Indian 
Health Services (IHS).

Some tribes have exercised 
their tribal sovereignty and 

have taken ownership of their 
healthcare through the, 

“Indian Self-
Determination and Education 

Assistance Act”.



QUESTIONS?
Thank you. 



Additional Reading

■ Mental Health Care for Urban Indians: Cultural Insights From Native Practitioners

– By: Tawa M. Witko, PsyD

■ You Don't Have to Say You Love Me: A Memoir

– By: Sherman Alexie

■ Genocide of the Mind: New Native American Writing (Nation Books)

– By: MariJo Moore (Editor), Vine Deloria Jr (Foreword)

■ The Navajo People and Uranium Mining

– By: Doug Brugge

■ The Scalpel and the Silver Bear : The First Navajo Woman Surgeon Combines Western 
Medicine and Traditional Healing

– By: Lori Arviso Alvord and Elizabeth Cohen Van Pelt

https://www.apa.org/search?query=&fq=ContributorFilt:%22Witko,%20Tawa%20M.%22&sort=ContentDateSort%20desc
https://www.amazon.com/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_1?ie=UTF8&field-author=MariJo+Moore&text=MariJo+Moore&sort=relevancerank&search-alias=books
https://www.amazon.com/s/ref=dp_byline_sr_book_2?ie=UTF8&field-author=Vine+Deloria+Jr&text=Vine+Deloria+Jr&sort=relevancerank&search-alias=books
https://www.thriftbooks.com/a/lori-arviso-alvord/204986/
https://www.thriftbooks.com/a/elizabeth-cohen-van-pelt/204985/
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https://www.sos.nm.gov/about-new-mexico/new-mexico-history/native-americans/#:~:text=Human%20presence%20in%20New%20Mexico%20dates%20back,Dates%20back%20to%209%2C500%20B.C.%20*%20**Folsom
https://www.sos.nm.gov/about-new-mexico/new-mexico-history/native-americans/#:~:text=Human%20presence%20in%20New%20Mexico%20dates%20back,Dates%20back%20to%209%2C500%20B.C.%20*%20**Folsom
https://www.sos.nm.gov/about-new-mexico/new-mexico-history/native-americans/#:~:text=Human%20presence%20in%20New%20Mexico%20dates%20back,Dates%20back%20to%209%2C500%20B.C.%20*%20**Folsom
https://www.sos.nm.gov/about-new-mexico/new-mexico-history/native-americans/#:~:text=Human%20presence%20in%20New%20Mexico%20dates%20back,Dates%20back%20to%209%2C500%20B.C.%20*%20**Folsom
https://www.sos.nm.gov/about-new-mexico/new-mexico-history/native-americans/#:~:text=Human%20presence%20in%20New%20Mexico%20dates%20back,Dates%20back%20to%209%2C500%20B.C.%20*%20**Folsom
https://www.sos.nm.gov/about-new-mexico/new-mexico-history/native-americans/#:~:text=Human%20presence%20in%20New%20Mexico%20dates%20back,Dates%20back%20to%209%2C500%20B.C.%20*%20**Folsom
https://www.sos.nm.gov/about-new-mexico/new-mexico-history/native-americans/#:~:text=Human%20presence%20in%20New%20Mexico%20dates%20back,Dates%20back%20to%209%2C500%20B.C.%20*%20**Folsom
https://www.sos.nm.gov/about-new-mexico/new-mexico-history/native-americans/#:~:text=Human%20presence%20in%20New%20Mexico%20dates%20back,Dates%20back%20to%209%2C500%20B.C.%20*%20**Folsom
https://www.sos.nm.gov/about-new-mexico/new-mexico-history/native-americans/#:~:text=Human%20presence%20in%20New%20Mexico%20dates%20back,Dates%20back%20to%209%2C500%20B.C.%20*%20**Folsom
https://www.sos.nm.gov/about-new-mexico/new-mexico-history/native-americans/#:~:text=Human%20presence%20in%20New%20Mexico%20dates%20back,Dates%20back%20to%209%2C500%20B.C.%20*%20**Folsom
https://www.sos.nm.gov/about-new-mexico/new-mexico-history/native-americans/#:~:text=Human%20presence%20in%20New%20Mexico%20dates%20back,Dates%20back%20to%209%2C500%20B.C.%20*%20**Folsom
https://study.com/academy/lesson/history-of-new-mexico-timeline-facts.html#:~:text=Lesson%20Summary.%20New%20Mexico%20is%20a%20state,Fe%2C%20founded%20in%201610%20by%20the%20Spanish.
https://study.com/academy/lesson/history-of-new-mexico-timeline-facts.html#:~:text=Lesson%20Summary.%20New%20Mexico%20is%20a%20state,Fe%2C%20founded%20in%201610%20by%20the%20Spanish.
https://study.com/academy/lesson/history-of-new-mexico-timeline-facts.html#:~:text=Lesson%20Summary.%20New%20Mexico%20is%20a%20state,Fe%2C%20founded%20in%201610%20by%20the%20Spanish.
https://study.com/academy/lesson/history-of-new-mexico-timeline-facts.html#:~:text=Lesson%20Summary.%20New%20Mexico%20is%20a%20state,Fe%2C%20founded%20in%201610%20by%20the%20Spanish.
https://study.com/academy/lesson/history-of-new-mexico-timeline-facts.html#:~:text=Lesson%20Summary.%20New%20Mexico%20is%20a%20state,Fe%2C%20founded%20in%201610%20by%20the%20Spanish.
https://study.com/academy/lesson/history-of-new-mexico-timeline-facts.html#:~:text=Lesson%20Summary.%20New%20Mexico%20is%20a%20state,Fe%2C%20founded%20in%201610%20by%20the%20Spanish.
https://study.com/academy/lesson/history-of-new-mexico-timeline-facts.html#:~:text=Lesson%20Summary.%20New%20Mexico%20is%20a%20state,Fe%2C%20founded%20in%201610%20by%20the%20Spanish.
https://study.com/academy/lesson/history-of-new-mexico-timeline-facts.html#:~:text=Lesson%20Summary.%20New%20Mexico%20is%20a%20state,Fe%2C%20founded%20in%201610%20by%20the%20Spanish.
https://study.com/academy/lesson/history-of-new-mexico-timeline-facts.html#:~:text=Lesson%20Summary.%20New%20Mexico%20is%20a%20state,Fe%2C%20founded%20in%201610%20by%20the%20Spanish.
https://study.com/academy/lesson/history-of-new-mexico-timeline-facts.html#:~:text=Lesson%20Summary.%20New%20Mexico%20is%20a%20state,Fe%2C%20founded%20in%201610%20by%20the%20Spanish.
https://study.com/academy/lesson/history-of-new-mexico-timeline-facts.html#:~:text=Lesson%20Summary.%20New%20Mexico%20is%20a%20state,Fe%2C%20founded%20in%201610%20by%20the%20Spanish.
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Mexico#:~:text=Prehistory.%20The%20first%20known%20inhabitants%20of%20New,discovered%20in%202017%20suggest%20that%20humans%20may
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HfwCgvn-wrk#:~:text=and%20now%20I'm%20going%20to%20talk%20about,Mexico.%20so%20New%20Mexico%20is%20quite%20unus
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HfwCgvn-wrk#:~:text=and%20now%20I'm%20going%20to%20talk%20about,Mexico.%20so%20New%20Mexico%20is%20quite%20unus
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HfwCgvn-wrk#:~:text=and%20now%20I'm%20going%20to%20talk%20about,Mexico.%20so%20New%20Mexico%20is%20quite%20unus
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Wpkp8DyU2ds#:~:text=hello%20there%20i'm%20robert%20martinez%20state%20historian,marcos%20denisa%20headed%20south%20in%201539.%20after
https://www.nmhealthcouncils.org/land-acknowledgment-toolkit/past#:~:text=Here%20are%20some%20events%20in%20New%20Mexico's,**1500s%2D1900s**%20Law%20of%20Burgos%2C%20Encomiendas%2C%20and%20unsanctioned
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