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Introductions

❖ Mary is Diné & acknowledges 
Traditional territory of her 
homelands

❖ Practice centered within 
Indigenous communities working 
for Indian Health Service

❖ Joe has spent many years 
practicing within Indigenous 
communities

❖ Joe explores Indigenous wisdom to 
find solutions for climate change





Missing & Murdered Indigenous Women on Turtle Island

❖ Murder Rates are extreme both in USA & Canada- 12X the 
rate of non-Indigenous women; 4/5 Indigenous women 
have been affected by violence; homicide is fifth leading 
cause of death for NA women between ages of 25-34 yo

❖ Historical precursors exist within religion and 
government

❖  The national Inquiry of MMIWG Final Report in Canada 
called the Killings of Indigenous women  genocide



Religious/Doctrine of Discovery

❖ Doctrine of Discovery- precursors in 1066, when a Pope 
decreed anyone going to holy lands could take the land 
from any non-believer(Christian)

❖ Papel bulletins decreed any land “discovered” could be 
taken, included taking of slaves, and wealth in those 
lands

❖ Agreements with Spain and Portugal to divide North & 
South America after 1492



Doctrine of Discovery incorporated into USA and  Canadian Law

❖ Indian Act came out of principles of Doctrine of 
Discovery 

❖  loss of self determination 

❖ forced removal of children into residential schools

❖ Dispossession from traditional lands

❖  Outlawing cultural practices

❖ Restricting Indigenous languages



Incorporation DOD into legal systems

❖ Indian Act of Canada -established in 1876, excluded 
Metis and Inuit, defined status for First Nations

❖ In 1823, Doctrine of Discovery incorporated into US law 
as manifest destiny, eventually providing rationale for 
Indian Removal Act, with forced removal from sacred 
homelands onto reservations



Current Evidence of DOD

❖ Racism in legal jurisdictional issues- Has a land 
settlement disagreement ever gone to a traditional court 
to be adjudicated?

❖ Resource management & extraction economies-
Corporation rights over individual rights, including 
Indigenous rights

❖ Man camps established on or near Indigenous territories 
-associated with high rates of MMIWG in these areas



Suicide Rate for Indigenous Women 

❖ Suicide rate correlates with Missing and Murdered Indigenous 
Women & girls, 35 per 100,00 vs 5 per 100,00 

❖ Common precursors —Religious, social, political, educational

❖ Genocide was practiced by both countries often under the guise of 
religion/manifest destiny with assimilation and racist practices

❖ Genocide is defined as any of the following acts: killing or causing 
bodily or physical harm to destroy the culture, preventing births 
and or transferring children from one group to another



Factors related to Suicide 

❖ Individual factors include depression, PTSD, 
intergenerational trauma, Attachment disorders & 
substance misuse

❖ Social determinants are food insecurity, poor access to 
educational opportunities, unemployment  and poverty 
rates over 40 % and loss of culture and ceremonial 
practices

❖ MMIWG have same factors



Factors of Resilience

❖ Connection to cultural practices and language 

❖ Access to traditional territory and sacred sites

❖ Indigenous educational practices hold spaces for transmission 
of critical Indigenous knowledge that supports healing, respect

❖ Traditional family roles intact with respect for the feminine and 
Two Spirit

❖ Principles of respect, reciprocity, and relationships practiced 
and supported



Role Models-Creating Resilience 
❖ Indigenous Women Authors: Robin Wall Kimmerer, Joy 

Harjo, Leanne Simpson, Louise Erdrich, Roxanne 
Dunbar-Ortiz, Lee Maracle

❖ Artists & Musicians: Tanya Tagaq, Meghann O’Brien, 
Buffy Saint Marie

❖ Public Figures: Winona Laduke, Deb Haaland, Sharice 
Davids, Rosanna Deerchild, Roberta L. Jamieson, J.D.

❖ Sports Figures: Spencer O’Brien, 



Treatment Approach

❖ Get good history:

❖ Take time to know person and their culture/Tribal affiliation

❖ Connection to Indigenous heritage

❖ Relationships—Attachment issues

❖ Family and kinship relationships

❖ Educational background

❖ Trauma History/ Substance use



Clinical Evaluation
❖ Lack of transparency may not allow for diagnostic 

accuracy with initial presentation

❖ Comprehensive evaluation and treatment planning may 
take a few sessions

❖ Assess commitment or lack thereof of treatment options

❖ Consider traditional healing interventions/referrals

❖ Obtain family support when possible/confidentiality 
may not be expected within family units



Precautions
❖ Know limitations of evidence based medicine

❖ Establish partnerships with your patients in seeking 
treatment and cure

❖ Explore treatment options through holistic perspectives 
including traditional healing practices, alternative 
treatments and plant medicine along with best practices in 
western medicine

❖ Consult with local tribal officials and be inclusive of their 
recommendations



Precautions- 2

❖ Most communities are sensitive to being labeled so be 
careful to avoid this pitfall

❖ Surveys and research must be introduced cautiously 
because many tribes feel exploited

❖ It’s better to frame programs using positive language 



Depression Treatment 
❖ Indigenous patients will respond to holistic approaches-

include Indigenous food practices, exercise, connection with 
nature

❖ Medications often not accepted and compliance so poor 
results may not be forthcoming

❖ Safety plan needs to be more extensive than addressing 
suicide issues (attachment issues/risky behaviors are factors)

❖ Depression and suicide are co-morbid but less so than 
general population



Trauma often etiological

❖ Trauma of colonization is pathogenic

❖ PTSD

❖ Trauma affects family dynamics and positive parenting 
passed on through generations

❖ Traumatized people carry epigenetic changes which 
affects the next generation

❖ This is the source of historical trauma



Treatment of Trauma & PTSD

❖ Goal is to not have PTSD (most studies show reduction 
in PTSD symptoms but not remission)

❖ Exposure therapy may work for those with military 
background

❖ EMDR (Eye Movement Desensitization and 
Reprocessing) works well when three stages are 
addressed: 1) Trauma; 2) Triggers; 3) Future



Three Pronged Treatment for PTSD and Staffing Requirements

❖ Clinician trained in EMDR (Psychiatrist, Psychologist, 
Masters Level Therapist) to provide EMDR

❖ Family Therapist to support patient during therapy and 
work with family

❖ Mind-Body Therapist (Physiotherapist or Somatic 
Therapist) to provide trauma-based yoga practice/
meditation and coherent breathing techniques



Treatment of Attachment Issues
❖ Understand the historical trauma within the patient and their 

family

❖ Know the family structure, parental figures (parents, clan 
relatives, grandparents)

❖ Understand periods of isolation-?separation anxiety in 
childhood 

❖ idealization of romantic interests, emotional dysregulation and 
tendency to self harm or risky behaviors

❖ Assess evidence of anxious attachment or avoidant attachment



Alcohol and Drug Misuse with Suicide

❖ Substance misuse more frequently a factor than 
dependence or abuse 

❖ Identify and address early

❖ Treatment approaches:

❖ elevate self esteem

❖ Cultural engagement

❖ Activity and experiential based programs



Safety Protocols
❖ More comprehensive than suicide prevention plans

❖ Based on self worth—“You matter”, “We want you alive 
and well”

❖ Decrease risky behaviors

❖ Limited access to transportation causes person to take risks 
—hitchhiking, driving with intoxicated driver

❖ No fault rides from trusted family and friends 

❖ If Acute,  don’t leave person alone- 48 hour period



Societal Treatment Approaches
❖ Address overt and covert racism-“It’s a White problem” 

that must find direction from Indigenous People

❖ Provide economically viable and sustainable land base

❖ Understand Indigenous resurgence and activism from their 
perspective

❖ Find ways to share the wealth inherent from Mother Earth

❖ Develop meaningful practices of reciprocity with nature 
more consistent with Indigenous beliefs



Compassionate, protective law enforcement

❖ Indigenous people have higher rates of incarceration- 
3% of the population,22% of those incarcerated.  

❖ Native people in USA are more likely to be killed by 
police officers than any other minority group

❖ Careful screening and review of potential law 
enforcement officers and anti-racist training 

❖ Ensure adequate investigation of cases of MMIWG 
which demonstrates Indigenous Lives Matter



Honor Indigenous Knowledge and Wisdom

❖ Land acknowledgments are place to begin by centering self on 
ancestral Indigenous lands

❖ Indigenous people don’t have the concept of owning land

❖ Indigenous have deep connections to the land, and have not created 
climate change

❖ Reciprocity to nature built into culture on many levels

❖ Gifting economy vs. consumer society

❖ Indigenous science is based on observation more than 
experimentation





Suggested Readings
❖ Braiding Sweetgrass:  Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific knowledge and the 

teachings of plants, Robin Wall Kimmerer

❖ The Inconvenient Indian, Thomas King

❖ Heart Berries: A Memoir, Terese Marie Mailhot

❖ 21 Things You May Not Know About the Indian Act- Helping Canadians make 
Reconciliation  with Indigenous Peoples a Reality, Bob Joseph

❖ An Indigenous Peoples’ History of the United States,  Roxanne Dunbar-Ortiz

❖ Native Science- Natural Laws of Interdependence, Gregory Cajete

❖ Stop Talking, Indigenous Ways of Teaching and Learning and Difficult 
Dialogues in Higher Education.  Llarion Merculieff 



Suggested Readings, 2
❖ New Poets of Native Nations, Edited by Heid E. Erdrich

❖ Groundswell: Indigenous Knowledge and a Call to Action for Climate Change, 
Edited by Joe Neidhardt and Nicole Neidhardt

❖ Indian Horse, Richard Wagamese

❖ Dancing on Our Turtle’s Back, Leanne Simpson

❖ Medicine Unbundled- A Journey Through the Minefields of Indigenous 
Healthcare, Gary Geddes

❖ Wasáse- Indigenous Pathways of Action and Freedom, Taiaiake Alfred

❖ I Am Woman, Lee Maracle

❖ All Our Relations-Native Struggles for Land and Life, Winona Laduke
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–Joy Harjo

Call upon the help of those who love you. These 
helpers take many forms: animal, element, bird, 

angel, saint, stone or ancestor


