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warriors, guardians, teachers, elders, abuelas, 

hermanas y comadres. 

 

And to my family. 

 

May this ceremony be opened and the work begun. 

May all thought, word, and deed emerge in right relation to everything else. 

May all missteps be acknowledged with a sincere heart and full repair. 

May this story and all interconnected stories serve the work of healing. 
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 Postcolonial critiques have emphasized the need for Western psychology to 

become more reflective of the histories, worldviews, and lived realities of historically 

marginalized communities across the globe (Comas-Díaz, 2000; Duran & Duran, 1995; 

Pickren, 2009).  These works have included the contributions of liberation psychologists 

who advocate for the need to privilege the knowledge systems, concerns, and 

perspectives of local communities when proposing avenues for psychological research, 

intervention, and theoretical development (Watkins & Shulman, 2008).  Recognizing the 

legacies of colonialism in North America, U.S. psychologists working with Indigenous 

communities have advocated for better collaboration with grassroots elders, teachers, and 

community groups, noting the importance of recognizing the validity of Indigenous 

epistemologies and the colonizing tensions that still exist between Indigenous healing 

systems and Western psychology (Duran, Firehammer & Gonzalez, 2008; Gone, 2007; 

Gone & Alcántara, 2007). 

 Against this backdrop, the present research was carried out as an immersive, 

long-term ethnographic study in collaboration with Alma de Mujer (Alma), a community 

of Indigenous-identified women in central Texas, who are committed to creating 

accessible spaces for their communities to practice Indigenous lifeways and healing.  

Employing reciprocal ethnographic methods, the author spent two years participating in 
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events and gatherings with the Alma community, as well as conducting in-depth 

interviews.  Community members were consulted on an ongoing basis about the 

development of the research. 

The document centers on four objectives:  First, the author traces the history of 

the Alma community as it emerged from social liberation and psychospiritual healing 

movements over the latter half of the 20
th
 century.  Second, based on the womenôs 

stories, the author presents community membersô narratives about how healing is situated 

within the communityôs Indigenous knowledge systems.  Specific attention is given to the 

holistic and reciprocal nature of healing in these stories.  Third, the author includes 

contributions from Indigenous healers who remark on their experiences of the tensions 

between Indigenous healing systems and Western mental health institutions.  Fourth, the 

author concludes with a personal critical reflection as a trainee in Western psychology 

and considers how dialogues between local Indigenous communities and Western 

psychology might be further explored.
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Prologue:  Opening the Circle 

Itôs a spring Sunday at Alma de Mujer.  All the doors to the main lodge are wide 

open.  The morning breezes are still cool and damp.  A group of us has been called 

together for a ceremony to bless Brenda and Tommy
1
 as they prepare for parenthood.  

There is a chorus of hellos and exuberant chatting as family, friends, and some of Almaôs 

Council members gather.  The air is full with the smell of copal, a hardened tree resin 

that sits sizzling and crackling on a red-hot coal in Yvetteôs clay sahumador.  As people 

arrive, one by one, they make their way to Yvette.  With a fan of feathers, she sweeps the 

fragrant smoke across peopleôs bodiesðfront and back, arms and legsða sacred 

smudging to bless and purify all who enter the space.    

Mar²a Elena picks up her drum and motions to us:  ñEveryone gather in a circle.  

Weôll begin by calling in the directions. Feel free to grab a drum or rattle if youôd like.ò 

A few of us scurry around the corner to the library in the back of the lodge.  We 

sample the selection of rattles and maracas, make our choices, and rejoin the group.  We 

all fall into place standing in a circle.  María Elena guides us.   

ñI will be singing a chant I learned from some Mayan elders.  Iôve been singing 

this chant lately because I think these are important reminders for us during this time on 

the planet.  Weôll begin in the East.ò   

María Elena turns her back to us and we all orient our bodies in the direction she 

is facing. She begins to drum and sing.  We join her. 

                                                 

1
 All proper first names are used with consent and at the request of those named.  
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Tierra mi cuerpo 

Agua mi sangre 

Viento mi aire 

Fuego mi espíritu. 

 

After the third repetition, María Elena holds the last syllable until it dissipates.   

We repeat this process five additional times, proceeding sunwise (clockwise) to 

the south, west, north, then upward toward the sky, and downward toward the earth.  As 

we make our way around the circle, the words of the chant direct our attention to the 

elements: ñEarth my body, water my blood, wind my breath, and fire my spirit.ò  The 

song reminds us that our own bodies are comprised of the sacred elements of the planet.  

Everything is interconnected. 

After we finish calling in the directions, María Elena invites us to join hands.  She 

picks up a rattle and hands it to the person on her left.   

ñNext weôll take turns rattling and calling our names into the circle.  Also call in 

the names of your ancestors, going back as far as you can remember.  They can help us, 

and our prayers can also help heal them.  The Hawaiians say that it is good to know the 

names of your ancestors for 20 generations.ò   

She pauses, her eyes twinkling, ñWeôll just do our best.ò 

There are about a dozen of us gathered.  As we make our way around the circle, 

there are some tears and long pauses as the legacies carried by the names begin to 

surface.  María Elena is the last person in the circle to have a turn.  She offers a few more 

words of prayer.  We look around the circle, squeeze each otherôs hands, and release.  It 

is time to get to work. 
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Introduction: Research from Within the Circle  

The people gathered for ceremony in this opening vignette are in Austin, Texas.  

The year is 2013.  It is an intergenerational group, ranging in age from 72 to 7.  Among 

them are artists, retired public school teachers, academics, an engineer, and an ordained 

minister.  They go to the movies and watch Netflix.  Some have political bumper stickers 

on their cars and many are quick to chime in about current events and the latest political 

controversies.  They take yoga classes and shop for sales at Costco.  They travel the globe 

by plane, train, and automobile.  In short, they are active participants in contemporary 

global culture, complete with social media profiles and smartphones.   

They are also part of Alma de Mujer, an organization under the umbrella of the 

Indigenous Womenôs Network that runs a retreat center on the outskirts of Austin.  They 

are often simply referred to as ñAlma,ò which is a shorthand name for both their 

community and the land where their center is located.  The women come together with 

the intention of honoring Indigenous practices and knowledge systems.  They are 

committed to making these ways available in contemporary, 21
st
-century life.  They do 

this from a ñpan-Indianò perspective.  Some of the women claim their lineages to specific 

groups, such as Mescalero Apache, Chiricahua Apache, Comanche, Choctaw, Maya, to 

name a few.  Others identify by mixed heritage, including African, European, and Asian 

origins.  Many of the women trace their indigeneity through their Mexican heritage, 

referring to themselves as Chicanas and affirming the Indigenous roots of their Mexican 

origins.  There are a handful of women who have been with Alma since its founding in 

1988.  They have extensive roots in the Chicano Movement, Chicana feminism, gay and 
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lesbian rights, arts activism, and global Indigenous rights movements.  Moving into their 

fifties, sixties, and seventies, many of these women are taking up the mantle as teachers 

and elders of the community.    

The womenðthe mujeresðgather in their diversity.  They recognize that 

centuries of colonization and historical repression of Indigenous identities have resulted 

in a widespread disconnection from Indigenous knowledge systems.  Almaôs mujeres 

assert this is especially true in the case of Indigenous womenôs ways of knowing.  They 

have struggled to create a space in which some of these ruptures and disconnections can 

be repaired, where the wounds of the soul can be tended.  The very name of the 

community affirms this purpose.  Translated from the Spanish, ñAlma de Mujerò refers to 

ñwomanôs soul.ò  

To this end, several of the women talk about the need to ñreclaim womenôs 

medicineò and ñreclaim Indigenous healingò for their communities.  Some of the mujeres 

have spent decades travelling the continent to work with various Indigenous teachers.  

Similarly, the women invite Indigenous elders to Alma, hosting them in offering healings 

and teachings to the public.  The mujeres gather in ceremonies to mark the full moon, 

solstices, and equinoxes.  They host all-night ceremonies for the healing of earthôs 

waters.  They also come together in healing ceremonies when their members are in need.   

Some of the Alma women comment that they feel as though they live between 

two worlds.  On one hand, they are part of the hustle and bustle of urban life in central 

Texas.  Yet, they also see and experience reality through a different lens than that of 

mainstream society.  The landscape of their world is often represented by the sacred 
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circleðan Indigenous blueprint for understanding the universe as a dynamic system of 

relationships (e.g., Allen, 1992; Colomeda, 1999).  From within the sacred circle, there is 

no division between mind, body, soul, and spirit; there is no separation between the 

material worlds and the spirit worlds; and humanity is but a part of the natural world and 

not meant to have dominion over it.  Also referred to in English as the ñMedicine Wheelò 

or ñsacred hoop,ò the sacred circle is often portrayed divided according to the four 

cardinal directions.  Each direction on the Medicine Wheel is associated with a different 

element, color, stage of life, season, animals, plants, minerals, spirits, ancestors, guides, 

even emotions and psychological processes.  When one aspect is out of balance, it ripples 

through the entire system.  Everything is interrelated; nothing is excluded.  Particularly 

on Turtle Islandðor the lands renamed as the Americas after European invasionðthe 

sacred circle is one view into the foundations of Indigenous epistemologies. 

The women at Alma de Mujer remind themselves of this reality when they gather.  

Whether hosting a ceremony, birthday party, workshop, or council meeting, the women 

commonly begin by joining in a circle and invoking the four directions.  By doing this, 

they connect themselves to a practice that has been recognized for millennia by 

Indigenous peoples on the continent (Cleve, 2012).  The practice may take varied forms 

and is often referred to by different namesðñcalling in the directions,ò ñhonoring the 

directions,ò or ñopening the circle.ò  Regardless of variations, the Alma women recognize 

that the circle is not merely a matter of convention.  Instead, it is a conscious affirmation 

of their participation in an interconnected understanding of reality.  They believe that 
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living from within this view of reality is important to the wellbeing of their communities 

and the planetðfor past, present, and future generations. 

Healing Between Two Worlds 

Much like the women at Alma, I also straddle two different worlds; healing is the 

thread that links them together.  As a doctoral student in counseling psychology, my 

weekdays are spent inhabiting the domain of Western psychology.  I train in ways of 

researching, assessing, and treating human suffering according to the Western academic 

and medical traditions that have developed over the last 120 years.  However, I am also a 

Chicana with practices rooted in Indigenous traditions of curanderismo.
2
  Much like the 

women at Alma, I honor the way of the circle.  From within the perspective of the sacred 

circle, healing can be a radically different enterprise than a conventional Western 

therapist-client scenario.  Healing involves relationships on multiple levels, from family 

and community to the elements, land, ancestors, mind, body, soul, and spirits.  When I 

first moved to Austin to begin my doctoral program, I experienced tension between my 

belief systems and the world of Western psychology.  While I studied diligently in my 

academic program and met amazing mentors and peers, there was a part of me that felt 

alienated and hidden.  As a result, I went in search of kindred community.  One year into 

my doctoral program, I discovered Alma de Mujer. 

                                                 

2
 Curanderismo literally translates from the Spanish as ñhealing tradition.ò   It can refer more generally to 

traditional Indigenous-based medicine practices that have developed throughout Latin America.  Writing 

from Texas, which borders Mexico, curanderismo is more typically associated with Mexican Traditional 

Medicine, which is discussed more thoroughly in subsequent parts of the text. 
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The more time I spent with the Alma community, the more I realized that the 

chasm I felt between my two worlds was a division that reflected an external and 

historical reality.  I long had taken for granted that systems such as curanderismo and 

Indigenous healing practices would not be part of my formal education as a psychologist.  

Even as I suffered from their separation, I was convinced that I could not entertain their 

integration until I was a well-established professional.  However, spending time with the 

mujeres at Alma actually gave me pause and prompted me to consider that the very 

separation itself was worthy of exploration.   

From one perspective, it may seem obvious that the vast majority of U.S. doctoral 

programs in psychology would not train their students in Indigenous healing practices.  

These are, after all, programs with roots in Western science and medicine.  However, 

from another perspective, it is quite remarkable to think that the varied knowledge 

systems native to the lands now identified as the U.S. and the Americas would be so 

difficult to detect in mainstream American psychology.  The ease with which Western 

knowledge systems are assumed to be exclusively relevant is, in itself, notable.  It 

suggests there is a deeper story to tell.   

The text that follows is my attempt to contribute to this story through my 

dissertation research with the women at Alma de Mujer.  Through two years and 

hundreds of hours spent with the Alma community, I weave together a history of their 

organization and discuss how they have come together to explore and create contexts of 

healing for themselves and their people.  I tell their story in the greater context of the 

relationship between Indigenous healing systems and Western medicine and psychology.  
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As part of this storytelling, I include my own experiences and those of others whose 

professional and personal lives straddle these worlds.  In bringing together these stories, 

four central themes have emerged that serve as guideposts for the text.  In the sections 

below, I orient readers to these themes and discuss the perspectives from which this 

dissertation is written. 

The Authority to Heal 

Early into my relationship with the Alma mujeres, I began asking questions about 

the founding of Alma.  How did it arise and why?  As mentioned earlier, I encountered 

repeated mention of Alma providing a space for the community to ñreclaim Indigenous 

healingò and ñreclaim womenôs ways of healing.ò  The word ñreclaimingò makes 

palpable the greater historical contexts that have given rise to Alma and similar 

movements across the continent.  Consequently, a theme central to Almaôs story is the 

grassroots response to the larger processes by which Indigenous knowledge systems have 

been undermined and assaulted in the context of dominant Western society.   

A key part of the European invasion of Turtle Island (i.e., the American 

continents) was forced cultural and religious conversionða form of psychospiritual 

violence against the foundations of Indigenous communities (e.g. Gonzales, 2012).  In the 

five centuries since the invasion, these processes have continued, sometimes in tacit 

ways.  Even the history of Western medicine and psychology can be understood in the 

context of cultural hegemonyðwith Western knowledge systems prevailing to the 

exclusion and even criminalization of local Indigenous healing practices (e.g. Niezen, 
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2000).
3
  On a facile level, it is why, as a doctoral student in counseling psychology, I 

learned to assess mental health through the language of DSM diagnoses instead of the 

Medicine Wheel. 

When the women at Alma refer to ñreclaimingò Indigenous and woman-centered 

healing, they address this legacy.  As articulated by many of the elders at Alma, they link 

this impetus for reclaiming to their involvement as social activists in the latter half of the 

twentieth century.  Almaôs founders and current elders struggled alongside their 

communities through the various phases of the U.S. Civil Rights Movement, the Chicano 

Movement, Indigenous rights movements, gay and lesbian liberation, and the second 

wave Womenôs Movement.  However, as has been written about extensively by feminists 

of color, the women often encountered tension and discrimination within these 

movements on the basis of their multiple levels of marginalization as women of color 

(e.g., Hurtado, 1996; Moraga, 2011).  As a result, they began to articulate their own 

experiences and visions for social change.  In much of the activist writings at the time, 

this response became known as U.S. third world feminism (Sandoval, 1998; 2000).  Like 

many of these feminists of color, Almaôs founders began to connect social liberation 

struggles to the need for individual and collective psychospiritual healing.  The 

transgenerational impacts of colonialism, racism, sexism, classism, and homophobia were 

no longer ñjustò about sociopolitical reform but about the healing of communities on 

                                                 

3
 As discussed by Weahkee (2008), American Indian healing and religious practices were outlawed in the 

U.S. in the 1800s.  Such bans were not formally reversed until the 1978 passage of the Indian Religious 

Freedom Act. 



10 

 

multiple levels (e.g., Moraga & Anzaldúa, 1983; Anzaldúa, 1987; Moraga, 2011).  The 

effort to reclaim Indigenous and woman-centered ways of healing became vital to the 

process of tending the wounds wrought by centuries of oppression (e.g., Allen, 

1986/1992; Anzaldúa, 1987; Castillo, 1994; Ehrenreich & English, 1973/2010; Niezen, 

2000). Alma de Mujer was founded in the context of this movement.  As Alma council 

member Yvette states, ñAlma became an important space for us to gather as women...We 

were and still are doing the important work of reclaiming our birthright as healers.ò  

On the surface, the story of healing at Alma de Mujer may seem more relevant to 

disciplines such as anthropology or cultural studies.  However, I suggest there is an 

important place for this discussion in Western psychology.  As U.S. psychology becomes 

more interested in responding to mental health disparities among communities of color, 

there has been a growing commitment to multiculturalism and social justice in research, 

training, and practice.  As I discuss in the subsequent section, the movement toward a 

U.S. psychology that is reflective of community diversity necessitates efforts to widen the 

circle of what qualifies as knowledge, authority, and expertise in mental health.   

Almaôs mujeres constitute a different type of authority than is the norm within the 

academic and clinical settings typical of mainstream Western psychology.  Borrowing 

from Italian philosopher Antonio Gramsci, the concept of the ñorganic intellectualò is a 

useful one in framing the roles of Almaôs elders.
4
  Writing in the 1920s and 30s, Gramsci 

contrasted organic intellectuals with ñtraditional intellectuals.ò The latter he associated 

                                                 

4
 Dr. Doug Foley first suggested the relevance of the Gramscian concept of the organic intellectual to the 

role of Alma de Mujerôs leaders. 
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with institutions (i.e., schools, academia, churches, influential cultural organizations, etc.) 

that play a role in maintaining a status quo that serves dominant groups (Femia, 1981).  

Gramsci differentiated organic intellectuals as those working locally on behalf of their 

communitiesô interests.  Not tied to the hegemonic dictates of the academy or the state, 

Gramsci suggested that organic intellectuals serve an important function in leading 

counter-hegemonic processes that foster social change on a local level (Foley, 1995; 

Lawner, 1973; Yogev & Michaeli, 2011).   

Using this framework, Almaôs elders can be understood as organic intellectuals 

who have created resources for healing in their community, which they specifically tie to 

social change agendas and social liberation movements.  Theirs are voices often not heard 

in the academic and clinical circles more conventionally reserved for traditional 

intellectuals.  Learning about Almaôs story of reclaiming healing is an opportunity to 

come into dialogue with leaders at the grassroots and learn how they conceive of and 

attend to the needs of their communities.   

However, there is an additional element of Gramsciôs theory that I find 

compelling for this discussion.  What Gramsci outlines is actually a relational system.  

Both organic and traditional intellectuals emerge from the same sociopolitical milieu, 

even as they express different aspects of it.  From this perspective, it is impossible to say 

their work is separate and unrelated; the very illusion of separation is itself a consequence 

of their respective standings in a hegemonic system.  From this standpoint, Alma de 

Mujer and Western psychology exist in relationship to each other.  They are organic and 

traditional intellectuals who have set about the call to respond to the ailments and 
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suffering of communities.  They have each arisen in the context of a global struggle 

around colonialism and power.  They tell different sides of the story.   

Bridging Dialogues 

A second task of this research is to investigate this relationship.  From the onset, it 

was the perceived separation between Western and Indigenous knowledge systems that 

motivated my interest in this research.  Rather than foster further polarization, the intent 

of this inquiry is to explore the nature of this relationship and contribute to dialogue 

across these worlds.  Indeed, Alma de Mujer and Western psychology have more in 

common than might be readily apparent upon cursory examination.   

The social liberation zeitgeist that spurred Almaôs leaders into action in the latter 

half of the 20th century also led to sweeping changes in U.S. psychology.  In the past 60 

years, under the leadership of pioneering psychologists of color, Western psychology has 

changed in remarkable ways, ushering in a discourse of ñmulticultural counseling,ò 

which has widely impacted the field (e.g., DôAndrea et al., 2001; Comas-Díaz, 2009; 

Padilla & Olmedo, 2009; Pickren, 2009).  Just as Almaôs leaders have joined with other 

activists in working to address the needs of communities of color, Western psychologists 

have made extensive efforts to expose the Eurocentric foundations of psychologyôs 

theories and clinical practices, exploring how to serve the needs of diverse populations in 

culturally responsive ways.  (e.g., Fouad & Arredondo, 2007; Ponterotto, Casas, Suzuki, 

& Alexander, 2009; Sue & Sue, 2008).   

The elaboration of ethnic psychologies within Western psychological discourse 

has proven instrumental in drawing attention to the culturally contingent nature of 
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psychological knowledge and theories.  Representing movements of Black/African 

American, Chicana/o, Latina/o, Mestiza/o, Native American/American Indian, and Asian 

American psychologies, U.S. scholars have made tremendous contributions in 

articulating psychologies that are historically and socioculturally grounded in the contexts 

of the communities whom they hope to serve (e.g., Duran & Duran, 1995; McNeill & 

Cervantes, 2008; Neville, Tynes, Utsey, 2009; Velásquez, Arellano, McNeill, 2004).  The 

emergence of ethnic psychologies has also included a ñreclaimingò process that is similar 

to that articulated by Almaôs leaders and other U.S. feminists of color.  This has been 

marked by increasing interest in cultural healing systems practiced by communities of 

color, even identifying parallels between the roles of Western counselors and traditional 

healers (e.g., Duran & Duran, 1995; Comas-Díaz, 2005, 2006, 2008a, 2010a; McNeill & 

Cervantes, 2008; Parham & Parham, 2002).  This emergent focus on cultural healing 

systems and practices has revealed professional and personal identity explorations among 

several psychologists of color who may find themselves bridging disparate worlds, with 

one foot in the Western academy and another in their native cultures and belief systems 

(e.g., Comas-Díaz, 2005, 2008a, 2010a; Cervantes, 2004; Espín, 2008).   

Such attempts to bridge between worlds present a compelling point of entry for a 

proposed dialogue with Alma de Mujer community members.  As Western-trained 

psychologists become more interested in local cultural healing systems, they are more 

likely to consult with and learn from community elders, teachers, and healers who serve 

as local authorities in these domains (e.g., Constantine, Myers, Kindaichi & Moore, 

2004).  Psychologist Lillian Comas-Díaz explains her own shift in acknowledging the 
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contributions of other cultural healing systems; she references beginning to recognize 

ñfolk healers as equalò to her in expertise and training (2005, p.976).  However, there is 

undeniable tension between the worlds of Western psychology and Indigenous healing 

communities.  Dialogue and exchange between these worlds must include recognition of 

the colonial legacies that continue to impact Indigenous communities.  Consequently, as 

some psychologists begin to bridge the worlds between Western and Indigenous healing 

systems, they simultaneously are setting decolonizing agendas, calling upon Western 

psychology to recognize the validity of local knowledge systems without having to justify 

them according to Western perspectives (Duran, 2006).  Through this process, the 

knowledge of organic intellectualsðthose authorized by local communities as healers 

and teachersðbecomes particularly relevant. 

Thus, an emphasis on the local production of knowledge is beginning to gain 

momentum in Western psychologyðeven if it has not yet reached mainstream audiences 

within the discipline.  This is evident particularly among U.S. scholars of color and those 

of the ñglobal majorityò who call for a ñnew psychologyò that is inclusive of multiple 

voices, creating a collective in which Western psychology is but one of many participants 

(Pickren, 2009, p. 431).  One early leader in this discourse was the late psychologist 

Ignacio Martín-Bar· (1994) who articulated the vision of a ñliberation psychology.ò  

Working in Central America in the 1970s and 80s, he candidly critiqued Western 

psychology for failing to account for the historical, cultural, and sociopolitical realities 

that dynamically shape the daily experiences of communities.  Martín-Baró urged 

psychologists to abandon pre-defined ñtruths,ò insisting that knowledge production be 
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viewed as a generative process in which psychologists become co-learners and 

participants with local groups in order to construct knowledge out of local realities and 

experiences (Watkins & Shulman, 2008). 

Psychologists have begun to respond to this vision in practical terms, asking what 

it would mean for psychology to honor local knowledge systems and worldviews as valid 

bases for both clinical practice and research.  Amidst his prolific work in this area, Gone 

(2007; Gone & Alcántara, 2007) calls for attention to community-based resources, 

including local healers, grassroots leaders, and self-help groups.  In addition, Gone 

(2007) suggests collaboration with these groups and leaders in order to incorporate local 

worldviews and norms into ñradically alternative therapeutic institutionsò that reflect and 

emerge from community contexts (p. 297).   

Approaches such as those suggested by Gone require a fundamental 

epistemological shift among researchers and cliniciansðone through which 

psychologists go beyond merely appreciating other cultural worldviews, instead 

becoming embedded in the lived realities of the communities with whom they work.  

Duran, Firehammer, and Gonzalez (2008) identify this as an ñepistemological hybridity,ò 

which necessitates a relationship to local communities that is far more extensive than is 

typically encouraged through standard multicultural curricula in psychology training 

programs (p. 291).  These authors suggest a prolonged ñenmeshing training process,ò 

requiring the clinician to step outside the therapy office or university and into the 

community where locals are the teachers and expertsðlearning directly from the 

communityôs identified organic intellectuals (p. 291).  While Duran, Firehammer, and 
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Gonzalez recommend this approach for training clinicians, a similar approach might be 

suggested for researchers.  

Epistemological Hybridity 

My research with the Alma de Mujer community is an endeavor in the service of 

epistemological hybridity and enmeshing training.  Carrying forward research with the 

intention of epistemological hybridity raises interesting dilemmas and necessarily 

challenges Western conventions for how to ask questions and gather, interpret, and 

present data.  Thus, the third theme of this work is concerned with the methodological 

and ethical issues inherent in engaging in research from this standpoint.  The implications 

of assuming the stance of epistemological hybridity are important.  Without this stance, 

this research could easily become yet another example of a cultural comparison project in 

which Almaôs healing practices and belief systems are recorded, described, and analyzed 

according to Western perspectives.   

While it is certainly impossible for me to deny or undo the Western dimensions of 

my own worldviews, this research is about asking how Indigenous epistemologies might 

be privileged in the course of the research process. Thus, while I certainly engage in an 

exploration of the psychospiritual healing systems key to Alma de Mujerôs service to its 

community, I purposefully do not go into many of the details of the healing techniques 

themselves.  Moreover, I am not advocating that Western-trained clinicians attempt to 

adopt Indigenous healing practices.  Rather, I make a broader argument for Western 

psychology to take seriously the knowledge systems and worldviews out of which Alma 

operates.  In the spirit of epistemological hybridity, this research project is an attempt to 
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respond to the following question:  What would it look like to conduct research from the 

premise that Indigenous knowledge systems are valid, legitimate ways of knowing and 

making sense of the world?   

This approach calls into question the very notions of what constitute knowledge 

and valid sources of knowledge.  Even the language of ñdataò and ñcollectionò begins to 

unravel within Indigenous epistemological systems.  Wilson (2008) emphasizes the 

importance of these differences, explaining that according to typical Western research 

practices, ñthe researcher is an individual in search of knowledge, knowledge is 

something that can be gained, and therefore knowledge may be owned by an individualò 

(p. 56).  Wilson contrasts this with Indigenous perspectives: 

An Indigenous paradigm comes from the fundamental belief that knowledge is 

relationaléIt is not just interpersonal relationships, or just with research 

subjectsébut it is a relationship with all of creation.  It is with the cosmos; it is 

with the animals, with the plants, with the earth that we share this knowledge.  It 

goes beyond the idea of individual knowledge to the concept of relational 

knowledgeéyou are answerable to all your relations when you are doing 

research. (quoted in Wilson, 2008, p. 56-57) 

These differences have significant implications, which Indigenous scholars highlight in 

advocating for methodological paradigms consistent with Indigenous worldviews (e.g., 

Kovach, 2009; Smith, 1999; Wilson, 2008).  My own research methods have been based 

on the work of these Indigenous scholars as well as guided by the Alma mujeres 
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themselves.  I more extensively discuss these methodological issues and my own 

decision-making processes in a subsequent chapter. 

The Story of Research 

 The issue of method also raises the fourth theme of this textðthe question of how 

to share and write about what is learned.  I intentionally opened this dissertation with the 

Medicine Wheel and the invocation of the sacred circle.  The sacred circle is the 

relational reality within which healing is conceived of and experienced among the 

community of Alma de Mujer.  In writing this dissertation, one of the primary questions I 

faced was how to offer readers a text that honors the way knowledge is shared and 

communicated from within a relational system.  I am opting to do this through story, 

which has been a method widely discussed among Indigenous scholars (e.g., Chilisa, 

2012; Kovach, 2009).  This approach is also consistent with what I have experienced with 

Almaôs mujeres.  I have sat with them in workshops, casual conversation, formal 

teachings, ceremonies, and interviews.  Across contexts, they teach through story. 

A great deal has been written about the role of story and storytelling in the 

transmission of Indigenous knowledge, teaching, and healing (e.g., Chilisa, 2012; 

Kovach, 2009; Mehl-Madrona, 2007 & 2010; Wilson, 2008).  As Kovach (2009) 

highlights, story is all about relationshipðit is personal and interpersonal.  From this 

perspective, the web of relations narrated in a story includes all relationsðnot only 

humans but all the elements, plants, animals, spirits, ancestors, etc.  Story is the conduit 

through which all these figures can be included in a way that represents their agency and 

consciousness.  In Indigenous practice, story is by definition not objective, as it is shared 
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by a storyteller whose subjectivity and location in the web of relations is fundamental to 

the knowledge itself.  Listeners are also part of this web, with their own location and 

relations.  Therefore, story becomes a dynamic interaction in which the validity of the 

knowledge is assessed according to the nature of the relationship between storytellers and 

listeners.  While this may resemble some of the themes in Western postmodernist and 

constructivist theories, it is alsoðextending even further back in timeðan important 

aspect of Indigenous epistemology (Kovach, 2009).   

I approach writing this dissertation in this spirit of story.  By ñstoryò I mean a 

first-person narrative account of the experiences and web of relations out of which my 

research with the Alma community arises.  This is a project about communicating across 

epistemological lenses, which is difficult to do simply by third-person report.  As much 

as possible, I try to provide readers with a vivid, sensory experience of what it is to be 

with the Alma community.  In the tradition of Indigenous storytelling, I situate myself 

throughout and even share my internal processes, knowing that all of these stories are 

mediated through my experiences and relationships.  I draw specific attention to how I 

have learned these stories and the dilemmas faced in ñtranslatingò these stories and 

perspectives across worlds.  While I attempt whenever possible to present the mujeresô 

stories in their own words, I am also forced to resort to summarizing and paraphrasing in 

many situations.  This is, therefore, an imperfect rendering. 

There is an inherent negotiation in the writing and storytelling process.  By virtue 

of my position in the academy, my motives are mixed.  As I write this story, it is never 

far from my mind that this text also serves my own effort to earn a doctoral degree.  
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Thus, embedded in this story is the standard Western academic practice of presenting 

literature review, research methods, and analysis of data.  I am not operating under the 

assumption that I am telling the womenôs stories as they would tell them.  In that way, the 

women are generously contributing something that benefits my own academic and social 

capital.  However, my hope is that this text also serves to honor our relationship and 

provides something of service to the community.  We have sat together for hundreds of 

hoursðthrough laughter, prayer, sweat, tears, and frustration.  We have become part of 

each otherôs stories.  My research is now part of the web of relations at Alma de Mujer, 

and it is my hope and responsibility that it be in right relationship to the community. 

From the Indigenous perspective, Wilson (2008) identifies research as a type of 

ceremonyðwith ñthe purpose of ceremonyéto build stronger relationships or [to] bridge 

the distance between aspects of our cosmos and ourselvesò (p. 11).  In Indigenous 

communities, ceremony is one conduit for the acquisition of knowledge, and this 

knowledge is considered sacred (Gonzales, 2012).  I consider this research experience to 

be a ceremony.  I have sat in this ceremony with the Alma mujeres and with members of 

the academic and clinical communities that constitute my doctoral training.  I approach 

this dissertation as the storytelling portion of the ceremonyðthe part that takes place in 

the wee hours of darkness before sunrise, after a long night of work and prayer.  It is 

before the final offering, before the feasting with the community.  The storytelling is 

done to tie together all the eventsðplanned and unplannedðof the ceremony.   In this 

case, I tell my story to see if my research journey can do its part to explore what it means 

to traverse the worlds between Indigenous healing systems and Western psychology.   
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This is a different kind of research than I was trained to do in school; thus, this 

story contains my own process of fumbling through the navigation between these worlds.  

In all its imperfections, however, I believe the endeavor is an important one.  Dialogue 

requires willingness to acknowledge the validity of other ways of understanding the 

world.  For Western psychology, it means being willing to step into the sacred circle as 

one of many ways of healing.  It also requires the admission that all participants just 

might have something to learn from each other.  As Cherokee psychiatrist Dr. Lewis 

Mehl-Madrona writes, ñthe conversation is more interesting when everyone is given a 

seat around the tableò (2007, p. 23).  I offer this story with the prayer that it serves such a 

conversation, and I hope to offer prayers to the sunrise and feast with the community 

when it is done. 

Note on Terminology 

In the context of this document, the term ñIndigenousò is capitalized unless 

included in a quotation from another source.  Indigenous is used to refer to the Original 

Peoples of the lands across the globe displaced through widespread movements of 

European colonialism.  In the case of the present study, Indigenous most commonly 

indicates the Original Peoples of ñTurtle Islandò
5
 the lands now known as the Americas.  

ñNative Americanò and ñAmerican Indianò specifically refer to members of Indigenous 

communities in North America.  Such terminology is imperfect and grossly minimizes 

                                                 

5
 While now a widespread, pan-Indigenous term, ñTurtle Islandò is attributed to the Northeastern nations, 

including the Delaware and Iroquois.  According to Miller (1974), in the 17
th
 century, Jasper Danckaerts 

recorded the Delaware creation story that the land masses of the earth were placed by Creator on the back 

of the Great Turtle.  The story certainly long predates Danckaertsô recordings. 
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the diversity of cultures and nations within these populations.  Specific names of tribes, 

nations, and peoples are used when available.  However many people with Indigenous 

ancestry have lost the details of their specific heritages, with Indigenous histories, 

legacies, languages, and cultures assaulted with processes of colonization.  This is 

generally true for people of Mexican descent who often identify themselves as having 

ñmestiza/oò origins, namely a mixture of Indigenous, European, and African ancestries.  

ñChicana/oò refers to Mexican Americans and is a term that emerged from a self-naming 

process that was part of larger civil rights and consciousness-raising movements among 

Mexican Americans in the 1960s and 1970s (García, 1997).   Many people who identify 

with this term acknowledge its political origins and particularly invoke the Indigenous 

heritage of the Mexican people.  Several of the U.S. third world feminists discussed in 

this document identify as ñXicanasò instead of ñChicanas,ò using the ñXò to highlight the 

Indigenous roots of their identities (Castillo, 1994; Moraga, 2011).  ñLatina/oò broadly 

refers to people who claim cultural origins in lands that became known as ñLatin 

Americaò and were colonized by the Spanish and Portuguese.  The term ñHispanicò is not 

used in this document unless it is quoted from studies employing this term.  When 

addressing the global processes of European colonialism, the discussion is largely limited 

to research that pertains to North American Indigenous, Chicana/o, Latina/o, and 

mestiza/o populations, as this literature is most directly relevant to the populations from 

which the Alma community is drawn. 
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Part I.  Tracing Histories 

Chapter 1.  Arrival at Alma  

Tucked away on 23 acres of land on the outskirts of Austin, Alma de Mujer is part 

of the Texas Balcones Canyonlands Preserve and sits on the shores of Cypress Creek.  

Guarded by a wall of trees, only a red cattle gate and a powder-blue mailbox signal its 

location along the main road.  There is a sign but it is easy to overlook, and most drivers 

whiz by none the wiser to Almaôs existence (Illustration 1, p. 36).   

Turning onto Almaôs driveway, the road slopes downhill and winds through 

stands of grasses and cedar trees.  The image of a turtle is painted onto a wooden board 

and propped up against a tree, cautioning drivers to slow down as the dirt road angles 

straight through a shallow point of Cypress Creek.  A lush assortment of bushes and vines 

crowd in along the banks of the waters.  In the height of spring and summer, the tree 

canopy along the creek is full and arches over the road just enough to obscure the 

endpoint of the drive.  Newcomers are left to wonder for a split moment exactly where 

this road is leading (Illustration 2, p. 36).  With the jolt of a telltale pothole on the other 

side of the creek, the thick vegetation gives way to a spacious meadow carpeted in native 

grasses.  Wooden buildings peek out from behind the trees that rise up at the edges of the 

meadow.  Just ahead, the drive curves to the left where Almaôs main lodge sits at the foot 

of a bluff rising 900 feet along the southeastern boundary of the land (Illustration 3, p. 

37).  If thereôs a gathering at Alma, a line of cars will stretch along the driveway in front 

of the lodge. 
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I made my first trip down this driveway on a Saturday in July 2009.  At the time, I 

had been attempting to visit Alma for a couple of months.  Just having completed the first 

year of my doctoral program in counseling psychology, I was still relatively new to 

Austin and interested in connecting with Chicana spiritual activists and practitioners of 

curanderismo.  I had met a woman at a Latina/o leadership conference who told me there 

was a Chicana and Indigenous retreat center in Austin.  When she mentioned the name of 

the center, ñAlma de Mujer,ò or ñsoul of woman,ò I was intrigued.  I found Almaôs 

website, but there were few details about the center.  I made a few attempts to stop by and 

visit.  Both times the red cattle gate at the entrance was locked.  Eventually, via a Latina 

listserv, I was privy to an email announcement that Alma de Mujer would be hosting an 

open house and blessing ceremony for their newly completed Medicine Wheel garden.  I 

responded to Velia, whose name was signed to the email.  She welcomed me to attend, 

gave me directions, and invited me to seek her out at the event for more information 

about Alma.  

So on that Saturday in July, Almaôs red gate was wide open.  I made my way 

down the driveway for the first time, and found the place bustling with activity.  Some of 

the women were wearing bright huipiles, hand-woven blouses and dresses typical of 

Indigenous communities throughout Mexico and Central America.  Children were 

chasing each other across the sprawling meadow.  There were people mingling in the 

main lodge; others were being led on tours of the garden and various landmarks of the 

center.  I asked for Velia and found my way to a woman in her late sixties with short 

white hair.  I scarcely had finished introducing myself, when she gave me a big hug. 
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ñAlicia, you made it!  Did you get lost finding Alma?  Well, even if you had 

gotten lost, youôre here now!ò   

Standing nearly a foot shorter than I, Veliaôs exuberance was large and 

contagious.  Her words flowed quickly like the current of a self-assured river.  With no 

pressure to have to make conversation, I comfortably followed her lead. 

ñLet me show you the Medicine Wheel garden.  Do you know what the Medicine 

Wheel is?ò   

ñI know a couple of different versions of it,ò I responded. 

ñGood.  You can see ours.ò 

 Velia continued chatting, alternating between asking questions about me and 

talking about the garden she had played a central role in creating.  She reached for my 

hand and began directing me toward an area enclosed by a chain link fence.  There was a 

sign at the front gate with the painted image of a hummingbird feeding from a hibiscus 

flower.  The sign read:  ñMarshaôs Healing Gardenò (Illustration 4, p. 37).  Walking 

through the gate, Velia guided me along the crushed granite pathways of the garden.  

Laid out in the shape of a circle divided into quadrants, each section of the garden was 

filled with different medicinal herbs (Illustration 5, p. 38).  There were pink stands of 

Echinacea coneflowers, sprawling varieties of rosemary, yerba buena mint, yerba anise, 

lavender, St. Johnôs Wort, ginger, yarrow, mullein.  Some of the plants I recognized; 

many I did not.  Velia pointed out the plants to me along our walk.  She explained that 

since her retirement as a public schoolteacher, she had trained to become a certified 
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master gardener.  Gardening was her passion.  ñYouôre going to have to see my 

completely organic garden at home,ò she beamed. 

As we walked the circular path of the garden, we paused briefly at the four 

directions, each of which was demarcated by a wooden archway, bench, and the mosaic 

image of a corresponding animal.  The lizard was in the East, coyote in the South, turtle 

at the West, and the white buffalo sat in the North.  The pathways of the garden all led to 

the center, where a large tear-drop stone served as an altarpiece atop a circular platform.   

As we stood at the center of the garden, Velia asked, ñDo you see the larger white 

stones snaking through the garden?ò  She pointed to two trails of stones that crossed 

through the gardenôs walkways and the garden beds. 

ñCan you tell what that is?ò  I squinted at the layout of stones and tried to discern 

a pattern or image. 

ñNo, I canôt make anything out.ò 

ñThat is the nahui ollin, the Aztec symbol for the movement of the energies in the 

universe,ò Velia traced the image in the air with her hand to help me visualize.  I nodded. 

ñThis garden is the coming together of the Medicine Wheel of the North and the 

nahui ollin of the South.  They meet here at Alma.  The vision for this garden came to me 

in a dream.  I did not even know what a Medicine Wheel was until I dreamt it.  I woke up 

from the dream and looked it up online and found out it was a real thing!  Then María 

Elenaðyouôll get to meet herðtold me, óVelia, of course itôs real!ô  Well, I didnôt know, 

but I dreamt it.  Thereôs more to the story, and one day Iôll tell you.  But now Iôm 

overheated, so letôs go back to the lodge and get a drink.ò  
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On our walk back to the lodge, I felt myself flooded with questions.  Alma 

seemed like a hidden place.  While still within Austinôs city limits, I felt like I had 

stepped into another worldðthe expanse of the land, the creek, the sprawling meadow, 

Veliaôs nonchalant talk about visions in dreams, and the coming together of the Medicine 

Wheel and the nahui ollin.  Exactly what was this place?  What did they do here?  Velia 

chuckled at my questions but offered nothing that seemed clarifying to me.  Back at the 

lodge, Velia delivered me to Maribel, Almaôs program director at the time, for more 

information.   

Maribel had the official answer.  Alma was under the leadership of the Indigenous 

Womenôs Network, a 501(c)(3) organization.  Their mission was to promote Indigenous 

knowledge systems and lifeways, especially by supporting the youth, women, 

environmental justice, and the cultural arts.  Maribel listed off some recent projects, 

including an environmental stewardship camp for youth and a womenôs activist 

gathering.  ñWe also want to bring together the women of the North and the South,ò 

Maribel said.  She pointed to a hand-stitched quilt that hung against the northern wall of 

the lodge.  Maribel explained that Almaôs student interns had recently traveled to Canada, 

where they spent time with members of the Temiskaming Native Women's Support 

Group.  The quilt was a gift for Alma as an offering of goodwill. 

Handing me a sign-up sheet for Almaôs email list, Maribel suggested, ñThe only 

way to really get to know Alma, is to spend time here on the land, with the community.  

Thatôs how itôll make sense.ò 
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The Early Years 

That summer of 2009, I began volunteering at Alma.  I dropped the need to ask so 

many questions about what Alma was and instead relaxed into the time spent on the land.  

This was nearly two years before I considered working with the mujeres to conduct my 

dissertation research.  At the time, I was drawn to Alma as a place of refuge, where I 

could gather with other Chicana, Indigenous, and diverse women who were committed to 

earth-based and Indigenous healing practices.  In these early days, I did not participate in 

formal ceremonies or attend Council meetings.  I hovered at the edges of the community.  

My activities were mostly limited to weeding and watering the garden, attending clean-up 

work days, and helping Maribel reorganize the kitchen.  Alma felt like worlds away from 

the fast-paced life of my Ph.D. program.  At Alma, I watched and listened while I 

worked.  It was through this slow percolation that I began to get a sense of the rhythm of 

the community.  Gradually I met more and more people.  When Maribel found out I was 

a student in counseling psychology, she was excited:  ñYou have to meet Mar²a Elena.  

Sheôs been studying with healers for decades!  Youôre going to love talking to her.ò  So, 

Maribel introduced me to María Elena, who introduced me to Brenda, Gloria, Beth, and 

Modesta.  Later I met Yvette, Cynthia, Virginia Marie, Graciela, Lulu, Angelita, Iris, 

Sylvia, and many others. 
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To help me get a better feel for the history of Alma, I read Indigenous Woman 

magazine
6
, a publication of the Indigenous Womenôs Network that ran approximately 

from 1991 to 2008.  Slowly, I pieced together an outline of Almaôs story, which was 

deeply intertwined with the life of Marsha Gómez.  I had seen reference to Marsha 

throughout Alma.  The Medicine Wheel garden bore her name, framed pictures of her 

were placed throughout the lodge, and she was often spoken of in the casual 

conversations and stories told at Alma.  An acclaimed sculptor, Marshaôs pottery pieces 

were prominently displayed at the center.  She created the widely-recognized sculpture, 

ñMadre del Mundo,ò which has become a symbol synonymous with Alma.  Featuring an 

Indigenous woman seated cross-legged and cradling the Earth in her lap, the original 

Madre del Mundo sculpture was commissioned for installation at a Nevada nuclear test 

site as part of the 1985 Motherôs Day Peace Action protest (Great Texas Women, n.d.).  

Federal agents ultimately confiscated the statue, and Marsha placed this original Madre 

on a low-rising hill overlooking the creek at Alma de Mujer.  People at Alma visited 

Madre with their prayers, intentions, and reflections, leaving her their offerings of 

flowers, stones, candles, fruits, and tobacco (Illustration 6, p. 38). 

As I met more of the Alma mujeres, I realized that the community could be 

divided into ñnewcomersò like me, and those who remembered the ñearly daysò at Alma.  

Those who had been involved with Alma in the early days were inevitably linked to 

Marsha.  Marsha had arrived in Austin in 1981 and became quickly integrated into the 

                                                 

6
 Copies of the magazine may be acquired through Alma de Mujer or accessed through the permanent 

holdings of the Benson Latin American Collection at the University of Texas at Austin. 
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artist and activist communities in town.  Mujeres like María Elena, Cynthia, Yvette, 

Modesta, and others were leaders in organizing around issues related to the Chicano 

movement, Chicana feminism, bilingual education, gay and lesbian rights, Indigenous 

rights, arts activism etc.  Through their various interconnecting circles, they met Marsha. 

In the mid-1980s, Marshaðwho identified as Choctaw and Mexican-Americanð

was among the founding mothers of the Indigenous Womenôs Network (IWN).  Marsha 

described IWN as ñan international coalition of indigenous women of all ages who work 

in rural and urban communities applying indigenous values to resolve contemporary 

problemsò (G·mez, n.d.).  In 1988, feminist theorist and activist Genevieve Vaughan 

established Alma de Mujer
7
 in its present location as a retreat center for women activists. 

Marsha was named the founding director for the center, and in 1996, Vaughan gifted the 

center and the land to IWN (Vaughan, 1998).  Alma de Mujer was thus officially 

designated the retreat center for the Indigenous Womenôs Network and flourished as a 

hub of Indigenous organizing and a gathering place for Indigenous women (Indigenous 

Womenôs Network, 2011).  Marsha was an avid student of Indigenous herbalism and was 

instrumental in gathering Indigenous women from distant corners of the hemisphere to 

teach and learn from each other.   

 

 

                                                 

7
 While Alma de Mujer translates to ñwomanôs soulò in Spanish, Genevieve Vaughan also named the center 

after her longtime friend Alma Sabatini, an Italian feminist who died the year Vaughan took ownership of 

the property. 
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Cycles of Grief and Healing 

In my first few visits to Alma, I heard Marsha referenced so frequently and 

matter-of-factly that I mistakenly thought she was still in charge of Alma, and that it was 

only a matter of time before I met her.  One day while working in the kitchen, I 

remember asking a fellow volunteer where Marsha was.  Was she travelling?  Would I 

have a chance to meet her?  The woman stopped what she was doing and gave me a 

bewildered look.  Seeing her contracted expression, I felt a rush of heat flood my face, 

suspecting I had committed a terrible faux pas.  She explained that Marsha had died 

suddenly in 1998.  Her death was a ñterrible traumaò for the community.  Within five 

years of Marshaôs death, three other founding mothers of IWN died.  The death of these 

pioneering women was a profound loss to IWN and the Alma community.  Reeling from 

these losses, the activity at Alma had dropped and the space lay somewhat fallow for 

nearly 10 years.  Then, in 2008, a local group of womenðmujeres who had known Alma 

in those early daysðpetitioned the IWN Board of Directors to allow a local Council to be 

formed and revitalize the Alma community.  The Board approved and ushered in a 

second phase of activity at Alma. 

Since then, Almaôs local Council has consisted of about 13 to 15 women 

volunteers who coordinate the events and projects of the center.  María Elena has been 

the de facto grandmother of the Councilðcalling for Council meetings, corralling 

members together, managing the Alma calendar, coordinating the rentals, and overseeing 

the garden.  The local Council has changed in composition over the years with people 

coming and going.  Yet, there is a core group of women, mujeres from the early daysð
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such as María Elena, Cynthia, Modesta, and Yvetteðwho have become the abuelas, big 

sisters, and elders of Alma, connecting the early expression of Alma to a renewed 

mission in the present.  The spirit of this recent phase at Alma was described by Council 

member Yvette in Fall 2013, while leading a visiting group of danzantes
8
 on a tour of 

land. 

Alma has been here nearly 20 years and is part of the Indigenous Womenôs 

Network, which is a pan-Indian organization of women.  Alma is an important 

space for us as women because we come from all walks of life and are on different 

spiritual paths, but it gives us a place for our workéAlmaôs founder was Marsha 

Gómez, and she wanted women to have a gathering place to do their work, 

including all modalities of healing and medicine, doing the work with the 

grandmothers, and bringing the grandmothers here to teach us.  Marsha 

tragically passed, and there are still some of us who keep the intention to continue 

Marshaôs work at Alma.  

Especially at this time, women need to be walking their spiritual paths.  It 

is so important to have another way besides patriarchy and bitter squabbles.  Just 

like the message of the Thirteen Grandmothers
9
, we need to find a way to unite 

globally.  That is why I think this work involves the four sacred races.  We need to 

                                                 

8
 Danzantes observe a highly disciplined practice of ceremony and spirituality rooted in Mexican 

Indigenous traditions often identified as Mexica.  
9
 Formally known as the International Council of Thirteen Indigenous Grandmothers, the ñThirteen 

Grandmothersò are women from Indigenous groups across the globe who have formed an alliance in 

working toward global peace and right relationship to the environment.  Many of the Grandmothers say that 

their inter-tribal alliance is the fulfillment of visions and prophecies.  Their story is documented 

extensively, including in a book (Schaefer, 2006) and documentary film (Hart, 2011).  
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work together.  Even our Indigenous spiritual traditions can be patriarchal.  Iôve 

struggled with that over the yearséI think itôs time for women to begin to do the 

work their way.  I see this happening with the women who come to Alma.
 10

   

As part of this vision expressed by Yvette, the Alma mujeres have intentionally included 

the newcomers and younger women on the Council as a way to encourage 

intergenerational transmission of knowledge and bring in new activity at Alma.  

The Web of Community 

Given this history, it is not surprising that a common question I have heard asked 

of newcomers is ñHow did you hear about Alma?ò  Knowing about Almaôs recent 

revitalization, it is not difficult to understand why people are curious about what brought 

someone down the driveway and across the creek to Alma.  Indeed, most people have a 

story about how they find Alma.  With Almaôs volunteer-powered operations and limited 

budget, most people discover Alma through word of mouth, a friend, or a friend of a 

friend.  Alma does not have a formal membership process.  Some people come to Alma 

once, others go through spurts of activity with the center, and then there are the Alma 

ñregularsò and Council members who are seen at most events.   

One way to understand the fluidity of the community is to understand Alma as a 

web or the hub of a wheel.  Alma serves as the meeting grounds where different networks 

of people seem to come together as linked communities with shared interests.  Thus, a 

                                                 

10
 I use italics as a device to emphasize the voices of the mujeres in this document, thus distinguishing their 

voices from the quotations I have taken from academic reference materials.  With this intention, I also 

italicize the words of the mujeres when quoting from texts they have written. 
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personôs ñarrival storyò about how they find Alma, locates them in a web of 

connectionsðif not a familiar social connection, then most likely a shared connection of 

cultural, spiritual, and/or sociopolitical values.  There are those who are actively involved 

with political activism of communities of color in Austin, arts activism, and Indigenous 

land and human rights issues across the hemisphere.  There are those who identify with 

the network of herbalists and shamanic practitioners in Austin.  Some are danzantes, and 

others practice curanderismo or Mexican Traditional Medicine.  A unifying thread is the 

interest in facilitating connection across Indigenous communities and promoting 

Indigenous healing and knowledge systems, particularly womenôs roles in expressing and 

elaborating upon this knowledge.   

I paint this history of Alma with broad strokes as a way to introduce readers to 

themes in Almaôs story that will become important as this discussion unfolds.  Since its 

founding, Alma has been situated in the sociohistorical, cultural, political, and economic 

realities of Indigenous communities across the hemisphere.  Thus, the Alma community 

reflects the dynamic relationship between systemic issues and peopleôs collective 

responses in local contexts.  However, the story of healing at Alma is particularly 

poignant.  The deaths of Marsha and the other beloved founding mothers of IWN were 

especially traumatic for the greater community.  As I share in subsequent sections, Alma 

has journeyed through a great deal of grief; yet, Almaôs stories also show how a 

community goes about its healing.  In that way, Alma has a lot to teach, even Western 

audiences. 
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In order to share the stories of Alma, it is important to first lay the groundwork for 

dialogue.  Alma and Western medicine and psychology are located in the broader scope 

of Indigenous histories and legacies of colonialism.  To this end, I present the following 

discussion arranged into three broad themes. First, in order to understand how Alma has 

come to represent a ñpan-Indianò movement at this juncture in history, I explore the 

sociopolitical processes by which ñIndigenousò identity has been defined, racialized, and 

diluted throughout history.  Second, I discuss how systems of wellness and medicine 

became de-Indigenized through the colonization, which was central in the establishment 

of Western medical institutions.  Third, I present some of Western psychologyôs struggle 

with its own legacies of colonization and attempts to embrace liberation agendas.   
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Illustration 1.  Almaôs roadside sign.  Photo courtesy of Beth Ebbing. 

 

 

 

Illustration 2.  Crossing the creek into Alma.  Photo courtesy of Beth Ebbing. 
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Illustration 3.  The main lodge at Alma.  Photo courtesy of Beth Ebbing. 

 

 

Illustration 4.  Entrance to Medicine Wheel garden.  Photo courtesy of Beth Ebbing. 
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Illustration 5.  Medicine Wheel garden at Alma. Photo by author. 

 

 

Illustration 6.  Madre del Mundo at Alma de Mujer. Photo courtesy of Brandon Hill. 
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Chapter 2.  Legacies of De-Indigenization and Racialization on Turtle Island   

An important aspect of the Alma community is its commitment to inclusivity, 

which has meant subscribing to a broad definition of the term ñIndigenous.ò  As Yvette 

was quoted above, the community considers itself ñPan-Indian,ò not limited to one tribe, 

nation, or tradition.  Some of the women are able to trace their ancestries to specific 

Indigenous groups; however, many identify with the Indigenous heritage of their 

Mexican origins, though details of their particular affiliations may be uncertain or lost to 

history.  Thus, Alma is a community that allows for multiplicity and genealogical 

ambiguity.  Alma is certainly not alone in organizing a community around a broadly 

conceived understanding of pan-Indigenous identity.  Nevertheless, this stance of 

inclusivity is not without controversy (e.g., Pérez-Torres, 2006).  The determination of 

who qualifies as ñIndianò or ñIndigenousò long has been a matter of heated debate with 

origins in the history of the colonial regimes on Turtle Island.   

The identification of ñIndianò as a category is itself a constant reminder of the 

colonial heritage of Turtle Island.  Prior to the European colonial enterprises of the 15
th
 

century, the notion of subsuming all the residents of the hemisphere under one category 

would have been absurd.  For thousands of years, the lands had been occupied by 

countless nations, cultures, and political-economic complexes with distinct 

sociolinguisitic and political identities.  To collapse this magnitude of diversity into the 

designation of ñIndianò reflects the level at which the impulse toward erasure of 

Indigenous communities has been at work in the last 500 years (e.g., Mann, 2006).  Many 

scholars demonstrate that, since the first European occupation of this hemisphere, there 
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has been a sustained march toward the ñde-Indigenizationò of Turtle Island (Altamirano-

Jiménez, 2013; Gonzales, 2012, p. 213; Haake, 2007).  The ways this has manifestedð

physical extermination, restriction of resources, forced assimilation, and forced 

relocationðhas varied according to the agendas of colonial rulers as well as the 

governments of the subsequent nation-states, including Canada, the United States, and 

Mexico (e.g., Altamirano-Jiménez, 2013; Haake, 2007).  Over time, definitions of 

indigeneity have been constructed and manipulated as part of these processes to include 

and exclude membership based on the politics of the time and place.   The Alma 

community is rooted in the cultural borderlands of present day Texas.  Consequently, the 

legacies of Spanish, Texan, U.S., and Mexican rule all have contributed to the conditions 

under which the Alma community has come to identify with a pan-Indigenous collective.   

 The distinct colonial histories of the U.S. and Mexico have resulted in a mixture 

of de-Indigenizing processes evident in the cultural borderlands that constitute the U.S. 

Southwest, which for this discussion, include Texas.  Haake (2007) presents extensive 

scholarly research tracing these differences.  She notes that since their arrival in present 

day Mexico in the late 15
th
 century, Spanish colonizers primarily regarded Indigenous 

communities as a labor resource for work in mining, farming, construction, and domestic 

servitude (see also Menchaca, 2001).  In contrast, European colonization of the present 

day U.S. Eastern seaboard began to gain momentum in the early 17
th
 century and was 

characterized by a concern for taking ownership of Indian land.  British and French 

governments were more apt to deal with Indigenous groups as different nations and 

initially focused on treaty-making and alliance-building for land acquisition (Haake, 
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2007).  Conversely, Spaniards collapsed the Spanish colonial society into two broad 

republicsðRepública de Españoles and República de Indios (Altamirano-Jiménez, 

2013).  Even though Spaniards were aware that Indigenous peoples represented different 

nations and political groups, the designation of indio became what was salient in Spanish 

social policy and law.
11

  Below I further explore the implications of these different 

colonizing approaches to the processes of de-Indigenization. 

Mestizaje in Spanish and Mexican Legacies 

 With Spanish colonial rule, de-Indigenization began not only with the killing of 

Indigenous peoples as part of the warfare of conquest, but through the legal and social 

administration of colonial society in which a controlled absorption of ñthe Indianò 

became primary.  Altamirano-Jiménez (2013) argues that the Spanish dependence on 

Indian labor required stability in the colony, which resulted in various management 

strategies.  In the early 1500s, Spaniards created the encomienda system through which 

individual Spaniards were given titles designating them as overlords, or encomenderos, 

for parcels of land and groupings of Indians who were forced into labor (Haake, 2007).  

Spaniards assumed a paternalistic stance toward Indians.  Considering themselves gente 

de razón (people of reason), Spaniards believed it was incumbent on them to Christianize 

Indians.  Policies of mandated acculturation were formalized into the Spanish legal code 

and encomiendas were partly justified as part of these efforts (Haake, 2007; Menchaca, 

                                                 

11
 There is evidence, however, that Spaniards changed their strategies in the 18

th
 century when attempting 

to colonize Apache, Comanche, and Navajo (Diné) territories, as these nations demanded that the Spanish 

enter into treaties with them (Deloria & DeMallie, 1999)  
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2001).  Most notably, while the Spanish believed Indians to be inferior and even feared 

pagan ñcontaminationò by contact with them, intermarriage was not only encouraged but 

also legally sanctioned during early Spanish rule (Altamirano-Jiménez, 2013, p. 38).  

Legalizing intermarriage was prompted by widespread rape of Indian women and periods 

in which Spanish soldiers took several Indian women as ñconcubinesò (Menchaca, 2001, 

p. 54).  The Spanish crown and church, however, began encouraging formal 

intermarriage, which Menchaca suggests was intended to serve an integrative function in 

service of stability and control in the colony.  By 1646, there were 109,042 mestizosðor 

those of mixed Spanish and Indian parentageðrecorded by the Spanish government 

(Menchaca, 2001). 

Importantly, this social landscape included a growing number of people of 

African descent, as Spaniards had begun bringing Africans forced into slavery to the 

colony when Indian populations plummeted with the introduction of European diseases 

(Menchaca, 2001).
12

  Amidst this diversity, the Spanish government instituted a 

racialized social system to regulate privilege and resources according to racial lineages.  

Indians, mestizos, and afromestizos were all regarded as inferior to peninsular Spaniards 

and those creoles born of pure Spanish lineage.  The castas, or people of color, were 

economically, politically, and socially marginalized.  Especially for mestizos and 

                                                 

12
 There is also evidence that religious arguments were used to justify Spaniardsô support of the 

Transatlantic slave trade during this time period.  Fr. Bartolomé de Las Casas is a well-known, 

controversial historical figure who argued against exploitation of Indigenous populations on the religious 

grounds that Indians were human and capable of conversion.  However, in advocating for Indigenous 

human rights, Las Casas suggested that the labor needs of Spanish colonial enterprises be met by Africans 

forced into slavery.  Las Casas later came to oppose all forms of slavery; however, his support of African 

enslavement was nonetheless influential (Schwaller, 2011). 
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afromestizos, these conditions of structural inequality served as motivation to leave 

central Mexico and participate in the Spanish efforts to colonize territories to the north, 

including present day California, Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas (Menchaca, 2001). 

The notion of mestizaje, or mixture of Spanish and Indian, became central in the 

subsequent development of a Mexican national identity.
13

 After gaining independence 

from Spain, the newly formed Mexican government collapsed the population into one 

unified nation of ñMexicans,ò which Altamirano-Jim®nez (2013) observes also ñerased 

Indigenous subjectivityò (p. 39).  In the functioning of the nation-state, Indigenous 

peoples became subsumed into a peasant class of campesinos rather than legally 

identified as distinct Indigenous communities (Haake, 2007, p. 92).  Moreover, Mexicans 

of mixed heritage were generally regarded as ñmestizosò without an emphasis on the 

details of their Indigenous traditions.   Remarkably, the construct ñmestizajeò has 

typically been used to refer to the mixture of Indigenous and European heritage with the 

notable omission of African ancestry.  However, Menchaca (2001) cites scholarship 

indicating 17
th
-century census data that documents African-descended people 

outnumbering Spaniards in colonial Mexico (p. 61).  Moreover, Menchaca references 

legal marriage archives from Mexico City and Veracruz (dating from1646 to 1746), 

which show that over half of the African population in these areas intermarried with 

Indigenous people.
 14

  The contributions of African-descended people in this emergent 

                                                 

13
 The very name ñM®xicoò originates from the Mexica Indigenous people. 

14
 Bennett (2003) cites estimates that what was defined as the free Black population numbered 624,000 by 

the early 1800s in colonial Mexico and accounted for approximately 10% of the population.  However, 

these estimates likely do not account fully for the number of afromestizos in colonial Mexico.   
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Mexican identity has generally been underemphasized despite ample evidence of 

widespread patterns of intermarriage and flourishing cultural exchange that existed in 

Mexico (e.g., Behar, 1987; Menchaca, 2001).
15

  

After the Mexican Revolution in the early 20
th
 century, the notion of mestizaje 

was promoted as a point of pride and foundational to what was being constructed as the 

modern national identity.  This was quintessentially reflected in the concept of the raza 

cósmica (cosmic race), promoted by philosopher José Vasconcelos to suggest that the 

mestizaje of Mexico represented the emergence of a superior race which would elevate 

Mexico in the modern world (Haake, 2007).  Scholars argue that the emphasis on 

mestizaje serves as a primary vehicle of de-Indigenization in Mexico and among 

Mexican-origin people.  Pérez-Torres (2006) observes that, in the national imagination,
16

 

mestizaje fits into a teleological narrative in which indigeneity is relegated to a 

ñprimitiveò pastðrevered more as a static relic and ñrendered unimportant to current 

negotiations of personal and social identityò (p. 14).  Gonzales (2012) emphasizes thatð

over the course of 500 yearsðIndigenous knowledge systems and practices have 

continued to be transmitted among mestizo-identified people across generations.  

                                                 

15
 For a compelling essay on how African heritage and Blackness have been concealed in Mexico, see 

Henry Louis Gates Jr.ôs, ñThe Black Grandma in the Closetò (2011). 
16

 This use of ñnational imaginationò is based on Anderson (1991) who used the concept of ñimagined 

communitiesò to describe how ñnationalityò or sense of ñnation-nessò is constructed based on a collective 

identification with qualities, characteristics, or shared histories that are ñimaginedò in common, insofar as 

all members of the collective do not personally know each other.  In the example of Mexicans, obviously 

not all Mexican citizens know each other personally, but they share a sense of collective camaraderie and 

fraternity based on an imagined understanding of what histories, experiences, language, etc define ña 

Mexican.ò  In this case, mestizaje is presented as part of the imagined national identity. 
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However, because of the de-Indigenizing valence of mestizaje messages, such knowledge 

and transmission are often not recognized as Indigenous.
17

   Gonzales writes: 

Mestizaje is the master narrative of the Americas that was constructed to de-

Indigenize peopleséThey may remain Indigenous in how they live their lives, 

though they may not seem ethnically distinctéIt is in the private sphere of the 

home, the patio, the garden, the bedroom that IK [Indigenous Knowledge] 

survives (p. 213). 

Thus, in the intimate realm of family practices, stories, belief systems, and medicine, 

indigeneity is presentðthough for many it is unnamed and subsumed into ñMexican,ò 

ñmestizo,ò or a costumbre, just the way things are done.   

It is from this perspective that communities such as Alma can begin to be 

understood.  The intention of reclaiming Indigenous knowledge and medicine is not akin 

to an archaeological excavation of dormant artifacts.  Instead, it is recognition of 

contemporary indigeneity, which reflects an ever-changing expression of sociohistorical 

realities.  From this perspective, the European and Indigenous ñmixtureò of mestizos does 

not erase the continued presence and relevance of indigeneity.  This is not to ignore the 

gravity of the genocidal assaults on Indigenous peoples and recognition that Indigenous 

knowledge and cultural systems have endured erosion, interruption, and adaptation in the 

service of survival.  Rather, the reclaiming spirit of the Alma community names that 

                                                 

17
 Even Mexico, with its vast Indigenous diversity, will only ñcountò individuals as Indigenous in the 

census if they are speakers of an Indigenous language (Instituto Nacional de Estadística, Geografía e 

Informática, 2004). 
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survival and focuses on the continued elaboration of these knowledge systems.  As 

Gonzales (2012) writes, it is this dynamic, present-tense engagement with indigeneity 

that fuels decolonizing and healing work in communities.  These themes are more 

extensively discussed in subsequent sections. 

Indian Removal Strategies in the U.S.  

In addition to the de-Indigenizing influence of mestizaje discourses, the Alma 

community is also reflective of the histories of Indigenous peoples in what is now the 

United States.  ñRemovalò has been the predominant theme that scholars have identified 

in the de-Indigenizing of the U.S. (see Haake, 2007).  OôBrien (2010) provides a 

compelling analysis showing how removal of Indigenous peopleðliterally and 

figurativelyðwas central to the formation of a collective ñNew Englandò identity, which 

became part of the founding mythology of the United States.  In examining archival 

documents from early to mid-19
th
 century New England, OôBrien identifies numerous 

accounts by local historians lamenting that the Indigenous nations and communities of 

the area had become extinct.  OôBrien notes that these reports were factually incorrect; 

there wereðand continue to beðIndigenous nations in the named areas.  Reports of 

Indian extinction hinged on narrowly defining ñIndianò according to strict blood quantum 

formulas and cultural criteria reflecting static, caricature-like notions of Indigenous 

communities (e.g., live in wigwams and do craftwork; see OôBrien, 2010, p. 118).  

Preoccupied with notions of racial purity,  mixed ancestry rendered someone a ñhalf-

breedò and no longer Indian, regardless of cultural or family ties.  In fact, OôBrien cites 

historical records in which New Englanders praised the ñópure stockôò of their heritage 
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and expressed disdain for the ñheinous mixed-blood social orderò of the Spanish colonies 

(pp. 120-21).  Whereas the nascent Mexican nation acknowledged a ñmestizoò populous, 

OôBrien finds that the separation and purity of the races was the preferred ideology in 

19
th
 century U.S.   

OôBrien suggests that these narratives of Indian extinction reflect an underlying 

impulse toward erasure of Indigenous peoples from the collective identity of the new 

American nation.  Interestingly, these ñdisappearanceò accounts coincided with periods in 

which the Anglo Saxon-identified communities were busy reconstructing their own 

ancestral histories of arrival and colonizing of New Englandðto such an extent that there 

were even contests over who was the first person to set foot on Plymouth (OôBrien, 2010, 

p. 7).  OôBrien argues that the imagined extinction of Indians was key to creating a sense 

of ñindigeneityò for New Englanders as rightful founders of a young United States of 

America.  

When viewed in light of U.S. policy toward Indigenous nations at the time, such 

narratives of Indian extinction are particularly chilling.  Beginning in the early 1800s and 

continuing throughout the century, the U.S. government embarked on Indian removal 

policies and outright warfare against Indigenous peoples, which would be considered 

consistent with ethnic cleansing when evaluated by contemporary standards (Anderson, 

2005).  Under the auspices of ñManifest Destiny,ò the 19
th
 century was marked by the 

U.S. governmentôs drive to expand its landholdings westward, ultimately reaching the 

Pacific coast.  This included acquisition of the northern half of Mexico by 1848 with the 

conclusion of the Mexican American War (Montejano, 1987).  Indian nations were forced 
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further and further west to make way for land-seeking American settlers, gold 

prospectors, and economic developers.  The U.S. government introduced a ñpolicy of 

concentrationò by instituting the reservation system in attempts to ñremoveò and 

ñcontainò Indigenous peoples (Haake, 2007, p. 16).  Present-day Oklahoma was 

established as ñIndian Territoryò and became a forced destination for many Indigenous 

nations.  The latter half of the 19
th
 century was marked by U.S. military offensives 

against Indigenous peoples, especially as resistance among Plains Indians escalated. In 

the 1880s, the U.S. government also turned increasingly to forced assimilation, instituting 

now notorious Indian boarding schools.  Indian children were removed from their homes 

with the intention of ñAmericanizationò and obliteration of Indigenous languages and 

cultural knowledge systems (Haake, 2007).  All  of these de-Indigenizing strategies were 

aimed at ñremovalò of Indiansðeither by forced assimilation or direct military assault 

and subjugation.   

Ethnic Cleansing in Texas 

For the purpose of further situating Alma de Mujer in sociohistorical context, it is 

worth delving more deeply into the history of Texas during this time period.  In the 

1820s, at the time of early Anglo settlement and Mexican independence from Spain, 

Indigenous communities in Texas flourished.  Numbering approximately 30,000 people, 

these groups included Caddos, Tonkawas, Karankawas, Apaches, Comanches, Wichitas, 

and Kiowas.  There were also increasing numbers of Indigenous groups from the 

southeastern U.S. being forcibly moved west toward Texas and Indian Territory.  They 

included Creeks, Chickasaws, Cherokees, Seminoles, Choctaws, Alabamas, Delawares, 
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Kickapoos, Shanwnees, and numerous others (Anderson, 2005; La Vere, 1998).  Added 

to this regional diversity were nearly 18,000 Tejanos, or Mexicans of Texas, consisting of 

people identified as Spanish creoles, mestizos, and ñMexican Indiansò (Anderson, 2005; 

Montejano, 1987).
18

  Anglo settlers in Texas largely originated from slave-holding 

southern states, and they arrived both with African-descended slaves and the racialized 

ideologies of the plantation-centric South.   

After gaining independence from Mexico in 1836 and subsequently being 

annexed by the U.S. in 1845, Texas distinguished itself as a region of extreme racial and 

ethnic violence (Anderson, 2005).  Anglo Texans were concerned with land control, and 

as Anderson (2005) contends, the newly formed Texas Republic engaged in ñthe 

deliberate ethnic cleansing of a host of people, especially people of colorò (p. 7).  

Although many Tejanos fought alongside Anglos for Texas independence, the shared 

victory was followed by periods in which Mexicans in many regions were then driven 

from their lands by Anglos.  Mexican towns were razed, and Tejanos ñsuffered from 

forced marches, general dispossession, and random violenceò (Montejano, 1987, p. 27).  

These expulsions continued in waves after the Mexican American War and lasted into the 

20
th
 century.  Much of this violence was carried out by the Texas Rangers, who had 

fought in the Mexican American War and were later charged with serving as a type of 

ñmilitary policeò (Montejano, 1987, p. 34).  Rangers were elevated to heroic status in the 

                                                 

18
 Menchaca (2001) notes that estimates of afromestizo populations are unavailable for this time period 

because such racial categories were dismantled after Mexican independence. 
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collective imagination of Anglo Texans.
19

  Anderson (2005), however, likens the Texas 

Rangers to paramilitary forces seen in contemporary examples of ethnic cleansing (e.g., 

Yugoslavia); he argues that the Rangers were mobilized for the purpose of terrorizing 

communities of color into fleeing and relinquishing their lands.   

This was especially the case for Indians in Texas, who were the most common 

targets of Ranger village raids and plundering.  For the latter half of the 19
th
 century, 

Texas Anglos adopted multiple strategies in attempt to prevent Indigenous nations from 

laying claim to Texas lands.  Ranger raids were met with increasing retaliation by Texas 

Plains Indians, particularly Comanches, Kiowas, and Cheyennes (Anderson, 2005).  

While Anglo Texans under the leadership of Sam Houston
20

 briefly entertained peaceful 

boundary negotiations with Indian nations, such approaches were abandoned for plans 

favoring complete Indian removal.  Many Apaches and Karankawas moved southward to 

Mexico (Manchaca, 2001).  Ultimately, the U.S. Army and Cavalry joined Texas forces 

in offensive military attacks that resulted in expelling Plains Indian communities 

northward to Indian Territory (i.e., Oklahoma).  Anderson (2005) observes, ñTexans 

                                                 

19
 There were certainly complexities to these patterns of ethnic conflict.  As the Texas Ranger Hall of Fame 

and Museum notes, there were Tejanos, Indians, and African-descended people who allied and served with 

the Texas Rangers at different points in history (Texas Ranger Hall of Fame and Museum, 2011).  The 

conflict over land and resources was fierce in post-independence Texas and this included Indigenous 

groups warring against each other.  Nevertheless, it is important to remember that despite the sometimes 

ñmultiethnicò history of the Rangers, their efforts were part of a larger systemic pattern of consolidating 

resource control by Anglo elites who had risen to power with the formation of the Texas Republic 

(Anderson, 2005).  Texas Rangers were reviled by many communities of color in Texas, which was an 

important detail often excluded from the dominant narratives of Texas history.  The heroic portrait of the 

Texas Rangers was famously challenged by Tejano anthropologist Américo Paredes (1958).   
20

 Sam Houston, celebrated Anglo-Texan hero of the Mexican American War and first president of the 

Republic of Texas, is reported to have been married to a Cherokee woman prior to his move to Texas 

(Anderson, 2005, p. 401). 



51 

 

never agreed to accept the existence of western Plains Indians in the state under any 

circumstancesò (p. 360).  A band of Comanches known as Quahadas were the last to 

surrender to Texas and U.S. forces in 1875.
21

  By 1900, the U.S. Census reported 470 

American Indians in Texas (Plocheck, 1998).  This number was assuredly an 

underestimate given the number of Indigenous people who were likely considered 

Christianized Indians or relegated to ñdetribalizedò status and no longer fitting U.S. 

criteria for ñAmerican Indianò (Plocheck, 1998).  Nevertheless, the dramatic drop in 

population is astounding and indicative of ñremovalò objectives.  

Scholars agree that the ethnic cleansing of Texas in the 19
th
 century was fueled by 

economic agendas for land and resource control; nevertheless, they also contend that 

strong racial ideologies contributed to a climate in which such acts of ethnic violence 

could be rationalized (Anderson, 2005; Montejano, 1987).  Anderson argues that 

assumptions of Anglo superiority became part of the celebrated ñóexceptionalismôò of 

Texasðwhere everything ñwas supposed to be bigger and betterò (p. 39).  The emergent 

identity of a uniquely ñTexasò society rested on a racial order which was instituted after 

Texas independence; it was an order new to the diverse peoples residing in the region at 

the time.  Menchaca (2001) describes the implementation of this racial order as a process 

by which the population was ñracialized,ò introducing legally-salient categories of racial 

identification among formerly Mexican citizens.  This racial order reflected an anxiety 

                                                 

21
 Many Quahada descendants now reside in Oklahoma and preserve the oral histories of these battles (Bob 

Bullock Texas State History Museum, 2014).  It is notable that La Vereôs (1998) book Life among the 

Texas Indians is based on oral histories from Indigenous communities residing in Oklahoma and not Texas.  



52 

 

about identifying individualsô underlying racial origins, which was predicated on the 

assumption that ñraceò reflected a discrete, biologically relevant classification.   

ñIndian-nessò and ñAfrican-nessò were the maligned racial markers in this 

schema, and conferring citizenship and land rights in the new Texas Republic, in many 

ways, rested on being able to avoid classification as either Indian or Black.  For example, 

Mexicans who were deemed ñWhite,ò and otherwise not regarded as Indian or Black, 

were often granted Texas and later U.S. citizenship.  Legal rights were extended to 

Indians if they could demonstrate no tribal affiliation (i.e., detribalized status) and 

previous assimilation into Mexican Christian society.  African-descended people 

occupied a precarious position in this society.  Whereas Mexico had attempted to ban 

slavery in Texas, the independent Texas Republic embraced slavery.  After Texas 

independence, afromestizo and African-descended residentsðwho had previously been 

citizens of Mexicoðwere no longer identified as worthy of citizenship.  Rather, they 

were racialized as ñBlackò; they were given the choice to stay in Texas and be forced into 

slavery, or they could opt for deportation to Mexico, where they could be free 

(Menchaca, 2001).   

Racialization and De-Indigenization into the Twentieth Century 

These processes of racialization were not limited to Texas; they were expressed in 

various ways throughout the former Mexican territories that became the U.S. Southwest.  

In these racial schemas, ñMexicanò itself became a race category that no longer just 

referred to nationality or cultural identity.  Menchaca (2001) provides an extensive 

analysis of the many contrasting ways Mexicans became racialized.  In some cases, 
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Mexicans were identified as racially White and afforded accompanying rights.  In other 

situations, Mexicans were labeled as ñhalf-breedsò or ñIndianò and relegated to the legal 

status of ñcolored races.ò  Throughout the U.S. Southwest, segregation of Mexicans 

became widespread (e.g., Acuña, 2000; Menchaca, 2001).  Potential Indian descent, skin 

color, surname, socioeconomic status,
22

 and the Spanish language were constructed into 

markers of race and were used to deny Mexicans equal protection under the Fourteenth 

Amendment of the U.S. Constitution.  This is particularly evident in patterns of school 

segregation, which by 1930, had reached the point at which 90% of the schools in Texas 

were segregated (Valencia, 2008).
23

  In addition, Menchaca (2001) discusses several 

examples in which Mexicans were denied citizenship or naturalization because they were 

deemed ñIndian.ò  Some of these cases were tried in court, and the onus was placed on 

Mexican individuals to convince the courts that they were in fact not Indian nor identified 

with Indigenous heritage (see pp. 277-285).   

These examples show the processes by which a climate of de-Indigenization 

continued to be propagated into the 20
th
 century.  Under this racial order, Mexican-origin 

people were discriminated against for their Indigenous heritage.  Ironically, however, 

Mexicans did not meet U.S. federal standards for recognition as American Indians (e.g., 

Menchaca, 2001, p. 289).  Most Mexicans could not demonstrate membership in a 

                                                 

22
 Montejano (1987) argues that class status heavily influenced the process of racialization and provides 

evidence from Texas census reports (ca. 1930) suggesting that land-owning Mexicans were recorded as 

ñWhite.ò 
23

 Many such patterns of racial discrimination against Mexicans can be traced through the history of 

litigation, particularly regarding school segregation. See Valencia (2008) for a thorough analysis of these 

cases.  
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recognized tribe because of centuries of forced acculturation, Christianization, and the 

Mexican nationalistic discourses of mestizaje that encouraged erasure of specific 

Indigenous identities.  Such conditions placed Mexican-origin residents of the U.S. in a 

position in which minimizing or denying Indigenous descent yielded potential legal, 

social, and political benefits.  This was a bind of racialization and the convergence of two 

currents of de-Indigenization:  the erasure fraught by mestizaje and the state-regulated 

formulas for American Indian-ness.  

From the standpoint of the U.S. government, recognition of American Indians 

long has been a question of economic and legal concern.  Land, resource control, and 

self-governance are at the heart of conflict between the U.S. government and Indigenous 

nations.  The history of this struggle is well-documented in legal battles and treatiesð

most of which have been violated by the U.S. (Deloria, Jr. & DeMallie, 1999; Deloria, Jr. 

& Lytle, 1984).  As Hopkins (n.d.) argues, it has been in the U.S. governmentôs interest 

to reduce the number of recognized tribes and potential claims to land and federal 

benefits.  While the U.S. government has turned over the task of determining tribal 

membership to individual Indian nations, it still manages the process by which 

individuals register for the Certificate Degree of Indian Blood (CBID), which is based on 

blood quantum formulas and documentation of Indian ancestry as verified by U.S. 

government Rolls (Bureau of Indian Affairs, 2014).  There are high stakes to claiming 

Indigenous heritage.  Government recognition of tribal status has meant important 

socioeconomic, political, and material consequences for Indigenous peoples.  False or 

flippant claims of Indigenous identity can result in undue claims to resources.  Moreover, 
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they are an affront to the struggles endured by Indigenous nations for legal recognition by 

the U.S. government.
24

  Nevertheless, as Wittstock (2012) writes, blood quantum criteria 

can also result in legally excluding culturally affiliated individuals from tribal enrollment 

because intermarriage has rendered their ñIndian bloodò too dilute. 

There are countless more details and complexities to understanding the meanings 

of Indigenous identity on Turtle Island.  The purpose of this discussion has been to 

examine the broad trends of de-Indigenization as they have evolved across more than 500 

years of European colonization.  The designation of ñIndianò or ñIndioò has been a matter 

of hegemonic import.  On the one hand, to be labeled as Indianðor having traces 

thereofðhistorically has proven to be an indictment of racial inferiority.  On the other 

hand, it has also functioned as a highly regulated category that governments have 

narrowly defined.  In the following chapter, these processes are examined more 

thoroughly with specific attention to the impact of de-Indigenization on Indigenous 

knowledge systems, medicine, and healing practices. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

24
 For example, see the inflamed and divergent reactions that were stirred in 2012 when then U.S. Senate 

candidate Elizabeth Warren claimed Cherokee and Delaware ancestry without having documented proof 

for her claims.  Warren repeatedly refused interviews with Indian media outlets, who had questions about 

her having identified herself as a ñwoman of colorò when applying for academic positions (Capriccioso, 

2012). 
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Chapter 3.  De-Indigenizing Healing and Medicine 

 When Europeans arrived on Turtle Island, they landed in radically different 

ecosystems than those to which they were accustomed.  Thus, while they carried their 

own conceptions and practices of healing, early colonists showed initial interest in the 

medicinal knowledge systems of Indigenous peoples.  Niezen (2000) reports that prior to 

the spread of European diseases, colonists were surprised to find that they were 

comparatively in poorer states of health than Indigenous communities.  This encouraged 

interest in Indigenous knowledge of plant medicinesðto the extent that one early 

colonial historian, Cotton Mather, even encouraged intermarriage with Indians as a way 

to access this medicinal knowledge (Niezen, 2000, p. 93).  Niezen cites census reports of 

medicinal plants employed by the Indigenous communities of the present-day U.S. and 

notes that well over 2,000 species of plants were identified for uses in over 17,000 

different types of treatments. 

 Nonetheless colonists quickly became alarmed by the fact that Indigenous healing 

systems did not merely employ plants as uni-dimensional treatments; Indigenous plant 

medicines were not the equivalent of taking a pill for a headache.  Rather, healing was 

regarded as sacred work reflective of sophisticated cosmologies and psychosocialï

material-spirit ecologies in which all aspects of the universe were interrelated and imbued 

with energy, power, or a sense of consciousness.  Thus, medicine people were in 

communication with plants directly, receiving guidance from plants in dreams and 

through direct transmission of knowledge about healing properties and uses.  Particular 

plants were regarded as sacred, powerful teachers with whom relationships were 
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nurtured.  Moreover, plants were one element in larger ceremonial systems that served as 

the foundation for the rhythms of daily life.  Time cycles, seasonal cycles, cultivating 

plants, hunting, childbirthðall aspects of life were included in an interconnected system.  

While there were certainly variations across Indigenous groups, these fundamental 

characteristics have been documented in Indigenous knowledge systems across the 

hemisphere (e.g., Gonzales, 2012; Allen, 1986/1992; Niezen, 2000).  Given their 

Christian worldviews, European colonizers came to associate Indigenous cosmologies 

and knowledge systems with ñsuperstitionsò suggestive of evil and satanic behavior 

(Niezen, 2000).  This was true across Turtle Island.   

Curanderismo under Spanish Rule 

 Extensive scholarship has been compiled documenting the treatment of 

Indigenous knowledge systems during Spanish rule in Mesoamerica.  Returning to 

colonial records of the 16
th
 century, Gonzales (2012) describes early Spanish efforts to 

expunge sacred knowledge systems from Indigenous societies.  This included the 

destruction of the vast collection of the Nahua amoxtli, which were highly complex, 

symbolically layered texts that recorded everything from calendric systems and medicinal 

knowledge to histories, dreams, and songs.  Indigenous scribes and painters were forced 

to abandon this sacred work at the threat of execution.  Gonzales describes the case of 

don Carlos Chichimecatecotl who was burned at the stake for being in possession of texts 

recording ceremonial feasts (p. 73).  Gonzales emphasizes that the robust oral and 

performance traditions of Indigenous communities became the primary vehicles through 

which these knowledge systems continued to be transmitted intergenerationally, despite 
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Spaniardsô efforts at repression.  Under forced conversion to Catholicism, many 

Indigenous communities infused their sacred language with Catholic names to avoid 

persecution.  For example, sacred plant medicines such as peyote or peyotl were referred 

to by names such as ñSanta Mar²aò or ñNuestra Se¶oraò (Gonzales, 2012, p. 29).
25

   

Much in the same way that Spaniards subsumed all Indigenous nations under the 

term ñindio,ò similarly, they collapsed the diversity of healing practitioners in 

Mesoamerica under the singular label curandero for men or curandera for women.  

Translated to refer generically to ñhealer,ò the term included surgeons, herbalists, bone-

setters, midwives, tooth-extractors, ñwomenôsò specialists, and a host of other specialties 

(Fields, 2008; Quezada, 1991). Viesca-Treviño  writes: 

The curandero is the product of the Conquest; Indigenous medical specialists such 

as the Nahua tícitl, the Huastic ilalix, the Tzeltal hôilojel and the Tzotil hôilol, the 

Mayan h-men, the ah cut of the Pokoman, and its Quiché equivalent, the ah cun, 

became diluted and homogenizedéPrevious to the conquest, all of these healers 

have been doctors in the complete sense of the term:  specialists who solved 

health problems of their own people through activities ranging from attending to 

relations with the sacred to the preparation of medicine (Quoted in Gonzales, 

2012, p. 22). 

These diverse medical practices were likewise subsumed under one category, 

curanderismo or ñhealing.ò  It is important to note Indigenous practitioners went through 

                                                 

25
 See de la Portillaôs (2009, p. 58) description of scholarship documenting Indigenous incorporation of 

peyotl into Catholic masses soon after Spanish invasion. 
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extensive preparation particular to their respective traditions.  These practices were often 

taught via lengthy apprenticeships and supervision by specialists.  In addition, it was 

common for practitioners to be part of long family lineages of healers in which the 

specialized practices were transmitted intergenerationally (Fields, 2008).  Nevertheless, 

the cosmologies foundational to Indigenous medicine radically clashed with European 

conceptions of medical treatment. 

In the 15
th
 and 16

th
 centuries, Europe was in the midst of regulating medical 

practice, and Spain was particularly committed to restricting the practice of medicine to 

licensed practitioners who met criteria for what was being defined as valid medical 

training at the time (Fields, 2008).  In the context of Spanish colonial society, 

curandera/os were immediately discounted as part of the ñunlicensedò practitioners and 

dismissed as practicing outside the scope of legitimate medicine as defined by Spanish 

law.  However, Spanish colonizers were also faced with the task of exerting control over 

expansive territories and large populations.  Medical care was necessary but demand far 

exceeded the availability of licensed, European-trained physicians. Consequently, 

Spaniards actually relied on services offered by curandera/os to help treat the populous.  

By law, this exception only applied to the castas (Indians, mestizos, and people of 

African descent), and Spaniards were forbidden to consult these healersða prohibition 

that was commonly violated (Quezada, 1991).   

The Spaniardsô stance toward curandera/os, however, was fraught with 

contradictions.  As Quezada (1991) explores, while curanderismo was sometimes 

tolerated out of practical necessity, curandera/os were also the targets of repressive 
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measures fueled by the zealous intolerance of the Spanish Inquisition.  The Tribunal of 

the Holy Office of the Catholic Church was charged with interrogating, trying, and 

punishing anyone thought to be engaging in superstitious activities, witchcraft, idolatry, 

and bigamy (e.g., Fields, 2008; Quezada, 1991).  Spaniards were suspicious of any 

medical practices suggesting religious or sacred content, including rites, incantations, and 

psychoactive plant medicines such as peyote or peyotl.  On one hand, Indigenous 

practitioners such as the Nahua tícitl were recognized as being effective healers; 

however, this sense of power was also suspect and sometimes presumed to stem from 

satanic pacts (e.g., Gonzales, 2012, p. 78).  The persecution of curandera/os receded 

throughout the 18
th
 and 19

th
 centuries.  Behar (1987) argues that as colonial society grew, 

curanderismo and practices that were labeled ñwitchcraftò were increasingly ignored by 

the Inquisition and considered indicative of the inferiority of the castas.   

These heightened distinctions around caste and class persisted beyond Spanish 

rule and are crucial to understanding the roles assigned to Indigenous 

medicine/curanderismo in the broader sociocultural landscape of Mexico and the U.S.-

Mexico Borderlands.  As has been extensively critiqued by scholars, curanderismo 

became stereotyped as a ñhodge podgeò of dwindling folk practices on par with ñmedical 

quackeryò and typical among poor Mexican Americans or the peasant classes in Mexico 

(See critiques by de la Portilla, 2009; Press, 1971; Torres, 2005).
26

  This stereotype is 

prevalent today.  However, within the umbrella term ñcuranderismoòða vestige of 

                                                 

26
 Such perspectives remain common in mainstream popular culture today.  For example, ñGoogle 

Translateò defines ñcuranderismoò as the Spanish word for ñquackery.ò 
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Spanish colonialismðthere continue to be distinct lineages of healers, processes of 

apprenticeship and training, as well as specializations among practitioners.  Gonzales 

(2012) challenges the notion that curanderismo is merely a melting pot of various 

traditions without an underlying knowledge system.  She suggests these claims are part of 

the mestizaje narrative that serves de-Indigenizing purposes.  While curanderismo 

certainly reflects adaptations over time and the influence of European, Moorish, and 

African practices, Gonzales contends that ñfailure to fully recognize the foundational 

nature of Indigenous knowledge to curanderismo serves to colonize it as a Europeanized 

meaning systemò (p. 212).  Gonzales cites several examples showing how core concepts 

and practices in curanderismoðsuch as susto or soul loss, limpias, and barridasðare 

common across varied traditions of Indigenous medicine.  

The stereotype of curanderismo as a practice among ñpoorò and ñuneducated 

peopleò is in part reflective of the way in which Indigenous people have been structurally 

marginalized and racializedðthis includes detribalized Indigenous communities such as 

Chicana/os in the U.S. and mestizo Mexicans.  The association of Indigenous medicine 

with ñsuperstitionsò and ñquackeryò underscores the colonizing discourses that have 

become status quo in the mainstream and sometimes even within Indigenous-origin 

communities.  Nevertheless, as is discussed in later sections, the ñreclaimingò 

movementðwhich includes Almaôs mujeresðencompasses efforts to complicate the 

characterization of these Indigenous knowledge systems as dismissible ñfolk practices.ò  

These voices and communities offer an alternative perspective insisting that Indigenous 

knowledge systems are valid and robust, albeit different from Western approaches. 
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The Place of Women in Healing 

As Gonzales (2012) discusses, while both men and women continue to practice 

curanderismo, women have played an important role in maintaining the practices and 

transmitting Indigenous medicine systems intergenerationally.  The influential role of 

women healers pre-dates Spanish invasion.  At the time of conquest, Spaniards were 

surprised to discover that women in Indigenous societies were highly regarded as medical 

practitioners with expertise and influence.  While women healers oversaw the treatment 

of ñwomenôs issuesò and served as midwives, Fields (2008) documents that women were 

also specialists in a wide variety of areas.  Women were referred to by the title tícitl, a 

term indicating the status of physician, which was also used for men.  Fields comments 

that, in Aztec/Mexica society, the woman practitioner was ñan integral part of the 

medical establishment, not someone on the fringe of official medicine like her European 

counterpartò (p. 6).   Women were accustomed to holding authority in both public and 

private spaces,
27

 and Gonzales (2012) provides examples of Indian women who 

confronted Spanish priests openly in their refusal to abandon Indigenous belief systems.  

Likewise, Gonzales points to evidence of such women being tortured and labeled as 

ñwitchesò by agents of the Inquisition. 
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 Gonzales (2012) cautions against assuming contemporary notions of ñgender equalityò when considering 

Aztec/Mexica society at the time of Spanish invasion.  However, Gonzales underscores that women had 

much more of a public presence and authority than Spaniards were accustomed to in Europe.  Interestingly, 

Gonzales comments that at the time of Spanish Conquest there were indicationsðat least on a 

cosmological levelðof some shift in gender dynamics in Mesoamerica.  The male deities of the 

Aztec/Mexica Empire had supplanted female deities of the Mexica cosmology.  Nevertheless, the strong 

cosmological traditions associated with female deities persisted in the privacy of families and local 

practices, which continue today.   




