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Abstract: “We were and are a peaceful people. We even
welcomed the wasichu [white man]. Only when we saw
them building roads, forts, killing off the game, committing
buffalo genocide, when we saw them ripping off our land
for gold, only then did we realize that what they wanted
was our land. They took away our pride, our customs,
our MEDICINE. Then we began to fight. For our earth, for
our children. That started what the whites call the Great
Indian Wars of the West. I call it the Great Indian
Holocaust” (2).

— Leonard Crow Dog (Medicine Man) —
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Ozet: Amerika Yerlilerine ylizyillar boyunca savasan
vahsiler goziiyle bakilmistir. Ancak, beyazlar
tarafindan bilinmeyen mistik diinya ve havat
felsefeleri, saglik ve hastaliklara yaklasimlari onlari
tarih icerisinde Batili meslekdaslarindan cok daha ileri
bir seviyeye getirmigtir. Bu galismada Amerika
Yerlilerinin hastalik tamimlari, hastaliklara yaklagimi
ve tedavi yontemleri 6zetlenmeye gahisilmistir.

Anahtar Kelimeler: Amerika yerlileri, bilge adam, hastalik
kavramlar, tedavi

INTRODUCTION

The term “medicine” does not have quite the
same meaning for a Native American Indian as
it does in white society. In Indian culture, the word
medicine is not necessarily synonymous with
curative. It also encompasses an array of ideas and
concepts. For example whisky was called
“medicine water”—water that acts in a way that
cannot be understood—and gun was called
“medicine iron.” The term was also incorporated
into many Indian place names, such as “medicine
bow” (Wyoming), “medicine lake” (Montana),

“medicine park” (Oklahoma). In Northern Plains
tribes, the word medicine connotes the
mysterious, that is, things that are beyond powers
of human understanding. With this wider
definition of medicine, the medicine man was not
only the doctor, but also the diviner, the rainmaker,
the soothsayer, the prophet, the priest, and, in some
instances, the chief or king (8). So great was the
influence of the medicine man upon his people that
he became obstacle number one for the Europeans
who tried to impose their culture. In most
cases,whatever the medicine man refused, the
people also refused to accept. (Fig 1), (Fig. 2).
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Figure 1: Medicine man Leonard Crow Dog (Taken from
Crow Dog) (2).

Figure 2: Medicine man James Holy Eagle (Oglala Sioux)
at the age of 102, 1992 (Taken from The Native
Americans-An Illustrated History) (7).

Today, it is common to choose alternative
medicine, even in the most affluent and scientifically
advanced communities (1). When modern medicine
fails, people seek sources that are unconventional and
often far from scientifically proven. How scientific
was Native American medicine? How much did

2

Tascroglu:  Wichasha  Wakan

shamanistic beliefs and rituals contribute to this
practice? On closer view, it becomes clear that the
large amount of attention paid to the ceremonial and
religious aspects of healing practiced by these people
has caused the scientific aspects to be disregarded
or looked down upon. With the scientific methods
currently used in the west our definition of medicine
does not match the Native American meaning.
However, the Indian practices were no more
superstitious or primitive than those used in early
European medicine. In fact by methods of trial and
error, Indian medicine men learned many effective
ways to treat disease, and were more advanced in
many ways than their European counterparts. There
are many striking examples. Indians used an
American variety of foxglove (Digitalis purpurea) as
a cardiac stimulant for hundreds of vears before
Withering discovered the medicinal uses of this plant
in England. Indians also successfully treated scurvy
in the 16th century, when Europeans still believed
this disease was caused by bad air. It was more than
200 years later that James Lind, a British Naval
surgeon who had read about the native practices,
started the experiments that proved the dietary basis
of scurvy (8).

One of the main differences between Western
and Native American medicine is that most Indian
concepts of health and daily living are centered on
wellness, not illness. In fact, the emphasis of most
Indian practices was to prevent illness and
misfortune. Preventive medicine is a very prominent
aspect of medicine in the modern societies of today’s
world. In many Indian communities, healers were
sought in times of illness, but they were also called
upon for protection, to bless happy occasions
(weddings, the birth of a child, and others), or to
ensure the success of an expedition or hunt (8).

Medicine men and women tried to treat
illnesses caused by both natural and supernatural
causes. Their medicine was focused more upon why
the illness occurred, and the healer would resort to
herbs, religious ceremonies, and various devices,
such as drums, flutes, and rattles. These were all used
to evoke spiritual forces that would either heal the
patient directly, empower them to be able to heal, or
chase away the evil spirit. In cases where the origin
of the trouble was obvious, such as fractures,
dislocations, wounds, or snake and insect bites, the
treatments were rational and effective. In such






