
Indigenous Practice in Maternity Care: Birthing in a Good Way

Stephanie Van Haute, RN MN, PhD(s)
UMRFHS- College of Nursing

WRHA- Indigenous Health

BABYSTEPS Conference 
February 29, 2024



Opening in a Good Way

● Prayer & Smudge



Indigenous Practice in Maternity Care: Birthing in a Good Way

● From a rights-based perspective- Understand the 
mechanisms for the  meaningful Integration of Traditional 
Healing Practices in Western Healthcare

● Understanding the role of ceremonial fire with birth and 
how to better support families who wish to be able to hold 
one
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Who I am and where I come from



BREATHE

Visualization & 
Centering

● Native American Flute | Birds | 

sounds nature - YouTube

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VttZTYXMm6s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=VttZTYXMm6s


Elements of traditional parenting

● In our traditional kinship systems, children were the at the center of the family 
system.

● Everything we did was with, and for, the children.
● Women had babies on their back, breasts, and hips while they were skinning and 

tanning hides, gathering water and wood, cooking, harvesting berries and medicine, 
and everything in between.

● Older children often stayed with the kokums and moshums to provide that much 
needed extra support for them.

● Children learned from our kinship systems. They learned from their mothers, fathers, 
aunties, uncles, kokums, moshums, and older relatives. They learned from the Land 
by being fully integrated and immersed into most processes and practices.

● And the idea of children being seen as a disruption to daily living was non-existent.



What are some other impacts of Colonization on parenting and families?

● Go grab a piece of paper and a pen

● Take the next 2 minutes to write them down without thinking too hard 

about what you are writing (stream of consciousness)



Who Here Can Sing a Lullaby to Their Child in Their 
Language?

Lullaby ● Lakota Lullaby (words and translation on screen) -

YouTube

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dNulkDwFAxY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dNulkDwFAxY


Intergenerational Trauma- Blood Memory

The cumulative emotional & psychological wounding 

across generations including the life span which 

emanates from massive group trauma
• Maria Yellow Horse Brave Heart



Incorporating 
Ceremony A Rights-Based and Pragmatic 

Perspective

Integrating community and 
traditional healing & birthing 

practices at the bedside



Traditional Health and Healing- A Global Perspective

● Use of traditional medicines and healing is evidenced globally (Ijaz & Boon, 2018; Pham et al., 2020)

● Is alive and well- adapting to new technologies, leading to novel understandings of its use (Ijaz & Boon, 2018).

● Recent evidence suggests that as many as 70% of Indigenous people regularly integrate the use of tradition healing into 
their health practices (George et al., 2018). For those who do not currently access traditional healing, as much as 51% 
said that they would like to (George et al., 2018).

● Lack of knowledge around traditional medicine and ceremonies (George et al., 2018), rooted in colonial practices that 
banned their use (Robbins & Dewar, 2011), as well as costs of using a traditional healer (Pham et al., 2020) were cited 
amongst the most common reasons for Indigenous people not incorporating traditional healing into their health 
routines.  

● Much of these issues could be alleviated through the incorporation of traditional therapies and healers within publicly 
funded and administered health systems. 



Indigenous Worldview of Health and Healing Practices- Turtle Island

● Indigenous self-determination over health and healing has been practiced by Indigenous peoples 
across Turtle Island since time immemorable (Gallagher, 2019)

● Indigenous Worldview of health and healing extends beyond treatment of disease (Bassett et al., 
2012; Nelson et al., 2022) and recognizes that physical symptoms or manifestations of illness are due 
to an imbalance of spiritual, emotional and psychological health (Broome & Broome, 2007; Robbins & 
Dewar, 2011). 

● Indigenous healing practices focus on a return to balance of these four areas of life (Mundel & 
Chapman, 2010; Tanner et al., 2022), which can also be referred to as a person’s own Medicine 
Wheel (Dapice, 2006; Rieger et al., 2021). 



What Do We Mean by “Ceremony”?

● Refers to cultural and health and healing practices which strengthen and 
support relationships which extend beyond the living to the spiritual 
realms inhabited by our ancestors (Broome & Broome, 2007; Robbins & 
Dewar, 2011).  

● Ceremony is also used to balance our relationship with the non-living 
(Lavallee, 2009; Wilson, 2008). 



What Do We Mean by “Ceremony”?

Examples of Ceremonial Practices:

○ Smudging
○ Sweatlodge
○ Sundance 
○ Full Moon Ceremonies
○ Yuwipee
○ Sacred Fires



Shared Agreements Necessary to Advance Meaningful Integration of 
Ceremonial Health Practices in Canada’s Health Setting

● Western Medicine is not neutral, is not unbiased and has its own philosophy and Worldview 
(Robbins & Dewar, 2011)

● Western biomedicine is founded on Descartian health practices/ logic (Ijaz & Boon, 2018)

● Funders including Provincial and Federal governments, require Indigenous Health leaders and 
providers to adapt Indigenous Health programs to a Western worldview of health and healing 
(Hill & Wilkinson, 2014; Walsh-Buhi, 2017)

● This is a form of colonization and perpetuates colonial relations and Western dominance



Shared Agreements Necessary to Advance Meaningful Integration of 
Ceremonial Health Practices in Canada’s Health Setting

[W]e possess inherent rights to self-determination. These inherent rights 
were not endowed by any other state or Nation, but are passed on through 
birthright, are collective, and flow from the connection to the Creator and 

our lands. (Chiefs of Ontario, n.d.). 



Shared Agreements Necessary to Advance Meaningful Integration of 
Ceremonial Health Practices in Canada’s Health Setting

● Traditional health and healing holds the solution to redress the impacts of colonization, 
and in-fact, many have asserted that “our culture is medicine” (Bassett et al., 2012). 

● This is notion is supported by Canadian and International legislation (TRC, 2015; 
UNDRIP, 2007), recognizing the INHERENT RIGHT of Indigenous Peoples to access 
traditional healing practices while receiving care in provincially and federally funded 
health systems

● Therefore this is a RESPONSIBILITY of publicly funded health systems to fund and 
provide access to ceremony



Moving Forward in A Good Way

● Incorporating traditional healing and ceremonies into Canada’s Health system has largely 
remained within the confines of dominant-system approaches and understanding of health 
and healing (Drost, 2019), and is often used as integrative, or adjunct therapy alongside 
Western Methods (George et al., 2018; Ijaz & Boon, 2018).

● A wholistic healthcare system, guided by Indigenous knowledges is required to for Indigenous 
(and our collective) health and healing (Broome & Broome, 2007; Ijaz & Boon, 2018). 

● This demands a paradigm shift



Moving Forward in A Good Way

● The challenge for dominant-system health leaders, nurses, physicians and our 
funders-will be to support the integration of Indigenous healing meaningfully 
into Canada’s health system without perpetuating colonial relations (Johnson-
Jennings et al., 2018).  

● This can be achieved through decolonizing practices which seek to interrupt, 
rather than perpetuate colonial relations (CAAN & ICAD, 2019; NYSHN, 2016).



What Does Cultural Safety Have to do With it?

Cultural safety is determined by … individuals, families and communities. 
Cultural safe practice is ongoing critical reflection of health practitioner 

knowledge, skills, attitudes, practicing behaviours and power differentials in 
delivering safe, accessible and responsive healthcare free of racism 

(Ahpra & National Boards, 2019, n.p.). 



What Does Disrupting Anti-Indigenous Racism Have to do With it?

● Anti-Indigenous Racism is ENDEMIC to Canada’s Health System: In Plain Sight 
(2020)

● Disrupting Racism is a Reflexive Practice

● Involves critical reflection of Unconscious Biases

● Integral to RECONICILIATION-- AKA: Integrating two disparate worldviews



Sacred Fire and 
Birth What it means to do so in right-

relation

Integrating community and 
traditional healing & birthing 

practices at the bedside



Sacred Fires During Childbirth- A Case Study and Reflection

Scenario 1: 

● Family request for sacred fire

● Family gathered wood, solicited fire keepers

● Gathered during anticipated difficult birth in 

ceremony and in prayer

System provided:

Safe space and fire pit

Clearance with Fire Marshall

Alerted surrounding residences and communities

Scenario 2: 

● Family request for sacred fire

System provided:

Wood 

Firekeepers

Safe space and fire pit

Clearance with Fire Marshall

Alerted surrounding residences and 

communities



Sacred Fires During Childbirth- A Case Study and Reflection

● Community as medicine- what are some important differences between 
the two scenarios?

● How might scenario 2 actually be perpetuating colonial relations?

● How could this be improved with standard operating procedures which 
support a variety of family situations?



References

Ahpra & National Boards (2019). A Consistent Baseline Definition of Cultural Safety for the National Scheme. Canberra: National Registration 
and Accreditation Scheme.

Bassett, D., Tsosie, U., Sweetwater, N. (2012). “Our Culture is Medicine”: Perspectives of Native Healers on Posttrauma Recovery Among 
American Indian Alaska Native Patients. Perm J. 16(1), 19-27.

Brave Heart, M. (2003). The Historical Trauma Response Among Natives and its Relationship with Substance Abuse: A Lakota Illustration. 
Journal of Psychoactive Drugs, 35(1), 7-13.

Broome, B.; Broome, R. (2007). Native Americans: Traditional Healing. Urologic Nursing, 27(2), 161-163.

CAAN & ICAD. (2019). Policy Brief: Indigenous Harm Reduction = Reducing the Harms of Colonialism. Retrieved From: Indigenous-Harm-
Reduction-Policy-Brief.pdf (icad-cisd.com)

Chiefs of Ontario (n.d.). Understanding First Nation Sovereignty. Retrieved from: http://www.chiefs-of-ontario.org/faq , February 20, 2021.

http://www.icad-cisd.com/pdf/Publications/Indigenous-Harm-Reduction-Policy-Brief.pdf
http://www.icad-cisd.com/pdf/Publications/Indigenous-Harm-Reduction-Policy-Brief.pdf
http://www.chiefs-of-ontario.org/faq


References

Dapice, A. (2006). The Medicine Wheel. Journal of Transcultural Nursing, 17(3), 251-260.

Drost, J.L. (2019). Developing the Alliances to Expand Traditional Indigenous Healing Practices Within Alberta Health Services. 
Journal of Alternative and Complementary Medicine 25(S1), S69-S77.

Gallagher, J. (2019). Indigenous approaches to health and wellness leadership: A BC First Nations perspective. Healthcare 
Management Forum 32(1), 5-10.

George, J., MacLeod, M., Graham, K., Plain, S., Bernards, S. Wells, S. (2018). Use of Traditional Healing Practices in Two 
Ontario First Nations. Journal of Community Health, 43, 227-237.

Hill, G., Wilkinson, A. (2014). Indeology- A Transoformative Indigenous Education Process. Canadian Social Work Review, 
31(2), 175-193.



References

Ijaz, N., Boon, H. (2018). Statutory Regulation of Traditional Medicine Practitioners and Practices: The Need for Distinct Policy Making 
Guidelines. The Journal of Alternative and Complementary Medicine, 24(4), 307-313.

Johnson-Jennings, M., Walters, K., Little, M. (2018). And [They] Even Followed Her into the Hospital: Primary Care Providers’ Attitudes 
Toward Referral for Traditional Healing Practices and Integrating Care for Indigenous Patients. Journal of Transcultural Nursing, 29(4), 354-
362.

Lavallee, L. (2009). Practical Application of an Indigenous Research Framework and Two Qualitative Indigenous Research Methods: 
Sharing Circles and Anishnaabe Symbol Based Reflection. International of Qualitative Methods, 8(1), 21-40.

Mundel, E., Chapman, G.E. (2010). A decolonizing approach to health promotion in Canada: The case of the Urban Aboriginal Community 
kitchen garden project. Health Promotion International 25(2), 166-173.

Native Youth Sexual Health Network. (2016). Indigenizing Harm Reduction: Moving Beyond the Four Pillar Model. Visions: BC Mental Health 
and Substance Use Journal, 11(4), 36-39. 



References

Nelson, L.A., Squetimkin-Anquoe, A., Ubay, T., King, V., Taylor, E., Masciel, K., Black Bear, L., Buffalomeat, S., Duffing-Romero, X., 
Mahinalani Garza, C., Clifasefi, S., Collins, S. (2022). Context Analysis Informing the Development of Adapted Harm Reduction Talking 
Circles (HaRTC) with Urban American Indians and Alaska Natives Experiencing Alcohol Use Disorder. International Journal of Indigenous 
Health, 17(1), 33-49.

Pham, T., Koirala, R., Wainberg, M., Kohrt., B. (2021). Reassessing the Mental Health Treatment Gap: What Happens if We Include the 
Impact of Traditional Healing on Mental Illness. Community Mental Health Journal, 57, 777-791.

Rieger, K., Bennett, M., Martin, D., Hack, T., Cook, L., Hornan, B. (2021). Digital Storytelling as a Patient Engagement and Research 
Approach with First Nations Women: How the Medicine Wheel Guided our Debwewin Journey. Qualitative Health Research, 31(12), 2163-
2175.

Robbins J., Dewar, J. (2011). Traditional Indigenous Approaches to Healing and the Modern Welfare of Traditional Knowledge, Spirituality 
and Lands: A Critical Reflection on Practices and Policies Taken from the Canadian Indigenous Example. International Indigenous Policy 
Journal, 2(4). https://doi.org/10.18584/iipj.2011.2.4.2

https://doi.org/10.18584/iipj.2011.2.4


References

Tanner, B., Plain, S., George, T., George, J., Mushquash, C., Bernards, S., Morton-Ninomiya, M., Wells, S. (2022). Understanding Social 
Determinants of First Nations Health Using a Four-Domain Model of Health and Wellness Based on the Medicine Wheel: Findings from a 
Community Survey in One First Nation. International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 19. 
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph19052836

Truth and Reconciliation Canada. (2015). Honouring the truth, reconciling for the future: Summary of the final report of the Truth and 
Reconciliation Commission of Canada. Winnipeg: Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada. 

Turpel-Lafond ME. In plain sight: Addressing Indigenous-specific racism and discrimination in BC health care, full report, November 2020. 
Accessed 27 December 2020. https://engage.gov.bc.ca/app/uploads/sites/613/2020/11/In-Plain-Sight-Full-Report.pdf

UN General Assembly, United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples : resolution / adopted by the General Assembly, 
A/RES/61/295, 2 October 2007, https://www.refworld.org/legal/resolution/unga/2007/en/49353 [accessed 23 February 2024]

Walsh-Buhi, M. (2017). “Please Don’t Just Hang a Feather on a Program or Put a Medicine Wheel on Your Logo and Think ‘Oh Well, This 
Will Work.” Theoretical Perspectives of American Indian and Alaska Native Substance-Abuse Prevention Programs. Family and Community 
Health, 40(1), 81-87. 

Wilson, S. (2008). Research is Ceremony: Indigenous Research Methods. Black Point, Nova Scotia: Fernwood Publishing.

https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph19052836


Ekosani
Stephanie Van Haute

vanhauts@myumanitoba.ca

204-981-3349

mailto:vanhauts@myumanitoba.ca

	Slide 1: Indigenous Practice in Maternity Care: Birthing in a Good Way
	Slide 2: Opening in a Good Way
	Slide 3: Indigenous Practice in Maternity Care: Birthing in a Good Way
	Slide 4: Disclosures
	Slide 5: Who I am and where I come from
	Slide 6: BREATHE
	Slide 7: Elements of traditional parenting
	Slide 8: What are some other impacts of Colonization on parenting and families?
	Slide 9: Who Here Can Sing a Lullaby to Their Child in Their Language?
	Slide 10: Intergenerational Trauma- Blood Memory
	Slide 11: Incorporating Ceremony
	Slide 12: Traditional Health and Healing- A Global Perspective
	Slide 13: Indigenous Worldview of Health and Healing Practices- Turtle Island
	Slide 14: What Do We Mean by “Ceremony”?
	Slide 15: What Do We Mean by “Ceremony”?
	Slide 16: Shared Agreements Necessary to Advance Meaningful Integration of Ceremonial Health Practices in Canada’s Health Setting
	Slide 17: Shared Agreements Necessary to Advance Meaningful Integration of Ceremonial Health Practices in Canada’s Health Setting
	Slide 18: Shared Agreements Necessary to Advance Meaningful Integration of Ceremonial Health Practices in Canada’s Health Setting
	Slide 19: Moving Forward in A Good Way
	Slide 20: Moving Forward in A Good Way
	Slide 21: What Does Cultural Safety Have to do With it? 
	Slide 22: What Does Disrupting Anti-Indigenous Racism Have to do With it? 
	Slide 23: Sacred Fire and Birth 
	Slide 24: Sacred Fires During Childbirth- A Case Study and Reflection
	Slide 25: Sacred Fires During Childbirth- A Case Study and Reflection
	Slide 26: References
	Slide 27: References
	Slide 28: References
	Slide 29: References
	Slide 30: References
	Slide 31: Ekosani

