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ABSTRACT

This paper examines the interconnectedness of art and health in Indigenous cultures, examining how
traditional artistic practices contribute to holistic well-being. Indigenous approaches to health often
integrate art as a therapeutic practice, aligning spiritual, emotional, and community health with cultural
expressions like storytelling, dance, and visual arts. The paper highlights the potential for integrating
these insights into contemporary healthcare systems by analyzing Indigenous health practices that
embody holistic and community-focused values. The study offers a framework for reimagining healthcare
to address broader aspects of human experience beyond clinical disease models, emphasizing the
significance of cultural and spiritual health in promoting resilience and well-being. This work serves as a
call to action for healthcare practitioners and policymakers to recognize and incorporate Indigenous
healing methods and artistic expressions within modern health interventions.
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INTRODUCTION

Art and its relationship to health have gained increasing attention in recent years. Through the lens of
Indigenous cultures, this essay explores the aesthetic norms of traditional societies, illuminates some of
the factors that can encourage broad-based commitments to moral and artistic excellence, and highlights
some principles that should inform our attempts to design a health care fit for the twenty-first century.
Its aim is thus to begin the important task of learning from traditional societies in ways that can inform
our contemporary ambitions and projects. An overview from any of the range of contemporary fields
critical of mainstream medicine reveals an often unacknowledged — and hence repressed — discontent with
medicine's focus on disease rather than health and on detailed anatomy rather than whole humans. In a
period when there is a growing recognition of the value of holistic approaches in fields as diverse as urban
planning, community development, intercultural education, management theory, and politics, it makes
sense for health care to be reoriented in line with these broader shifts. Ultimately, contemporary health
care will need to become more rhetorical and less technical in nature, drawing on policies, practices, and
interventions that span the full spectrum of political, economic, and social life [1, 2. When all is said and
done, why not learn from those traditional societies that seem to have followed such an approach with
great success? Clearly, there are a range of reasons for us to back away from a superficial invocation of a
contemporary Aboriginal's perceived lack of commitment to clean water, nutritious diets, and disease-free
ecology. Equally to the point, such animistic commitments to generic cultural health were carried along
with more specific and explicitly adapted bodies of healing knowledge and practice. In other words, to the
extent that the meanings of art as they are used here developed in aesthetic contexts that are generally
devoted to healing and to the development of the good person, these meanings necessarily implicate both
more and less 'medical' behaviors. They articulate dimensions of behavior that are holistic in their reach
and thus influence more or less inert denizens of a biological ecology, and they also articulate versions of
cognitive and immunological enabling within a world that is specifically committed to fulfilling various
ethical and social ideals 3, 47].

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution
License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0), which permits unrestricted use,
distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

Page 1 8


https://doi.org/10.59298/RIJBAS/2024/421822
kiu.ac.ug

https://rijournals.com/biological-and-applied-science/

The Interconnection of Art and Health in Indigenous Cultures
In nearly all Indigenous cultures worldwide, art is intimately related to health or, more precisely, well-
being. In these cultures, art is typically not considered a visual, auditory, or tactile adornment but an
integral part of emotional, spiritual, and biological resilience. As such, individual and tribal art is made on
a daily basis and with elaborate intention during rituals, ceremonies, and storytelling. In these contexts,
making and using art is thought to improve coping with trauma during external challenges and
strengthen resilience and healing. Why our ancestors believed this is not entirely clear, and the answer
likely varies from tribe to tribe, but all the arts such as song, dance, visual art, storytelling, and poetry are
meant to solidify groups by the attraction of traditions, the heartening of spirit, the assuagement of
anxiety, and the lifting of feelings of spirituality. Indigenous health and healing are holistic and attended
to in mental health treatment. The focus is on the whole person, the interdependence and
interconnectedness of body, mind, emotion, and spirit, as well as the connection to the family and the
larger community. Trained professional health workers, such as shamans, healers, or medicine men, were
trained, usually through a strong apprenticeship with their elders, over many years. Performing one’s
work as a health professional was done with the utmost respect for the person [5, 67]. The remedies
employed by healers in Native communities have been widely varied, from using the herbs of the Rocky
Mountains to the teachings of healing with sweatlodge. Many tribally oriented programs are resurrecting
traditional methods of healing and utilizing all resources, whether that be creams or prayer. The health of
Indigenous people, or any people, is not only about the absence of disease; it is about a state of health in
which there is harmony within oneself, one’s family, one’s community, one’s environment, and the spirit
world. In traditional Native American culture, art was not just seen as beauty, physical items, or
entertainment. Art had intrinsic voices stressing the abilities of experienced and untrained tribal
community members to try to heal themselves in combinations of mind, body, and spirit. Art was utilized
for personal expression and healing, self-care, storytelling, community building, and continuing the
survival of traditions. This is a far cry from stating that art and health or emotional healing are based on
the presence of one’s simplistic distress model of mental disease rather than personal appropriateness [7,

87.
Traditional Healing Practices Through Art
Many Indigenous cultures advocate traditional healing practices, a number of which include the use of art.
Punishment and moral instruction have nothing to do with traditional belief systems. Song, dance,
paintings, crafts, embroidery, storytelling, and other creative expressions can play an integral part in
curative ceremonies in many cultures. Many skilled artists are also believers and practitioners of
Indigenous healing systems in traditional societies. The interconnectedness of art and healing is clear.
For example, the Jalou Da of the village Bakhe includes several artists who create portraits, and
embroideries and work with mirrors and small glass frames used in shrines as sacred to pray with. These
practitioners of all manner of arts are also the intermediary healers called to cure spirit afflictions for
Jalou Da patients at the psychiatric institution in Salé. The work of these artists, as such, always
illustrates some aspect of healing or can be used within healing ceremonies [9, 107]. In many Indigenous
therapies, the community has a part to play. This support system is part of traditional art-healing forms.
Art has neurobiological effects in stabilizing and strengthening mental, physical, and spiritual health.
Since art has such therapeutic benefits, combining it with the healing intervention would be akin to
supplementing a person’s medication with a joint-safe drug. A patient could potentially absorb more of
the curative drugs, especially in the case medication is injectable and can be utilized as a form of art
therapy. The art of Indigenous people worldwide is recognized and respected. Unfortunately, various
groups of artists and practitioners of traditional healing arts are often essentialized or pigeonholed. The
complexity, depth, and resilience of Indigenous systems must be acknowledged and valued, if not
incorporated within the framework of contemporary healthcare systems [11, 127].
Cultural Significance of Art in Healing

Art has deep cultural meanings and values to Indigenous groups. Today, as it did in the past, it is a
vehicle for transmitting narratives, wisdom, and identity—all of which are crucial for individual and
community emotional and psychological health. This is clearly evident in the strong relationship between
art and healing; art is seen to have the power to heal both individuals and communities. Artworks are
painted with ancient, familiar cultural symbols and motifs in order for them to transmit their healing
message. Through their ancestors, traditional healers and artists possess specific knowledge of an
individual’s story. Creation and the keeping of art is an intergenerational act, investing an object with
continuity and cultural and familial significance. Some artistic practices are believed to act as repositories

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution
License (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0), which permits unrestricted use,
distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly cited.

Page19



https://rijournals.com/biological-and-applied-science/

for death spirits, aimed at laying troubling spirits of the deceased to rest. Framed by a specific
biopsychological schema, these practices can also potentially help bring psychological closure to those
involved in their creation and use. Artistic traditions and the products of their practice are understood to
possess a social and therapeutic dimension. These traditions are where nature and culture meet, traditions
that exist to conserve truth and courage, and in certain moments cannot help but act to release these
virtues. It is both the continuity of this tradition and the capacity for therapeutic action that provides for
psychological deliverance and is vital for the adequate functioning of community life. This art is a
medicine, nourishment, and delight. It is to be kept and invested in forever. Art is good for the heart, and
that which is good, happily, becomes a habit. Art, publicly shared, invokes healing on a community level,
imparts hope, and is an investment in the future on both individual and communal levels of experience
(13, 147.
Case Studies of Successful Integration of Art in Health Programs
These case studies offer evidence that the theory discussed earlier about the role of art in healing physical,
mental, and spiritual ills is also valid in several Indigenous contexts that are similarly plagued by
colonially induced traumas, unhealthiness, and disadvantage. Although designed for and with specific
Indigenous peoples, these studies may also be taken as models of the integration of art and health for
different cultural and health systems. Unpacking the lessons they offer may provide some insights that
might be integrated into similar programs beyond the bounds of Indigenous peoples in colonized
countries [15, 16]. The Koorie Women’s Ceramic Art and Storytelling Incarcerated Family Members
Healing Program was developed by the Indigenous female staff and prisoners at Melbourne Assessment
Prison. Now entering its second year, nearly 50 Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women have
participated in this group in the hope of improving conditions, health outcomes, and mental health for
Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander women while they were incarcerated in one of the Victorian
Department of Justice female custodial centers. Indigenous medicine and arts were called upon in an
investigation of the challenges of mental health treatment in Cape York communities. Representatives
from Cape York Health Communities included health caregivers, managers, and Indigenous health
workers. They strongly argued for the expansion of traditional Indigenous healing sessions offered as a
regular part of health programs to reduce stress — for both health workers and local residents — and to
cover the emotional and mental health areas not being catered for by the Anglo-based system of
subsidized psychiatric drugs. The compendium of this study could not be published as it was the condition
of the funding bodies that adopt a non-contemporaneous ethnography approach. Even with the names
changed and other data de-identified, they were unable to do this. The young Indigenous community
researcher who helped was killed just before the writing, while 'they' waited for him to die. He died before
he could prove the importance of Indigenous healing and arts projects in the treatment of mental
unhealthiness [17, 187].
Implications For Contemporary Healthcare
However, the projects and processes mentioned in this essay also have implications for more serious
integration of these kinds of approaches into potential partnerships with contemporary healthcare
delivery systems. They showed how art can create a physical place for emotional experiences in ways
made possible by Indigenous strategies and have already been developed into complex philosophies about
how representation goes beyond the purely visual. It cannot be stressed enough that all the strategies
mentioned for making historical traditions accessible for possible integration into contemporary
systems—including policymaking, finance, and practice—are viable only if you are first willing to
genuinely respect the tradition, and so by extension also the people who hold it. This includes a belief in
the sincerity of their intentions in the production of their art and the health goals that may be interwoven
with artistry. Clearly, our interlocutors are not there yet. Further research could likely make the case for
both the efficacy and synergistic potential of just such a history- and place-based health approach and
could help put knowledge associated with that tradition in their hands where it can do the best. It would
also seem wise to gain an understanding of the actual diverse cultures and art forms of all the
communities living here, rather than just artistic traditions, in order to avoid inequitable selection and
presentation [19, 207].
CONCLUSION
The insights gathered from Indigenous cultures reveal the profound impact of art on health and well-
being, underscoring the importance of a holistic approach to healthcare. Indigenous practices illustrate
that health is not merely the absence of disease but encompasses harmony within oneself and one's
community. By learning from these traditions, modern healthcare systems can evolve to recognize the
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value of emotional, spiritual, and cultural health as integral parts of healing. Integrating Indigenous art-
based healing practices into contemporary healthcare can foster a more compassionate and effective
model, addressing the mental, physical, and social dimensions of well-being. This integration respects the

wisdom

of Indigenous cultures and offers an enriched framework for health that could benefit diverse

populations worldwide.
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