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I have sprained my ankle three times in my life, and I received three very different kinds of treatments for it. The trials and tribulations of this poor ankle can provide some insight into the comparative methods of Western medicine and the curandero of Latino culture. The first time I sprained my ankle, I simply tripped on a crack outside my parents' house in Los Angeles. But my ankle quickly swelled to three times its normal size and I was in so much pain that I asked to be taken to the emergency room. There, after a four-hour wait, I was treated by an American MD who ordered x-rays, prescribed anti-inflammatories, painkillers and rest, and handed me a brand new pair of crutches which I used for two weeks. She was very nice. She never touched my ankle.

The second time I sprained my ankle, I was in rural southern Mexico, teaching bank skills to the managers of an 870+ member weavers' cooperative at their store in San Cristóbal de las Casas. Instead of visiting a physician this time, a friend took me to see a local huesero, or bonesetter. Don Lupe sat in a chair opposite me, took my affected ankle in his hands, and after a short invocation to the saints, went to the task. His technique involved hands-on manipulation of the sprain (luxacion) using a combination of pressure, traction and resistance to realign my tendons and muscles, and thus restore movement and function. His push-and-pull therapy seemed to go on forever, and it was incredibly painful. Don Lupe wasn't as personable as my American MD had been, and he certainly caused me a lot more pain in the short term. But I'd gone in his door limping and I left walking.

I was still in Mexico the third (and last) time I sprained my ankle. This time I visited another huesero, Don Pancho, famous for a technique called la ventosa which he had learned from his father-in-law. He tucked a piece of cotton into a ball of wax placed in a brandy snifter. He lit the cotton with a match, then placed the mouth of the snifter right above my lateral malleolus. When the flame went out, a vacuum was created. Don Pancho then moved the glass up and down the side of my leg, and the vacuum literally lifted my muscles and tendons and returned them to their rightful places. The inflammation went down almost immediately.

My experience with curanderos and their ways of healing, however, began well before I visited Don Lupe in Chiapas in 1992. My grandmother Jesusita, a practicing herbalist, used to give me foul-tasting but oddly-comforting remedies when I was ill. From her, I learned the value of the herb-based, ritualistic remedies so important to healing in the Latino community. I also began to understand how these remedies could complement the treatment available at the doctor's office. I became a student of herbs while I was in Mexico working with the weaving cooperative. During my time in San Cristóbal de las Casas, I had the opportunity to study the connections between curanderismo and Western medicine in a very intimate way.

An understanding of curanderismo is a valuable tool for practitioners who want to help Latino patients manage health, prevent disease and engage healing responses more effectively. Curanderismo is not a single approach or technique. Rather, it is a dynamic system with its own theory of the origins of disease and a diverse array of healing modalities offered by a variety of specialists. Together, these disciplines address the whole human being at the physical, emotional and spiritual levels.

Transmitted by word of mouth, curanderismo is a remedy-based system in which faith, prayer (or visualization), traditional wisdom, observation and the scientific method combine to effect healing. The oral pharmacopoeia of curanderismo (the collective knowledge of the culture) is constantly being shared, recreated and augmented. Curanderismo, in a similar way, is constantly transforming itself, embracing new tools and healing modalities that have proven effective through time and worthy of faith. In this way, curanderismo is not a substitute for Western medicine, but actually embraces it as one of its modalities.

But I had little formal understanding of the world of curanderismo when I arrived in Mexico. The project that initially brought me to Chiapas aimed to help establish economic self-sufficiency among the women of the area. My immersion in the world of traditional healing came as a result of that work, an involvement I would not have predicted when I arrived. As women brought textiles from their remote communities to the cooperative store in San Cristóbal, I noticed that many of them were ill and needed medical attention. I discussed what I was seeing with one of the Indian store managers, Micaela Hernández, and we decided to expand our services to help them. 
While it was certainly my goal to demystify Western medicine for the Indian women, as a non-specialist, I could under stand the confusion and frustration visits to the physician occasioned. Our family doctor prescribed antibiotics for everything - diarrhea, colds, coughs, sinus infections, you name it.

But we got sick often enough in Chiapas (six or seven times a year) which reliance on them would soon build up resistance. And a close reading of the box for chloramphenicol, the only medicine available for typhoid fever (a common ailment in Chiapas) revealed that it can cause aplastic anemia! It all seemed very dangerous to me. So when the health promoters visited the Organization of Traditional Indian Doctors Of Chiapas (OMIECh) I was introduced to a vast supply of herbal remedies good for everything from expelling intestinal worms to recovering lost souls. We all stocked up on a few basic herbs and set to the task of healing ourselves and our families. I became the herbalist and health advocate in my household as did the health promoters in their own communities. I still relied on the doctor for the diagnosis, but I began listening closely to old wives' tales for the remedies. Cornsilk and parsley for 10 days for urinary tract infections, dandelion for gastritis, tizana betel for the nerves, shredded raw potato leaches out the poison of a dog bite, belladonna can kill; stay away, put cut aloe vera fronds on burns or around the neck for tonsillitis, cayenne pepper staunches the flow of blood immediately from deep knife cuts, never eat when you're angry, pass an egg all over a fussy baby's body, front and back, wear a red sash under your clothes to ward off the evil eye. I was also astonished to learn that Indian shepherd women observe what their sheep eat when they have diarrhea or fever, and use the same herbs when it is time to cure themselves.

The highlands of Chiapas provide a fascinating microcosm in which the healing disciplines that make up curanderismo are interwoven in a rich tapestry. In the curanderismo model, health is not simply the absence of disease in a person, but a state of emotional, physical and spiritual balance. When that balance is upset, disease follows. Illnesses fall into three categories:

· Physical diseases are caused by parasites (producing diarrhea, nausea and constipation), saturation from overeating (empacho), or bad air (aire). Bad air can lead to sprains, dislocations, rheumatism and joint pain. 

· Emotional diseases are a response to strong reactions in the body, such as a sudden fright (susto), a angry outburst (coraje or bilis/excess worry (nervios) or from strong feelings of envy (envidia) or selfishness (egoismo). 

· Diseases in the spiritual realm can come as punishment for bad deeds, unresolved traumas from this life or previous lives, or spells. Conditions like insomnia, nightmares, epilepsy (ataques), and shock (atarantamiento), are sometimes attributed to accumulated negative energy or spells cast by others. Diseases can also be sent by God to punish either individuals or entire communities that have broken the rules. 

These ailments can be treated by any number of therapies. Relatives and friends are certain to recommend their favorite modalities and practitioners. Ultimately, however, patients choose their practitioners based on what their faith tells them. 

Curanderismo as a system is the expression of a culture desiring to find balance in an unpredictable and often unkind world. When we see curanderismo as a system of healing modalities and practitioners, it's clear that Western medicine fits neatly into the scheme. Latinos are willing to integrate new modalities and practitioners into their network of health care providers. They do, however, have to become familiar with the process and feel comfortable in the environment in which it unfolds. Most importantly, they have to have faith in the practitioner. Herein lies the task of the health care provider: to make Western medicine accessible, comprehensible and worthy of faith for Latino patients.

Many Indian women I met in Chiapas wouldn't set foot in a clinic because "no one comes out of there alive." However, once they entered and met the secretary, the dentist, the ob/gyn, the social workers and the nurses, their fear was replaced by curiosity. Finally, they were comfortable enough to ask questions and to consider that perhaps those who didn't come out alive had postponed coming until it really was too late.

Many times, Latinos are too shy to ask questions, lest they seem to question the doctor's authority. But as Western doctors begin to ask questions themselves, the barriers that exist between the culture of their Latino patients and the technological world of the MD will begin to come down. Latinos will more comfortably integrate Western medicine and doctors into their constellation of healing modalities and healers. And Western doctors will become much more knowledgeable about healing Latinos, and take their place as respected and trusted healers in the community. 
