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WORKSHOP DESCRIPTION

Pronouns, pronouns, pronouns! We usually reserve personal pronouns for humans only, perhaps adding
a beloved "pet."” We use the cold, objectifying "it" pronoun for most other living beings, whether other
animals, plants, or Earthlings like rivers and mountains. We'll explore why this matters and other key
shamanic language aspects (like nouns vs verbs) in this eye-opening workshop in the HER series.

Key Points

1. Language is crucial because it
a. reflects and reinforces what we think (our cosmology or worldview),
b. governs what we do and don’t see (our perceptions), and
c. determines our actions - how we treat the world and all within the world.

2. Our current mainstream worldview has caused us to be sick (Algonquian peoples call it
Wetiko or Wendigo) and to destroy the rest of life on earth, bringing us to the brink of
ecocide.

3. A shift to an animist worldview is needed for a livable future.

Introduction

Throughout this Healing Earth Relations or HER workshop series, we’re comparing two distinct
worldviews — our own Western human-centered one, and the holistic, Earth-centered one of most
indigenous peoples and animist cultures.

What is Animist Language?

Animist language in animist cultures refers to languages that attribute life and personhood to
non-human entities, usually reflecting a cultural belief that all beings are interconnected. You
may have heard the expression “All my relations” or “everything is connected” — these phrases
embody this belief in the personhood of all life.

Animacy, on the other hand, is the Western scientific study of languages. Linguists say you’re
“animate” if you can move intentionally on your own; you’re “inanimate” if you can’t. For
animists, “animate” is anything from the natural world; “inanimate” is reserved for most, but not
all, crafted or manufactured items. Even some crafted items are considered alive and animate,
such as drums or ceremonial masks. Western linguistics is not conducted from an animist
worldview; that’s why their definitions of animate and inanimate don’t match. Linguistics is also
not shamanic and so not relevant to our purposes.

From a materialist and anthropocentric perspective, being able to move intentionally is thought
to require sentience, which scientists believe is found only in humans and other animals. Western
linguists bring this definition of animacy to their study of languages. They conclude that
“animate” nouns commonly include humans and other animals. Some languages, however, also
include some “inanimate” objects that have been personified due to mythology or cultural
beliefs. From an animist perspective, this distinction in nouns that Western linguists label as
“animate” and “inanimate” is based not on animacy but instead on a close relationship between
the person named by the noun and the speakers of the language, since all beings are animate in
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animism. For further exploration, see Animacy in Human Cognition and Language - Western
Scientific View in the Appendix.

What Are Animist Cultures?

The languages of animist cultures still largely reflect an animist worldview but have shifted over
time and due to varying levels of exposure to Western worldviews and values. Vocabulary often
expands to accommodate new items of acculturation, like “computers”. This has occurred
through word borrowing but more often through producing new words based on native words.
Structural components tend to resist change.

Most cultures that many classify as animist don’t call themselves animist. As Anishinaabe
activist Winona LaDuke says, we don’t use the word animist; we’re traditional. Their worldview
and relationships with other persons is simply /life and culture, just the way they do things.

Whether “animist” or “traditional”, life on Earth is seen as composed of “persons”, and this
doesn’t mean humans. Human persons exist, but so do bear persons, tree persons, ant persons,
thunder beings, wind persons, etc. The “Star Nation” refers to the stars themselves, not what
most of us think of as extraterrestrial creatures. All are relatives, all are part of the whole. Human
persons are seen as the youngest and newest Earthlings, so we need to learn from the other
(more-than-human) animals, plants, elements, and so on who are older and wiser than we are.

Animism roots every human action in sharing with all our (more than human) kin and ensuring
that we act in ways that allow all life to thrive in perpetuity. Animists meet basic needs for food
and shelter in ways that simultaneously sustain the whole and that are good for everyone, not just
humans. Westerners adapt the Earth to themselves; animist peoples adapt themselves to the
Earth.! The animist worldview, not the Western one, is the heart of shamanism.

The Power to Shape Reality

How Worldviews Shape Perceptions?

Language reflects and reinforces our cosmology or worldview, so it affects how we think. It also
governs our perceptions, determining what we do and do not see. Western worldviews and
languaging lead us to perceive domination of the other-than-human world as normal, natural, and
necessary (what social scientists call “the 3Ns”). Animist worldviews and languaging lead us to
perceive living in harmony with other Earthlings as normal, natural, and necessary. This
harmony is called different names in different traditions: Original Instructions (Haudenosaunee
faith keeper Oren Lyons), right relationship (Buddhist), Ayni (Andean mountains peoples like
the Q’ero, Quechua, and Aymara), Mishkos Kenomagwen or Honorable Harvest/Teachings of
Grass (Potawatomi botanist Robin Wall Kimmerer).

' A Green Future: Languages of Nature with Tiokasin Ghosthorse, A Green Future Series, Florence Belsky
Charitable Foundation, July 27, 2020.
2 For more on how worldviews shape perceptions, see the chart on page 2 of The Honorable Harvest handout.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q6cYqRxnB_o&t=5257s
https://shamanicspring.com/uploads/1/3/4/5/134555711/handout-honorable_harvest-2025.pdf
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Oren Lyons and others assert that where Westerners have a “Bill of Rights” for humans,
Haudenosaunee peoples have a “Bill of Responsibilities” that reflect the “Three R’s”* of
animism and shamanism:

1. Relationship (recognizing kinship in all life and our dependence on all life),
2. Reciprocity (mutually beneficial actions), and
3. Renewal (maintaining healthy ecosystems and biodiversity).

Where rights focus on what we are entitled to take, responsibilities focus on ensuring that any
taking is limited, accompanied by giving, and serves and maintains all life.

A prime example of how language reflects our worldview and dictates our actions can be seen
in Westerners’ view that the Earth is here for us and primarily us alone, while animist cultures
perceive all other Earthlings, including other animals, plants, landscapes, rivers, mountains, sky,
thunder, etc. not only as persons but also as relatives, as kin, as family. Further, the Earth
belongs to all of us, and we are to share everything with all our kin.

Another good example of how language and worldview dictate what we see or don’t see is in the
false belief that wolf packs are led by alpha wolves. Even scientists, who try to be objective,
created this myth and perpetuated it long after it was disproven.* As researchers note (2025) in
the cited study and additional references in Trends and Ecology in Evolution,

The concept of the “alpha’ wolf originated in the 1940s when Swiss biologist
Rudolf Schenkel studied captive wolves and observed strict dominance hierarchies.
Later, wildlife biologist David Mech showed that Schenkel’s conclusions didn’t
hold up in the wild...

A 2003 Nature paper by Conradt and Roper explored why animals might benefit
from democratic decisions. They noted that red deer herds often move when about
60 percent of adults stand up — suggesting a kind of group decision.

What researchers have found is that deer synchronize their movements with nearby
herd members. Older, experienced females — especially in red deer and elk —
often guide migrations or choose feeding grounds. In that sense, deer herds are
neither autocracies nor true democracies, they operate more like loose
cooperatives, with leadership emerging situationally.

Another example with deer is in this 3-minute video clip, There is no such thing as an alpha; the
approximate transcript is in the Appendix. Although the author misrepresents deer as a voting
democracy, he’s correct that they don’t have alpha rulers and hence are more cooperative than
competitive or domineering.

3 These “Three R’s of Shamanism” are Mary Rooker’s own convention, based on my studies of shamanism and
animism.

4 Scientific Self-Correction: How David Mech Undid the Concept of “Alpha Wolf”: American researcher reflects
upon scientific self-correction and the challenges of updating knowledge in the face of deep-rooted concepts, by
Diogo Rodriguez, Science Arena, 15 April 2025. Mainstream video shorts that cover this issue are this one from Be
Smart, this one from Deep Dive, and this more “pro-alpha” one by Frans de Waal.



https://billbolmeier.com/democracy-and-deers/
https://archive.org/details/267alphastatus-english
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.tree.2005.05.008
https://www.youtube.com/shorts/0XfPe7jNXXs
https://www.sciencearena.org/en/interviews/selfcorrection-science-absolute-truth-david-mech-wolves/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kOuer8-sIzQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kOuer8-sIzQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D3Yd2BOCBSk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BPsSKKL8N0s&t=95s
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Can you think of examples when your belief system caused you to misinterpret reality? Common
examples that an animist cosmology would see differently include the Western belief that land or
other animals can be privately owned and that whole species can be colonized and dominated.
Animist beliefs would not allow humans to own, colonize, and dominate their mother and elder
family members. We’ll discuss more examples of worldview-reality differences later; for now,
notice how worldviews affect our perceptions, whether for good or ill. A deeper treatment of the
differences between animist and Western worldviews can be found in the table on page 2 of the
10 Rules of Honorable Harvest handout.

Language: Naming Places & Plants

Animists are also unlike Westerners in how they name places and other beings. Robin Wall
Kimmerer notes that her Potawatomi creation story tells of the first man, Nanabozho, who was
instructed by Creator to learn from the world how to be human. He was also tasked with learning
the names of all beings. He did so by observing each plant until he learned from them what gifts
they carried in order to discern their true names. He didn’t name them himself.’

Similarly, Anishinaabe activist Winona LaDuke talks about how the West names land,
mountains, and rivers, mostly after famous white men. But the Lakota name the mountain after
the mountain’s characteristics. What the West calls Mt. McKay, the Lakota name means “The
Place Where the Thunder Beings Rest on Their Migration from West to East.” It makes no sense
to her to name something as large and immortal as a mountain after a small, mortal man, who
may never have even set foot on the mountain.®

Language: Verbs or Nouns?

Another difference in language structures is that animist ones tend to be heavy on verbs (70%
verbs), where English is mostly nouns (70% nouns). Animist languages also perceive many
English nouns as verbs. For example, a river is seen as “being a river” (verb, not noun). In
animist cultures, all beings have both rights and responsibilities. A river has a right to flow and
thrive on the river’s own terms, and the river has responsibilities to provide a home for the fish,
otters, algae, etc., who in turn keep the river healthy.

Some posit that seeing a river as a noun, not a verb, and as a thing and not a person or relative,
allows us to treat the river as an object and to do with “it” whatever we want without regard to
the needs or rights of the river. Verb-based languages have less in the way of concepts and more
in the way of relating.” Robin Wall Kimmerer also notes that our heavily noun-based language
might be because we’re a people so obsessed with things.®

Robin Wall Kimmerer is Potawatomi but received a dictionary from a similar language, Ojibwe.
The Ojibwe dictionary revealed verbs that initially puzzled her: to be a Saturday, to be a hill, to
be red, to be a long, sandy stretch of beach, to be a bay. Upon reflection, their status as verbs

> See p. 208 of her book, Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge, and the Teachings of
Plants, by Robin Wall Kimmerer, Goodreads.

¢ Winona LaDuke - Naming of Place (4 mins.), Council for Indigenous Education in Manitoba, Nov. 12, 2017.

7 A Green Future: Languages of Nature with Tiokasin Ghosthorse (90 mins.), A Green Future Series, Florence
Belsky Charitable Foundation, July 27, 2020.

8 How Language Shapes the Way We Think (27 mins.), Anna Howard, Nov. 30, 2025; see the 17:25 minute mark.



https://shamanicspring.com/uploads/1/3/4/5/134555711/handout-honorable_harvest-2025.pdf
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/17465709-braiding-sweetgrass
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/17465709-braiding-sweetgrass
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8snNvZRzMuA
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q6cYqRxnB_o&t=5257s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5xmBa5guoIQ

Speaking Nafturally Shamanic Spring Page 5

began to make sense to her. After all, a bay is a noun only if the water is dead, but water is very
much alive to her as in all animist traditions.’

Do you think you would feel comfortable in a verb-based language like this? Why or why not?

How Language Determines Our Actions

Because language (with worldview) governs how we see reality, it also determines our actions -
how we treat the world and all within the world. Some examples will help to illustrate how this
happens.

Animist cultures understand that “ya gotta eat.” A basic principle in animism (and shamanism) is
that it’s an eating world: everyone eats and is in turn eaten. All this “eating” is what maintains
the whole, provides ecosystem checks and balances. Animism sees who (not what) we’re eating
as our kin - whether those kin are plants or other animals. Because eating is necessary to

survive and so is unavoidable, all such killing for food (or shelter) must be done within great
limitations and protocols, clearly delineated by Robin Wall Kimmerer in the Honorable Harvest,
summarized here:

1. taking only what is “yours” to take and only what you absolutely need;
2. being sure to leave ample for other animals, insects, etc.;

3. taking only in ways that are mutually beneficial — such as (for lumber) a tree that is
downed or too crowded by other trees, or an animal that is young (population control) or
too injured to keep up with the herd, etc.

The obsession most of us have with consumption is another example. We think we need the
newest cell phone, have to go on that cruise ship or take that trip by plane, and so on. Does
seeing the world as a resource allow us to plunder the world without regard to the being we’re
exploiting or to others who live here?

Animism calls us to “live simply that others may simply live.” Animism will help ...

e everyone heal from the damage of being disconnected from the rest of “nature” - some
have even labeled this “Nature Deficit Disorder”;

o self-defined “Nature-lovers” to deepen their relationships with all the rest of “nature”;

e Western “shamanic practitioners/healers” working with shamanic practices appropriated
to fit Western cosmology to shift to a deeper shamanism-based practice rooted in
animism.

If Westerners do not shift our personal lives and societies to a kin-centric, animist worldview and
language, we will continue to participate in the ecocide already well underway and be practicing
shamanism from a non-shamanic lens. The questions we must answer collectively seem to be:

° "Braiding Sweetgrass" Chapter 6: Learning the Grammar of Animacy (30 mins.) - Robin Wall Kimmerer

The Anarchist Audio Library. July 16, 2022. Fast forward to 16:40 minutes for the section on these words as verbs.
Also, see pp. 54-55 of her book, Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge, and the
Teachings of Plants, by Robin Wall Kimmerer, Goodreads.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mEBErBoPuTg
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/17465709-braiding-sweetgrass
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/17465709-braiding-sweetgrass

Speaking Nafturally Shamanic Spring Page b

“What would it mean to build, farm, and move across the planet with kinship, not conquest, as
our organizing principle? What would a different world — one that works with nature, and not
against it — look like?”!°

We advocate the widescale adoption of a kin-centric, animist worldview and language for
everyone. This workshop shares some of what we’ve learned about how to make that shift in our
language. How to change it in our perceptions was more fully covered in the Thinking, Seeing,
and Envisioning Naturally workshops, and the daily lifestyle changes are addressed in the
Sensing and Living Naturally sessions.

Consequences, Impacts of Animist Cosmology

1. All beings, including rivers and rocks, have rights as well as responsibilities. Rivers have
a right to thrive and a responsibility to provide a home for fish, water plants, etc.

2. Humans have no right to pollute another “person” or to take without “Honorable
Harvest/Teachings of Grass” Principles:
a. permission,
b. mutual benefit,
c. apologies,'! and
d. taking only what you need, not what you want.

3. All beings/forms are seen as family and as part of the Whole along with us, not separate
from us and not “beneath” us in any way. We have no right to exploit them or to deprive
them of their habitat. How might all this affect our daily lives?

— We humans have no right to exploit other animals or plants or to deprive them of their
habitat. “Habitat” doesn’t belong to humans; it belongs to all beings.
— We humans have no right to dam rivers, remove mountaintops for coal, etc.

4. Indigenous peoples find ways to live in the presence of and same habitat as other persons
(like polar bear persons, grizzly bear persons, lion persons, snake persons, etc.). Most
modern Westerners ban them from the land on which we live whenever possible and
create habitats where most cannot survive. We create toxic lawns and streets where even
those other than human persons who are not harmful to us (birds, box turtles, bats, foxes,
etc.) cannot survive well, and we live in ways that ensure their large-scale destruction.

5. Most modern Westerners assume the right to replace

a. apex herbivores with non-native ones (e.g., bison with cattle, wild turkeys with
non-native chickens, wild boars with non-native pigs, etc.);

b. apex grasses and other plants with non-native invasives that destroy the
foundation of ecosystems and trophic life.

10 The last frontier of empathy: why we still struggle to see ourselves as animals, by Megan Mayhew Bergman, The
Guardian, Nov. 16. 2025.

'When animists take another animal’s life, a ceremony of apology is usually undertaken to subdue and appease the
dead animal’s angry spirit. In animist cultures, “The purpose of religion is to do violence with impunity.”



https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/ng-interactive/2025/nov/16/human-exceptionalism-essay?CMP=Share_AndroidApp_Other
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All this stands in stark contrast to animist lifeways. Two-hundred North American tribes in the
US and Canada recently signed a treaty giving strong, protected rights of nature to grizzly bears.
One signer said “The grizzly needs more habitat. So let’s give ‘em some!” Can you imagine
saying that about grizzly bears near where you live? How might your daily life be different if
you had large predators living not far away?

The Animist Language Shift

Pronouns: New Third-Person Pronouns to Emphasize Connection

Robin Wall Kimmerer recommends an intentional change to the English language to use the
singular pronoun “ki”, borrowed from an Anishinaabe word for “beings of the living Earth.” The
plural pronoun is “kin,” a nod to the English word for relatives. Kara Huntermoon'? has
suggested modifying this to use “ki” for nominative (subject), “kin” for accusative (object),
“kinself” for reflexive, and “kins” for genitive (possessive with or without a following noun) and
leave the plural as the various forms of “they,” which are already inclusive. Here’s an example
using Kara’s suggestion:

After the bluebird bathed kinself in the pond, ki is cheerfully singing kins song. I can see kin from
my window. Ki sings like the land and sky are kins to enjoy.

A change like this has precedence in other languages. Many languages only have one third-
person singular pronoun, including Western languages such as Turkish, Hungarian, Finnish,
Persian, and Armenian.

Going beyond the personal pronouns, we can also consider shifting how we use other English
pronouns that have different forms for humans vs others: someone/somebody vs something, who
vs what in questions, who vs that/which in reflexive phrases. For example:

o [ found out who (not “what”’) was eating the fish in the pond. (The “who” was a raccoon.)

e Someone (not “something’’) has been eating the fish in the pond.

For further exploration, see English Pronouns in the Appendix.

Word Meaning Differences

Language - some English words don’t exist in animist cultures; where they do exist, the same
English words mean something completely different in animist cultures. Beyond specific words,
Western use of words is often for the purpose of manipulating, dominating, or demeaning. Not
that such violent uses of language never occur in animist cultures, but animism’s aim is to
express our perspectives, serve the whole, and treat others with respect.

For each of the following words, we consider the following:
1. How is this word understood differently in Western and Animist cosmologies?

2. How can we rephrase our speaking regarding this word to align with Animist
cosmology?

12 See Kara Huntermoon’s website.



https://karahuntermoon.com/
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Nature
e Animist Speak: rest of nature, the living world, our non-human kin; nature or the world
(when clearly including humans and their settlements).

e [ know of no animist or indigenous/traditional cultures that have a word for “nature”; it’s
simply “all Earth life” and includes humans, doesn’t exclude them. Westerners position
ourselves as separate from the rest of life (as Katharine Hepburn says in The African
Queen, “Nature, Mr. Allnut, is what we were put in this world to rise above™). As Ponca
activist Casey Camp-Horinek says, “At death, the water leaves us. The fire leaves us; the
body becomes cold. The air leaves us with our last exhale. The rest goes back into the
earth. So we ARE Earth and we are “nature”.!?

e African traditions say, “I am because we are,” meaning, in part, that we exist only
because of everyone (and everything) else. We are utterly dependent on the plants for
oxygen, on plants (and for some, other animals) for food and medicine, on the
hydrological cycle for water, on trees and others for shelter, etc.

o Further, animists see themselves as one with the rest of what we call “nature”: the Maori
say: “I am the River, and the River is me.”

Animals
e Animist Speak: other animals, animals including humans, animals (when clearly
including humans); inconsiderate, cruel, unthinking, uninformed, not comprehending
(instead of pejoratives such as animal, beast, ape, bird-brained.

e Many animist languages have no word “animal” as a class/group, just individual species
names like bears, deer, etc.

e We usually talk about animals in a way that excludes humans, as though we aren’t
animals, yet we are. If we do refer to humans as animals, it is often to demean them. A
vulgar person might be called an “animal”. A violent person might be called a “beast”. A
man without good manners might be called an “ape”. Someone lacking comprehension
might be called “bird-brained”. All these imply that humans are superior to other
animals.

Neighbors
e Animist Speak: my more-than-human neighbors, my kin who share the land where I live.

e Alone Story: A visiting anthropologist saw a villager away from the settlement, dancing
in the woods. He asked the dancer, “Why are you out here all alone?”” The dancer
motioned to the trees, birds, etc., and said “What do you mean ‘all alone’”

e Who counts as a neighbor? Who counts at all, who is visible or invisible?
Western answer: only the humans count as neighbors. All other animals, plants, and
elements are invisible.

e Many animist people see a deceased ancestor in other animals, especially large animals.
For this reason, among some traditional Australian aboriginals, “if a big croc is killed,

13 Source: Casey Camp-Horinek, Ponca Nation/Oklahoma; discussed near the end of the clip.



https://bioneers.org/casey-camp-horinek-walking-red-road-elemental-zstf2404/
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there’s a lot of wailing”. And if Crocodile is in your totem, it may be taboo for you to eat
them.

e Iencourage everyone to take time every day for 15 minutes or more to sit outdoors for at
least 15 minutes, regardless of the weather.

o This outdoor practice is called “Sit Spot.”

o The goal is to simply observe your neighbors. No, I don’t mean the human ones,
but the other animals, plants, insects, sky, sun, and so on.

“Earth Steward”
e Animist Speak: protector, defender warrior (avoid steward or manager).

e Western Speak: Most mainstream environmentalists call themselves Earth Stewards.

e Most mainstream environmentalists call themselves Earth Stewards. Yet most indigenous
activists call themselves “Water Protectors”, “Earth Warriors or Land Defenders.”
Stewards are managers, placing humans in charge of Earth, as though Earth can’t manage
herself. Protectors and Defenders are more like police or body guards; they are not in
charge but in service to the one who is in charge.

e As Casey Camp-Horinek says, “We aren’t protecting nature and the environment. We are
nature, protecting herself.”

Development'4
e Animist Speak: human encroachment, human destruction of ecosystems, human
refinement of their destructive ways (instead of progress), true human progress is
considering others and the whole by being in better relationship to the Earth.

e Western definition: building suburbs, creating “progress”
e Animist definition: destroying the Web of Life, violating our compact with our kin

Sustainable
e Animist Speak: honorable living or honorable harvest, living in a way that all of Earth
can thrive, living in right relationship, restorative.

o Western definition: dictionary definition is “that which can be done indefinitely with little
or no damage to the environment”; in reality, it means anything anyone wants it to mean.

e Animist Definition: that which can be done indefinitely while allowing all beings to
continue to thrive.

o As Robin Wall Kimmerer (Potawatomi) says, We should be asking NOT “What
more can we take?” but “What does the Earth ask of us?”!"

o Carol Crow, an Algonquian biologist, was invited to attend a mainstream
environmental conference. She asked her elders for permission to attend and if

14 Acknowledgement: This definition of development came from An Animist Primer for the English Language, by
Dana O’Driscoll, The Druid’s Garden, July 13, 2023.

15 Belonging to the Earth: An Evening with Robin Wall Kimmerer (64 mins.), Cary Institute of Ecosystem Studies,
13 March 2026. (See the 16-minute mark.)



https://thedruidsgarden.com/tag/language/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZyS37bnu8Nw
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they had any guidance about what to say. They scowled, you go to that meeting
and you carry a message about sustainability. “That sounds to me like they’re
trying to find a way to just keep on taking. It’s not our right to keep taking. When
your feet hit the ground in the morning, we should be thinking, what can we
give?” 16

Gratitude

For most Westerners, gratitude is a warm, fuzzy feeling. For animists, that’s barely the
beginning. As Robin Wall Kimmerer (Potawatomi) explains, gratitude stirs a deep 3-part
response:

1. respect for the life that produced the gift you received;
2. reciprocity - an urge to give back in equal measure to what you received; and

3. restraint - an appreciation for all that went into the gift you received and an impulse to
take no more of the gift than you need and to share it with all to ensure that there’s plenty
to meet all beings’ needs.

— Animist Speak: gift (instead of resource or raw material).

Obligation
In animist cultures, obligation is a sense of responsibility, an urge arising from gratitude. For
Westerners, obligation comes with a sense of obedience or duty.

e Animist Speak: can, will, want to, love to, honored to (instead of should or must);
facilitator (instead of ruler).

e In Western cosmology the cosmos is hierarchical. This stems from the belief in Western
cosmology that hierarchy is normal, natural, and necessary. In hierarchies, underlings are
expected to obey their superiors. Status is achieved through domination—through
violence, intimidation, or control of resources.

e In animist cosmology, the cosmos is egalitarian. Status is attained through prestige—
because others want you to lead based on the skills you can offer or your wisdom.

Luke Kemp, a researcher at the University of Cambridge, explains that “status comes in two
flavours: prestige and domination.”

o “Prestige is when others want you to lead based on the skills you can offer or your
wisdom.”

o “Domination is a different, darker strategy for achieving status. It is the ability to gain
status through violence, intimidation, or control of resources.”!’

Domination is the main form of status in Western society. Because domination takes status by
force, it engenders obligation in the sense of obedience or duty. Prestige is the main form of

16 Belonging to the Earth: An Evening with Robin Wall Kimmerer (64 mins.), Cary Institute of Ecosystem Studies,
March 13, 2026.
'7 Goliath’s Curse: The History and Future of Societal Collapse, Luke Kemp, 2025 (Knopf).


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZyS37bnu8Nw
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status in animist cultures. Because prestige is given and not taken, it engenders obligation in the
sense of responsibility.

Possession

For Westerners, possession means ownership, and only humans can be owners. Animals may
also have possessions but not in the sense of ownership. Ownership is not possible in animist
cosmology because every action is rooted in sharing with all.

29 <¢

e Animist Speak: “the land where I live”, “the cat who lives with me” (instead of property
or pet).

o The different perspectives of Europeans and Native Americans regarding land led to great
misunderstandings:

In 1626 Indians did everything by trade, and they did not believe that land could
be privately owned, any more than could water, air, or sunlight. But they did
believe in giving gifts for favors done. The Lenape—one of the tribes that lived on
the island now known as Manhattan—interpreted the trade of goods as gifis given
in appreciation for the right to share the land."®

o English reflects this sense of ownership in the way possession is treated grammatically.
We say “the boy’s eye” but “the eye of the boy” feels slightly off. The same holds true
for other animals. Conversely, we say “the eye of the storm” but “the storm’s eye” feels
off. Beyond grammar, English also has words that give a sense of ownership, such as
“property” and “pet”.

Possession also colors obligation. We demand payment in exchange for transferring property to
someone else. This is enforced reciprocity as opposed to willing reciprocity.

Prayer
There is no Lakota word for prayer; the Lakota word for it (wacheckiya) means “acknowledging
relationship in everything.”"

e Animist Speak: acknowledge interdependency; ask for help, appreciate.

o Western: Prayer stems from a hierarchical relationship between humans and spirits and
likewise with worship. Deities are seen as powerful, egoic beings, who dominate us and
must be appeased or satisfied and have their egos stroked.

o Christianity uses terminology in line with this way of looking at deities: king of
kings, prince of peace, throne of God, royal diadem, I am a jealous god, sinners in
the hands of an angry God.

e In shamanism, we have helping spirits. We respect powerful spirits and offer gifts in
gratitude for their helping us.

18 National Museum of the American Indian, Do All Indians Live in Tipis? (Washington, DC: Smithsonian Books,
2018), 78-79.

19 A Green Future: Languages of Nature with Tiokasin Ghosthorse, A Green Future Series, Florence Belsky
Charitable Foundation, July 27, 2020.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Q6cYqRxnB_o&t=5257s
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Mother Earth

Western view: We tend to use this phrase to mean the Earth feeds and nourishes us like a
mother would.

Animist view: Earth is mother to ALL who dwell here; we all have the same mother, so
the other animals, plants, and elements are all family - siblings, cousins, etc.

Father Sky

Air

Water

Father Sky and Mother Earth are a central piece of the Diné (Navajo) creation story. The
first creation of the Great Spirit was Father Sky and Mother Earth, from whence all life
sprang. Regardless of which direction we may look, we find sky and earth fused as one
on the horizon.*°

The ancient Greeks referred to Father Sky as the second of the gods to emerge out of
chaos. First came Gaea, Mother Earth, then Uranus, Father Sky. From the union of this
pair came all the gods of Mount Olympus and eventually people. If we think about it, it is
easy to see what lies behind these concepts. All of the materials of our bodies and our
lives come from the earth that nourishes us from birth to death, and moisture and light
come from the sky to energize the children of Mother Earth.?!

Western: Perhaps because air is “invisible”, we refer to Air as the [empty] “space”
between us or the “space” between ground and sky instead of saying the air between us.

Animist: “air”, not “space”.

The Lakota definition of water is “voicing that which is in relationship between you and I and all
things.”

Direction / Location

The future is seen as behind us, because it’s creeping up from behind and we can’t see it. The
past is what’s in front of us, and we can see it all. Cardinal directions are fixed, whereas left and
right change as the speaker faces different directions and are different for the listener (my left,
your right). In some traditions, cardinal directions are used rather than right/left.

Hi, where are you going? South-southwest, a long way off.
Where’s your knee pain? On the southwest side.

20 Mother Earth, Father Sky: Pueblo and Navajo Indians of the Southwest, Marsh Keagan (1989), Clear Light Pub.
2121 Mother Earth, Father Sky: More Than Primitive Myths, by Von Del Chamberlain, Deseret News, June 16, 1996.



https://www.deseret.com/1996/6/16/19248853/mother-earth-father-sky-more-than-primitive-myths/
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Table 1. Word Usage Alignment with Cosmology

Animist Cosmology

Western Cosmology

“he/she/they” or “ki/kin” for all beings,
“it” for abstract concepts & dummy subjects (ex: “it is
raining”)

“he/she/who” for humans,
“it/what/that/which” for all others

“they” used when gender unknown and “humanity, -
person, humankind” for generic

“he” assumed when gender unknown “man, -
man, mankind” used for generic

“everyone/someone/anyone/no one” or
“everybody/somebody/anybody/nobody” for all
beings, “-thing: for abstract

“-one/-body” for humans,
“everything/something/anything/nothing” for all
others

“rest of nature, other animals, rest of the world, our
kin”

language implying humans are distinct or
separate from nature, animals, world

“inconsiderate, cruel, unthinking, uninformed, not
comprehending”

animal references used to demean humans
(Ex: “animal, beast, ape, bird-brained”)

“protector, defender, warrior”

“steward, manager”

“honorable living or honorable harvest”
“gift”

“sustainable development or use”, “resource or
raw material”

“can/could, want to, love to, will”

“should, ought, need to, must”

“the s ” for all possessive forms

“the  ’'s " vs® ofthe _ ”for
“animate” vs “inanimate” possessive
(ex: “the boy’s eye” vs “eye of the storm”)

“the land where | live”, “the cat who lives with me”

“my property, my pet’

FOR EXTRA CREDIT:
Verbal, descriptive names
“Dances with Wolves”
“Water being a lake”

Nominal, titular names
“Washington DC”
“Lake!!

Practices

Pronouns Game

Write for 3 minutes a story about a person you know. Now exchange the pronouns (he/she/they
and him/him or /her/hers or they/theirs), using the pronoun “it” (its) where you would normally

say he/she/they, etc.

Write for 3 minutes a story about a wild animal, plant, woods, mountain, etc. that you know.
Now exchange the pronouns “it” (its) and instead use the pronoun he, she, or ki.

This game is rooted in the animist principle that everything (everyone) is alive and has a spirit.
See if anything shifts for you. I find that this practice makes it harder for me to objectify animals,
plants, and elements. I also find that I treat drums and even everyday mundane items like chairs

and spoons with greater care and respect.
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Walking Journey or Meditation

As you walk or do your Sit Spot, hold the intention: “What one or two things could I do to most
help me experience myself as one with the land? How can I see as the Maori see when they say:
‘I am the River, and the River is me’?”

For Further Exploration

An Animist Primer for the English Language (article), by Dana O’Driscoll, The Druid’s Garden,
July 13, 2023.

10 Rules of Honorable Harvest: Teachings of Grass (4-page pdf), Shamanic Spring; updated
periodically.

Tribesmen in the Amazon react to images of our world (9 mins.), Sabrina Macadie.
Reaction to moon landing: why did you want to go there? We don’t belong there.

“Nature” word difference: Casey Camp-Horinek: Walking the Red Road—It’s Elemental (21
mins.), Bioneers, April 6, 2024. Near the end, she says: We aren’t protecting nature and the
environment. We are nature, protecting herself. At death, the water leaves us. The fire leaves us;
the body becomes cold. The air leaves us with our last exhale. The rest goes back into the earth.
So we ARE Earth and we are “nature”.

Earth Talk: A Few Qualities Common to Traditionally Oral, Indigenous Cultures (18 mins.)-
David Abram, Dartington Trust, June 16, 2014

How Language Shapes the Way We Think (27 mins.), Anna Howard, Nov. 30, 2025.

Grammar of Animacy (55 mins.), Nature Journal Writing Workshop #8, Forest School to You,
May 18, 2021

Braiding Sweetgrass: Learning the Grammar of Animacy (6 mins.), Patch Adams, Aug. 17, 2021

Learning the Grammar of Animacy Analysis (8 mins.), Peter Ly, March 8, 2023

BRAIDING SWEETGRASS Chapter 6: Learning the Grammar of Animacy (31 mins.), Disaster
Girl Magic, July 7, 2023

Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific Knowledge, and the Teachings of Plants by
Robin Wall Kimmerer, Goodreads.

Learning the Grammar of Animacy (7 pp), Robin Wall Kimmerer, SUNY College of
Environmental Science and Forestry, Anthropology of Consciousness.

Robin Wall Kimmerer on the Language of Animacy (20-minute audio, article), Robin Wall
Kimmer and Helen Whybrow, Orion, March-April 2017



https://thedruidsgarden.com/tag/language/
https://shamanicspring.com/uploads/1/3/4/5/134555711/handout-honorable_harvest-2025.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=eafOkWXjqjc
https://bioneers.org/casey-camp-horinek-walking-red-road-elemental-zstf2404/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kLtQWPT9tb4&t=575s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5xmBa5guoIQ
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u6HAeJN_roc
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ne011LYoEOY
https://www.youtube.com/results?search_query=robin+wall+kimmerer+grammar+of+animacu
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HuWxLRTEVpw
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/17465709-braiding-sweetgrass
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/17465709-braiding-sweetgrass
https://transformativeeducation.weebly.com/uploads/9/9/4/5/99454788/kimmerer_robin_-_learning_the_grammar_of_animacy_2017.pdf
https://orionmagazine.org/article/robin-wall-kimmerer-language-animacy/
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Robin Wall Kimmerer in Learning the Grammar of Animacy (The Leopold Outlook Winter
2012).

Robin Wall Kimmerer, Speaking of Nature — finding language that affirms our kinship with the
natural world Speaking of Nature — Orion Magazine

When Earth Becomes an “It” Keynote address, Geography of Hope conference, March
2015 When Earth Becomes an “It” — Dark Matter Women Witnessing (The poem When Earth
Becomes an “It” is quoted in the article.)

The last frontier of empathy: why we still struggle to see ourselves as animals, by Megan
Mayhew Bergman, The Guardian, Nov. 16. 2025



https://xenoflesh.wordpress.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/robin-wall-kimmerer.pdf
https://xenoflesh.wordpress.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/03/robin-wall-kimmerer.pdf
https://orionmagazine.org/article/speaking-of-nature/
https://darkmatterwomenwitnessing.com/apr2015/when-earth-becomes-an-it/
https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/ng-interactive/2025/nov/16/human-exceptionalism-essay?CMP=Share_AndroidApp_Other
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APPENDIX

Alpha and Democracies

The claim that deer are voting democracies, not just cooperative decisionmakers, is best noted in
this 3-minute clip: There is no such thing as an alpha. The approximate transcript is below.??

When Western scientists wanted to study how deer make decisions, they went and
studied deer for a while. What they saw was that after some time of being in one
place, One larger deer would take off in One Direction and all the other deer
would follow. They interpreted this as that one deer being the leader, the Alpha,
and that one deer made decisions for the herd. This interpretation became the
scientific standard for decades. Everyone agreed that deer had one leader and
other research crews replicated that research.

After a while another research team tried to replicate this, and this research team
happened to be led by a group of women; all the other research teams had been led
by white men. For the hour or so preceding the decision, What they observed was
that all the other deer would be looking up from what they were doing in One
Direction or another. Like us, deer have only one direction they 're most likely to go
at one point in time. After work, you might go to the gym or the bar or go home. A
deer herd might go to their watering hole or a feeding site or their bedding
grounds. All the other deer will be glancing at one of those possible routes. Once
between 65 and 75% of the deer are looking up in the same direction, then the
large deer will take off in that direction. So they 're not making a decision — they 're
tallying the vote. And the other deer aren’t following because that one deer is the
Boss. They 're following because it is that one deer’s job to represent the group’s
decision. Deer have no alpha. This research has since been corroborated and is
now well understood.

This is an amazing example of how our worldview shapes what we see. Those
original white male researchers were probably good people and not even bad
scientists. They weren’t trying to misrepresent deer at all, and their interpretations
were based in real observations. But their inherited lens of hierarchy, of
patriarchy, led them to subconsciously omit the actual democratic decision-making
process they were watching in front of their eyes and hyper-emphasize the one data
point that supported their hierarchical, patriarchal worldview. All of us, but
especially men, inherit a worldview and lens of hierarchy and patriarchy. So when
we look at reality, we project patriarch and hierarchy onto it in ways that blind us
to the true nature of community and reality itself.

Until we wash the patriarchy out of our eyes by healing our own wounds, then all
of our best attempts at rational thought, at seeing reality clearly are tainted by
those wounds and prevent us from being able to see what'’s right in front of us. Our
privilege blinds us; we need less privileged perspectives to see reality. I mentioned

22 For more on this in many different species, see the study and additional references in Trends and Ecology in
Evolution.



https://www.youtube.com/shorts/0XfPe7jNXXs
https://billbolmeier.com/democracy-and-deers/
https://billbolmeier.com/democracy-and-deers/
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how deer have no alphas. Spoiler alert: this is true for humans and wolves, too. No
alphas anywhere, I'm afraid. The whole concept was debunked almost as soon as it
was published. Now, if you hear someone say “alpha’, they just mean “I'm
projecting my wounds not natural systems in an unscientific and harmful way to try
and validate harmful patterns and make my insecurities feel powerful.”

For added resources on the “alpha male” concept, see the following:

e The Scientific Lie That Damaged Generations of Men (21 mins.), Be Smart, Dec. 18,
2025.

e The Shocking Scientific Lie That Ruined Generations of Men (6 mins.), Deep Dive
Daily, March 6, 2026.

e The surprising science of alpha males (16 mins.) | Frans de Waal, TED, July 9, 2018. His
is the most “pro-alpha” scientific view I could find, and even he is nuanced.

Animacy in Human Cognition and Language - Western Scientific View

Scientists aspire to be impartial, objective observers of the material world. By limiting itself to
the material world, science makes itself inherently biased toward a Western world view. This
doesn’t become important until science delves into areas such as cognition and language where
factors beyond the material world must be considered in order to gain a complete understanding.

Scientists studying the development of cognition in human infants have discovered that within
one year of birth, human infants develop “an understanding that people and animals tend to be
causal agents and self-propelled.” They present their finding as supporting the common assertion
among scientists that “motion is a crucial factor that differentiates animates (e.g., animals and
people) from inanimate objects.”?® In making this assertion they are claiming that intentional
motion implies sentience. The Western scientific definition of animacy (antonym: inanimacy) is
much narrower than the definition traditional, animist cultures would give to the word. It is
limited to animacy as perceived through the lens of materialism where only physical agency is
considered to exist. It is further constricted by approaching animacy from an anthropocentric
viewpoint.

Linguists bring the same much narrower definition of animacy to the study of human languages
including its accompanying materialistic and anthropocentric bias. Linguists have discovered
that most human languages distinguish between “animate” and “inanimate.”** From a linguistic
perspective, “animate” and “inanimate” are grammatical and semantic features that purportedly
correlate to the Western scientific concept of animacy. Thus in their view the grammatical and
semantic features they label as “animate” and “inanimate” indicate how sentient or alive the
referent of a noun is. Yet, most languages of traditional, animist cultures are heavily verb-based,
where Western languages are heavily noun-based, making the conclusions of the Western
linguist further suspect when applied to these languages.

23 Cicchino JB, Aslin RN, Rakison DH. Correspondences between what infants see and know about causal and self-
propelled motion. Cognition. 2011 Feb;118(2):171-92. doi: 10.1016/j.cognition.2010.11.005. Epub 2010 Nov 30.
PMID: 21122832; PMCID: PMC3038602.

24 Do all languages distinguish between persons and non-persons?, Linguistics.



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kOuer8-sIzQ&t=177s
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D3Yd2BOCBSk
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BPsSKKL8N0s&t=95s
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC3038602/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC3038602/
https://linguistics.stackexchange.com/questions/49290/do-all-languages-distinguish-between-persons-and-non-persons
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Linguists note a variety of strategies including word inflection, verb form, word order,
prepositions, and pronouns for distinguishing between what they call “animate” and “inanimate”.
Authors of an article in the journal Theoretical Linguistics state that “the animacy hierarchy
(e.g., human > animal > inanimate) is widely applied in linguistic analysis to explain various
phenomena.”® The article asserts that grammatical animacy arises from the representation of
biological animacy and conceptual animacy in language:

“Biological animacy refers to entities that are biologically alive and is defined by physical
properties like the capacity to die. Living entities, such as humans and animals, are considered
biologically "animate," whereas non-living entities, like rocks or water, are classified as
"inanimate." Plants, though living, are often considered "inanimate." This type of animacy forms
the foundation of how humans instinctively categorize the world around them.”

“Conceptual animacy is based on the speaker's perception and cultural background. It concerns
what is perceived as alive, influenced by the "ego's" perspective and societal beliefs. This type
often diverges from biological animacy. For example, in some cultures or languages, inanimate
objects like the sun or mountains are considered "animate" due to mythology or cultural beliefs.
Conceptual animacy reflects how humans personify or attribute agency to non-living entities.”

Biological animacy as described in the article is consistent with the constricted view of animacy
used by the cognitive scientists. The description of conceptual animacy, however, shows a lack
of understanding of anthropology and the worldviews of traditional cultures. It instead paints an
image of a world where a few cultures dabble in partial animism and give honorary animacy to a
smattering of inanimate objects of importance to their cultures.

Human languages emerged about 100,000 years ago, before the migration of homo sapiens out of
Africa about 60,000 years ago and well before the advent of agriculture and large-scale
permanent settlements about 10,000 years ago. Agriculture and large-scale permanent
settlements are key elements of human striving to separate from the rest of nature and form their
own artificial ecosystems. With this major shift came a change of cosmology from animist to
western and subjugation of or distancing from our non-human kin causing us to see them as
objects. Humans brought their languages with them, meaning the languages of Westerners
descend from long extinct animist languages. Grammatical complexities such as word inflections
rarely go away on their own, even when there is a change in worldview. It usually takes a
merging of peoples speaking different languages in order for simplification to happen (like
happened with English as the Anglo Saxons merged with significant populations of first Vikings
and then Normans). Merges like this result in simplification of grammar. Conversely, grammar
complexities almost never get added into mature languages. Therefore, most modern languages
still carry the grammatical forms that developed while they were being spoken by traditional
cultures with animist world views. Because of this, some other explanation is needed to explain
why cultures that perceive a cosmos filled entirely with “persons” would develop languages that
distinguish “persons” from “non-persons.” I speculate that the distinction is based instead on
whether or not the speakers have a close or important relationship with the being who is the
referent of the noun. Close relationships would drive a need for more complex grammatical and
syntactic treatment to enable more precise and frequent communication about them.

25 See Wikipedia’s entry on Animism and de Swart, Peter & de Hoop, Helen. (June 2018). "Shifting Animacy".
Theoretical Linguistics. 44 (1-2): 1-23. doi:10.1515/t1-2018-0001. hdl:2066/193723



https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Animacy
https://www.degruyterbrill.com/document/doi/10.1515/tl-2018-0001/html
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Doi_(identifier)
https://doi.org/10.1515%2Ftl-2018-0001
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hdl_(identifier)
https://hdl.handle.net/2066%2F193723
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English is one of the few languages that has almost entirely eliminated animist grammatical
forms. The only ones left are third-person pronouns and possessive formation (e.g., “woman’s
eye” vs “eye of the storm”). Without grammatical restrictions, the pronouns in English have fully
evolved to reflect a western cosmology where only humans are considered to be animate. On a
positive note, this makes it relatively easy to evolve English to reflect an animist cosmology.

Some languages only have one third-person singular pronoun, meaning there is no distinction
based on gender or animacy. These include Turkic languages (Turkish, Kazakh, Kyrgyz, etc.),
Uralic languages (Finnish, Estonian, Hungarian, etc.), Armenian, and Persian. In fact, according
to the World Atlas of Linguistic Structures most of the world's languages seem to not have
gender or animacy distinction in their pronouns. Romance languages (Spanish, French, Italian,
Portuguese, etc.) have pronouns to distinguish between genders but not between “animate” and
“inanimate.” Japanese has four generic pronouns, which have all historically been used with no
gender or animacy distinction, but Western contact has changed this.

English Pronouns

Third person singular personal pronouns, including gender-neutral they singular:
o Nominative: he/she/it/they (ex: She went to the store.)
e Accusative: him/her/it/them (ex: The dragon ate him.)
o Reflexive: himself/herself/itself/themselves (ex: Is that chair moving all by itself?)
o Emphatic: himselt/herself/itself/themselves (ex: They themselves took all the glory.)
o Independent Genitive: his/hers/its (rare)/theirs (ex: The book is hers.)
o Dependent Genitive: his/her/its/their (ex: That is his problem.)

Other third person singular pronouns:

e Dummy: it/there (ex: It’s raining, but there’s no turning back.)

e Relative: who/whom/whose (personal) and which/that/whose (non-personal)
Ex: Penelope who entered the store bought an apple.
Ex: The clerk to whom I gave my application issued me a permit.
Ex: The swimmer whose suit fell off during practice was quite embarrassed.
Ex: The book that rests in my lap has become boring. (restrictive)
Ex: My house, which has a lovely balcony, overlooks the lake. (non-restrictive)
Ex: The tree, whose leaves have changed color, is beautiful.

o Interrogative: who/whom/whose/which (personal) and what/which (non-personal)
Ex: Who is that masked man?
Ex: To whom are you speaking?
Ex: Whose is that? Whose book is that?
Ex: Which one is your cousin? [but not: Which is your cousin?]
Ex: What has he got in his pockets?
Ex: Which are you having? Which entrée are you having?

o Indefinite: everyone/everybody/everything, someone/somebody/something,
anyone/anybody/anything, no one/nobody/nothing


http://wals.info/feature/30A

