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Indigenous Language and Foodways as 

Pathways to Inter-generational Healing



Indigenous Languages Then and Now

● Once Spoken by 50-100 Million People (Entire Population) 

● Forced Assimilation and Boarding Schools 1879, General Richard Henry Pratt, “Kill the Indian…”

● Cultural Loss and Worldview 

○ The Lakota language has a characteristic emphasis on movement and relationship, both in the 

sense of social relationships and environmental. Social Kinship between humans, animals, natural 

features.

○ There is no single, specific word for I. Affixed or infixed to verbs. Value of community above self. 

○ No pronouns such as he or she. Pronouns are demonstrative and contextual. 

○ Historically, there were no words for orphan, nature, charity or animal. These are neologisms. 

○ Embedded within the language is our philosophy, way of life, spirituality, and social modes of 

conduct. 

● Lakota Language as case Study- Once spoken by 15-20 Million 

● Nebraska home to Ho-Chunk, Umonhon, L/Dakota, Ponca, Oto, Missouria, and others. 

● Also Spoken in  Wood Mountain Reserve, Saskatchewan and Urban Communities throughout Western US. 



Lakota Is Endangered, Like Many Other Languages 

● Well above 80% of fluent, ‘mother tongue’ speakers are over 65 

● Children currently account for less than 10% of learners/speakers 

● Less than 5% child learners are learning at home

● The lakota Language is an endangered language



Language Loss

● 4000 Indigenous Languages  

● More than half of all languages will be extinct by 2100

● Effect of global cultural homogenization

● One Indigenous language dies every 2 weeks. 



Kill the Indian, Save the man: Forced Assimilation 

“A great general has said that the only good Indian is 

a dead one, and that high sanction of his destruction 

has been an enormous factor in promoting Indian 

massacres. In a sense, I agree with the sentiment, 

but only in this: that all the Indian there is in the race 

should be dead. Kill the Indian in him, and save the 

man.” - : Capt. Richard H. Pratt  1879



Colonial Contact and Forced Assimilation 

● The US Federal government first assumed a policy of 
extermination until about 1870 and then assimilation 1870 
onward. 

● Thousands of children forcibly removed from families for 
re-education. 

● Boarding schools like Carlisle Indian Industrial School 
provided vocational and industrial training as means to 
systematically remove tribal culture. 1879-1918

● Extermination, Assimilation, Termination







Linguistic features of Lakota 

● The Lakota language has a characteristic emphasis on movement and 

relationship, both in the sense of social relationships and environmental. 

Social Kinship between humans, animals, natural features.

● There is no single, specific word for I. Affixed or infixed to verbs. Value of 

community above self. 

● No pronouns such as he or she. Pronouns are demonstrative and contextual. 

● Historically, there were no words for orphan, nature, charity or animal. These 

are neologisms. 

● Embedded within the language is our philosophy, way of life, spirituality, and 

social modes of conduct. 





Language As Vehicle of Value System 

● Values In the Syntax

● Sapir-Whorf 

● “The Rock broke the window” or “A rock was thrown, the window 

Broke” Responsibility

● No, “please and thank-you”, Kinship terms

● “Grammar of Animacy” - Robin Wall Kimmerer, Potawatomi 

Nation, “Braiding Sweetgrass”



Worldview and Metaphysics

● Non- Human Persons 
● Not merely naive perspective and science or attempts of naturalistic 

explanation 
● Kinship Responsibility to human and non-human relatives 
● The importance of place, personhood, and interconnectedness in Indigenous 

world view and how that relates to human responsibilities to the land.
● What is the world? What it means to be a person? What a person ought to do 

living in this world? - All embedded in Language 
● Mitakuye oyasin
● Eway day wang a day  



Personhood 

● Plant Relatives, 500+ names. 

● Uses, applications, and ecological knowledge of where/when to find them, and symbiotic 

understandings.

● Average American likely knows as many as 500+ brand names and logos.

● Fewer than 10 plants 

● Corporations have been afforded the rights of personhood but not actual living beings such 

as plants, trees, and animals.

● Natural processes given personhood in language

● Matrix of understandings-not just a religion but an entire world view of living with the world. 

● No separation of sacred and profane. Our knowledge  systems intertwine practical and 

spiritual. 



Wolves  Reintroduced to Yellowstone and TEK

● 70 years absent 

● Deer population excessive, reduced all vegetation 

● No mysticism

● Traditional Ecological Knowledge is a factual knowledge of the environment 

and a thorough knowledge systems capable of making observations of 

material reality. 



Food,Language, Culture, Worldview

● Maslow’s  hierarchy of needs appropriated from 

Blackfeet Nation

● It is in our responsibilities to others, as understood by 

the value system in our languages, that we are all 

provided for





Language as Wellspring of Culture 

● Why is eating ‘traditional’ food important? 

● Traditional food production fosters culture, reinforces worldview 

and language

● Language are two threads that the bundle of culture together 

● Language has a prescription for living that promotes healing

● Identity, Health & Wellness 





Healthcare in Native Communities

● Health Disparities
○ Diabetes, Heart Disease, Accidental Death, Obesity  

● IHS,”Don’t get sick after June” 
● American Indians and Alaska Natives born today have a life expectancy that 

is 5.5 years less than the U.S. all races population (73.0 years to 78.5 years, 
respectively).

● American Indians and Alaska Natives continue to die at higher rates than 
other Americans in many categories, including chronic liver disease and 
cirrhosis, diabetes mellitus, unintentional injuries, assault/homicide, 
intentional self-harm/suicide, and chronic lower respiratory diseases.



Food Sovereignty and Health 

● Food Production as pathway to health 

● Language is inextricable from Food Sovereignty 

● Self Sufficiency and Healing Intergenerational Trauma 

● Restoration of community 

● Language is Medicine 


