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Abstract: It has been argued that our ability to lie (or to be untruthful) has accelerated 
the development of language (Dor 2017). Language in turn, is upheld as a unique human 
feature, bolstering arguments for human exceptionalism. In this paper, I provide 
examples from ethnography and ethology to point to communicative parallels between 
humans and other beings. Specifically, I am interested in mutually recognizable non-
verbal concealments of intent, involving bodies and materials, including plants, as 
communicative devices. I invoke the concepts of ‘distributed language’ and ‘embodied 
cognition’ to highlight how interspecies communication can be intentionally misleading, 
independent of language. Distributed language provides ways to think about the 
incorporation of land features in communication, while embodied cognition looks at the 
participation of the body in the formation of thought. I extend these approaches to look at 
ethnographic and ethno-ethological examples of communication in landscapes to 
problematize human exceptionalism. 
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The theme of our conference is openness. Openness to recognize and learn about our past, and 
openness to experiment and embrace new ways of being together. When we first thought about a 
theme for this years’ gathering, we knew that reconciliation would not be a simple thing to work 
with. Not only are we facing an overwhelming reality of social injustice on these shared lands 
today, we also recognize a pervasive and perpetual silencing of the countless sentient beings with 
whom we have co-evolved, and with whom we continue to form a meshwork of life. It appears 
to me (and to many others … sources) that reconciliation in social, economic, and political 
realms is possible only where our other-than-human relations are taken seriously in the process. 
One reason for their historical exclusion from such efforts is, arguably, our anthropocentric 
valuation of living beings, which, among other things, has relied on the presence or absence of 
linguistic capacity. 
 
For sure, evolutionary theory and its positioning of ‘man’ as merely another ‘animal’ rattled the 
cage of Judeo-Christian notions of humans as ‘created in God’s image.’ But rather than relaxing 
our grip on the deification of the human, the pronouncement of the human as animal seems to 
have called forth an ever-greater fervour to identify and enshrine markers that would set us apart 
from other animals. Co-architect of evolutionary theory, Alfred R. Wallace, himself, rallied for 
speech and abstract thinking as two inter-related and not-to-be-crossed divides separating 
humans from other animals (Richards 2013). Turning the spear around, I ask today: “How 
essential to the human experience is nonverbal interaction?” And, by extension “How has our 
nonverbal repertoire shrunk as the result of our growing reliance on spoken and written 



language?” These questions are by no means new. Human exceptionalism is well and alive today 
– Canadian philosopher Charles Taylor (2016) being only one among many prominent examples. 
 
I have euphorically called today’s talk “Open Plants, Open Plans,” because last month, my 
colleague Sarah Abbott and I embarked on a new nationally funded 5-year project to study non-
verbal communication in and between humans, animals, and plants in the Circumpolar North. 
We have called the project “Sensory Acts: Non-verbal Communication in the Circumpolar 
North,” and we are fortunate to be working with a fantastic group of specialists, ranging from 
wildlife biology and multispecies ethnography to ethnomusicology. At the heart of this study lies 
an effort to interrogate established doctrines in communication theory, such as universal 
grammar and recursion (Everett 2017; Chomsky 2006), theory of mind in animals (Krupenye and 
Call 2019), and neural-like fungal networks in tree stands, by consulting uniquely northern 
perspectives in tandem with a reassessment of classical multispecies communication thinkers, 
such as Jacob von Uexkuell, Gregory Bateson, and Charles Sanders Peirce. 
 
Entering the lifeworld of other beings 
 
Humans, non-human animals, and plants possess unmistakable differences, yet (arguably) we 
share one and the same world. If non-human animals, plants, and humans must be seen for our 
many diverse features, then what are possible grounds on which we can come together in 
meaningful ways? And when I say “meaningful,” I have in mind not only the anthropocentric 
notion of ‘ecosystem services.’ (I am not asking what other organisms can do for us, or even 
what we can do for them. I am asking what can we do together, and how?) How do we make 
meaning together? Are there lessons about logic, morality, or misunderstanding that can be 
gleaned from our mutal connectedness for life in the Anthropocene? I wish to look at these 
questions here from the perspectives of ‘distributed language’ and ‘embodied cognition.’ 
 
Shared sense-making (distributed language) 
 
Linguist Paul J. Thiebault (2011) differentiates between “first-order languaging” and “second-
order language.” First-order languaging refers to language as “a cultural organization of process 
that is naturalistically grounded in human biology” (2011: 211). Second-order language stands 
for wordings, which get integrated into first-order languiageing, not the other way around (2011: 
212). For the purpose of my argument, I will focus primarily on first-order-languaging here. 
According to Thiebault and other linguists, first-order languaging argues that “real-time 
behavioural events” are the outcome of co-construction among “co-acting agents” (2011: 211). 
Another way of expressing this relatively new approach in linguistics is to say that humans 
engage in “whole-body sense making” (2011: 211), and that this sense making is a collaborative 
effort between individuals.  
 
Rather than viewing language merely as a processing of abstract notions, “human language is 
seen more and more as a suite of flexible and adaptive behaviours that are based upon a 
naturalistically grounded intersubjective sensitivity to the bodily dynamics (movement) of others 
and the sensorimotor coupling relations between persons and their worlds that result from this in 
the intersubjective matrix (Bråten, 2007; Cowley, 2007a; Trevarthen, 1998)” (Thiebault 
2011:212). But what do these forays into contemporary linguistic debates mean for our study of 



non-verbal interspecies communication? Can we even speak of “language” in a communicative 
context that abstains from the utterance of intelligible words? I believe yes. At least in so far as 
we make a distinction between first-order languaging and second-order language. 
 
If first-order languaging is foundational to all human linguistic sense-making, and if it serves as a 
cognitive framework that only later helps embed aspects of more abstract culturally and 
historically conditioned wording and phrasing, then perhaps it can serve as a shared 
communicative framework with fellow humans who are unable to make use of second-order 
language. Occupational therapist, Olga Solomon (2012), pushes it further. She argues, based on 
ethnographic observations of sociality between children on the Autism Spectrum Disorder 
(ASD) and therapy dogs, that first-order languaging (and not second-order wording) forms the 
basis for interspecies sociality (Solomon 2012:109). In effect, sociality is not reliant on shared 
language. Instead, it consists of the possibilities and outcomes of interspecies togetherness. In 
other words, effective sociality is evidenced by what we accomplish together. It is a matter of 
retrospective recognition. 
 
With the help of Thiebault (2011), I have shown how language is distributed across first-order 
languaging and second-oder wording, recognizing (with the help of Solomon), that biologically 
mediated languaging lies at the heart not only of human but also of inter-species sociality. I will 
now look at a second aspect of the distribution of language: Namely, the ways in which human 
and other persons draw on aspects of their environment in their first-order meaning-making. 
According to anthropologist and cognitive ethnographer Edwin Hutchins (1995 in Thiebault 
2011:212), “cognitive and affective processes are distributed across brains; bodies; and aspects 
of the social, cultural, and physical worlds of persons.” In my own fieldwork, I have encountered 
many examples in which humans and other animals ‘think with the landscape.’ Some of the most 
overt examples come from the communicative act of physical concealment. A hunter hides from 
their prey, and prey hide from their hunter. They are communicating about not wanting to 
communicate. Allow me to elaborate in the context of wolves: 
 
Wolves ‘read’ their pursuers’ tracks in the snow. They take visual shelter from onlookers by 
hiding behind rises in the earth’s surface, or by standing up behind tree trunks to conceal their 
bodies. They build dens in discreet hill sides, and they dig escape tunnels with out-of-sight 
openings. These are just a few examples in which wild canids are reported to respond to the 
perceived threatening intentions of their human pursuers. Rather than saying, “I don’t want you 
to follow and kill me!” they take hold of objects available to them in their environment to 
express their intentions. Such expressions involve specific movements of the body, as can be 
seen in route selection through dense forest and mountainous terrain, while pursuing prey or 
while fleeing from human hunters. Their calculations also take into account objects seen within 
reach of human adversaries, such as visible firearms and wood or steel traps. This knowledge of 
(or ability to ‘see through’) human-made contraptions of concealed intent, seems to be 
transferred from one generation to the next.   
 
Thinking through the body (embodied cognition) 
 
If language is distributed between first-order languaging and second-order wording, as well as 
between actants and features of their immediate environment, then so must be the cognition that 



enables (or conversely is informed by) the use of language. In this context, allow me to briefly 
touch on ‘embodied cognition.’ The embodied cognition approach in cognitive science argues 
that sensory and motor systems are deeply entwined with cognitive processing (Mulder et al. 
2017). In other words, what we feel in our finger tips, and how we experience aspects of our 
environment through our bodies, co-shapes how and what we think in any given moment. But 
not only does our cognition emerge from a lively conversation between the sensory receptors of 
our own bodies, we also rely on the availability or absence of physical aspects of our 
environment beyond the body. Thus we ‘think with things.’    
 
Thinking with gait 
 
Recognizing the reality of embodied cognition allows us to interrogate the primacy of abstract 
thought, and by delineation, the primacy of human cognition. In this regard, the non-philosophy 
of Francois Laruelle may hold some promise in its claim: “all thoughts are equal” (Maoilearca 
2015). Thought no longer stands on its own. It is not formed in isolation of physical experience. 
Embodied cognition—much like distributed language—moves us toward a kind of first-order 
knowing. And much like first-order languaging, it may provide a realm of sense-making, which 
to varying degree, we share with other species in spite of the great diversity we possess in terms 
of physical attributes.  
 
Conversing with a Soiot reindeer herder, I learned how riding reindeer differs from riding horses. 
Unlike horses, reindeer sway from side to side. Reindeer do not bump up and down like horses. 
They ride “smooth like a boat” (Rus. khodiat kak lotka). Reindeer don’t bypass obstacles, such as 
shrubs or rocks. They walk straight through, or over them. According to the herder, you get so 
used to the walking style of a particular animal that you don’t want to switch it out for another 
species (Oehler, fieldnotes, 30 OCT, 2013). In other words, you come to think of the landscape, 
and of your trajectory within it in terms of the physical abilities and preferences of your 
companion animal. You begin to think like a reindeer as you come to share affordances (Gibson 
1986). As you begin to work collaboratively with the reindeer, you also come to think 
collaboratively. There is no need here to agonize over whether or not you can enter the mind of 
the reindeer, or whether the reindeer can enter yours. It isn’t about theory of mind in that sense. 
Your collaborative planning attests to joint thought. When you think with a horse, your joint path 
through the landscape will differ markedly.  
 
This is an example of both distributed language and embodied cognition. Your communication 
with the reindeer is distributed in the landscape, because both of you see and respond to signals 
sent by objects in your path. By way of muscle activation both of you signal to each other 
responses to the visual and tactile data as each of you perceive it. This is shared embodied 
cognition, because your ideas about the best way forward are not abstracted. Nor are they 
isolated from either of your bodies. They stand in direct communication with each of your 
divergent sensory receptors as they register shrubs and rocks in their own ways. Your joint-
thought is generated in collaboration with the sensory and motor systems of both of your bodies, 
and in this way each of you share in the other’s body’s capacities. Your thought is collaborative. 
It has come to draw on a joint recognition of affordances, compliments of collaborative 
physiologies.      
 



Thinking with branches  
 
In my final point, I will move to plants now. While most often plants are seen in terms of their 
ecosystem services, I am most interested in plants as active interspecies agents constituting social 
networks, including humans. There are many directions from which to approach this plant 
participation. Here I will narrow it down to a single preliminary question: How can we begin to 
theorize and equivalent to first-order languaging in plants, particularly as they socialize beyond 
the confines of their own species? Obviously any empirically grounded response will require 
much more space than I have here. But I posit this question as an inspiration for the work Sarah 
Abbot, myself, and our colleagues are setting out to do. In our thinking we will have to 
differentiate between psychology’s ‘intention’ and phenomenological philosophy’s (e.g. Husserl) 
‘intentionality’ (Duranti 2015).  
 
What drives these research questions for me are ethnographic accounts from my own work in 
Siberia. Here, plants and trees play a significant role in how people make a living in the 
environment. Not only are they reliant on the services of vegetation at the species level. They 
also engage in communication with and through specific plant persons, each of whom move 
along a life trajectory – with a lifespan akin to any other living being. Given such ascribed 
personhood, trees across the Circumpolar North can also become prey, as they are being 
“hunted” (cf. Mackenzie Delta, Wishart 2013). In Indigenous south-central Siberia, so called 
‘shaman trees’ extend their branches as communicative mediators between humans and 
intangible entities who govern specific sections of the landscape, including all freely moving life 
forms. In other instances, individual trees are understood as serving quasi elder roles, vis-à-vis 
other, younger trees. Whether these ethnobotanical explanations parallel the scientific 
explanations for so-called “mother trees” and their communication-facilitating mycorrhizal 
networks, identified by forest ecologists like Susan Simard (2018), remains to be explored.     

Thank you. 
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