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 The Difference between a Bird and a Plane

The Difference between a Bird and a Plane (in three episodes), is a film essay shot in 
Canada and inclusive of photographic materials from Canada and the UK. The film 
articulates three main arguments that foreground traditional philosophy in order to 
problematise the values promoted by global capital when it comes to living beings, i.e. 
the planet. 

Episode 1: The Language of the it.

Who are you? 
A sci-fi chrysalis?
Or a failed AI project…
…a reminder that human exceptionalism has led to a crisis…? 

We,
the ‘he’ and the ‘she’ have relegated
everyone else to the rank of the ‘it’. 
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And when everything is ‘it’, living and non living, 
our language cannot distinguish
between a bird and a plane 

Some languages can. In native philosophy all living beings are people. 
Not people in the human sense,
but, as living beings, they have intelligence, wisdom and responsibility

Plants for example, 
are ancient beings, who provide us with food and medicine,
So in some native languages they translate as 
‘those who take care of us’. 

This is Lake of the Woods, the native land of the Ojibwe people, 
who with the Potawatomi and Odawa are part of The Council of Three Fires..
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And Potawatomi can distinguish between a bird and a plane
because it has two different verbs for listening: 
depending if you are listening to something animate or inanimate.

English instead and colonial languages relegate all living beings (except humans) 
to the status of objects. 

Can we stop using ‘it’ when it comes to living beings? 
How do we avoid life being an abstraction?

A member of the Potawatomi Nation and 
Botany Professor has come up with a suggestion…

She asked her grandfather if Potawatomi had a word 
to translate ‘a being of the earth'
And he said yes: 
“Aakibmaadiziiwin,” [aa-ki-ba-ma-dzi-vin]

She was delighted with this answers, but also noted that 
those beautiful syllables could not easily replace ‘it’ in English.

 The Difference between a Bird and a Plane
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One day as she walked over the land, she wondered 
whether from the beginning of the word 'aaki' meaning ‘land', 
a new pronoun 'ki' could be born. .

With its Potawatomi roots, 'ki' could replace ‘it' for living beings. 

Not 'she' or 'he' but 'ki

So she practised:
“Ki is singing up the sun.
” Ki runs through the branches on squirrel feet, 
ki howls at the moon, 
ki’s branches sway in the pine-scented breeze”.

But what about the plural for ki?
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Oh, she said, 'no need to borrow from Potawatomi'
we already have 'kin' in English.

And she practised again:
“Kin are ripening in the fields; 
kin are nesting under the eaves; 
kin are flying south for the winter, 
come back soon”. 

“Our words can be an antidote to human exceptionalism, 
to unthinking exploitation, an antidote to loneliness, an opening to kinship.”
(Robin Wall Kimmerer)
.
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Episode 2: Illogical Borders. 
 
Lake of the Woods is a large expanse of water with over 14,000 islands laid out in a 
beautiful and intricate configuration 

The local belief that the land is sacred and humans responsible for its well being 
clashed with the European idea of land ownership. 

And the concept of private property not only objectified the land but also, 
by default, those who didn’t own it..

When at the end of the American revolution the settlers set out to define the US border 
across the Lake, 
the only available maps were those of fur traders. 

And since they were designed to record canoe navigation routes, 
the Lake featured as an ovoidal shape consisting of only 9 islands.

Without the help of accurate maps, 
the Lake and its Islands resisted the border project for as long as 140 years. . 
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Eventually, in 1925, the most illogical conclusion was reached: 
when the Lake was split with a protruding kink allocated to the United States.

More recently a different mapping of the Lake was created, 
one compiling the locations of the pictographs along the Lake.

Pictographs are images that were created in ancient times, 
using red ochre from sturgeon fish.

This is The Long Journey and the figure represents the spirit of the shaman
journeying across the worlds. 

Shamanism was discouraged when the settlers introduced Christianity.
Christianity was at odds with the existing spiritual beliefs
that saw mankind as a co-tenant of nature equal to all living beings.

Più tardi Freud concluse che il cristianesimo 
Much later, Freud concluded that Christianity 
represents a step backwards in human thinking: 
this is because by banning all images of the divine 
it created the fiction of introspection.
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And also because it introduced the idea that God 
is incarnated as a Man. 

But at the arrival of the settlers introspection meant something different.
It meant 'looking at very closely’, because, 

since language reflects the technology of its day,
the new technology of the Seventeenth century was the refracting telescope. 

Europe had inaugurated scientific knowledge 
based on what was optically visible. 

New boundaries amongst disciplines were set

When the dark night envelopes the Lake and the conifer branches 
are waving at my windows, 
I see the moonlight filtering through the depth of the forest amongst the trees.

But as I switch on the artificial lights in my cabin, 
I am dazzled by my own space and
the forest becomes a wall of darkness. 
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The artificial light spilling from my window creates a stark border 
between what is visible and what is not.  

Episode 3: Of Art and Healing. 

There was a time when dancing and healing belonged together. 

In a remote village in England, an ancient
dance attracts people from all over the world.

It dates back to the stone age and the dancers carry reindeer horns. 
its attire is suggestive of the ritual dances depicted in cave paintings, 
like Lascaux (in France). 

The dance is performed in September, the deer rutting season. 

It was an auspicious dance, at the time 
when art and healing belonged together. . 
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In ancient cultures the auspicious and healing role of ritual dance 
still exists.

After the 1st WW during a difficult time 
the Ojibwe people received the instructions for a healing dance. 
A terrible flu epidemic 
spread by soldiers returning from Europe 
had claimed thousands of lives.

The Jingle Dress is performed with a dress 
with hundreds of little metal cones. 
And the dancers move in circular motions at the beat of the sacred drum 
The light footwork and the sound of the shiny cones 
are a reminder of the rain falling onto the leaves, 
or the gentle breeze on nature. . 

Black white red yellow.  

Black is the East, because before dawn everywhere it’s dark, she says, 
White is the North, where the strong ancestors are, she says, 
Red is the West, the release of mourning and the sunset, she says, 
Yellow is the South, it is kindness and gentleness, she says.

I asked the eagle, Are humans good or evil? 

And the eagle said that humans 
are neither good nor evil, 
they may have a disposition towards one or the other, 
but they must commit to a choice.
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1. The Difference between a Bird and a Plane 
(in three episodes), 2020, still, b/w, 00:23.
2. still, b/w, 02:15.
3. still, col, 03:18.
4. still, col, 03:48.
5. still, b/w, 00:42 and 07:30. 
6. still, col, 11:33.
7. still, col, 11:56.
8. still, col, 13:05.
9. still, col. & b/w, 18:31.
10. still, col, 24:56.
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