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Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom, Scientific
Knowledge and the Teachings of Plants
As a botanist, Robin Wall Kimmerer has been trained to ask
questions of nature with the tools of science. As a member of the
Citizen Potawatomi Nation, she embraces the notion that plants
and animals are our oldest teachers. In Braiding Sweetgrass,
Kimmerer brings these two lenses of knowledge together to take
us on “a journey that is every bit as mythic as it is scientific, as
sacred as it is historical, as clever as it is wise” (Elizabeth Gilbert).

Drawing on her life as an indigenous scientist, a mother, and a
woman, Kimmerer shows how other living beings—asters and
goldenrod, strawberries and squash, salamanders, algae, and
sweetgrass—offer us gifts and lessons, even if we’ve forgotten
how to hear their voices. In a rich braid of reflections that range
from the creation of Turtle Island to the forces that threaten its

flourishing today, she circles toward a central argument: that the awakening of a wider ecological
consciousness requires the acknowledgment and celebration of our reciprocal relationship with
the rest of the living world. For only when we can hear the languages of other beings will we be
capable of understanding the generosity of the earth, and learn to give our own gifts in return.

Robin Wall Kimmerer is a mother, scientist, decorated professor, and enrolled member of the
Citizen Potawatomi Nation. She is the author of Braiding Sweetgrass: Indigenous Wisdom,
Scientific Knowledge and the Teaching of Plants, which has earned Kimmerer wide acclaim. Her
first book, Gathering Moss: A Natural and Cultural History of Mosses, was awarded the John
Burroughs Medal for outstanding nature writing, and her other work has appeared in Orion, Whole
Terrain, and numerous scientific journals. She tours widely and has been featured on NPR’s On
Being with Krista Trippett and in 2015 addressed the general assembly of the United Nations on
the topic of “Healing Our Relationship with Nature.” Kimmerer lives in Syracuse, New York, where
she is a SUNY Distinguished Teaching Professor of Environmental Biology, and the founder and
director of the Center for Native Peoples and the Environment.

Discussion Questions
1. Kimmerer begins her collection with the Iroquois legend of Skywoman’s fall from the

Skyworld, and the creation of Turtle Island. How does this story affect you emotionally?
How does it differ from other origin myths you’ve encountered, and what might this say
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about how Kimmerer and the Iroquois view the relationship of humans to the natural
world?

2. In one essay, Kimmerer describes asking her students to think of beneficial relationships
between people and the environment--and the most common response is that they cannot
think of any. Can you think of any positive human-environment interactions in your locality
or beyond? Do you think this perspective, that the human/environment relationship is only
harmful, is unique to Americans? How might other cultures describe the relationship?

3. Different species of plants hold different significance within this text, and even become
protagonists of a kind. What plant personalities captivated you most in reading this book?
Did you learn anything surprising about them?

4. The language of this book often insists on calling yields of fruit or nuts a “gift” rather than
“harvest,” “commodity,” or “produce.” Does thinking of the natural world in these terms
change your understanding of your own relationship to nature? Of trips to the grocery
store or lawn maintenance? Can you think of other examples of language suggesting a
particular relationship we have to the environment/animals/plants?

5. Though Kimmerer is a scientist herself, she often critiques the exclusion of relational
thinking, emotion, and beauty from our scientific understanding of the world. Did
Kimmerer’s arguments convince you? Would you read more scientific writing if it contained
elements of personal narrative or lyricism?

6. In the essay “A Mother’s Work,” Kimmerer describes tending to a pond in her backyard,
keeping it free of smothering weeds and hospitable to wildlife. She nurtures a win-win
situation. How can you nurture win-win situations in your own home? In your town? In your
state?

7. In “Sitting in a Circle,” Kimmerer describes a class trip where she led her students in using
every part of the marshy cattail plant--to build shelter, to eat the root, stalk, and pollen.
How do you think of waste? When you cook a meal, what type of waste is left over? What
do you do with it, and where does it go after it leaves your sight?

8. In one essay, Kimmerer writes “Cautionary stories of the consequences of taking too much
are ubiquitous in Native cultures, but it’s hard to recall a single one in English. Perhaps this
helps to explain why we seem to be caught in a trap of overconsumption, which is as
destructive to ourselves as to those we consume.” Can you think of a story, fairy tale, news
article, or anecdote from your own life about the consequences of overconsumption? How
do American stories/legends/religions talk about consuming plants and animals?

9. Throughout the book, many different types of longing are described--longing for a distant
or absent home, longing for a world where ripe, unhurried strawberries are the norm,
longing to experience the life of other species. What do you long to experience in your
reading, in your daily life, in your relationship with the natural world?
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10. Braiding Sweetgrass ends with an epilogue titled “Returning the Gift.” What does this
phrase mean to you? If environmental resources are a gift to us, how do you think we as a
society or as individuals can give back to the environment?

What to Read, Watch, and Try Next
● Gathering Moss, nonfiction by Robin Wall Kimmerer
● Fresh Banana Leaves: Healing Indigenous Landscapes through Indigenous Science,

nonfiction by Dr. Jessica Hernandez
● Trace: Memory, History, Race, and the American Landscape, nonfiction by Lauret Savoy
● “Meghalaya: the Wettest Place on Earth”, article by Alan Taylor published in The Atlantic
● Black Sun, fiction by Rebecca Roanhorse
● Gather, documentary by Sanjay Rawal, “Gather is an intimate portrait of the growing

movement amongst Native Americans to reclaim their spiritual, political and cultural
identities through food sovereignty,” gather.film

● Indigenous Climate Action Pod, podcast that “aims to both build up the Indigenous rights
movement...and to connect with Indigenous Peoples”

● Indigenous Rising, an Indigenous Environmental Network Project, indigenousrising.org
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