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INTRODUCTION


A girl sits on the wooden floor of her bedroom closet. The built-in light from a battery-powered radio illuminates the small space. Warnings to take shelter crackle out from its speakers. The wind pummeling her family’s house is relentless and howling, punctuated by creaking and large objects being dragged. The girl takes shelter with her older sister, huddled together in the small space as the monstrous storm passes. They shelter there through the evening and night, unsure of what will await them on the outside. It’s hard to get any rest when it sounds like there’s a train passing through your house.


In contrast, the next morning is an eerily quiet one. The girl and her sister leave the shelter of the closet and survey their ranch-style home. A tree juts through the kitchen ceiling, hovering just above the sink. The girls venture out into the driveway. Outside, the heavy silence blankets the North Carolina neighborhood. The birds do not sing. The bees fly in aimless and confused circles. Dogwood trees lay defeated as if they were uprooted by giants. Power lines are strewn across the wet streets like playthings. Across the street, the front of the neighbor’s house is completely torn off, the furniture and belongings inside on full display. It’s as if the girl and her sister are standing in front of a life-size dollhouse. She feels like she’s on another planet. The mental image of the otherworldly damage imprinted in the girl’s mind.


That girl was my mom.


She lived through Hurricane Hugo. In September 1989, the Category 5 tropical cyclone tore through the northeastern Caribbean and Southeastern United States, impacting approximately 2 million people. It is still one of the costliest Atlantic hurricanes in history, boasting $11 billion in damage. That would be about $27 billion today.


People described it looking as if a bomb had been dropped. The highest wind speed was 160 miles per hour—imagine the force of winds the speed of race cars. The ceilings of news stations were caving in while reporters were live on air. Meteorologists were shocked by how far inland the storm had come, reaching areas that were usually “safe” from the devastation of tropical storms. North Carolina alone faced $1 billion in damages, millions of trees had fallen, and around 90 percent of Mecklenburg County lost power. All manner of houses, condos, and mobile homes were thrown around like playthings. Uptown, glass rained onto the streets as skyscraper windows were blown out. According to the US Department of Agriculture Forest Service, 4.5 million acres were damaged in the Carolinas, impacting endangered animal species like red wolves and bald eagles. At least twenty-five species of exotic seabirds were trapped in the eye of the storm and tossed inland. The Carolinas’ tree canopies were forever changed.


The damage was so extensive, power companies couldn’t even estimate how long it would take to restore power.


My aunts, uncles, and grandmother on my mom’s side, who had taken refuge in various closets in the house, were miraculously unharmed. This experience is still clear as day in my mom’s mind. She was temporarily homeless and displaced. Parts of the city were without power for up to three weeks. She remembers the people in her neighborhood coming together to help each other with the cleanup, supplies, repairs, food, and more.


Now, with the promise of the climate crisis upon us, community-devastating, multibillion-dollar-costing, extreme weather events like this one are becoming more and more common than ever before. We’re going from once-in-a-generation acts of God to monthly or even weekly ecological suffering that is cosigned and sanctioned by the wealthy and powerful.


A lot of people ask me what moment made me pursue the path that I’m on now. “What makes an eight-year-old decide to become an environmental activist?” It’s a really good question, but a difficult one for me. Depending on who’s asking, I might give them a different answer. Not because I don’t really know or dislike the reasons, but because there isn’t just one reason or one moment for me personally. A vast collection of moments has made me who I am and led me to do what I do, many of which are discussed in this book. My mom, aunts, and uncles being displaced by Hurricane Hugo is just one of maybe about a thousand reasons.


No matter if you’re just a curious person skimming through these pages in a bookstore, a person fearful and hopeless over the future of our planet, or a seasoned environmentalist who’s looking for other sources of inspiration and insight, my hope is that this book can leave you with a sense of motivation, understanding, new tools, and new perspectives to consider. I want this to be a starting point for whatever stage you’re at in your own environmentalist journey. My focus is on humanizing environmental issues, learning and unlearning and distancing ourselves from the mindsets that often come from the extractive industries that we engage with every day, or challenging perspectives on the narratives and philosophies that emerge both inside and outside the community. I want to shed light on some of the narratives and trends within climate activism in a way that can also be accessible to people who would consider themselves outsiders on the topic—wrapped up along with my own thoughts on the trajectory of the environmental space as it is now—and what we can all do to get engaged, make an impact, and build resilience.


A big part of this will be looking at things differently and understanding the best practices that are applicable to a multitude of aspects of both career and personal life. Throughout this book you’ll find excerpts from incredibly insightful and eye-opening conversations I’ve had with fellow experts across activism, science, land stewardship, business, the arts, and more. I like to call them keystones, evoking the idea of keystone species, which are species that have significant impact and influence on their respective ecosystems. They can be plants, animals, fungi—you name it. Despite being one species, their ecosystem would be immensely different without their presence and function. For example, in Georgia, our official state reptile is none other than the gopher tortoise (yes, some American states have official state reptiles). The gopher tortoises, fitting to their name, dig expansive burrows up to forty feet long that they use for shelter. But did you know that over 350 species of other animals like rabbits, snakes, and even owls benefit from the burrows as well? Those species utilize the turtles’ empty burrows as protection from storms, fires, and predators. These slow-going reptiles are ecosystem engineers, and the survival of hundreds of species depends on the survival of the gopher tortoise. I think it’s such a beautiful and fascinating phenomenon.


The keystones in my book are incredible human animals who, in a similar way, have made an immense impact on their fields and global communities, with movements and initiatives that depend on their critical work, making them keystones in their own right. The people I interview in this book are, like myself, multifaceted, and often multi-hyphenates. They do incredible work between multiple disciplines or topics, so you will hear their voices throughout various chapters of the book on a number of subjects. I know you’ll be inspired by the stories and insights you’ll hear from them as much as I have been inspired, and I believe everyone can be a keystone in their own right.


I’ve written this book through many ups and downs in my life, both internal and external. These are my own thoughts, lived experiences, and feelings. I am one person, but I am the result of my community, family, mentors, prayers, and learnings from Mother Nature. I hope you’ll join me as I share them all with you.















ONE
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SEEDING ECO-CONSCIOUSNESS


It’s spring in Georgia in 2008. Golden sun dapples through the trees. I run through cut bluegrass and clover to our newly planted backyard garden with my dog Blackberry while our orange tabby cat Fritter watches from inside the screened-in deck. I hear songs of a northern cardinal overhead. I spot it, its feathers brilliant and red, and I blow three kisses to it for good luck, a habit passed down from my grandma. With my other hand, I try my best to steady my watering can as I stop at our newly planted backyard garden, where my mom waits. The memory of sowing seeds for the first time is still fresh in my mind as I head toward the garden bed. I was so fascinated by witnessing the process of what felt like a miracle, seeing tiny seeds transform into organic strawberries, watermelons, squash, chard, cherry tomatoes, oregano, basil, and more. And being able to get to know these plants beyond what lies in the grocery store. The tiny white flowers of the strawberry plant, the awkward dents in the yellow squash, the smallness of the watermelon. They were all beautiful to me. It felt like getting to learn more about a person you’ve known for years.


Out of everything we grew, I was most excited about the purple carrots. I remember staring at the seed packet in disbelief—purple carrots? Was that really even possible? I thought. Well, today was the day I’d find out for sure. I crouched down and examined the wispy carrot greens that poked out of the dirt. Growing root vegetables was so exciting, even if a bit anxiety inducing, because there was an added layer of surprise as to what would be hidden underground. It required an additional level of patience, which for little eight-year-old me felt almost excruciating at times, not only because most eight-year-olds are impatient, but what if I pulled the carrot too soon and it never had a chance to reach its full potential? So many questions swirled in my mind. But I took a deep breath and put them all aside in the name of trusting the process.


I consulted with my mom to see if she felt the carrot was ready to pull. She smiled and gave me the green light, and out came a rich purple carrot covered in soil. Even though it was just about the size of my hand, I was elated. It was a deep orchid color, with thin pale yellowish bands that ran between the ridges. It was a marvel. We picked three carrots total and ran into the house, eager to take them to the kitchen and wash off the soil. Then, I ran up to my room and grabbed my camera to take pictures to document this monumental moment in home gardening. Priorities. Later that day we made vegetable soup. It was already delicious to begin with, but the pride and excitement I had in growing my own food made it somehow taste even better. The carrots were so sweet and rich in flavor—better than anything from the grocery store.


A GROWING PASSION


Before that moment, I didn’t even have a clue that purple carrots existed. I learned later that—plot twist—carrots (or as they’re known by their scientific name, Daucus carota subsp. sativus), were originally purple, along with black, yellow, and orange varieties. They were cultivated thousands of years ago in Afghanistan, and it’s been said that purple carrots were used as clothing dye for Afghan royals. Some even say that there are Egyptian temple drawings from 2000 BCE depicting a purple-colored plant thought to be the carrot. There was an entire rainbow of carrots, and I had been missing out all this time. Like most kids growing up in the West, I was most familiar with their orange counterparts that had been popularized and commercialized due in part to the Dutch and other European agricultural traders. This root vegetable origin story has its purpose: The amount of knowledge I was able to organically (no pun intended) and intuitively learn from gardening, communing with nature, and studying surrounding ecosystems left a huge impact on me as a kid and as an adult.


For as long as I can remember, I’ve had a passion for nature, environmental science, and ecosystems. I was always the kid who would hound my friends and family with facts about endangered species of animals or spend my afternoons holding my head at just the right angle so I could excitedly read the latest issue of National Geographic Kids magazine while my mom braided my hair. Or I was encouraging everyone to not litter, to reuse household items in creative ways, and to conserve resources like water and electricity. But having opportunities to be really hands-on and experiential with Mother Earth strengthened this passion even more. I leaped into environmental advocacy when I was eight years old. I’ve always been creative, and along with being an artist, animator, and writer, I took an interest in fashion design. I was acutely aware of the fact that every industry has some kind of impact on the environment, so I started researching right away. What I discovered shocked me. The fashion industry produces more carbon emissions than all international flights and maritime shipping combined. We’re talking about at least 1.2 billion tons of total greenhouse gas emissions from textile production annually—more greenhouse gas emissions than France, the UK, and Germany combined. Toxic dyes are running off into water supplies and poisoning entire communities of people. That’s before addressing the equally horrifying ethics issues in the fashion industry and how so many people, namely women of color, are subject to poor working conditions, underpayment, and slave labor in the fast fashion world. Then the textile waste epidemic is an additional crisis. Suddenly, the world of fashion wasn’t so glamorous to me anymore. I was floored that this wasn’t bigger news. But in 2008, I found that many people who made conscious efforts to live eco-friendly lifestyles weren’t aware of the impact of the fashion industry at the time. So, naturally, at eight years old I became a sustainable fashion designer and an environmental activist.


Being a kid in the 2000s, I grew up with a knowledge of climate change (at the time it was called global warming) and, like many of my generation, access to the internet. I had so much information at my fingertips, and when I had a question or curiosity, I sought out everything I could about the topic. I didn’t realize how much of a feat this was at first. I made it my mission to use my voice and abilities to make a difference in the world. My own world evolved so rapidly throughout my journey. By age eleven I was asked to speak about my work in sustainable fashion at an after school program called Metro Atlanta Carrera in conjunction with the Children’s Aid Society. It was my first public speaking opportunity.


By age thirteen, I gave three TED Talks on sustainability that went viral with millions of views, and I received honors, including the 2016 Coretta Scott King A.N.G.E.L. Award. I also grew up as a self-taught artist and animator. During Barack Obama’s administration, I made history at sixteen years old when I was commissioned to create an animated film for the opening of the first ever digital report presented to the US Congress, which was to get an American museum of women’s history built in Washington, DC. I don’t say all this to sound impressive. Those opportunities and moments of recognition didn’t come easy. I’ve had to fight for my voice to be heard. The word gatekeeping gets thrown around a lot, and I’ve been subjected to it so many times I’ve lost count. When I started this journey to fight for Mother Earth, I didn’t realize how often I’d have to fight for myself, too. But this is the reality. There’s a constant push to stifle our voices, our activism, our creativity, our passions, our needs, our hopes and dreams for the future. We’re always too much, too ahead of the curve, too niche.


But for every space I was excluded from, I created my own space instead. For every opportunity I was denied, I created my own opportunity. When your work is about something bigger than yourself, you’re almost guaranteed to have to build it yourself. Despite the existence of trailblazing environmentalist leaders from frontline communities—namely, Indigenous, Black, and poor people the Global North—and frontline leaders from the Global South all being the originators and the pathfinders and laying the groundwork within the space, fighting back, speaking out, tending to the land, and utilizing nature-based solutions and developing new strategies and technologies, these people were seldom ever the face of the mainstream movement.


THE WAYFINDERS


I place a particular emphasis on the concept of mainstream interpretations of the environmentalist movement as well—and how it is not fully reflective of the issues, the movement, or the work being done as a whole. The mainstream media has always been ten steps behind, and the only way to stay consistently informed is to hear directly from people who are doing work on the ground. But we are all so siloed into our own little informational bubbles. If it can’t be capitalized on or sensationalized, or makes someone powerful look bad, it’s rare that news will make the front page. While social media has helped to cut through some of the noise, even social media’s original potential to level the playing field is weakened by increasing algorithmic biases, censorship, and demonetization of the voices of marginalized people. We’re being trained to not have to ever actively seek out information or understand anything beyond what’s fed to us.


I’ve come to feel disdain toward continually hearing the phrase “I didn’t see people who looked like me,” especially in this day and age. Oftentimes, people mistakenly interpret this phrase as “We weren’t there, and my presence is a special case.” But in reality, we have always been here. “I didn’t see people who looked like me” really means “Our stories were being hidden from the mainstream, and I am one of the few that made it through.” Their legacies were hidden. Even as we speak, their contributions have been excluded from the larger conversation. Their solutions are often already right there. It’s a cycle that impacts not only the original wayfinders, the people who paved the way, but also their descendants, which I can attest to. Racism, misogyny, ageism, and anti-environmentalism often stood in my way. I have memories of grown adults hurling racial slurs into my email inbox as a kid. Or seeing my own words and frameworks capitalized while I remained uncredited. Or the way self-proclaimed “eco-advocates” who worshipped the “we are all one, be love, be kind” aesthetic would instantly flip their attitude and give me dirty looks when I’d speak about the ways Indigenous and Afro-diasporic people laid the groundwork for sustainability. Or how business leaders I met thought that investing in sustainable practices was “too controversial and would scare off their customers.” The list goes on.


All of that just meant I had to become even bigger and better until I couldn’t be stifled or ignored. All the things that may have been barriers I turned into stepping-stones, and I embraced them all, because those were things that made my voice and perspective stand out even more. I am a multi-hyphenate by nature, and no matter how many people tried to box me in, I couldn’t stay in one place or space. I wanted to use every opportunity and modality I had to create action around sustainability, climate justice, and corporate environmental responsibility.


RECLAIMING WHAT’S OURS


I wouldn’t let other people dictate what room there was for me in this space. I continued to advocate, educate, and research, learning everything I could about the unsung history of the Black, brown, and Indigenous leaders in sustainability. As of this writing, despite being just in my twenties, I have dedicated seventeen years of experience not only to educating people around the world about a myriad of environmental and social issues, but also to pairing my raising of awareness with real solutions, hope, and actionable steps big and small that anyone can take to help make a difference. There are so many Black, brown, and Indigenous people and communities who have made significant contributions to the environmentalism movement whose stories are only beginning to have their surface scratched and told in meaningful ways. The reality is that our cultures practiced sustainability before it was called sustainability. The plethora of activists, scientists, artists, land and water protectors, educators, traditional ecological knowledge experts, and nature conservationists whose names and work have all too often been overlooked or lost to history is heartbreaking and infuriating but not surprising to me. Speaking as a Black woman in this world: Our contributions are consistently overlooked.


I’m tired of the humans versus nature narrative. I’ll say more about this in later chapters, but for now I want to express that this narrative serves only to distract us from the fact that the same systems polluting and exploiting our earth are polluting and exploiting marginalized people. Truly getting to the root of the climate crisis also requires addressing modern slavery, Indigenous land sovereignty, poverty, and environmental racism, among a plethora of other areas.


Environmental racism and environmental justice are still incredibly under-resourced and rarely spoken about outside of environmental justice organizing spaces. There are so many examples. We can start with the Indian Removal Act of 1830, after which every Indigenous tribe east of the Mississippi was forcefully moved to land that was barren and isolated all in the name of capitalism. Or Louisiana’s Cancer Alley, an eighty-five-mile stretch along the Mississippi River overrun with industrial plants that pollute the air with cancer-causing chemicals in a majority Black community. Or even in recent times, the 2024 BioLab fire in Conyers, Georgia. Fiery and dusty plumes of toxic chlorine-laced smoke went into the air, causing rashes, headaches, and breathing difficulties for nearby residents. A shelter in place order was sent out to ninety thousand people, right on the heels of the monster hurricane Helene, which brutalized the Southeastern United States. This was the facility’s fourth fire in the last two decades; it boasted repeated accidents and public health hazards. Investigations found that BioLab racked up over a dozen violations reported by the Occupational Safety and Health Administration. So why were they still allowed to operate with this kind of track record? There’s a pattern here, isn’t there? Conyers is—you guessed it—a majority Black city.


Following the passing of the 1968 Civil Rights Act, civil rights leaders focused their energy on the importance of economic development for African American people and building on the new opportunities that had opened up. During this time, a planned community called Soul City was proposed by civil rights leader Floyd McKissick, with the hopes of bringing economic opportunity to Warren County, North Carolina. Warren County is a majority Black rural farming town and was the third poorest county in the state. The proposed Soul City was to be a Black-owned city built on over five thousand acres of land that had formerly been a tobacco plantation. It would be an integrated, progressive, multiracial community open to all. A promotional brochure for Soul City reads: “Imagine, A city without prejudice. A city without poverty. A brand new, shining city.” They were excited to bring new jobs, housing, free transportation, and more, and the development would give Black residents what they described as an opportunity to “participate in capital ownership and control their own destinies.”


That is, until the US Department of Housing and Urban Development pulled the plug on their funding in 1979 after a slew of negative press from white-owned publications such as The Wall Street Journal, as well as lawsuits and financial investigations into the Soul City Company despite later being cleared by a Government Accountability Office audit. In 1982, the United States government, the Environmental Protection Agency, and the State of North Carolina determined that they were going to let the Ward Transformer Company dump soil contaminated with thirty-one thousand gallons of toxic transformer oil containing polychlorinated biphenyls or PCBs, chemicals that had the ability to cause cancer, birth defects, and more, in the predominantly Black farming town in Warren County. Recognizing this as a blatantly racist act, upon hearing this news, the residents of Warren County mobilized. An estimated eight hundred people protested against the dump site. The nonviolent, intergenerational street protests lasted for six weeks, and more than five hundred people were arrested. There are countless photos of residents young and old protesting, singing, and lying in the roads to block the dump trucks full of toxic soil, locking arms with each other as state troopers attempted to pick them up. They may not have known it then, but they had just been part of the spark that ignited the environmental justice movement in the United States.


When I think back to my childhood, some of my fondest memories are of staying with my family in North Carolina. Because my mom and much of my family are from North Carolina, they remember the historic environmental justice march in Warren County. There are countless stories within this six-week protest that have shaped and inspired my activism journey, which I work to highlight and humanize. Two leaders of the protests, Evelyn Gibson Lowery and Joseph Lowery, were leaders in the civil rights movement. Alongside Martin Luther King Jr. and others, Joseph Lowery founded the Southern Christian Leadership Conference (SCLC), an interfaith advocacy organization with a mission to achieve social, economic, and political justice, which led him to fight for environmental justice as well.


Fast forward to 2012, when I was twelve years old. I received an email from Evelyn Lowery saying I had been chosen to be honored as a youth activist and changemaker at the annual SCLC Drum Major for Justice Awards. To be a little Black girl in environmental activism and meet Joseph and Evelyn Lowery, and to have my voice recognized by giants in the civil rights movement, is to this day one of the highest honors I have ever received, and I’ve made it my mission to carry this torch, to fight for the land, health, and safety of future generations.


For me, this work is not charity. It’s ancestry. It’s an understanding of who I am, where I am going, and whose shoulders I stand on. It’s being of service to the community and to the land. We need to stop thinking of environmental stewardship as being an optional aspect of life and living. It is essential for the soul and essential to our survival.















TWO




[image: Illustration of a branch with leaves and a flower bud.]





INHERITED ECOLOGY


Some of my mom’s early memories as a kid are of visiting my great-grandmother’s farm in Union, South Carolina, in the summer. She recalls riding in my grandma’s car at the crack of dawn while “Groovin’” by the Young Rascals played on the radio. She always tells me stories of being so fascinated by the growing cabbage and collards and watching chickens strut across the farm, and how incredible it was to watch the way my great-grandmother tended to the land.


One of the biggest lies we’ve been sold is that sustainability is a new concept. That environmental stewardship, living in harmony with a natural world, and tending to the land are part of a newly invented modern agenda. Or that sustainability is only for a certain group or demographic of people. For years, the fossil fuel industries have been offering us propaganda about our individual carbon footprints, belittling us, and “introducing” everyday people to the concept of sustainability, which our lives were supposedly lacking. While in reality, sustainable practices have already been naturally intertwined within myriad global cultures, inherited from ancestors who lived in harmony with the land and were more resourceful. But these practices are rarely formally recognized as such, because that culture is not something that can be sold to us or used as a distraction from the larger issues at hand and industries at fault for environmental degradation. This approach hurts more than it helps. It serves to turn people off from the idea entirely because it can make people feel as though they’re being talked at, talked down to, or shamed for not living up to a certain curated idea of what sustainability supposedly looks like. It also feels very colonial, in a way. For years, sustainability culture, at least in the West, has centered so heavily on affluent viewpoints as the norm, which tends to just co-opt the aspects of sustainable living that are most aesthetically pleasing and commonplace, while everything else is a deviation that’s not seen as a sustainable practice. But that’s just plain wrong. Our ancestors have often lived through and even invented sustainable and eco-conscious practices that have been passed down from generation to generation. When most people think of sustainable living, they might picture biking through suburbs, expensive reusable water bottles, an endless array of neatly organized mason jars filled with bulk granolas and dried fruits that would make any decanting influencer jealous, which are indeed all valid practices and sustainable, and, yes, all kinds of people participate in! But sometimes it’s wearing hand-me-downs and being taught to mend your clothes. Sometimes it’s reusing cooking oil and margarine containers. So many of us have aunties or grandmas who have a pantry full of plastic bags that they’ve saved and will reuse for everything imaginable instead of just throwing them away. We might not all use the same language or vernacular to describe these practices as sustainability, but they are, and they are often underrepresented and undervalued in the wider scope of resource conservation and environmental stewardship. Even when we are our most disconnected from the land, many of these inherited practices live on simply because marginalized communities globally are often the architects and originators of mindful resource management.


TRADITIONAL ECOLOGICAL KNOWLEDGE


For all these reasons, I’ve always had a passion for studying the origins of traditional ecological knowledge of indigenous and Afro-diasporic populations around the world. The symmetry and ease in which the ancestors worked in partnership with their respective surrounding ecosystems to create thriving, efficient, technologically advanced, and highly functional societies was, and still is, awe inspiring. In these cultures, reverence and respect were given to nature and its phenomena: the sea tides, the rains, the winds, and rich soil. Entire civilizations moved in synchronicity with the comings and goings of seasons. Precolonial Africans across the continent respected and worked with the land, not against it. They listened to the land and became in tune with the right time to work with the soil to produce bountiful harvests and sustain their communities. They also knew when to leave the soil alone and let it rest. How did the ancestors learn how to achieve incredible sustainable outcomes for their people? Who were the ones who passed this blueprint down throughout the generations?


Sissi Johnson, the founder of the Cultural Diplomacy Innovation Center (CDIC), is a distinguished scholar and a strategic advisor to Fortune 500 brands and global heritage institutions. A Yale School of Public Health Certified Climate Change Adaptation Practitioner, she is the Board Founder and Chair Emeritus of The Revival, which she was entrusted to scale from a passion project into a TIME Magazine 100 Most Influential Climate Leaders organization, alongside myself. I’ve been honored to call her a friend and mentor of mine. She is a visionary and someone I would consider a griot, a term originating from West Africa to describe their oral historians and storytellers.


Sissi’s efforts to highlight the work of Indigenous African and Afro-diasporic leadership in sustainability has always been incredibly inspiring. I asked her to share her own insights on the ways in which sustainability is embedded culturally across the Afro diaspora and how our ancestors have been utilizing sustainable and ecological knowledge for generations.
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A CONVERSATION WITH SISSI JOHNSON


“African and Afro-diasporic cultures have long embraced sustainable practices, often as part of a worldview that perceives nature as both sacred and interconnected. The Congo Basin forest hosts over ten thousand plant species, with 30 percent found nowhere else on Earth. Its carbon absorption capacity surpasses that of the Amazon, establishing it as a crucial player in global climate regulation. Within this ecosystem, the Baka people have cultivated an intricate understanding of their surroundings over an estimated 200,000 years. Their perspective on nature reflects a deep comprehension of ecological relationships, from the interactions between species to the far-reaching effects of weather patterns.”


Sissi went on to explain the continuations of African traditional ecological knowledge, even outside of the African continent.


“Brazil hosts the largest population of African descent outside the African continent. The Quilombolas people, who descend from enslaved Africans who escaped plantations, many tracing their lineage to Congo and Angola, offer a compelling illustration of sustainable land management. Their territories span 3.8 million hectares—roughly 0.5 percent of Brazil’s total land area—and their stewardship has led to remarkable conservation outcomes. Quilombola lands stand out as some of the most ecologically preserved regions in the country. Of the area under their care, over 3.4 million hectares remain covered in native vegetation. Quilombola environmental practices, deeply influenced by their African heritage, emphasize harmony with natural processes. They abstain from artificial agricultural interventions. Instead, they trust the land’s inherent ecological wisdom. This African-rooted environmental ethos has profoundly shaped Brazilian culture, particularly in agricultural and conservation practices. It is important to note that these practices are not static relics of the past. Many groups across the globe are now synthesizing ancestral knowledge with contemporary scientific insights to address modern environmental challenges.”





RECLAIMING ECOLOGY AS A WAY OF LIFE


For some African civilizations, traditional ecological knowledge is rooted in the spiritual. Elders called on spiritual guides to receive insights to provide them with knowledge to understand how to interact with changing seasons, water flows, and other natural concerns. For other African civilizations, environmentally conscious living came down purely to early agricultural and environmental science. Africa is not a monolith; there is as diverse a range of cultures, socioeconomic classes, and ecological practices as there is with any other continent. Precolonial African societies were able to provide clean drinking water, abundant crops, and a sustainable way of life by mastering how to work within their ecosystems.


The arrival of non-Indigenous traders and travelers introduced new ideologies and new methods regarding the concepts of land and resource usage. While many Indigenous peoples were taught to be in stewardship with the environment, protecting it while they enjoyed the fruits of their labor, capitalism and colonialism would soon introduce an extractive approach of ravaging the soil for its natural resources and increasing the animal population to use for profit. Meat consumption began to rise in villages and communities where residents were primarily plant-based. Colonial traders “taught” African people how to harvest their crops and to double or even triple crop yields at the expense of depleting and stripping the rich organic properties of the soil, until it became barren and sickly. Traditional ecological knowledge became lost in the shuffle of the Industrial Revolution as violence and abuse toward the land and its people became widespread. It was capitalism and greed under the guise of developing new agricultural strategies to make farming easier for native peoples and oftentimes exploit the labor of native peoples. This says little of the way many descendants of these ecological vanguards have now been traumatized out of their relationship with the natural world. For African American descendants who experienced chattel slavery, for example, our relationships with the land, with crops, with water, and with animals have in some way or another been weaponized against us. When someone’s only experience in nature is forced labor rather than communion, when someone’s impression of animals is that we are compared to them to justify torture, when your last memory of water is throwing yourself overboard to escape slave ships, how can you not realize that anthropocentrism—the belief that humans are the most central entities in the world—becomes a colonial tool?


Many of the twentieth-century solutions to combat environmental waste and reduce carbon footprints are not new solutions. We only have to look to native and Indigenous people. For example, the ancient Aztecs were a zero-waste society. They returned food scraps, agricultural waste, and other types of organic refuse back into the soil to fertilize it, and they created their own human-made hydroponic islands, usually rectangular in shape, called chinampas to grow aerated crops. All sorts of vegetation were grown on these surfaces—roots, herbs, even trees. These floating islands had high crop yields and were able to feed hundreds! In fact, when the Spaniards arrived in the mid-1500s, they were floored by the cleanliness and well-kept surroundings of the city. While the ancient Aztecs did eat wild turkey and fish, it’s worth noting they did not start to consume cattle and chickens until the Europeans brought them to Mesoamerica. The Spanish military destroyed the crop-yielding floating islands. Then they drained the rivers that supported the chinampas and built a city on top of them.


Modern-day scientists in Australia are now turning to Aboriginal techniques in order to stem the tide on catastrophic Australian bushfires. Aboriginal people used their vast expertise of plants and vegetation to light controlled burns to get rid of the excess debris, thus promoting the health of vegetation and animals, preventing out-of-control wildfires, and protecting the trees and the foliage. But after European settlement, Aboriginal people not only had their land stolen, but were also unable to practice this incredibly crucial cultural burning. Since then, everyone has paid the price, and the Australian bush has been ravaged by biodiversity decline and more intense and frequent fires. This is similar to the experience on the other side of the world: In 1850, the state of California banned cultural burning as they forcibly removed Indigenous people from their ancestral lands. Then we watched the horror of the mass devastation of the 2025 California wildfires, another preventable disaster that was the result of failure to return the land to Indigenous stewards. A millennium of tried-and-true land management strategy was undervalued, outlawed, and deemed primitive.


IT’S NOT A NEW TREND; IT’S INHERITED WISDOM


During my time at the 2024 New York Climate Week, I met Auma Obama, the founder of the Sauti Kuu Foundation, which is Kiswahili for “powerful voices.” Born and raised in Kenya, and studying in Germany, she founded her organization in 2010 with a mission to help disadvantaged children, youth, and their families identify existing and available local resources that they can use to gain sustainable economic independence and improve their lives. I had been invited to speak at an event on women’s leadership in climate at the New York Times headquarters. I remember feeling quite drained from all the happenings and overbooking of Climate Week (and the general overstimulation that I occasionally get from being in New York City). But when it was Obama’s turn to speak, I was immediately grabbed by her words:
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