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ABSTRACT

Abstract: Settler colonialism, racial capitalism, and global urbanization compromise urban
youth’s access to welcoming urban greenspaces. How can an Afro-Indigenous approach
(including a praxis of art making and folklore) to environmental education reengage urban
youth? One hundred percent (100%) outdoor nature art programs can reveal urban youth’s desire
to connect to the past. From Sankofa to afro-futurism, we study past gems to orient the Afro’s
future. This thesis details Afro Agriculture LLC’s Survivalnomics Workshop, which took place
in summer 2024. Survivalnomics is an environmental art curriculum that challenged ten Black
Atlanta, GA homeschoolers to study folklore, cordage, fiber art, wilderness first aid, cooking,
and regenerative agriculture at The Hartnett Farm on top of Bush Mountain in Southwest
Atlanta, Georgia. Despite urban renewal and food apartheid, these cultural life skills set a
foundation for afro-futuristic resistance and preservation of Black and Indigenous ontologies,

encouraging cultural identity, sustainability, and self-determination for young Afros.
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1 INTRODUCTION

My Pathway to Environmental Education

I am a fully funded scholar through the NSF funded Community-Soil-Air-Water (CSAW)
program in the Department of Geosciences at Georgia State University. Through CSAW, our
research requires community input to make real impacts and break barriers from the ivory tower.
CSAW meetings address systemic obstacles in Atlanta; we’ve completed undoing racism
workshops together; visited landfills, toured hotspots of compromised air, water, and soil quality,
practiced grant-writing, and brainstormed with local community-based organizations to envision

an environmentally just Atlanta, Georgia.

As an Environmental Justice Activist, [ have six years of experience in the field of urban farming
and environmental education. My Bachelor’s in Horticulture and Master’s coursework in
Geography infinitely affect how I interpret land use around me, typically through critical
examinations of urban foodspaces and young people’s lack of exposure to nature. I will begin my
story in 2018 with my horticulture capstone project at North Carolina A&T State University. My
farm site was Dudley High School, one of Greensboro, NC’s last remaining historically Black
high schools. Dudley had a school garden once active in the 1970s, but 50 years later, projects
fell through due to unlit flames; the urgent need and desire to farm is not always realized. Often
administration lacks support (physical and financial) to resurrect food needs in a food desert.
Solid teamwork, funding support, and a welcoming atmosphere are all needed to maintain urban
edible greenspaces. The school garden remains inactive, but other local resources like Afro
Agriculture’s Peaceful Seeds Farm at Peace of Prince Lutheran Church (farmed by Nallah

Muhammad, cofounder of Afro Agriculture) offer hope for Greensboro foodways.
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After graduating from A&T in 2019, I was an Americorps Intern for a land trust nestled in the
North Carolina Appalachians, learning about trail stewardship, conservation easements, and
after-school environmental education programs. Here I realized Land is wealth. The ancient old
growth trails were the backyards of the summer homes belonging to an older population of
Southern wealthy elites. While this mountain community revealed stark living conditions and
racial profiling, white comfort was bliss at 4,000 ft elevations nestled in a small town with
mountains separating grocery stores and dollar generals filling up holes in between. Outside of
my horticulture lessons at the local church, library, or Boys and Girls Club, the community
seemed indifferent to prioritizing food access, whether rural or urban conditions. It wasn’t quite

trending yet.

During the COVID-19 pandemic, I returned to my hometown in predominantly Black Clayton
County, Georgia to farm and be close to family during a global crisis. In 2020, I co-founded my
business Afro Agriculture LLC (Afro Ag), providing access to nature, arts, and self sufficiency
for historically marginalized communities. As I reflect on life changes since 2020, mental peace,
workforce development, and food sufficiency are more important than ever for food apartheid
regions and remain active goals for environmental justice. I have been influenced by many local
farm organizations: Truly Living Well, EcoParadigm, Polyculture Productions, and High Hog
Farm. Since 2022, I have contracted farm and educational services with the West Atlanta
Watershed Alliance (WAWA), a Black environmental justice non-profit organization. As
co-stewards of the 22-acre old growth forest in the Historically Black Bush Mountain and

Oakland City community, WAWA addresses environmental disparities in the Proctor, Utoy, and
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Sandy Creek watersheds. While WAWA excels in local air, water, and soil quality research, they
also offer a variety of cultural and green resources, from hyperlocal food distribution, annual
camping, summer camps, and kayaking events, to guest speakers with Indigenous Nations.
WAWA ofters opportunities for radical afro-futurism at The Outdoor Activity Center, resting at
the foothills of the public park Bush Mountain. Working with an Afrocentric environmental

non-profit has supported my creative offerings while stewarding the Land.

Grounding African Cosmologies in Environmental Education

I use “Afros” as an implied metaphor in reference to the descendants of enslaved Africans who
experienced chattel slavery and continue to live in America today. I am primarily addressing the
relationship between Aboriginals/Indigenous nations and African people before colonization of
current day Americas. This includes those with multiple generations of Black grandparents on
American soil. Black history exists before the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade. I may use “Black™
and “Afro-American” interchangeably, as Black people are more than a color. Our identities
continue to change without our consent (ex: from Negroes, to Coloreds, to African-Americans),
so here is my declaration to call us Afros respectfully. Folklore has fluidity so Afros may expand

to diasporic folktales. However, this thesis is primarily about the Afro-American experience.

In reference to “nature”, I address trees, water, soil, the biotic and abiotic, natural resources and
physical landforms that serve as backgrounds and subjects for human stories. Nature is an alive,

moving spirit with or without human interactions. I capitalize Land and Nature, borrowing from

" Black, African-American, and Afros in this context refers to African descendants of American chattel
slavery. | am aware Afros are found globally and the term is used beyond my current definition.
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African cosmologies that acknowledge the webs of interconnectivity across spirit, nature, and

humanity (Harris 2017).

Feminist and Professor Melanie Harris examines race, religion, gender, and
environmental ethics, writing, “Ancestors are believed to reside in many aspects of nature, so
any human behavior that diminishes or dishonors nature can have a devastating impact on the
relationship between the human and the ancestor” (Harris 2017). Regardless of gender, size, or
economic status, to disrespect the ant and tree is to disrespect your ancestors. This ethical
mandate to care for the earth is a normative standard for many African and Indigenous cultures.
Tiffany Lethabo King’s writing on Black and Indigenous cosmologies shows us how the plants,
stars, moon, fungi, and animals are our relatives too (King, 2020). The unique latitude and
longitude coordinates directly affect the unique sentiments of the local culture. Slopes and

streams get political when human access is involved.

Across America’s urban food apartheid regions, how can we convince people to care— not just
about healthy food, but a healthy environment as well? Through my extensive work and
experience as an environmental educator, fiber artist, and horticulturist, I believe that
placemaking strengthens relations with the land. People need a sense of belonging, exposure, and
representation to care about anything. Place-based encounters add meaning and memories for
people. Growing and sharing food is an ancient trade. We need more home economics! These

thoughts fuel my purpose to create an environmental art curriculum for urban youth.
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The abundance and importance of food is overlooked because it is considered a basic need and
an everyday phenomenon. Yet, the world has seen wars over salt, oil, and water, and American
supermarkets are limited to one variety per produce (Standage, 2010). Why is healthy food
perceived as boring or unaffordable? Talking about healthy food is a loaded question that teeters
towards energy burdens. Is one’s electricity, housing, and water bills secured first? Land politics
create hurdles for urban farmers to access land, but abundant harvests challenge the mainstream
scarcity mentality. For small-scale independent farmers, accessing funds can be tricky as young

entrepreneurs venture through grants and business plans.

This research is a reflection of over 6 years of land stewardship. In this thesis, I have created a
nature art curriculum for Atlanta’s Black homeschool youth. Locally sourced cordage, natural
dyes, weaving, outdoor cooking, and first aid cover some basic necessities to sustain one’s home.
This research seeks to explore how Afros can return to nature in food apartheid settings. I did not
make a new discovery. I simply borrowed and shared Afro-Indigenous ancestral hobbies relevant
to my region, here in the US Southeast. Afro-American folklore offers richness that Roblox?
cannot. If we slow down and put away our technology, we still desire to connect to our past. I
sowed mental seeds to ground urban youth with cultural and functional art. Accompanied by
Atlanta Black homeschool students, together we practiced decolonizing by sharing oral stories of
our ancestors' past, manipulating nature without exhaustion, uplifting the local Muscogee Creek
Indigenous Nation, and taking up space at Hartnett Farm and the greater Bush Mountain. Max
Liboiron’s (2021) scholarship tracing anticolonial research practices and learning from
Indigenous decolonization efforts informs my own attempts at decolonizing research by undoing

colonial and capitalist relations to land. By investing in youth’s interests to learn cultural life

2 This is a popular online game created in 2006 that allows users to create a virtual world.
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skills, I made environmental art with homeschool youth who I have come to understand as the

modern maroons.

Homeschooling, Marronage, and Afro-futurism

Active supporters of critical thinking and global knowledge, some Black homeschool parents
have grown weary of lackluster teaching standards and systemic racism in the education system,
which explains why Black homeschool families rose nationwide since 2020 from 3% to 16.1%,
according to the US Census Bureau (Guardian 2023, the Atlanta voice 2022, Census, 2021).* The
school to prison pipeline, No Child Left Behind Act of 2002, over medication of ADHD Black
youth, anti-Blackness and educational tracking, racially biased testing, redlines and property tax
displacement, over-policing of Black students, and more, exude the urgency for homeschooling
as an alternative education route especially during the global pause of the Covid-19 pandemic
(Klein, 2015). Although it is a privilege for those who can provide their children homeschooling,
it is also a necessary (and ancient) approach to raise Black children. The thesis establishes an
Afro Ag curriculum applicable to workshops, after-school programs, and more for home school
educators. Generally, everyone can attain this knowledge. However, urban youth are the most
ignored. This content is for Afro educators teaching Afro youth. Representation and exposure are

critical, so urban youth need to take up space first.

I present Black homeschooling as an otherwise landscape; it forms modern marronage by
choosing an alternative lifestyle that does not appease colonial standards. Homeschooling as

marronage is reclaiming our destiny, defying the status quo house with the picket fence.

% It is difficult to disaggregate this growth entirely from the impacts of COVID-19 and the George Floyd
Rebellions of 2020, but both reflect systemic racism on a national scale in terms of response, premature
death, and public outcry (Freshour and Williams 2020).
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Connecting marronage and folklore, Celeste Winston (2023) explains how “maroon folklore is a
technology of escape that emerged during slavery to convey vital knowledge about routes to
freedom.” Make what you need with what you have! Maroons would smear dung or onions on
their clothes and bodies to throw off their scent and to escape the hounds (Winston 2023).

Marronage is bold freedom and escape.

Remember the Black runner! The settler’s law calls the runaway a criminal for stealing
themselves away from enslavers to claim their autonomous freedom. I will address folklore in
greater detail in the following chapters. Here, please note folklore remains incomplete and
unsettled as folklore is often perceived as a combination of myth, rumor, and story. (Winston,
2023). Black flight folklore illuminates how fugitivity can be a strategy of placemaking that

offers refuge from the racially violent system of slavery and its afterlives.

Whether in the Dismal Swamp of Virginia/North Carolina, the Abercorn Bear Creek Maroons in
Savannah, Georgia, the Florida Seminoles, or the bayou maroons in Louisiana, Africans,
Indigenous Nations, and poor Whites were all dwellers of maroon wetlands. For New Orleans
swamp maroon communities, the Chitimacha (those living on the river) tribe, among others,
shared skills like willow and river cane basket weaving, pottery, blowing mortar and pestle, build
or trade tools, and building palmetto and cypress timber shelters (Allen, 2022). Marronage
practices also involved opening channels for small boats, sustainable foraging, growing food,
knowing tidal patterns, observing plant growth and animal patterns to gauge times to relocate
(ibid). Wetlands offer biofiltration for freshwater to drink and cook. Read the stars and build

small boats. Maroons created a safe space co-existing with intense heat, mud, alligators, snakes,
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and mosquitoes. Newly arrived enslaved Africans who chose marronage were forced to quickly
learn edible and medicinal plants along with local animals. Their landscape was “two worlds at
once; neither solid nor submerged, hidden, yet never completely safe.” The Middle Passage
transported African beliefs carrying the power of nature for healing and protection, and the
importance of living in moral, spiritual, and physical harmony with natural systems (ibid).
Maroons were naturalists! While plantation slavery damaged landscapes, maroon communities
offered potential ecologically inventive approaches supporting land care and fostering
human/nonhuman connections across landscape types (Allen, 2022). Billie Holiday told us
strange fruit hangs from poplar trees (1939). Rotting Black bodies contaminated Nature (Wright,
2021). But Nature was a witness at the crime scene, not the criminal (Penniman and Washington,
2018). afro-futurism empowers us to change the narrative and heal a traumatized community’s

relationship with Nature.

Homeschooling is a form of modern marronage because it defies traditional American education
standards. Parents pass down valuable community and cultural knowledge. Malcolm X (1966)
said only a fool would let his enemy teach his children. Through Survivalnomics, I encourage
similar escape from indoctrination and strategy for the future. I hypothesize that art creation with
fibers, cordage, natural dyes, and wilderness skills will build critical thinking, problem solving,
and confidence for urban youth. Students will define their own narratives and make strides
towards self-determination and afro-futurism as they bond with nature. This knowledge is
available for youth from all backgrounds, but in this study it is necessary for Black youth to learn

their history first.
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What do I mean by afro-futurism? afro-futurism refers to Afros radically imagining being
present and thriving in a distant future (Womack, 2013). Willie Jamal Wright (2021) argues that
Afros have endured an apocalypse since slavery, causing massive displacement, dispossession,
and disconnection to land and culture. Epigentics shows us that on a cellular level, descendants
of enslaved Africans store sorrow, fear, burnout, hope, faith, creativity, and other elements of
survival tactics from living in the United States (Leary, 2005). It’s bold to imagine a future with
you in it when the future looks bleak. Quick visualizations of afro-futurism within popular
culture are Missy Elliot and Sun Ra; they are refreshing, alluring, loud and authentic. These

entertainers set the standards for future art.

There is also rest in the Afro’s future. In Rest is Resistance, author Tricia Hersey (2022) assures
us we cannot feel guilty to rest. From chattel slavery, we are taught to work until exhaustion for
capitalism, but we are greater than the lazy Sambo stereotypes. Life is more than the hustle
culture, “I'll sleep when I'm dead” mentality. Rest refuels the body and soul, allowing new spaces
for creativity and imagination. If we are physically limited to this reality, why not imagine

something better? Rest is required to manifest dreams into reality.

In this thesis I ask:
1. How does uplifting Afro-Indigenous knowledge inspire environmental stewardship in
Atlanta’s urban youth?
2. How can students define their own narratives as they explore self-determination and

afro-futurism within environmental education?
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3. How do nature-based crafts and life skills shape how youth learn about the environment
(as tied to history, race, gender, and culture)?
4. How can an Afro-Indigenous approach to environmental education reengage urban

youth?

I aim for youth to gain awareness of their positions in society after learning cultural folklore and
crafts. Relevant and meaningful curriculum may encourage interests in the environment for
urban youth. I offer a workshop-based curriculum that uplifts Afro-American Folklore and
hyperlocal Indigenous crafts to inspire environmental reverence and afro-futurism for urban
youth. Inspired by Tiffany King, I concur that Afros and Natives share more similarities than
differences against settler colonialism. Here I propose the following arguments; 1) Westernized
urbanization is a global trend that hinders urban youths’ connections with nature, 2) Urban youth
are among the most disadvantaged in cities, and 3) Despite the effects of settler colonialism,
Black and Indigenous ecologies can activate an alternative approach for environmental reverence

and self-determination for urban youth geographies.
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW

Cultural Effects of Global Urbanization

Westernized urbanization is a global trend, as families leave rural areas behind for built
conveniences or displacement. Since 2007, people have globally shifted to primarily urban
dwelling instead of rural (Our World in Data, 2024). Due to the limited walkability of
greenspaces in some neighborhoods, parents may restrict youth’s interactions with nature more
than previous generations. (Duhn et al, 2017). While a plethora of clothing retailers, movie
theaters, skyscrapers, banks, housing, food, and entertainment galore exist, urban youth are the

most disadvantaged because access to nature is not prioritized.

Youth from less developed nations or disadvantaged cities in wealthy nations are virtually
invisible. Busy highways and degraded landscapes can invoke feelings of fear and uneasiness.
Urban youth face serious danger of pollutants and pathogens in local air, water, soil, and food
(Duhn et al, 2017). As urbanization increases, animal species and Indigenous cultures are being
erased and pressured with further assimilation. Americans are taught, by schools and public
broadcasting, that man is above nature and earthly resources are for the taking. Dominant
propaganda asserts that humans are not nature, we currently live unnatural/distant from nature,

and we primarily live superior to/dominant over nature (Phillips, 2008; Smith, 1984).

In 1970, Nathan Hare explained how urban dwellers and urban environments are often perceived
as pollution and disposable. Low-income urban neighborhoods are deemed fit for pollution (it
has to go somewhere, right?). Let McKittrick (2006, 2011) tell us, and she’ll address how

Historically Black spaces are figuratively and literally equated with Otherness, those without, the
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surplus, the savage, and the demonic, only fit to live in uninhabitable places. But, the demonic is
the alternative spaces of potential, of freedom, of escape. Traditional environmental education
focuses on biology and ecology, ignoring oppressed groups historically denied access to parks,
beaches, and forests. Settler anxiety and coercion enforces dispossession, displacement, and a

global loss of reciprocal land relations for marginalized folks (Harris, 2017).

Noting the rise of global urbanization, Mike Davis (2007) anticipates an imminent apocalypse in
our global economy. Capitalism depends on exploitation, leaving the marginalized concentrated
in urban peripheries limited to precarious living conditions, segregation, and police violence,
while a growing urban elite live, work, and play behind increasingly gated communities.
Capitalism is on the verge of crumbling due to the overreliance and exploitation of the working
class (Davis, 2007). The undesired, overlooked Others dwell in suburbs, slums, tent villages,
housing project rentals, etc. These dynamics are not limited to global South megacities like
Mumbai, Nairobi, and Rio de Janeiro, but also play out here in Atlanta separating residents from

basic needs, much less a connection to environmental education and placekeeping practices.

Afros Navigating Outdoors and Environmental Terrorists

In 2006, Carolyn Finney provided a framework of Black experiences in unwelcoming
greenspaces. The National Park System (NPS) historically leads the American wilderness
narrative by completely erasing the Indigenous presence in America. NPS recalls national forests
as untouched, clean, and pristine. Meanwhile, Black people are stricken with memories of
lynches and forced labor. The strange fruit on poplar trees eventually rotted and “contaminated”

nature, but the story of Black spaces extends beyond that epoch (Wright, 2021). We are artistic
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and creative inventors of popular culture, farm tools, and further essentials (Penniman and

Washington, 2018).

Environmentalism is tied to history, race, gender, and culture. Historically, Blacks risked violent
encounters going outside; parks, forests, beaches, pools, etc. were reserved for white settlers to
enjoy (Williams, 2021). The psychological aftermath affects generations today. Teona Williams
portrays a bleak reality of anti-Blackness undergirding the politics of access to urban greenspace.
Afro-Americans are killed senselessly by police on a regular basis. In this instance, in 2012
22-year-old Rekia Boyd was shot and killed at Hyde Park, located in between University of
Chicago and Chicago's “Urban” South Side. In Rekia’s case, the urban greenspace was racially
profiled, and a police force was activated for urban serenity. Urban renewal comes with
gentrification and policing, emphasizing crime narratives in Black spaces, coupled with

displacing public housing residents and Black-owned businesses.

Damien Sojoyner eloquently summarized the current experiences of urban working class
America. Joy and Pain (2022) is a reflection of his community organizing efforts with the
historic Southern California Library in Los Angeles, California. He learns from Marley, a
respected community organizer, blood member, houseless, and formerly incarcerated young
Black man. Marley points out ironies of the American system and stresses how inadequate basic
needs impact people affected by poverty. American Section 8 Housing has evolved to be
aesthetically pleasing (at least in Atlanta), so Americans shouldn’t complain about first world
problems, but when you're faced with consistent adversity due to underfunded and

under-resourced education, food, housing, healthcare, and employment, even the United States
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can feel very familiar to third world poverty of the Global South (Hare, 1970). Marley declared
White Supremacy as America’s largest public health concern. He noticed how increased policing
creates unsafe environments and contemplated how basic needs could be met in alternative

community-owned spaces, instead of reserving parcels for the few wealthy elites.

Marley represents the voice of the “troubled” urban youth with limited resources. Some youth
become susceptible to the spiderweb connections of housing, food, schools, and prisons. These
days, there’s the Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) Test that tallies childhood traumas with
the hypothesis that the rougher the childhood, the more risks for health problems in adulthood
(Starecheski, 2015). Quality of life affects what you eat at home and in your neighborhood.
Health-conscious folks avoid overly processed sugars, salts, and fats, but life happens in this

temptation for American convenience.

Since the late 1980s, schools have become identified as spaces of racial containment (Sojoyner,
2017 and 2022). Schools--especially public free and reduced lunch ones-- offer guaranteed meals
twice a day. If the teachers are not revolutionary, then schools are just spaces of harsh sentencing,
conforming to standard doctrination, and getting trained to work. If you “fail” or cheat in society,
the carceral system, or school detention, eagerly waits for you. Having an incarcerated family
member can traumatize anyone, but especially youth development as it drastically disrupts the
flow of the household. Hopefully therapy is available to manage stress at home, but either way,

push through and try to learn something at school. The cycle continues.
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Williams (2021), Finney (2014), and Sojoyner (2022) all addressed social environmental
injustices where marginalized groups are expected to be content with subpar nature connections.
Colonizers have priority for land access at everyone else’s discomfort, whether folks are subject
to surveillance, gates, or police violence. Marley’s first real experience in nature was at a
juvenile jail camp in the mountains. It’s absolutely shocking to smell air not contaminated by city
smog, to hear a real woodpecker, and to be immersed in pine trees. Do urban environments offer
outreach for environmental exposure before jail circumstances? It’s ironic how incarceration can
provide space and freedom to think more than in the supposed comfort of one’s home (Sojoyner,
2022). Black joy is policed often. In both slavery and prison, people are dehumanized as families
are separated, people are given life sentences, and youth are tried as adults, for containment or as

vessels for labor. The timeline of colonization disrupts friendly encounters with Land, our kin.

In Black Food Geographies (2019), Reese reveals that although food apartheid communities

persist nationwide, we share similar struggles. When food resources are primarily a corner stor








































































































































































































































































