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UNEARTHING
KNOWLEDGE: AN
INTRODUCTION TO
BLACK ROOTS
SCIENCE

For centuries, the vast
contributions of African
and  African  diaspora
communities  to  the
world  of  science have
been  systematically
m a r g i n a l i z e d ,
overlooked, or outright
stolen. When we speak
o f  B l a c k  R o o t s
Science,  we  are  not
referring  to  a  single,
monolithic  discipline,
but  ra ther  a  r i ch ,
multifaceted  tapestry
o f  a n c e s t r a l
knowledge,  empirical

observa t ion ,  and
innovative  problem-
s o l v i n g  t h a t  h a s
sustained  civilizations
for  millennia.  This  is
the science of the soil,
the  stars,  the  human
b o d y ,  a n d  t h e
community.  It  is  the
wisdom  encoded  in
agricultural  practices,
herba l  remed ies ,
architectural  marvels,
and  cosmolog ica l
systems  developed
long before the modern
era. In a time when we
are seeking sustainable
solutions  to  global
cha l l enges ,  f r om
cl imate  change  to
h e a l t h c a r e ,
rediscovering  and
honoring  Black  Roots
Science is  not  just  an
a c t  o f  h i s t o r i c a l
correction; it is a vital
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step  toward  a  more
complete and inclusive
unders tand ing  o f
human  knowledge.
This article delves into
the profound depths of
this  ancient  wisdom,
exploring  its  historical
foundations, its diverse
applications,  and  its
enduring  relevance  in
our  contemporary
world.

DEFINING BLACK
ROOTS SCIENCE:
MORE THAN JUST A
HISTORY

Black Roots Science is
fundamentally  about
the  intellectual  and
practical  heritage  of
peop le  o f  A f r i can
descent. It is a holistic
system of knowing that
integrates the spiritual,
the  physical,  and  the
communal.  Unlike  the
o f t e n - f r a g m e n t e d
approach  of  modern
Western  science,  this
traditional  knowledge

system  emphasizes
interconnectedness.  It
understands  that  the
health  of  the  soil  is
directly  linked  to  the
health  of  the  people,
and that the cycles of
the  moon  influence
both  planting  seasons
and  human  biology.
This  science  was  not
conducted  in  sterile
laboratories but in the
fields,  the  forests,  and
the  kitchens.  It  was
passed  down  through
oral  traditions,  rituals,
a n d  h a n d s - o n
apprenticeship.  Key
characteristics  include:

Empirical
Observation:
Generations of
careful watching
and recording of
natural
phenomena,
from weather
patterns to
animal behavior.
Sustainability:
Practices
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designed to work
with nature, not
against it,
ensuring
resources for
future
generations.
Holism: A view
of the world
where all
elements—physic
al, mental,
spiritual, and
social—are
deeply
intertwined.
Community-
Centric:
Knowledge is
held collectively
and used for the
benefit of the
entire group, not
individual profit.

HISTORICAL
FOUNDATIONS:
THE CRADLE OF
SCIENTIFIC
INQUIRY

The  earliest  evidence

o f  s o p h i s t i c a t e d
scientific  thought  is
found in Africa. Ancient
Egypt, or Kemet, was a
p o w e r h o u s e  o f
innovation,  with  its
Black Roots Science
laid the groundwork for
many  disciplines  we
recognize  today.  The
construction  of  the
pyramids, for example,
required  an  advanced
unders tand ing  o f
m a t h e m a t i c s ,
g e o m e t r y ,  a n d
eng ineer ing .  The
Egyptians developed a
365-day solar calendar
based  on  p rec i se
a s t r o n o m i c a l
observations  of  the
star Sirius, a system so
a c c u r a t e  i t  w a s
a d o p t e d  b y  l a t e r
civilizations. In the field
of medicine, the Edwin
Smith Papyrus (c. 1600
B C E )  r e v e a l s  a
remarkably  rational
approach  to  surgery,
a n a t o m y ,  a n d
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diagnosis,  detailing
o v e r  4 0  c a s e s  o f
in jur ies  and  the i r
treatments.  This  was
no t  mag i c ;  i t  was
systematic,  empirical
science.
Further  south,  the
empires  of  Ghana,
Mali, and Songhai were
centers  of  learning.
The  Un ivers i ty  o f
Timbuktu,  flourishing
between the 12th and
16th centuries, housed
vast libraries and was a
hub  for  scholars  in
m a t h e m a t i c s ,
astronomy,  medicine,
and law.  Scholars  like
A h m a d  B a b a  a l -
Timbukti contributed to
a  r ich  intel lectual
tradit ion  that  was
deeply  rooted  in  the
o b s e r v a t i o n  a n d
interpretation  of  the
natural  world.  This
legacy  demonstrates
that  the  scientific
method,  in  its  earliest
forms,  was  actively

p r a c t i c e d  a n d
a d v a n c e d  o n  t h e
African  continent.

The
Agricultur
al
Revolutio
n:
Farming
in
Harmony
with
Nature
P e r h a p s  n o  a r e a
demonstrates  the
genius  of  Black  Roots
Science  better  than
agriculture.  African
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farmers  developed
s o p h i s t i c a t e d ,
sustainable  systems
t h a t  f e d  v a s t
p o p u l a t i o n s  a n d
maintained soil fertility
f o r  c e n t u r i e s .
T e c h n i q u e s  l i k e
i n t e r c r o p p i n g
( p l a n t i n g
complementary  crops
t o g e t h e r ) ,  c r o p
r o t a t i o n ,  a n d
a g r o f o r e s t r y
(integrating trees  with
crops)  were  standard
practice.  The  practice
of terrace farming in
r e g i o n s  l i k e  t h e
Ethiopian  highlands
a n d  t h e  K o n g o
kingdom  controlled
erosion  and  managed
water  flow  on  steep
slopes. These methods
w e r e  n o t  o n l y
productive  but  also
remarkably resilient to
drought  and  pests.
When these knowledge
systems  were  forcibly
transferred  to  the

Americas  through  the
transatlantic  slave
trade, they became the
foundation of Southern
agriculture.  Enslaved
Africans  brought  with
them the knowledge of
rice  cultivation,  indigo
processing,  and  the
use  of  specific
fertilizers, transforming
t h e  N e w  W o r l d
economy.

MEDICINAL
WISDOM: THE ART
OF THE HERBALIST

The  healing  traditions
within  Black  Roots
Science  represent  a
vast,  pharmacopeial
knowledge  base.  For
mi l lennia,  Afr ican
herbalists,  known  as
babalawo  (Yoruba) or
nganga  (Bantu), have
diagnosed and treated
illness  using  a  deep
unders tand ing  o f
botanical  chemistry.
M a n y  m o d e r n
pharmaceuticals  have
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their  origins  in  these
traditional  remedies.
For example, the use of
the  rosy  periwinkle
(Catharanthus  roseus)
in  Madagascar  has
yielded  compounds
used to treat childhood
leukemia. The African
plum  tree  (Prunus
africana)  provides  an
extract  used  to  treat
prostate  issues.  This
knowledge  was  not
merely  a  collection  of
random recipes; it was
a systematic science of
o b s e r v a t i o n ,
p repara t i on ,  and
d o s a g e .  T h e
apprent iceship  to
b e c o m e  a  s k i l l e d
herbalist  could  last
decades,  requiring  an
intimate  knowledge of
hundreds  of  plants,
their  properties,  and
their  interactions.  In
the  Americas,  this
k n o w l e d g e  w a s
preserved and adapted
by  enslaved  people,

creat ing  powerfu l
traditions  of  rootwork
and folk medicine that
cont inue  to  thr ive
today.

Cosmolog
y and
Astronom
y:
Reading
the Skies
Black  Roots  Science
also  encompasses  a
p r o f o u n d
understanding  of  the
cosmos.  The  Dogon
people  of  Mal i  are
famously  known  for
t h e i r  i n t r i c a t e
a s t r o n o m i c a l
knowledge,  including
the  existence  of  the
star  Sirius B—a dense
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w h i t e  d w a r f  s t a r
invisible  to  the  naked
eye—long before it was
confirmed  by  modern
telescopes.  While  the
s o u r c e  o f  t h i s
knowledge is debated,
i t  h i g h l i g h t s  t h e
s o p h i s t i c a t e d
observat ional  and
theoretical  capabilities
of  traditional  African
astronomy.  The  stone
circles  of  Nabta  Playa
in  southern  Egypt,
dating back over 7,000
years,  are  among  the
world's  oldest  known
a s t r o n o m i c a l
megaliths,  aligning
w i t h  t h e  s u m m e r
solstice  and  tracking
t h e  s t a r s .  T h e s e
systems  were  not  for
idle  curiosity;  they
were  used  to  create
calendars for  planting,
p red i c t  seasona l
changes, and structure
religious  and  social
c e r e m o n i e s ,
d e m o n s t r a t i n g  a

p r a c t i c a l  a n d
integrated  science  of
the  sky.

THE SCIENCE OF
THE SELF:
GENETICS, HAIR,
AND SKIN

I n  m o r e  r e c e n t
contexts,  Black  Roots
Science has evolved to
include  the  study  of
the  unique  biological
and  phys io logica l
characteristics  of  the
African  diaspora.  This
includes the science of
melanin, hair structure,
and  genetic  heritage.
Understanding  the
s c i e n c e  b e h i n d
natura l  ha i r  i s  a
powerful  form of  self-
k n o w l e d g e .  T h e
chemistry  of  hair,  the
function of sebum, and
the  impact  of  different
textures  on  moisture
retention are all part of
reclaiming  a  scientific
understanding of one's
o w n  b o d y .



8

8 Black Roots Science 2023-12-19

Furthermore, advances
in genetic testing have
allowed  mill ions  to
trace  their  l ineage
back to specific regions
and  ethnic  groups  in
Africa. This "science of
roots"  is  providing  a
power fu l  t oo l  f o r
identity  reclamation,
connecting  individuals
to  the  specific
ancestral  communities
whose  knowledge  is
encapsulated  in  their
DNA.  It  is  a  modern,
data-driven  branch  of
Black  Roots  Science
that is helping to heal
historical  trauma  and
forge new connections
to the past.

Modern
Relevanc
e and

Applicatio
ns for a
Sustainab
le Future
The principles of Black
Roots  Science are not
j u s t  h i s t o r i c a l
curiosities;  they  offer
critical solutions for the
21st  century.  In  the
face of climate change,
t h e  s u s t a i n a b l e
p r a c t i c e s  o f
agroforestry,  crop
rotation,  and  water
conservation that were
perfected in Africa are
being  re-adopted  as
m o d e l s  f o r
r e g e n e r a t i v e
agriculture .  The
holistic,  preventative
approach of traditional
medicine is inspiring a
global  shift  toward
integrative  health  and
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wellness.  The  concept
o f  Ubuntu—"I  am
b e c a u s e  w e
a r e " — w h i c h
emphasizes community
a n d
interconnectedness,  is
being  explored  as  a
framework  for  more
e t h i c a l  a n d
collaborative  scientific
research.  Modern
c h e m i s t s  a r e
increasingly turning to
ethnobotany, the study
of traditional plant use,
to  find  new  leads  for
drug  development.  By
r e s p e c t i n g  a n d
s t u d y i n g  t h e
intellectual property of
traditional  knowledge
holders, we can unlock
a new era of discovery
t h a t  i s  b o t h
scientifically  rigorous
a n d  c u l t u r a l l y
respectful.

PRESERVING AND
REVITALIZING THE

LEGACY

The work of preserving
and  revitalizing  Black
R o o t s  S c i e n c e  i s
ongoing and essential.
This involves:

Documenting
Oral Traditions:
Recording the
knowledge of
elders and
traditional
practitioners
before it is lost.
Challenging
Academic Bias:
Demanding that
curricula and
textbooks
include the
scientific
contributions of
African
civilizations and
diaspora
communities.
Supporting
Indigenous
Research:
Empowering
communities to
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conduct their
own research
and control the
use of their
traditional
knowledge.
Community
Education:
Teaching
children and
adults alike
about the rich
scientific
heritage they
carry in their
blood and
culture.

T h i s  i s  n o t  a b o u t
re jec t ing  modern
sc ience  but  about
c r e a t i n g  a  m o r e
complete, diverse, and
equitable  scientific
ecosystem. It  is  about
acknowledging that the
pursuit of knowledge is
a  universal  human
endeavor, and that for
too long, a vital part of
that  story  has  been
silenced.

CONCLUSION:
EMBRACING A
FULL SPECTRUM
OF KNOWLEDGE

Black Roots Science is
a  testament  to  the
resilience,  ingenuity,
and  profound  wisdom
of  the  Afr ican  and
A f r i c a n  d i a s p o r a
experience.  I t  is  a
l i v ing ,  b rea th ing
system  of  knowledge
that  encompasses
everything  from  the
chemistry of a healing
p l a n t  t o  t h e
mathematics of  a star
chart.  By  unearthing
and  celebrating  this
rich  heritage,  we  do
more  than  correct
historical  inaccuracies.
We open ourselves to a
m o r e  h o l i s t i c ,
sus ta inab le ,  and
h u m a n e  w a y  o f
understanding  the
world.  We  honor  the
ancestors  who  were
scientists,  farmers,
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astronomers ,  and
healers,  and  we  pave
the  way  for  future
generations  to  build
upon  this  powerful
foundation.  To  study
Black Roots Science is
to  embrace  a  fuller,
r icher  narrative  of

h u m a n
a c h i e v e m e n t — o n e
where  the  roots  of
knowledge  run  deep,
nourishing  a  future
that is rooted in truth,
justice,  and  collective
well-being.


