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Praise for The Land in Our Bones


“Feghali’s evocative work grounds itself in the reclamation of land and plant sovereignty to at once refuse, defy, revitalize, and reclaim geographic and cultural concepts co-opted by fascist and nationalist movements in the SWANA region. Through an exceptionally attuned and affectively laden narrative texturing, Feghali enacts and animates for us what could be possible if we re-member ancestry alongside ever-emerging knowledge in service of liberated futures. In doing so, Feghali invites us into a world of plantcestry, one that distills with moving radiance how to move beyond familiar foreclosures insisted upon by borders, essentialism, sectarianism, and racism.” 

—Lara Sheehi, PsyD, assistant professor of clinical psychology at George Washington University and president of the Society for Psychoanalysis and Psychoanalytic Psychology




“As a clinical herbalist and member of the American Herbalist Guild, I have been waiting my entire life for an herbal book like this; a book in which the information shared about medicinal plants is firmly rooted in their historical, cultural, ecological, and mythological context. Feghali invites us to be in relationship with the plants, places, and stories which shape the culture of SWANA herbalism. . . . Feghali offers us all an embodied praxis to work with our plantcestors as a path of ancestral remembrance, reconnection, and healing. . . . This book is a masterpiece and an essential contribution to the canon of books on herbal medicine. It is a gift first and foremost to the people of the SWANA region, especially to those living in diaspora. Yet this book also is a tremendous gift to herbalists, gardeners, and plant lovers of all cultural backgrounds.”

—Atava Garcia Swiecicki, MA, RH (AHG), author of The Curanderx Toolkit




“The Land in Our Bones momentously affirms forgotten legacies of herbal and ancestral healing while potentiating urgent life-affirming visions for the future. By replacing dominant European approaches to Middle East/North African histories with restorative generational wisdoms, this book will transform our knowledge systems and the ways we reckon with land, life, and each other.”

—Dr. Nadine Naber, author and professor of gender and women’s studies and global Asian studies at the University of Illinois Chicago




“As you read the pages of this book, allow yourself to hear the voices of OUR PLANTCESTORS. They are the ancient ones whose whispering wisdom is amplified by the clarity, the passion, and the poetry of Layla Feghali. This Daughter of the Diaspora has given us a passage away from the barren mindscape of colonial thinking, dehumanizing separation, and environmental devastation. In this work we are invited to heal from the wounds of war and the death of cultures. We may step carefully across the lines that divide us: race, class, religion, and traditions. If we walk softly, carefully, we may enter the Sacred Grove of the Plancestors. This is the garden of Indigenous knowledge, where the herbs and flowers, the stories and prayers, the time-honored and reclaimed processes live and grow. . . .

Feghali walks with us. She takes us along on her personal journey in search of the Sacred Grove of the Plantcestors. As we walk, she picks sweet fruit from the trees, the juice moistens our lips. We listen carefully as she tells us the stories of our spirits’ longing.

On this sojourn we pick up the pieces of our past, place the pain in the compost heap, and with knowledge and fresh soil we design a future scape. A vision of a new life that we have needed for so long. This is a monumental work.”

—Yeye Luisah Teish, author of Jambalaya




“Although this book addresses the accumulation of knowledge by peoples of the Levant over several millennia, its strength is in demonstrating the depth of how these medicines were intertwined with our cultures and identities when our ancestors were more closely integrated into the ecosystems that generate and sustain life on our complex planet. The book also breaks the artificial barriers of history and politics that have been shaped by successive waves of colonization in West Asia and North Africa, that have artificially created divides between people deemed to be African or Arab, and demonstrates our deep connections through our shared cultivation of our plantcestors and ecologies. Drawing on this knowledge can be strategically employed in the healing work our generation must engage in, physically, culturally, and politically, in order to meet and overcome the threats of our age, particularly climate change.”

—Kali Akuno, author and cofounder of Cooperation Jackson




“The Land in Our Bones is so much more than an herbal reference book. It’s a love letter to ancestors, a portrait of SWANA culture, and a symphony of forests and oceans. With it, Layla Feghali grapples with the tension of reconnecting to ancestral land while living in diaspora, away from a region disfigured by multiple layers of colonialism. The text blends deep herbal expertise with family anecdotes and vignettes of land wisdom. With her poetic prose, Feghali teaches us how to heal in our relationship with ancestral land. She does so with deep generosity, care, and complexity. This book is a gift, a path toward decolonized futures and one of those texts I will be returning to for many years to come.”

—Noam Keim, Megaphone Publishing Prize winner 2022




“Layla is adding complexity and introducing plurality on identity and history that is purposefully erased and simplified in order to disempower the largest diaspora in the world in knowing where their roots belong.”

—Céline Semaan, cofounder of Slow Factory
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Dedication, with Love.

To Cana’an and her descendants, forward and back.

To kindred displaced and diasporic people, looking for home in parallel.

To the Earth and her Indigenous and traditional stewards globally.

Towards re-membrance, freedom, and deeper care and belonging to life, land, and each other.
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Introduction

Herbalism is a land-based therapy that emerges from generations of intimate relationship with place and practice. It is impossible to engage with its cultural legacies without confronting the ways our sovereign relationships with land and lineage have been interrupted. This work emerges as a reckoning with colonialism, nation building, and empire, and all that becomes lost and distorted in the land’s desecration over eras. In the spirit of resurrecting from those impacts, I anchor this herbal sharing in lived experiences and the oral histories of my own lineages. Cultural wisdom is embodied and relational. I engage this sharing not for research’s sake but rather as a practitioner and active participant committed to reviving land-based paradigms and nurturing ancestral practices that fundamentally aid the sovereignty, collective healing, and eco-cultural integrity of my own communities. The intention of this offering is towards deepening relationships, care, and engagement with the layers of ancestral medicine abundant still in our daily practices and places, and shifting worldviews towards a way of life that is more liberatory, embodied, and life affirming for all as we build new worlds anchored in the earth’s most unwavering truths. 

This book is about Cana’an (aka Canaan/the Levant—explained further on pages 23–31), about the long relationships between its people, land, and essence. It is about homeland, diaspora, and the constant cycles of departure and return, both physical and otherwise. Being a person of diaspora influences the way I relate to and extend the knowledge contained here. Just as the plants and earth itself encourage, I invite you to soften yourself to the sometimes nonlinear and often poetic nature in which I narrate and weave between my worlds to transmit something of these cultural legacies. The nature of diaspora—of me—is liminal, queer in its own right. Cyclical and migratory. I am constantly moving “in between” places, peoples, and ways of knowing. These processes are reflected in the writing and form of this book, shifting between storytelling and informational profiles as often as I do between eras of lineage and legacy. Scientific studies, family anecdotes, cosmological stories, political and historical context, and herbal folk knowledge all have their place and converse in some atypical ways through this text. 

As much as this is a book about Cana’an at large, it is also a book about Lebanon and my own villages. I must name the incredible multiplicity of experiences and cultures in the makeup of our region—expansively diverse as it pertains to race, religion and spirituality, ethnicity, language, class, citizenship status, geography, and access to wealth and power in every way fathomable. Lebanon is made up of around 5.4 million Lebanese inside the country, with over 16 million living in diaspora. Likewise, approximately 50 percent of both Syrians and Palestinians currently live in forced dispersal. Lebanon contains the highest per capita number of refugees in the entire world, making up over 20 percent of the country’s population.1 Most of these refugees come from within the region’s immediate borders, making Lebanon a complex microcosm of Cana’an’s populations as a whole. Syrians, Palestinians, Armenians, Kurds, Iraqis, Assyrians, and onward, each transmit and continue aspects of traditional tending within shared borders, undoubtedly with varying layers of access and means in a country with devastating and rapidly multiplying factors of infrastructural and sociopolitical disruption. Alas, diaspora is arguably one of the most central aspects of the region’s lived reality, with stark differences for those experiencing forced exile in a refugee camp of Lebanon versus migration to the suburbs of the United States or urban centers of Europe. 

All this to say, my vantage point is particular, and this offering of story and knowledge is merely a sliver in the expansive puzzle of our web of relations. There are a few areas in which my positionality explicitly influences this text, which I would like to name directly: 


	DIASPORA | My positionality as a diasporic person raised in the Global North is different than those who grew up for a lifetime in the places I speak of, absorbing a different level of embodied experience and relationship to the land of Cana’an, as well as the challenges, understandings, and realities created by the wars, exiles, and occupations of my generation alone. Even within homeland, layers of cultural retention and traditional practice vary, especially on the basis of class, urbanization, education, generation, ethnicity, and the influences of neocolonialism; diaspora has distanced me in many ways from the integrated nature of culture, practice, and paradigms embedded in the continuity of place, identity, land, and language. Rather, these ways were transmitted to me in the time capsule of diaspora, its own vortex of loss and preservation severed from their original geographical terrains. 
In other ways, diaspora offers me unexpected access and expanded intimacy with communities beyond my immediate familial/regional affiliation. On one hand, in diaspora, I live in cities cohabitated by people from all across the region’s (and world’s) sects, nationalities, ethnicities, and statuses; in a context where we are marginalized as a broader community, our similarities are emphasized, and intercommunity connection and friendship becomes a joyful and necessary aspect of understanding, cultural familiarity, and mutual care. This often looks different in the modern borders of Lebanon/Cana’an itself, where stratification based on identity results in a lack of interaction, or one laden with sectarian, racialized, and class-based divisions fed by recent wars and their imperial beneficiaries. On the other hand, dual citizenship to the US and Lebanon has allowed me an almost miraculous experience of (false) borderlessness throughout our increasingly militarized region; in homeland, I have the rare gift of mobility across borders inaccessible to most without a foreign passport, or in other cases ones which require a local passport. Even this basic privilege is not granted to many members of our region whose statehood is not recognized. The privilege of both enables me to experience a version of time, kinship, and mobility more reminiscent of my grandparents’ era, where traveling between Lebanon, Syria, Palestine, Jordan, Egypt, and beyond was as easeful and common as the seeds and rivers that bind us, and fundamentally informed the formation of our cultural relationships, livelihoods, and bloodlines. My diasporic reality makes some altered version of this more seamlessly possible. Still, I experience it from the vantage point of a person with means to travel and who was raised biculturally in the US. 

My specific diasporic experience is increasingly rare, with continuity of family in my own ancestral villages that I still have access to; many of my diasporic peers living in the US with roots from Syria, Palestine, and elsewhere are not able to return to their homelands even with privileged passports, due to exile, occupation, and war that has banned their families from return. They visit their families in refugee camps in neighboring countries, or the suburbs of Turkey, Jordan, or wherever it may be, often scattered across the globe as most of our families are. 

Being from a family who has roots in two different villages from distinct parts of the country has also influenced my access to the place-based experiences that anchor this book. It is worth noting that until recent years, the cultures of Cana’an’s villages have always had an integrated influence on the life of its cities. Today, Lebanon is one of the most quickly urbanizing countries in the world; in 1960, only 40 percent of its population lived in cities, and as of 2021, 89 percent live in cities.2 Lebanon is also one of the most indebted countries in the world; due to a 291 percent inflation rate, income poverty went from 25 percent in 2019 to 74 percent in 2021.3 Systemic failure, intense infrastructural collapse, and severe governmental neglect in the aftermath of the Beirut port explosion in 2020 have diminished access to many basic needs such as medicine, food, and electricity throughout the country. In the first four months of 2021 alone, 230,000 people left the country.4 It has obliged others without this mobility to revive land-based ways like those shared in this book, just to survive. Inside the country, 5–7 percent of people have migrated back to their villages, likely with more to follow.5 Even those who live in refugee camps or cities can be found gathering akoub عكوب and other wild food plants in the mountains in spring, or growing tomatoes in pots on their urban balconies. This land-based knowledge is in our collective bones, offering more than a metaphor of kinship for the Western diaspora, but the actualized sustenance that keeps our people alive when statehood and its corruption leave us to rot in their rubble. I hope this humble sharing will be of service to those enduring these stark realities throughout Cana’an and beyond it. 



	RELIGION, ETHNICITY, and SECT | There are numerous religious, ethnic, and ethno-religious communities in our region: Shia, Sunni, Druze, Jewish, Baháʼí, Assyrian, Yezidi, Circassian, Orthodox, Maronite, Bedouin, Kurdish, Nubian, Amazigh, and the list goes on and on. I have more detailed context and personal relationship to Eastern Christianity than to other religious lineages in our region. References to Judaism in the cultural context of modern Cana’an are particularly scarce; the Zionist project of Israel has physically and ideologically alienated most of the Jewish communities native and continuously inhabiting these lands—a wound still desperate for repair. Despite their significant presence in Lebanon and Cana’an, Druze practices and traditions are scarcely referred to, due to the private nature of their tradition, even amongst their own initiates and communities. Countless other religious and ethnic groups in our region have maintained traditional practice, who I likewise do not speak often of in this text, though I make every effort to acknowledge their traditions wherever I have the context to do so.
It is customary in Islam to offer blessings to the souls of the prophets, saints, and sanctified people after each mention of their names. Please accept this note as an acknowledgment of the times they are evoked throughout this text: عليهم الصلاة والسلام—may peace and blessings be upon each of their souls. It is similarly customary across religious sects to offer blessings to the spirits of ancestors whenever mentioned; this is part of our living tradition of ancestral reverence. Please accept every word of this sharing as acknowledgment of my own ancestors woven into every single page: الله يرحمهم—may their souls rest in eternal peace. I invite readers to approach the entirety of this book with such care and sacred regard.



	COLONIALISM | I am referring to all prior generations of conquest and empire in our region—not only European colonialism, though I acknowledge its particular impact on the current damage and accelerated loss of culture and land occurring regionally. All homogenization and erosion of localized cultures also erodes ecological integrity and the intelligence that emerges from autonomous intimacy with ancestral place. That being said, discussing what rests beneath colonial rupture is not meant to romanticize ancestral civilizations, which like all humans may develop their own systems of behavior that sometimes become oppressive. I am speaking to the essence and fundamental axis of the earth and our proximity to it as a compass for life-affirming habits, knowledge, and social systems, and the underlying protocols and lifeways which emerge from this center and generally become more distant the more conquest we experience. Still, it is not beyond our early lineages, or any human, to potentially corrupt and manipulate these things, as will be reflected in many of the cosmologies shared throughout this text.

	LANGUAGE | Throughout this book, colloquial words from various Shami (Levantine) Arabic dialects are utilized to express the traditional knowledge native to this region. I often emphasize highly localized words, sometimes ones that vary even from one village to the next. I center these words because they embed the emotions and values within local worldviews and our specific relationships to the places, people, and events in our lives in incredibly poignant ways. For general Arabic names and language, I mostly rely on the Lebanese accent. For the romanization of Arabic, I use a’a to indicate the ع character except in some instances where it is the first letter in a word. A’a represents a voiced pharyngeal fricative. I use an apostrophe for the ء character, which represents a glottal stop. Eh at the end of a word indicates ه, pronounced with a silent h. Kh is for خ, a voiceless velar fricative—similar to the sound of static on the television, and gh is for غ, a voiced uvular fricative that sounds like a gently gargling or a rolling g. The remainder are loosely phonetic. I utilize the Arabic spelling/pronunciation of “Cana’an” throughout this book, typically spelled/pronounced “Canaan” in English.

	REFERENCES | Written documentation of many oral history and ethnobotanical records are somewhat sparse as it pertains to plants in the traditions of Cana’an, particularly in the English language. Unfortunately, many of them are initiated by the occupying institutions and their settlers, which posed a painful contradiction and decision on my part as an author motivated by decolonization. The same forces which have intentionally and strategically eroded our rights and means of cultural practice are the ones examining and extracting land-based knowledge from us, often using it explicitly to strategize our further oppression. Where these sources are cited, I do so with an explicit will to reclaim what was ours to begin with, and with advisable discretion to readers and encouragement to my own community to take greater authority in the continuation and honoring of our own ways and stories, whatever form it may take.



I myself am in a constant process of re-membrance and deepening, my thoughts and understandings changing, expanding, and transforming. The work presented here attempts to articulate foundational wisdom and understandings towards land-based re-membrance from and for my own contexts; regardless, this is a profoundly personal and living dialogue, a lifelong stewardship that sharpens and shifts, revealing new layers constantly along the way. What you read here is the (partial) imprint of a particular moment within my lifetime of understanding and relationships fostered, anchored by personal stories I hold tenderly close and sacred. I have deliberated about whether to share these more intimate cultural layers in such a permanent and boundless form, knowing how often they get desecrated, misinterpreted, used against who it belongs to, and consumed without consideration, appropriate context, and attribution. 

In the scattered reality of this era and its colonial imprints, cultural transmissions have necessarily expanded from their oral forms. This comes with risks. It is in the generosity and integrity of my own legacies, our fundamentally relational nature, and with a determination to keep these remnants alive that I ultimately chose to document personal cultural knowledge in this way. Before you read further, consider reviewing the “Meaningful Language” glossary (p. 299) to learn more about the way certain terms are presented in the book; I recommend doing so because language itself is a piece of cultural context, and it is used with great intention throughout the book. 

This knowledge is in no way exhaustive. Still, I hope this reflection of Cana’an will honor some thread of the region’s essence and some aspect of the unified lands that weave our kinships and experience as a collective. One of my wisest village elders of Lebanon’s mountains tells me to “choose one thing in life or nature that calls you, and deepen in your study of that; to deeply know one thing is to deeply reveal the nature in everything.” So, I share and study from where I am, acknowledging that “to know” is ongoing and not static in time like these pages. While I do not shed equal light on all of our parts at every moment, I believe the whole is reflected through the parts, and that is the foundational epistemology of re-remembrance as a living, evolving practice. The depth of my knowledge in some areas is greater than others, by the natural virtue of where and when I stand. I connect and illuminate through anchoring in the specific story which is mine to share today, with a steady consciousness and perspective towards the collective experience and future it is embedded within, and the ancient root it derives from. This re-membrance is moved by an effort towards what prevails beyond time between us: a study of the unwavering truths inside life itself—the love, the elements, the land and waters that ultimately unite, determine, and define us, and have since infinity.






Part I

Tracing Roots, Tending Futures



Cana’an is a crossroads of the earth. Be it birds or seeds, humans looking for life and refuge, or empires with a will to dominate for power and profit, this land has been frequented by many over the course of the past several thousand years. Our collective diasporas make one of the largest in the world, and our migrational lines are as complex with layers. Despite constant war, endless stories of exile, migration, language loss, and land degradation, there is palpable vitality and wholeness in the elements of place that still live through us. There is a lesson here—a medicine in this crossroads of rupture and immense resilience and revitalization at once, where loss insists on continuation, and life recreates itself constantly through the persistence of tending what remains, from wherever we are. No matter what has been lost or taken, a way persists as long as we do. 

Plants of place and origin are an interwoven part of these understated worlds that mend and make belonging. They, like our ancestors, have adapted to the challenges of lifetimes, embedding wayfinding intelligence inside of us. When we are lost or have forgotten, they have the power to re-member us. They wake up the ancestral lifelines inside of us. Every time we eat our cultural foods, harvest and prepare our medicines, nurture the soil where we are, plant ancient seeds in new places, these legacies bless our bodies and guide our beings back into union with deeper sources of life’s fundamental wisdoms and the earth’s unfaltering guidance. 






1

Re-Membering the Crossroads



I am a child of diaspora, born and raised to Lebanese immigrants in California in the 1980s. My mother comes from a tiny mountain village along the Awali River in South Lebanon, and my father from one on the northern shoreline neighboring the ancient city of Batroun. They both spent their childhoods raised between their villages and opposite sides of Beirut. They met in Detroit in the 1970s, a world apart from the ones they inhabited respectively in Lebanon, where it’s quite likely they would never have crossed paths. My parents both embody traditional values rooted in the culture of Lebanese village life. They modeled strong communal sensibilities, traditional customs, and culinary palettes that built the foundational fibers of our diasporic home. 

Like a majority of Cana’an’s children, my parents left their country in an era of looming war. In Lebanon’s case, a war that endured throughout most of my childhood, and in many ways, continues to linger with its imprints. The leadership of this same war is today still destroying lives in a collapsing Lebanon, creating a new wave of reluctant diaspora who feel no choice but to leave as I write this. I was protected from the visceral realities of such violence through a life in diaspora, which was not quite my father’s plan but became both the privilege and sacrifice he and my mother ultimately chose for our young family as the war years did not seem to end.

My generation is characterized by many families just like ours, who often had much less choice in either direction. Some who left homelands in exile as refugees, and others who did not have the means to leave even the worst of conditions. My own family, like most from the region, was a bag of mixed experiences. My father’s immediate family nearly all remained in Lebanon throughout the duration of the active war years, while my mother migrated to the US with her siblings and parents in the very early days of political tension that preceded the civil war. They lived in Florida, while we lived in California.

Our house was thick with other Arabic-speaking immigrants like us and their children, who became like siblings and cousins to me and my brothers and sister throughout our childhood. We shared similar stories of families scattered across continents and cities all over the earth. We navigated the tensions of negotiating cultures in our diasporic households, and homelands under the pressure of imperialism, occupation, and political collapse of many varieties. Many were from Lebanon, but also from Syria, Palestine, Armenia, Assyria, and Egypt. Even the neighborhood children my siblings and I played with daily after school were mirrors of the region’s stories of continuation in diaspora and exile. On one side of our house, two girls near my age were raised by their family from Western Armenia (now occupied by Turkey), and on the other side, two Iranian Jewish boys near my brothers’ ages who they played with as often. Our home was a gathering place for these strong social networks of survival and cultural familiarity sown by my parents to this day. It was also a revolving door for long- and short-term visitors who came directly from Lebanon to stay with us. 

Family members and extended community would find reprieve under our roof to finish schooling, or simply exist for months or years at a time, where there was more promise for a stable livelihood. My paternal grandmother once came for a couple years’ stay, filling my childhood with memories of kneading dough into small moon-shaped lamb pies that quickly became my favorite treat, and teaching me how to knit and play Basara and Tarnib with her playing cards. Though much was unspoken about the war they thawed from in our midst, the memory and energy each of these relatives brought with them became an intimate part of the underlying imprint in our home and in my own consciousness as I developed.

Immediately after the war ended and the Beirut airport reopened in 1992, I returned to Lebanon for the first time since I was six months old. It was a trip with only my father to visit a place that was intimately familiar somehow—already a part of me despite being foreign in so many ways. I was just eight years old, taking in a freshly postwar country that was still under military occupation by Syria in my dad’s village in the north, and Israel in my mom’s village in the south. It was a country with scars and open wounds on every limb of its body, many visible and many more internal. The Lebanon of that time was at once wounded and chaotic, yet hopeful for reprieve. The love I experienced there was immense and impactful. Every single painful and thriving thing I witnessed and felt there gifted me deeply, and nourished a seed I believe has anchored my path somehow since.

My dad often tells me about the day he took me to his village. He showed me around the church and communal areas, eager to tell me stories about his childhood adventures. Within moments of our being there, I looked at him and said, “Dad, when are you taking me to the grave of my Jiddo (grandfather)?” He was surprised that a child of such a young age insisted on paying homage to a grandfather I had never met or known beyond stories, in a place I had never grown up—embarrassed, even, that he had not thought to do this himself.

This memory reminds me that my gravity towards my ancestors and their places has been the primary relational thread compelling me since I was young. I still look to my ancestors as a compass in my call to re-member. Their reflection encourages me to listen towards the essence of older truths that are often convoluted and neglected within the splintering of modern wars and migrations. Where my living relatives have forgotten or have no guidance to offer, the memory of my ancestors and their love imprinted on me has lent me hope, purpose, and strength. 

We are our ancestors. Their blood, their bones, their sacrifices and relationships to the earth are what have literally made us. It is not only their wounds that carry on inside of us, but their resilience, wisdom and power. Our ancestors and homelands weave a way inside of us that expands as we live and breathe. It is a legacy of love that continues through us, reinforced by habits of stewardship and care wherever we are. Deepening relationship with my ancestors has urged me closer to the land as our kindred source, most of all; immersion in the earth and waters of place has transformed and re-membered me in the most anchoring and ongoing ways, and brought me closer to the healing possibilities within and for my lineages, in the process.



Belonging to the bridging generation is complex, and perhaps by its nature compels a deeper seeking for clarity about one’s purpose and place in the world. Unlike my parents, my own body was neither firmly rooted in one place, one identity, nor the other, though completely a product of both and the full spectrum of stories, generational memory, possibility and tension that lay between them. Diaspora is the land of “the in-between,” of the everything and the nothing. Holy but shrouded, gestational and mysterious. This was not something my family could anticipate, nonetheless explain to me growing up, nor was it easy for any of us to verbalize or understand. It was a new terrain with no roadmap, no clear answers or linear guidelines, no apparent compass, and no real cohesion or generational social structures to support it. My life became a necessary reckoning within this tender terrain of liminality and the questions it beckons: 


Who am I? What is “home”? What are the relationships that anchor and reflect me? What is this feeling? How do I heal? How do WE heal?



The more I matured, the thicker the layers inside these contemplations became. Identity was loosely footed from every direction of cultural influence surrounding me, compelling deeper interrogation and inspection for its own merit. Being Lebanese in an era notorious for its internal divisions only made the complications within this process more explicit. This challenge is one I have come to appreciate for the nuance it has necessarily instilled in me, shattering ideals of false nationalism, singular truths, and surface level concepts of culture and self. The contradictions and confusion surrounding these foundational questions of belonging and healing within my cultural context obliged me to reach towards deeper, more fundamental truths, if any were to be found at all. I have sought these sources of wisdom through every avenue I’ve had access to. Most of my efforts have been elucidated by the mirrors of an intimate network of intercultural kinships formed with chosen friends and communities in diaspora, wading through similar waters of reckoning and return, and lighting the way for me repeatedly through shared reflections. This has been one of the most illuminating and sustaining thresholds within the in-between life of diaspora; cross-cultural kinships with local Indigenous, Afro-Diasporic, and diverse immigrant communities have been the water that activates dormant ancestral seeds, potentiating their ancient stories that build towards rooted futures. 

Once I became old enough to live independently, I moved for extended stretches of time to Lebanon, hoping to connect to these deeper sources in my own lineage lands. I have migrated alongside the birds in a steady cycle of departure and return between my homes across oceans, over and over again, living between my village, Beirut, and California for my whole adult life since, almost twenty years now. In diaspora and village alike, I have made a choice to follow the tiniest crumbs, listen with all the senses of my body, to collect what I could of these scattered bones. 

Mostly, what tracing these roots has taught me is that the answers are usually closer than we think. It is the simplest rituals of everyday living that have built and sustained who we are. When I stopped looking for what was lost and started paying attention to what was still brimming with life around me, revelation was in the details of my parents in diaspora, of the kitchen table, my grandmother’s bare feet, the daily routines of villagers seeking summer reprieve, the soil, the water, and the infinite web of communion that bustles in the body of the earth and our beings. 

Diaspora is an ongoing and eternal reckoning, a continuous unveiling towards re-membrance, and the earth is my most unfaltering compass yet. The plants of address and origins have carried and guided me through all these passages, offering me profound wisdom, kinship and communion that anchors me tenderly in the land and healing of both my homes respectively, as it repairs my capacity to feel at home in my own holy body. These relationships have allowed and inspired me to steward the stories shared in this text. 

Diaspora and the Colonial Wound 

Diaspora is a fertile threshold of possibility, and a reckoning with severance at once. By its nature, displacement incurs losses. Once a place changes, customs naturally transform. So does the belonging and self-understanding that emerges from these rooted contexts. There is yet extra duress when a people are dispersed because of or during a time of genocide, war, or occupation. In these conditions, loss or rapid transformation of culture not only occurs for those who depart or are pushed into exile; culture also erodes more quickly in the original homelands left behind. 

War and occupation alter culture by necessity, often obliging a people to lean on only bare basics as they manage to just survive. The need to survive reinforces certain cultural customs that can aid in sustaining life when access to infrastructural amenities are limited. Other rites, however, are interrupted, relationship to land is made less possible, and new patterns of relating and existing are born in the imprint of whatever survival means in that moment. Modern nation-building efforts infringe doubly on Indigenous communities; limiting their right to speak native languages, wear traditional clothing, and/or access ancestral lands are common tactics to erase, dominate, control, and secure power over Indigenous groups.1

Simultaneously, the pressures of modernization and capitalism in the past several decades have contributed to increased urbanization and the globalization of social cultures across the region, making traditional economies and their lifeways nearly impossible to maintain—and undesirable to many younger generations for whom Westernized expressions and professionalized careers offer more promise. This often pushes them towards migration to countries with economies that can adequately compensate their roles in the long run. For the people of Cana’an, this seems to increase more drastically every decade, economic and political collapse pushing anyone with the means to migrate to the Global North as local currencies decline and political instabilities constantly sharpen.

Cultural loss is a present and ongoing phenomenon. I cannot recount the number of times I have spoken to a traditional elder or village artisan whose skill of generations was approaching extinction due to lack of apprentices forward. Or the number of rural inhabitants who could recall a practice of their childhood that no longer had a living tender to refer to. All the while, natural areas that are not destroyed by war and the chemicals of its weapons and rupture left behind are increasingly privatized, settled by occupiers, and overdeveloped at an unsustainable rate for the sake of profit and domination, often with weak infrastructure to accommodate basic needs such as water, electricity, and trash maintenance, further diminishing local ecologies. 

Colonialism and war not only erode culture and generational relationships to land, but they also degrade the ecologies themselves.2 The intentional reconfiguration of landscapes includes the removal of local agriculture and the introduction of damaging invasive species by occupying forces, such as European pine trees in Palestine and eucalyptus in Lebanon;3 both species spread aggressively and make the soil in their understory uninhabitable to most native ecosystems. 

Ruling forces from within the region often leverage natural resources just as recklessly to consolidate political power; for example, Egypt’s creation of the dams in Nubian Aswan dispossessed locals of generational wealth and land across some of the Nile’s most fertile shores and ancient civilizations—and diminished the ecological integrity of the entire river.4 This has impacted the culture and self-determination of peoples and nations across the eleven other African countries who depend on this waterway for livelihood.5 There are numerous instances like this that demonstrate the fundamental axis between land, identity, and culture, and the ways they are extracted, exploited, and reconfigured by empires, occupying forces, and nation-building efforts, explicitly to serve its beneficiaries. 

These extractive practices are eroding and actively degrading our native ecosystems and Indigenous relationships to them at quickening rates; as species and landscapes disappear, our traditions die with them. WE die with them. Traditional cultures are born directly from the land they are a part of. To damage land is to damage culture, and vice versa. We are (our) land, and (our) land is our culture, our livelihood, our self-determined possibility forward—whether we are conscious of it or not. 

A Site of the Wound

The contemporary people of Cana’an make up a particularly large diaspora on this earth, and one that is constantly growing as our home cities continue to face violence and empire from every direction. When people are forced to leave or even when they choose to, these invaluable lifelines get interrupted quite literally. 

It is like when an old-growth tree in the forest falls, and all the birds and fungi that made home in its branches cease with it. All the small plants growing in its understory lose their shade and moisture. The pollinators that rely on those small flowering plants lose a necessary source of nourishment. Everything and everyone has to reconfigure a new survival, re-acclimate to a new horizon. Some life manages to adapt and continue, other life flees to make a new home, some ends completely, and all life changes. In the dismemberment of our communities, pieces of us become scattered, changing who we are—whether we stayed, left, or ceased to be.

Diaspora is a visceral and bodily inventory of displacement’s impacts, its losses and gains alike. Sometimes it is the place where old traditions linger on, stopping in time, evolving in new contexts, flourishing into something brilliant and new. In diaspora, survival often means remembrance, continuation of customs, stories, and memories that reinforce who we are and the last version we recall of the places we left. Most in diaspora either abandon it completely, or hold diligently to whatever crumbs of culture they can maintain. Sometimes things get kept in diaspora that have long transformed in the homelands that continue to change as life does. Still, diaspora is the site of a wound of profound dispersal and expansion, and the tender severance of connection to place and people—whose traumatic impact should not be undermined, even when departure is “chosen.” Even when relocation provides relief and possibility, when it keeps some semblance of “home” alive, and cultivates new ones with their own richness to offer.

To be uprooted reminisces the visceral ways we are severed from the earth itself. Underworlds are exposed as we are removed from the womb of familiar soils that have nurtured us into who we are for generations. There is shock and often danger in transplantation. It is vulnerable, violent even. Our attention is necessarily called to the relationship between roots and soil, to its urgent need for tenderness and repair, and the damage caused by its disruption over lifetimes. 

Diaspora becomes the echo of a more primordial wound of disconnection from our life-affirming kinship with the earth itself: colonialism. Colonialism degrades a primordial part of us, fracturing our most foundational sense of dignity, security, and connection, while damaging the land itself, and the fundamental power within our relationship to it.

Empire or colonialism has overtaken Cana’an repeatedly in different iterations over the course of the past 4,000-plus years, each time forcibly altering some aspect of local peoples’ relationship with their place. Each time diminishing or reconfiguring culture, language, customs, and the land itself—so much so that even its native descendants do not always recognize what has been lost or taken along the way. Change is not bad. Change is a signal of life, resilient and healthy. Colonial interference, on the other hand, produces erasure of culture and of life. It is things taken and lost despite themselves, annihilated or disappearing inside the pressure of an outside force that intends to harm, eliminate, and dominate. It is a forcible attempt to homogenize and flatten us into identities that fortify nation over kinship with place. At the very root of its upheaval, colonialism severs us from the earth itself and our generational relationships with land and each other. 

Cultures of Severance

My grandfather used to pick up local flint stones from off the ground, then strike them against one another to catch a spark bright enough to light his cigarette. Once the French mandate began, colonial authorities would give him a citation every time he was caught doing so. This criminalization was twofold: encourage the purchase of matches to support commercial interests, and dissuade the fundamental power embedded in the Indigenous act of making fire with only your hands and the intelligence born from generational intimacy with place. It is our relationship to the earth and its elements that ensures our self-determination.

The earth is our first and most foundational relationship of nurturance, anchorage, and agency that secures livelihood forward. Earth is our first mother—the generous lifeline every human and nonhuman on this planet shares in common without exception. Our relationship with the earth is a material, unwavering truth that determines our fundamental existence on this planet. In separating us from this relationship or reconfiguring and exploiting it on the occupiers’ terms, colonialism interrupts our deeper contract as sacred living beings of a sacred living planet, and the practical ways we have evolved to navigate and mutually sustain life. It fractures our sovereignty in a multifaceted way.

We are the earth. An embodied relationship with the land imbues innate reverence for life, an embedded knowledge of its inherent dignity. We understand all beings have a consciousness, and we are a fundamental part of the ecosystem. It teaches us how to steward life and land, through intimacy with its natural cycles. Our specific landscapes have sustained our bodies and provided for our societies generationally; they have also informed every aspect of our social structures, inspired our ancestral cosmologies, narrated our stories, animated our foods and agricultural practices, intonated our languages and the rhythms of our songs, revealed our gods, and inspired every aspect of our relationships, rituals, beliefs, and identities. These places have guided every aspect of our self-determined livelihoods and cultural formation, including our understanding of ourselves and each other in the universe. 

For our ancestors, our village lands were the axis we organized our entire values and societies around, affecting the whole of our reality in not just practical but also spiritual, economic, political and social ways. Traditional cultures that emerge directly from intimacy with our ancestral places lend humility, responsibility, and intelligence to ensure sustainable continuation. They instill lifeways rooted in the balancing forces of nature itself and a respect for the deeper mysteries inside life’s underlying creative force. 

Colonialism intentionally disrupts this inherent relationship with the earth and replaces it with an ethos of domination and power that can be manipulated to sustain empires and generate wealth, rather than affirm life on its own natural terms. Severing humans from the wholeness of this relationship is the original rupture, the deepest trauma and most ravaging displacement, which has created space for every systemic and societal wound that has followed. It defiles our generational roadmap to good living rooted in agency and mutual care. The colonial wound creates a form of spiritual exile that dissociates us from the essence of life itself and displaces us from our cultural ways of affirming and stewarding it as a part of the living land that makes us. It shakes our sense of security and home in our own bodies and basics. These relationships are an objective truth that does not waiver despite these intentional disruptions, but we suffer to realize them as a result of them. 

By displacing us from the inherent connection we have with the earth as a kindred creative and material source of life and nurturance, we lose leverage with reality itself as it becomes reconstructed around something contrary and rootless—something oppressive and damaging to the earth itself, desecrated as we suffer in unison. Colonialism not only displaces our bodies from the practices, ways, and places that have affirmed our connection to the earth and sustained our self-determined livelihood for millennia, but also displaces our soul from its connective source and fundamental nature as a compass. This is also why the reclamation of earth-based practices and ancestral traditions is such a deep re-membrance. It returns us to something essential, primordial in its truth, connective nurturance, and power, specific in its resonance; it repairs inherent roadmaps for respectful dignified life on this planet so that it may continue in integrity and reverence. Re-membrance is not to recreate or romanticize the past, but to build futures anchored in the foundational truths that still determine our lives today, and the generational wisdom that is already in our bones to nurture it with autonomy and sovereignty. These skills have been stripped from us on purpose. For the longevity of our species and the many who live alongside us, we must reclaim them. Our places are what make us, and what teach us who we are and how to live well across the spheres of time.

Original wounds require original medicine to heal. The earth is our origin. Recentering our relationship with the earth can begin to transform the traumatic wounding of colonial ruptures, and the “cultures of severance” that it has bred in so many expressions since. Mending a wound of origin returns us to the source of our basic existence in a way so profound it heals many other wounds in its path, transforming the very way we understand and relate forward, and slowly dismantling every system of violence and domination, of harm and disconnection, large and small. It returns us to ourselves and to life, which returns us to each other. The plantcestors (explained further on page 41) are a powerful and accessible way to rekindle the consciousness of earth’s life-giving elements inside our own bodies, recalibrating the genetic map of our deepest source and nature from the inside out. 

Remapping Cana’an and the Crossroads

Most of my recent lineage is from Lebanon, the primary place that has inspired the cultural sharing in this text. Lebanon is a small country on the eastern Mediterranean coast. It borders Syria to the north and east, and Palestine to the south. All these lands were once referred to as Cana’an كنعان (or Canaan, in English). Most Canaanite settlements emerged from around 3000 BC to 300 BC. The city of Jbeil in Lebanon, still named after its ancient patron goddess Baalat Gubal, has been continuously inhabited beginning as early as 6000 BC. In a certain era of time, the Greek name for Cana’an was Phoenicia, meaning “the Purple People,” for the valuable purple dyes our ancestors extracted from the shells of murex that dwelled along the Mediterranean shore. Some scholars suggest that Cana’an also comes from the word for purple in the Canaanite language.6 The Phoenicians, particularly those associated with modern-day Lebanon where boat building took place, were advanced sailors and traders of the ancient world, whose influence spanned across the whole Mediterranean coast and traveled far beyond.7 They established cultural capitals along northern Africa’s shoreline cities and southern European colonies, where there remain threads of interconnection. They are attributed with the creation of the first alphabet, upon which the Western world’s modern languages are based.8

Cana’an is the ancestral civilization that originated in the areas between Syria and the Sinai region of Egypt everywhere west of the Jordan River, making up the physical borderlands between the African and Asian continents. Regional oral histories, historical records, and Abrahamic texts situate the Canaanites as a people with early roots between the Eastern Nile Valley and the Eastern Mediterranean, a mixed ethnic grouping of settled and nomadic-pastoral groups who intermingled on the eastern Mediterranean coasts where their civilizations emerged.9 These lands and cultures are an Afro-Asiatic crossroads, a geographic extension of the African continent that is bridged by its legacies of medicine, story, language, culture, religion, and livelihood. The Afro-Asiatic languages span across Cana’an and the Arabian Peninsula, the Horn of Africa, the Sahara, and northern Africa, including the Semitic, Cushitic, Tamazight, Omotic, Egyptian, and Chadic language branches. The origins of these language groups trace roots in the southeastern Sahara or the Horn of Africa, and speak to migrational relationships from this region for thousands of years.10 Cana’an was also part of the Fertile Crescent, sharing significant relationships with ancient Sumeria (present-day Iraq and eastern parts of Syria). The cultures and migrational lineages of these diverse territories are born in relationship to Egypt, Mesopotamia, Anatolia, the Horn of Africa, the Nile, the Arabian Peninsula, and the Mediterranean Basin. Modern borders are insufficient at capturing these significant genetic, ecological, geographical, and cultural relationships, reducing them to geopolitical dynamics and modern cultural identities, many of which have been redefined and altered over time by colonial influences and empires. 

In English, the term for this area is “the Levant,” rooted in the word “rising” and the concept of the orient—an eastern place where the sun rises, which beckons the question Palestinian scholar Edward Said has posed, “East of where?”11 It reflects a colonial hierarchy that situates Europe as center, much like the common terminology “Middle East,” which activist scholars have more recently preferred to name geographically as Southwest Asia and North Africa (or SWANA). Whereas in Arabic, the Levant is typically referred to as “Bilad el-Sham بلاد الشام.” “Bilad” means land or country, and “sham” has multiple meanings; it means Damascus, inferring a northern city, and mole or beauty mark, reflecting the ways our cities are scattered as freckles across the land. It refers to the children of Sham, the Semitic people of the biblical family tree, though Cana’an is actually a child of Ham in the Bible,* siblings of Mizraim (origins of the Arabic word “Masr مصر,” meaning Egypt), Phut (Libya), and Kush (northeastern Africa).12 “Sham” also means left, translating as “the land towards the left hand,” which positions it towards the west, whereas “Yemen” means right. Referencing a locality that centers the sacred Kaaba stone of Mecca in the Arabian Peninsula, this terminology emerged during a time when Arab caliphates had authority over these territories, starting in the seventh century AD. This influence still prevails over the regional identity in predominant ways today and has, over multiple eras of empire, slowly eroded the Indigenous pluralism embedded in our region’s identities for thousands of years preceding.13 This phenomenon is known as Arabization. Still, it was until the Ottoman empire that these lands existed as one unified entity, only partitioned into separate territories beginning in 1916 with the Sykes-Picot Agreement under the French and British, eventually becoming independent nation-states in the 1940s.

I find myself in an ongoing deconstruction of the colonial mappings used to name these lands and the neighborhood of relationships, ecologies, and cultures we are a part of beyond geopolitics and empire; current configurations have been intentionally constructed by colonists to leverage our geographical assets in their favor, and explicitly against the integrity of our own internal and intersecting relationships, and the dignity and wealth of our ancestral lineages and the African continental legacies in particular. Yet all across Lebanon, Palestine, and parts of Syria, you can still see 4,000-year-old Canaanite and pre-Canaanite archeological sites scattered across our villages. Our farmers still find their remains in our soil when they tend, and their blood still ripples inside our modern bones.14 Our cities’ names reminisce their stories, and our distinct dialects reference their legacies. Cana’an is the oldest and most local name known for the region we still inhabit today. Its influence is alive as far south as the Sinai, Egypt, where some Bedouin communities acknowledge Cana’an as their continuous genetic lineage. This is similarly true for the Qemant people (of modern Ethiopia), whose oral histories assert that their forefather was a man named Anayer who is a grandson of Cana’an (son of Ham and grandson of Noah), where they originally come from.15 Their tribe faces serious threats today, under constant pressure to assimilate to Amharic and Tigray cultures, and subject to violence and dispossession from their lands due to the ethnic genocide committed by the Ethiopian state.16 Both these tribal communities continue to heed remnants of the dying rituals born and evolved from Canaanite culture in their own respective ways, despite ongoing threats of erasure. Bedouin oral historian and traditional wisdom keeper Hajj Ahmad Mansour from the Gabeleya tribe of St. Katrine, Egypt, once shared this genealogy with me personally when I interviewed him in his traditional home in 2016. 

Hajj Ahmad is one of the only in his generation to sit and learn at the feet of twelve traditional grandmothers and grandfathers of his tribe and continue to pass on and steward Indigenous ancestral knowledge to following generations. Modernizing trends and the increasing economic pressure imposed by global capitalism have slowly eroded cultural engagement amongst his peers and the youth of his tribe—a pattern prevalent increasingly across the practicing Indigenous communities of the Crossroads region (aka SWANA—explained in detail shortly). He is one of the few who still tends and lives as his elders did, in an earth brick home in the agricultural valleys of the high desert lands where we could only access him by foot. He instituted a school for learning about the ancestral plant medicine of their ecologically significant bioregion in the hopes of transmitting some of this generational knowledge forward. Unfortunately, it has since shut down due to the challenges of sustaining local engagement. Amongst the many wisdoms he shared in our short time together, Hajj Ahmad quizzed me on who my ancestors are. When I answered “we are the descendants of Cana’an,” his demeanor softened instantly, eyes lit up with a deep smile, while he pointed his finger to one of the mud bricks in the wall behind him. It read “كنعان“ (meaning Cana’an, in Arabic). He affirmed our relatedness, assuring me that this writing on his wall is a testament to the importance with which he asserts this lineage to his own children in homage of who they are daily, an identity shared with most of the Bedouin in their local area despite the common misconception that all Bedouins come originally from the Arabian Peninsula. 

Reclaiming Names and Pluralities

In the spirit of re-membrance and return towards an axis centered in the land itself and its original peoples and place, including the rare remaining practicing Indigenous communities and Elders like Hajj Ahmed himself, and in honor of the less-than-perfect process of deconstruction that I am still actively in contemplation of alongside peers, in this book, I will refer to these lands between Syria and the Sinai as “Cana’an.” I do so within an understanding that the genetic and cultural makeup of modern people and customs have mixed and changed over time and always entailed some degree of migrational threads and mixed nativities, and that people with roots in this region currently identify in a variety of different ways ethnically, nationally, racially, and culturally. Cana’an was always the name of a place and people that encompassed mixed ethnic groups and sociocultural ways of practice, characterized by uniquely localized and diverse cultural expressions from city to city,17 but unified by the overarching relationship to a shared land and waterways, and the similarities that yields naturally for earth-based cultures. I am choosing to use this original naming in recognition of the rooted and continuous relationship between this region’s contemporary and ancient inhabitants. “Cana’an” is a place-based name that comes from the purple hue extracts of our shores, and acknowledges the intersecting lineages and heritage between the various African and Asiatic peoples of these Crossroad areas whose stories, ethnobotanical knowledge, cuisines, languages, cosmologies, migrational patterns, blood, and ecologies merged not just in recent history, but for thousands of years before colonialism.

I will refer to the broader SWANA region as “the Crossroads,” or “ard el liqa’ أرض اللقاء” in Arabic, meaning “the land of convergence.” “Crossroads” is a descriptive word for this region that veers away from continental bordering that traditionally severs the African continent by delegating “North Africa” to the “Middle East” (or SWANA), an ambiguous collection of nations that seems to expand and transform every few years based on geopolitics, while subsuming more of Africa in a process of Arabization, and denoting colonial and racialized proximities to Europe versus the “Sub-Sahara.” This has been a critique of African scholars and revolutionaries for a while now, who assert that the entirety of the continent belongs to an interconnected cultural legacy that cannot be dismembered to serve colonial interests and the racialized violence within.18 Some even suggest a reconsideration of the continental borders all together, considering the ways in which reconceptualizing “Arabia” (Southwest Asia) as part of the African continent makes more sense given millennia of linguistic, cultural, genetic, and political relationships—“Afrabia,” as Kenyan scholar Ali Mazrui names it.19 Black historian and community organizer Sanyika Bryant speaks about this extensively in a 2017 interview I conducted with him called “Bilad il Asmar: Where Does Africa End?”; within our detailed conversation about these layers of relationship, he notes that “this region represents
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