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FOREWORDFOREWORD

by Taylor Denise Richardson 

Advocate, activist, speaker, student, and philanthropist

A person’s character is shaped largely by their experiences, and 

my generation, Gen Z, is astutely conscious that our experi-

ences not only shape our identities but are also the reason we 

recognize the true, deep similarities in others—similarities 

that extend beyond race, ethnicity, gender, sexuality, and 

socioeconomic status. Gen Z has come of age in a time of tre-

mendous upheaval. Whether it’s dealing with the eff ects of 

COVID-19, mass school shootings, or police brutality (either 

directly or through the media), we have experienced these 

events as a generation and have recognized the change that 

needs to occur in our society. Part of that change has meant 

unlearning many of our parents’ traditional views and rede-

fi ning life for ourselves.

� e common ground of shared experiences has given 

root to an empathy that allows our generation to feel and 

understand the inequalities perpetrated against one another 

in ways that were not common in previous generations. � e 

internet and social media have been integrated into our lives 

since birth, which has facilitated this understanding, making 

it easy to fi nd someone who has been down a similar path and 
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wants to know that they are not alone. Digital communities 

and the ability of real-time information to spread widely is 

the reason our generation has the capability to learn, grow, 

and apply what we have learned. But with so much access to 

information about vital issues vying for our attention and 

resources, it can feel impossible to know where to turn, whom 

to trust, or how to help.

Better � an We Found It shines a spotlight on sixteen of the d It shines a spotlight on sixteen of the 

most pressing issues in today’s society. Each chapter breaks 

down a long-standing problem that is ripe for change by shin-

ing a light on the gray areas so that the black-and-white issues 

are there for all to see. � is is vital if the goal of progress is 

going to be met, because ignorance and plausible deniability 

are two of the biggest roadblocks in the way of progression. 

Progress begins with accountability and the desire to fi x the 

issues that appear in society without an immediate response 

of defensiveness. It is impossible to work toward a solution if 

we aren’t aware of the core issues and where they originated.

� rough heart-moving stories and conversations with 

experts and activists, Better � an We Found It looks at prob-

lems from multiple angles and asks questions like: Whom 

does this problem aff ect? Why is the issue still prevalent? 

and What are people doing to ameliorate the situation? Each 

chapter taught me something new and aided me in better 

understanding who I am and who I want to be—as an activ-

ist, advocate and, most importantly, as a young Black woman.

One chapter that strongly resonated with me was chapter 3: 

“Sledgehammers and Glass Ceilings,” which is about being a 

feminist and womanist accomplice. It discusses how when 

sexism and the patriarchy work together in our society, a 
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disservice is done to humankind because women are not cele-

brated for being their unapologetic selves due to stereotypical 

beliefs, misogynistic standards, and contrived barriers. For 

K Torch, it was gaslighting men telling her how she should 

look and act based on their limited vision of what successful 

female rappers looked like. For me, it was men telling me that 

I could never be an astronaut because it was a “boys’ game” 

and that engineering and the medical fi elds were “too diffi  -

cult” for me to partake in. � is is something I’ve heard since I 

was a nine-year-old girl at Space Camp. � at’s why it is crucial 

for people, specifi cally men, to understand that gender roles 

and sexist beliefs were created to feed into the patriarchy and 

prohibit women from being in power and reaching their full 

potential. We have to remind girls and women that it’s not 

enough to break barriers, but that we must do everything in 

our power to eliminate them completely for the betterment of 

humankind. And to do so, we need men who fi ght alongside 

us, not against us.

� is book is a great reminder for young readers to stay 

true to themselves, no matter what. But being true to your-

self also means being truthful with yourself. We all need to 

recognize the pivotal roles our words and our ignorance play 

in the lives of those around us. Each chapter has not only wid-

ened my lens on issues I didn’t know all that much about, but 

has also touched my heart personally and reminded me why 

it’s paramount to continue to listen, learn, and grow. More 

than anything, this book made me want to do even more to 

make this world a better place for myself and others by aid-

ing my generation of future leaders to listen and digest the 

stories of those impacted by these issues and by putting 
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together tailored plans of actionable steps that lead to real-

istic solutions.

To my friends who are working on themselves and try-

ing to grow: I hope that this book will help you learn from 

the mistakes of others so you can make better decisions and 

take away the excuse of being ignorant to the issues. I know 

it will provide you with comfort to know that there are peo-

ple out there fi ghting for the issues we care about. I can say 

that I am now confi dent enough to go out into the world, be 

aware of the things I am experiencing, and correctly label 

them so that I can help others better understand me—and so 

that I can better understand others. � is is something that I 

know our generation struggles with. Communication is hard, 

and clearly expressing one’s point of view can prove diffi  cult 

when it’s wrapped in emotions. Better � an We Found It is a 

sophisticated GPS that will help readers be effi  cient on their 

world-saving journey and aid them in avoiding the dangers 

and pitfalls of being complacent. With that being said, I hope 

everyone who opens this book gains a new level of assur-

ance in themselves and feels empowered to join in the fi ght 

to make our world one that is truly respectful, open-minded, 

and kind to all—to make the world indeed better.

Signed with love,

Taylor



INTRODUCTION

TOGETHER, WE CAN . . .TOGETHER, WE CAN . . .

Dear one,

Progress isn’t the longest word in the dictionary, but in many 

ways it’s the largest. Housed within its defi nition are words 

such as courage, hope, learning, and eff ort. But progress is more 

than just a word; it’s an ideal and a direction toward who and 

what we may become.

Progress by its very defi nition requires change, and unfor-

tunately the concept of change is something deeply opposed 

by many people. � ere are those who fi nd change intimidat-

ing or frightening, and there are also those who actively try 

to stop change because they benefi t from things remaining 

the same.

But the truth is that change is necessary. � e scourge of 

destructive forces such as racism, sexism, climate change, 

and gun violence have left the fabric of our society in tatters. 

Communities, families, cultures, individuals, and entire races 

have been devastated and even destroyed because of these 

forces.

And the devastation continues. Too many people are still 

suff ering and far too much will be lost if we do not act.
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Growing up, neither of us had the tools or resources nec-

essary to combat or even understand many of the issues we 

discuss throughout the book. Which is why we wanted to 

give others what we wish we would have had sooner. What 

would Porsche’s life as a young biracial woman have been like 

if she hadn’t had to worry about her family being houseless 

when her apartment burned down or about how horribly her 

brother was treated by the justice system because he is half 

Black? How would Fred’s life as a young Black man have been 

diff erent if he hadn’t constantly been afraid someone might 

bring a gun to school or if he hadn’t felt ashamed about his 

interests because people around him said a young boy should 

enjoy football more than musicals?

While we each faced these traumas and hardships as 

individuals, we are part of a community of billions around 

the world who have faced similar experiences of poverty, 

violence, and prejudice. Understanding that the various 

challenges that exist in our society are all connected is the 

fi rst step to eradicating these challenges.

 We called upon this community when putting together 

this book. Like everyone, the two of us come from very spe-

cifi c backgrounds and have experiences that shaped who we 

are and what we say in this book. But we are aware that our 

perspectives can’t speak for everyone. � ere are communi-

ties we don’t belong to and experiences we don’t share—but 

at the center of progress is the ability to make space to learn 

from and be better for those unlike ourselves. Which is why 

we’ve made space for others to off er their knowledge and per-

spectives. � e book features conversations with numerous 

thought leaders, activists, and experts to help create a deeper 
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and more intersectional lens through which to view these 

vital topics.

SIDE NOTE: In the back of the book, we’ve added defi nitions 

for the words that are bolded throughout. We’ve also cre-

ated an online toolkit focused on the topics discussed 

throughout the book, which includes additional resources 

and actionable steps to make change. Be sure to check out 

BetterThanWeFoundItBook.com.

When we began writing, we didn’t want to simply tell sto-

ries about the ways the world might have wronged us; we also 

wanted to provide an opportunity to see how all of us might 

be unknowingly wronging the world. No one is perfect, and 

there are many ways that the two of us have had to listen and 

learn. As much as this book is an opportunity to take action, 

it’s also an opportunity for growth. Because we’re all still 

learning.

In forging a path to a better world, stumbling is inevita-

ble. Many of the struggles, missteps, and mistakes you will 

make, we have made as well—and we will all continue to 

make mistakes. But there should be grace for those who are 

willing to be held accountable when they stumble. A person 

is remembered for how they got up, not how they fell. What 

did they learn? How did they grow? Did they have the courage 

to be better the next time? Progress is a journey fi lled with 

imperfection; the important part is that you take the journey.

Our imperfections give us the opportunity to constantly 

strive for better. � is book off ers all of us that opportunity.

� ese pages are both a labor of love and a leap of faith. In 
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them we off er our truths, our failures, and the ways in which 

we’ve grown, in hope that readers will feel not only inspired—

but loved.

Love for others is fundamental to the work we’re doing. 

In so many ways, we are all family, connected by our pain 

and our joy. In the stories and conversations throughout this 

book, we have tried to help people understand these connec-

tions and the importance of considering why even a stranger 

should be dear to you.

We hope that even if some, many, or most of the experi-

ences relayed in this book do not resonate for you fi rsthand, 

the stories and interviews still serve to create the building 

blocks of empathy that will inspire you to take action. Our 

greatest desire is that you will choose to use whatever privi-

lege you may have to understand and protect others, and 

that others will do the same for you in spaces where you lack 

privilege.

For the sake of the dear ones in our lives and for the sake 

of the children we hope to have one day and the people they 

will consider dear ones, we’ve challenged ourselves to give 

more to this world than we take, and we are challenging you 

to do the same. More thoughtfulness, more acceptance, more 

respect—and more love.

Progress is possible—if we lean into the bravery and lead-

ership it will take to create it. � is book is our attempt to do 

that. With it, we hope to shed light on some of the most criti-

cal issues we face as a society and inspire you to create neces-

sary change—inspire you to be brave along with us and to 

lead alongside us, and alongside the millions of others already 

growing and taking action.
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Better � an We Found It isn’t just a title; it’s the manifesta-d It isn’t just a title; it’s the manifesta-

tion of our wildest dream: that future generations won’t have 

to face the challenges we are facing. � e world is changing 

quickly, no matter how much some may try to avoid or even 

prevent it, and together we will decide in what direction it 

goes. All of us are the youth of yesterday and the ancestors of 

tomorrow. As such, let us be remembered for progress, let us 

be remembered for saying “enough is enough,” and let us be 

remembered as leaders who saw the greatest issues and chal-

lenges of our time and chose to boldly overcome them.

Because having a vision for what the world should be 

means nothing if you won’t do what’s necessary to create a 

world in that image.

With love,

� e Josephs

A NOTE ON THE ANECDOTES: While we strove to make 

these scenes as accurate to reality as possible, the dialogue 

has been re-created from memory, which means it's a repre-

sentation of what happened and not a literal transcript of 

what was said. Names, too, have largely been fi ctionalized.



1 
NOT ALLNOT ALL

INFORMATIONINFORMATION
IS CREATED EQUALIS CREATED EQUAL

Frederick Joseph on the Dangers of Disinformation

Featuring  Chelsea Clinton and David Villalpando

Have you ever known someone who believed something that 

was factually, provably incorrect, yet they refused to accept 

that they were wrong because their information came from a 

trusted source? I’m sure many of us  have experienced this par-

ticular frustrating scenario at one point or another. What we 

might not have realized is that those people may have been vic-

tims of someone’s plan to purposely spread false information.

Throughout history there have been people with a 

vested interest in ensuring that others believe things that 

are untrue. From political rivals spreading lies about one 

another in order to sway voters to a classmate taking credit 

for someone else’s work, lying has been around for a long 

time. While lying might not be new, many of the tools, strat-

egies, and goals are.

As I was working on this chapter, I read an article about a 
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company based in London that was attempting to pay social 

media infl uencers from around the world to post false infor-

mation about one of the COVID-19 vaccines. While many 

of those infl uencers didn’t post the false information, a few 

from Brazil and India apparently did. When attempts were 

made to research the company, it was found that there was 

no company existing at the London address given and that 

the content on the company’s social media accounts had been 

completely deleted.

What this company was asking those infl uencers to 

spread is called disinformation, which is false information 

that is deliberately spread to deceive people. (� is is diff erent 

from misinformation, which is false information as well, but 

not deliberately so.) � ere could be many reasons why they 

were purposely trying to spread lies—for example, perhaps 

they were attempting to undermine one company’s vaccine in 

favor of another’s—but what matters is that during a global 

pandemic, they were attempting to make people afraid of a 

vaccine that is saving lives. One person spreading lies about 

a vaccine could become millions of people believing those lies 

and refusing to get that particular vaccination.

Understanding the importance of combating false infor-

mation with the truth is essential to the fi ght for progress. 

It’s why we chose to make this the fi rst chapter of the book—

and in many ways it’s the reason we needed to write the book 

in the fi rst place. � ere are people invested in spreading lies 

that are damaging the world, and so there must also be people 

invested in spreading the truths that will help save it.

When I was growing up, I often heard the saying “Truth is 

in the eye of the beholder,” which I felt essentially meant that 
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as individuals we decide what is true and what is not based on 

our own opinions and experiences. I was much older when I 

realized how problematic that idea could potentially be.

While it’s important to understand that people may have 

diff erent perspectives, there are certain things that are simply 

true and others that are untrue. For example, there are mil-

lions of people who believe that climate change is a hoax—

something purposefully made up to look like the truth—and 

others who think the impact of it is exaggerated, even though 

countless scientists and governments around the world have 

said otherwise and the eff ects of climate change are devastat-

ing the world as you read this. � ese people are often referred 

to as “climate deniers” (something Porsche delves further into 

within the next chapter). � ough they are endangering oth-

ers and holding back needed progress, if we want to change 

their actions or the results their actions have on others, it’s 

important to understand how and why people such as climate 

deniers believe what they do.

� ere are millions of social media posts,  YouTube videos, 

and books that reaffi  rm the idea that climate change is a lie. 

For many, it can be diffi  cult to discern what’s true and what 

isn’t, which sources to trust and which not to. Heck, we had a 

recent president of the United States who often publicly denied 

that climate change existed, even as experts in his own gov-

ernment said he was wrong. When lies and false information 

come from sources that we believe we should trust, it becomes 

diffi  cult to know when we should not trust them.ot trust them.

One of the worst parts of disinformation is that it’s 

typically spread among teenagers or people who belong to a 

marginalized group—people who are socially, economically, 
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educationally, and/or culturally discriminated against or 

excluded from mainstream groups. � ese are all people seen 

as susceptible to believing false information. Essentially, 

because of their status or struggles in society, people think 

they can take advantage and use them as the foot soldiers of 

false information.

For example, on the anniversary of one of the larg-

est school shootings in US history, I posted a few words in 

remembrance on social media. A young man sent me a mes-

sage in response to my post telling me that the shooting never 

happened and was invented to “take away people’s guns.” I 

asked where he had heard this lie, and he shared a website 

where I found countless false claims about how school shoot-

ings and other disasters were hoaxes.

Similar to that website, there is a ton of disinformation 

spread through online forums, video games, and social media 

groups, all of which are often frequented by teenagers. People 

who spread disinformation want to take advantage of the fact 

that many teens are still open to learning new things. � is 

is no diff erent from how they attempt to take advantage of 

other groups mentioned who may be more vulnerable to both 

learning and spreading lies—and who likely believe they are 

doing something positive when they do so.

You know who preys on vulnerable people? Oppressors.

Even though I’d long known that disinformation was a 

huge problem, it wasn’t until I witnessed its damage fi rsthand 

that I understood just how vital it is that we all learn how to 

better assess and combat it.

In 2020, the Democratic primaries had so many people 

running for president that I can barely remember some of 
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their names. But what I do remember is the fact that the 

group of candidates was easily the most diverse assortment 

of people running for president in America’s history. � e 

number of people from marginalized communities who had 

a chance to become leader of the United States was stunning. 

Candidates included people of color, women, people in the 

LGBTQ+ community, and people of widely varying ages. But 

beyond their varied identities, many of them also had diff er-

ing political ideologies, though they belonged to the same 

political party. Whatever your beliefs might have been, there 

was likely a person running for president whom you could 

agree with and feel represented by.

When I’m deciding which politicians I will support, I 

have a list of questions I ask myself about each candidate. 

Whichever candidate gets the most yeses ultimately becomes 

the person I decide to support.

MY LIST OF QUESTIONS:

a Will this person understand or listen to my personal 

experiences?

a Does this person have similar personal experiences?

a Will this person help create change so that people don’t 

have to live in poverty?

a Will this person help create change for women?

a Will this person help create change for the LGBTQ+ 

community?

a Does this person have plans to create more access to 

education?
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a Does this person have plans to create more access to 

health care?

a Does this person have plans to stop gun violence?

a Does this person have plans to help fi ght climate change?

a Is this person going to help people of color?

a Is this person honest about how white supremacy, capi-

talism, and the patriarchy have hurt our country?

a Does this person have a chance to win?

I know; it’s a pretty long list. But personally, I think all of 

our lists should be long when it comes to deciding who is 

going to represent us in the ways and places that most of us 

will never be given the chance to represent ourselves. Voters 

not thinking deeply or critically about whom they support 

and why is actually how some of the most dangerous people 

in history have gained power—people who espouse hatred 

for women, Black people, immigrants, and many other com-

munities. People such as the forty-fi fth president of the 

United States.

After tallying up the results, Senator Elizabeth Warren 

was my top choice—though former secretary of housing and 

urban development  Julián Castro and Senator Bernie Sanders 

were extremely close seconds.

I publicly announced my endorsement for Senator Warren 

and eventually became a national surrogate for her campaign, 

which is kind of like being a super-volunteer who is asked 

to travel, meet people, and share their support online with 

their fans or followers. Basically, you’re a spokesperson for 



The Dangers of Disinformation c 7

the campaign, shaking hands and kissing babies on behalf of 

the candidate while they are busy elsewhere shaking other 

hands and kissing other babies. I was more than happy to do 

it, as I deeply believed in what Senator Warren wanted to do 

for the country.

Sadly, agreeing to the awesome opportunity of becoming 

a national surrogate for the Elizabeth Warren presidential 

campaign is how I ended up on the wrong end of a disinfor-

mation campaign.

Being a surrogate for a political campaign isn’t just about 

meeting people; it’s specifi cally about meeting people who 

might listen to you, and oftentimes the people most likely 

to listen to you are people who you share similarities with. 

People you relate to and who might also relate to you. � ese 

are the people who you hope will allow you to explain your 

reasons for supporting the candidate you do, and potentially 

become supporters of that candidate as well. Which is why I 

asked that much of my time as a surrogate be spent traveling 

to places where I could meet people from Black and Latinx 

communities, especially Black men. It wasn’t just a matter 

of feeling like I would have the most in common with those 

groups, but also that I felt Senator Warren’s plans showed a 

great deal of support for those communities, which have been 

historically ignored.

I spent months fl ying to Texas, South Carolina, and else-

where, speaking to people in nail salons, beauty salons, 

churches, and barbershops. All of these are spaces where 

people are used to having all sorts of debate and discourse 

about diff ering opinions, but none more so than barber-

shops, where I had the opportunity to reach many Black men 
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in spaces that often welcome authentic and honest conversa-

tions—especially about politics. � e discussions I had while 

traveling for the campaign were some of the best I’ve had in 

my life. People talked with and debated me on everything 

from education to criminal justice. I heard about people’s fears 

of bigotry and hopes for their children’s futures. Not every 

conversation ended with people agreeing to support Senator 

Warren, as big decisions often take time (and long lists). But 

there was never an instance when people didn’t agree to 

consider learning more about her or how her plans may have 

been best positioned to support their wants and needs.

As I mentioned earlier, I wasn’t just talking with peo-

ple when I traveled; I was also posting on social media and 

talking about the campaign with anyone I encountered who 

would listen. Most of my friends, family, followers, and even 

the people who work at my local deli knew that I was support-

ing Senator Warren. One of the people I spoke most often to 

about the campaign was my own barber back home in New 

York City. He’s someone who has always been interested in 

politics and social issues, and he wanted the other barbers in 

his shop to learn more. So every week when I went to get my 

hair cut (yes, I get my hair cut every week, at least when I’m 

not writing—right now I look like a wolf), we would discuss 

the election and who people were supporting and why.

One week, I went to get my hair cut the night after an 

important presidential debate in which Elizabeth Warren 

performed extremely well and called out presidential candi-

date and former New York City mayor  Michael Bloomberg for 

his support of a racist policy called  stop-and-frisk during his 

time as mayor.
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SIDE NOTE: Stop-and-frisk essentially allowed cops to 

stop and search anyone in the street they thought seemed 

“suspicious.” This gave them the ability to legally harass 

people in the street, which they disproportionately did to 

Black and brown people.

I had been a victim of stop-and-frisk when I was in col-

lege; I’d talked about it with Senator Warren, and before the 

debate, her campaign had posted a video on social media of 

me speaking about my experience and how harmful Mayor 

Bloomberg’s policy was. I’d shared the video on social media 

as well. By the time I came for my haircut, my barbers had 

watched both the video and the debate, and all of them were 

beyond excited about what they saw Senator Warren do. 

Especially because some of them had also been victims of the 

stop-and-frisk policy.

As soon as I walked into the barbershop, I was fl ooded 

with praise for the candidate and campaign I had been try-

ing to get these people to support for months: “Warren was 

great last night, can’t lie!” “She’s got my vote.” “She was out 

there killing—she really did her thing!” I decided to post on 

Twitter about the excitement for Senator Warren during my 

barbershop visit.

� is was the beginning of everything spiraling into the 

lies I’m still dealing with as I write this.

A few hours after posting on Twitter, I started receiving 

notifi cations on my phone of responses from people claiming 

the conversations in the barbershop were staged. “� is never 

happened.” “� e Warren campaign has to lie about its sup-

port, I guess.” “People don’t speak like this in barbershops. 



10 c BETTER THAN WE FOUND IT

Who talks about politics while getting a haircut?” Most of 

these comments were from people either working for or sup-

porting other campaigns, which didn’t surprise me. Because 

there were so many people running for president, there were 

a ton of people who tried to fi nd anything they could to lessen 

support for other candidates, especially those who were seen 

as having a great deal of popularity—such as Senator Warren.

� e comments and shares saying I was lying about the 

experience lasted for a few days, and while it was aggravat-

ing, in the grand scheme of things it wasn’t that bad. Well, at 

least it wasn’t as bad as what was about to happen.

After the debate, there was even more energy and interest 

in the Warren campaign, so I headed back out on the road. 

While traveling, I always had a team of brilliant people with 

me who would take photos and videos to create content I 

could post on social media. On a trip in South Carolina, I went 

to a barbershop and spoke with a few people waiting to get a 

haircut and with the owner of the shop, who happened to be 

the only person still cutting, because they were about to close. 

Per usual, we had a great conversation and the team took pho-

tos, which I posted on Twitter.

� e day after that trip, I had to fl y to Miami for a wedding. 

While I was there, I left my phone on silent in my pocket and 

decided not to check it so I could focus on the event. When 

the wedding was over and I went back to my hotel, I had more 

notifi cations than I had ever seen in my life. � ere were thou-

sands of people commenting on the photos of me in the last 

barbershop I visited, saying that the barbershop was fake. As 

in, the barbershop had been created by the Warren campaign 

so that I could take pictures in it. � e people online saying 
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this argued that the barber in the photo wasn’t a real barber, 

the person getting his hair cut wasn’t actually getting his hair 

cut, and the entire thing was staged. What did they believe 

was proof of this, you ask? Well, they said that barbers didn’t 

wear button-down shirts as the barber had worn, that the jer-

seys and movie posters on the walls didn’t make sense, oh, 

and let’s not forget the fact that I “lied” about my experience 

in the other barbershop when people praised Senator Warren’s 

debate performance.

� e lies caught like wildfi re—and spread well beyond 

 Twitter.

People posted about the “fake barbershop scandal” on 

Reddit, Facebook, Instagram, and YouTube. � ousands of 

people who supported other campaigns went through my social 

media posts about the Warren campaign and commented with 

things such as “fake” and “liar” on nearly all of them.

Over the next few weeks, I spent most of my time online 

arguing the legitimacy of the work and conversations I had 

dedicated months of my life to. I was exhausted from trav-

eling, challenging myself mentally and emotionally, missing 

holidays and events with my loved ones, all so I could do my 

part to help our country become better, especially for the 

most marginalized of us. I was exhausted from being told pri-

marily by white people not only that I was a liar, but also that 

there was no way that the Black and Latinx people I was vis-

iting with were having conversations about the things I said 

they were. People too often believe that their experiences and 

assumptions are a refl ection of the entire world—especially 

when it comes to people who they perceive as being diff erent 

from themselves.
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A few weeks after what I’ve coined #BarberShopGate 

began, Senator Warren dropped out of the race for president. 

While the lies spreading about the barbershop had nothing to 

do with her ending her campaign—it may have blown up on 

social media, but thankfully it never reached the mainstream 

media, where it would’ve done much more widespread 

damage—it was symbolic of the false information and dis-

honesty about her campaign and the campaigns of other 

candidates that were purposely being spread by people to 

discredit, delegitimize, and ultimately end those campaigns. 

It wasn’t just unfair; it was oftentimes a strategy rooted in 

racism, sexism, and other hatred—even if the people doing it 

didn’t realize it. But it is undeniably racist to insinuate that it 

was impossible for Black men to be actively discussing politics 

in barbershops or other places, and it is racist to imply that 

Black men aren’t engaged enough to have their excitement 

grow for a candidate other people may have not supported.

After Senator Warren’s campaign ended, I endorsed 

Senator Bernie Sanders, whose campaign ended a few weeks 

after my endorsement. (I suppose my endorsements are bad 

luck politically.) While #BarberShopGate may not have had a 

negative impact on the campaigns I worked for, it certainly 

had a negative impact on my personal and professional lives. 

Months after Democrats had settled on which candidate 

would be the party’s nominee for president, people were still 

commenting on my social media posts and saying that I was 

a liar and a fraud—even on posts that had nothing to do with 

the campaigns or with politics at all. 

For example, at the height of the COVID-19 pandemic 

I was raising money online to help people who had been 
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impacted pay for their rent, food, and other needs. � ough 

I had a history of raising millions of dollars for various 

causes before the presidential election, people went to my 

posts about the fundraiser and said things such as, “He lied 

about barbershops during the election. He’s probably going to 

steal the money.” Which didn’t derail the fundraiser but may 

have stopped some people from donating, which ultimately 

stopped many people from being helped. While I was still able 

to send money to more than ten thousand families, I’ll never 

know how many more could’ve been helped if not for those 

comments questioning my integrity.

� e character smears continued when I announced the 

publication of my debut book, � e Black Friend. People posted 

things such as “No one should support him or his book. He’s 

the guy who lied about the barbershops during the election to 

help Elizabeth Warren.” It’s one thing if you don’t want to buy 

my book because you’re not interested in the topic (though 

you should be!), but it’s another thing if you decide not to 

buy my book because you believe a lie someone on the inter-

net told about me. My livelihood was being impacted by this 

disinformation.

But by far the worst instance was when a friend of mine 

passed from complications from COVID-19 and I posted about 

his death on Twitter. So many people responded saying that 

I was making his death up, the way I supposedly had with 

the barbershops, that I broke down. I stood in the shower, 

turned on some  Donny Hathaway (always good when you’re 

feeling emotional), and cried not just for my friend who was 

gone, but also for how an act of love and hope in trying to 

better my country had been mutated into a gross attack that 
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was now disrespecting the life of someone I knew.

� ere are people who understand how much power a lie 

may contain, and because of that they invest in making sure 

as many people believe their lies instead of the truth as 

possible. � ey tell their lies so thoughtfully and strategically 

that people who believe them often will refuse to hear any-

thing else. To them, that lie is the truth. And anyone 

upholding the actual truth—anyone disagreeing with the 

liar or pushing back against the lies—is seen as a liar them-

selves. This is when a lie isn’t just a lie, but rather misinfor-

mation or disinformation—as was the case with the fake 

London company hiring infl uencers to smear a vaccine and 

with the barbershop accusations.

What happened to me with #BarberShopGate was likely 

not just misinformation; the speed at which it spread and 

the specifi c people who spread it (many of whom worked for 

rival campaigns) indicates that it was likely disinformation—

a deliberate eff ort to destroy the Warren campaign by dele-

gitimizing the work that I was doing for it. It was never really 

about me. I was the collateral damage of a disinformation cam-

paign that was created to help ensure that Elizabeth Warren 

did not become president. As the (il)logic went, if I was a liar 

who had staged the barbershop visit, then Elizabeth Warren 

either supported my lies or was a poor judge of surrogates for 

her campaign. But as I’ve explained, what started out as an 

eff ort targeted at a political campaign ended up impacting my 

future work and my ability to help people.

As was the case then, disinformation works most effi  -

ciently and eff ectively when the people who believe it help 

amplify it and attack the victim of it, even without realizing 
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what they are doing. Great power exists in controlling the 

narratives people believe, because if you do that, you can also 

control what they do and don’t do.

� is strategy isn’t new. It has been used for decades by 

individuals and governments around the world to win—or 

begin—wars, sway elections, and spark violence. In fact, the 

fi rst disinformation department existed in Russia as far back 

as 1923. � at’s nearly a century of organized eff orts to manip-

ulate people through lies. But it’s not just Russia; other coun-

tries have invested in disinformation, including the United 

States. In 2002, the Pentagon shut down its disinformation 

department, which was open for less than two years, due to 

unfavorable responses to its creation from American citizens. 

� e US government says it is no longer engaged in creating 

disinformation, and President Joe Biden has spoken about 

the dangers of disinformation and the negative impact it can 

have on national security.

But disinformation is not just about who creates it—

it’s also about who allows it to have life. For example, social 

media companies make money based on how many people 

are using their platforms. � e more engagements and users 

a platform has, the more money they can charge companies 

to advertise their products and ideas to the people using the 

platform. Disinformation on these platforms keeps people 

engaged and active through the conversations they are hav-

ing, even if those conversations are actually arguments based 

on hatred, anger, and lies. I was on Twitter way more often 

than usual while I was arguing with people that I wasn’t lying, 

and the engagement on my posts was more than I had ever 

seen, even if it was negative. My harm benefi ted the platform. 
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An engaged user is a user, regardless of how they are using the 

platform, right?

As the world becomes more digitally connected by the day 

and new forms of communicating and information sharing are 

invented, I believe it’s more crucial than ever to understand 

how disinformation may impact us and how to identify it. 

Disinformation poses real dangers to the most essential parts 

of our society. Elections have been swayed by it, health crises 

have been prolonged by it, and lives have been devastated by it.

To better understand how disinformation works and 

the impact it can have and has had, I spoke with my friends 

Chelsea Clinton and David Villalpando about their experi-

ences and expertise related to disinformation.

An Interview with CHELSEA CLINTON

Best-selling author, global health advocate, and vice-chair 

of the Clinton Foundation

Chelsea Clinton is a force in her own right, but long before 

she was the accomplished woman she is today, she was the 

young daughter of Bill and Hillary Clinton. Chelsea grew up 

in the public eye. � e media has not always been honest about 

Chelsea and her family, and a great deal of that has been on 

purpose.

SIDE NOTE: In case you didn’t know, Bill Clinton was the 

forty-second president of the United States; Hillary Clinton 

was the 2016 Democratic nominee for president and is a for-

mer senator for New York State, and a former United States 

secretary of state.
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CHELSEA: You know, when I was a little girl, the fi rst thing I 

learned how to read was the newspaper, because my parents 

wanted me to know what was happening in our hometown of 

Little Rock, Arkansas, and in our state and our country, and the 

world, to some extent. They also wanted me to understand the 

diff erence between facts that were being reported and opin-

ions that were being off ered. And they wanted me to have my 

own opinions and to understand the diff erence between my 

opinion and facts. And we would talk about what was really 

on my mind, which admittedly, when I was a kid, were a lot of 

things like, “Why do we have sloppy joes for lunch? I wish we 

had more chicken.”

So we would have mock debates where my mom, my dad, 

and I would play diff erent people to make the process less intim-

idating, to make me feel very much like I was part of my father’s 

life and my parents’ work. But I think also that I really was under-

standing how to marshal facts to help make an argument, but 

to always know the diff erence between an opinion and a fact. 

And so I think these parenting decisions that my parents made 

because of the circumstances of our lives actually were hugely 

important to me becoming a media-literate person.

When my father ran for president in 1992, I came to one of 

the debates with a cast on my leg. I had fallen in ballet class 

and hurt my foot and then gone home and I thought that it 

was fine. And then I was cleaning my room and I fell again. 

I was like, “Oh gosh, my foot really hurts. I need to go to the 

doctor.” I had fractured my foot; I had to get a cast. So I go to 

the debate. Don’t really think anything of it. And then—I don’t 

remember if it was the next week or soon thereafter—one of 

the tabloids ran the story about how I’d thrown myself off the 
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roof of the governor’s mansion, because I just was so despon-

dent that my parents had abandoned me while my father was 

running for president. I remember just being so gobsmacked.

I actually think that was weirdly also a really helpful experi-

ence to prepare me to live in this moment where there are so 

many stories that have no grounding in reality, that are so sen-

sationalist and so often absurd, because I grew up having to 

navigate that, as my parents’ daughter. It’s just that the veloc-

ity and the amount has changed so much. Whereas it was an 

errant tabloid story in 1992, if that story would have been written 

about me this year, almost thirty years later, it would have got-

ten turned into memes and people would have either been shar-

ing it saying, “Oh my gosh, look, she threw herself off  the roof.” Or 

even sharing it saying, “Oh my gosh, of course she didn’t throw 

herself off  the roof.” But all of that would give it oxygen. And 

it would spin into other stories and TikTok product videos and 

Instagram posts and Facebook posts and Twitter threads and 

Discord chats. And there would maybe even be a Reddit sub-

forum on other famous people who threw themselves off  roofs.

Chelsea is right—many things have changed in the past 

thirty years. Gone are the days of hearing false information 

solely in tabloids or on less-respected news channels. From 

TikTok to Reddit, now everyone has the ability to create 

media, tell stories, and share information that may not even 

be true. Not only are lies moving faster; they are also moving 

in more places and reaching more people. They are also 

moving past the political realm and into daily life. Nothing is 

stopping me from going online right now and sharing a lie 
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about you on my Twitter or Instagram. I can say anything I 

like, and far too often it’s then up to you to spend your time 

disproving the lie I told about you.

So the question is whether the companies that allow 

these lies to exist on their platforms are in part to blame. 

Should they have a role in making sure this kind of thing 

doesn’t happen?

CHELSEA: I do think they very much have a responsibil-

ity that they have never acknowledged. And while I’m talking 

about Facebook—and clearly then its platforms Instagram and 

WhatsApp—I think the same is true of any of the platforms. And 

yet they’ve never faced any consequences. Facebook hasn’t 

even followed its own dictates; I don’t have confi dence that 

they will do more in other areas where I desperately think it is 

needed. I wish they would limit the reach, if not actually remove 

the miasma of misinformation, on the January 6 white national-

ist insurrection. They still have permitted a number of pages that 

claim that it was antifa or Black Lives Matter who attacked the 

Capitol or that it was all just fabricated and not real.

I’m not confi dent that they will impose any consequences 

on themselves, and I’m not confi dent that they will make inter-

nal changes to their policies to limit or remove misinformation—

things that we know are factually untrue about history, whether 

long ago or more recent, or public health, science. And so I do 

think we need our regulatory bodies all over the world, ide-

ally, to have more scrutiny and oversight of these major compa-

nies that have huge infl uence over how people understand and 

experience and then help create reality.
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� e world has changed, and the dissemination and access 

to information has changed with it. � e groups who seem to 

truly understand the power of information and controlling 

narratives have been nimble and evolved as necessary to best 

use the new tools at their disposal. Sadly, it seems that every 

day brings another moment in which the people who need to 

be protected from those who are attempting to make them 

believe false narratives and blatant lies are left defenseless. 

� is ultimately helps grow an often unassuming and uncon-

scious army of misinformation spreaders, which can have a 

deeply dangerous impact.

CHELSEA: I think we have to recognize that digital technology, 

especially social media platforms, have changed the way we 

consume information, the way we share information, the way 

we communicate, the way we build relationships, the way we 

experience the world. And, again, the way we truly are creat-

ing reality today and into the future. Because these really are 

huge threats to our public health, our security, our democracy. 

I think those are really important questions for countries all 

over the world to really reckon with—how to assert real scru-

tiny and regulation in a way that isn’t limiting important fact-

based information. Fair questions to be asked. Relationships 

to be built.

It won’t solve the entire issue, but it does limit the spread 

of racist, misogynistic,  anti-science, Islamophobic, anti-Semitic, 

homophobic, transphobic speech and narratives—all of these 

vectors of hate that have been so empowered and embold-

ened by the social media companies. I think there have to 

be different strategies, solutions, and different regulatory 
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frameworks going forward. Because clearly the posture of not 

having really any regulation, I think, hasn’t worked and we see 

that quite painfully in the explosion of the anti-vaccine move-

ment and the explosion of the big lie about the 2020 election 

and in so many other very real-world ways all over the world.

Chelsea’s experience with disinformation speaks not only 

to how nuanced and insidious it can be on a personal level, but 

to how dangerous and life-altering it can be as well. Where 

information was once created and spread by small groups 

of people who controlled media such as printed news, now 

essentially anyone has the power to spread and create true 

or false stories through social media and other tools. Which 

makes understanding the systemic and personal implications 

of disinformation that much more important.

An Interview with DAVID VILLALPANDO

Digital safety expert in the technology industry

David Villalpando works for an online  crowdfunding company, 

which allows people to raise money online to help themselves 

or others in need. His job is to work to keep the site safe and 

ensure people are being truthful on the company’s platform. 

David has taken a great deal of interest in the digital landscape 

since he was a child, giving him both a professional and per-

sonal lens of experience that are unmatched by most people I 

know. I wanted to speak to David in large part because of the 

perspective he off ers on the responsibility that social media, 

and digital information companies in general, have to protect 

the public from the spread of false information.
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DAVID: As you can imagine, crowdfunding needs to be safe and 

trusted. I’ve always had a penchant for activism, ethics, and 

morality, especially in online spaces but mostly in my own com-

munity. Finding ways where I can impact how things are done 

so that more vulnerable communities aren’t harmed has always 

been kind of a magnet for me. In my role, ultimately the goal is to 

assert morals and ethics, trying to protect users and individuals. 

Basically, my job is to act as a shield for vulnerable people who 

may be taken advantage of online.

Whether it is arguing with a bot, falling for a scam, or 

being victimized by a lie, many people don’t even realize 

what’s happening to them or how to stop it—until it’s too 

late. So what can platforms do to prevent such things from 

happening?

DAVID: At the most basic level, it’s content moderation. You’re 

looking at vulgarity, violence, illegal activity, regulated activity. 

Users harassing one another, targeted harassment—even when 

you get into more explicit and inappropriate content, that’s still 

the very surface level. As you get deeper into it, you’re looking 

at the more serious threat, which is fraud on the platform. So, 

making sure that people aren’t lying about what they’re saying 

they’re raising money for, that the money gets to where it needs 

to go, to who the money is ultimately for. Then even further than 

that responsibility is the types of people who are using your 

platform. So, understanding that it isn’t simply a free-for-all, 

 wild-wild-west, anybody-gets-to-use-this platform. You want 

to make sure that your platform refl ects the community you’re 
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trying to keep and the space you’re trying to keep safe and 

equitable for everyone.

� ese points about the responsibility of keeping people 

safe speak to my point about some social media companies 

being complicit. If these companies are allowing harmful acts 

to happen and can stop them, they are at fault for not doing 

so. People often forget that regardless of who might have a 

large following or a well-known voice on these platforms, the 

ultimate power and responsibility still lies with the company 

controlling the platform. For example, I have a fairly large 

social media following, but my engagement (likes, shares, 

saves) on posts depends not only on the interests of my fol-

lowers but also on the algorithms created and controlled by 

the platform. � ere have been many instances in which I’ve 

posted about things such as social justice and the algorithms 

have suspended my account or content because it was per-

ceived as “divisive.” If the algorithms can do this, they can 

certainly hold users responsible for causing harm.

DAVID: The goal for many users on sites like Reddit, YouTube, 

4Chan, and others has been to infl uence propaganda; what 

we are seeing at times is not accidental. These are intentional 

disinformation campaigns to make people believe things. You 

look at the alt-right pipeline online and you look at how they 

very intentionally target impressionable sixteen- to nineteen-

year-olds who are googling things or reading discourse online. 

They’re targeted with the goal of being brought over to cer-

tain ideologies. I think by the 2016 election it was impossible to 
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ignore the eff ects that this pipeline had on individuals and who 

they supported.

Whether it be very maliciously  photoshopped images, 

posts on Twitter lying about events, or conspiracy theories 

about where viruses and diseases originated, there was a turn-

ing point around 2010, when we saw an uptick in these things 

online. If you look back even to the 2005-era internet and then 

early 2007–era internet, the sort of discourse that was happen-

ing online was really juvenile. The kind of images photoshopped 

were a silly caricature of a president, very basic images and 

jokes. But by 2016, this was fully fake online profi les putting out 

fake information and we’re all corralled and enlisted to spread 

the information of political groups.

 Consider that many of the people who were eligible to 

vote for the fi rst time in the 2016 election would have been 

about twelve or thirteen years old in 2010, when this shift 

toward more sophisticated online disinformation began. 

What impact might this unprecedented level of propaganda 

and outright lies have had on these future voters? How might 

these disinformation campaigns have shaped these impres-

sionable minds—and how might they be shaping minds to 

this very day?

� ere are many dangers that can come to pass if a person 

believes all of the negative things they are doing are actually 

positive because they’ve been conditioned to believe so since 

they were a child.

In order to arm ourselves against these disinformation 

campaigns, it’s important to try to determine who is behind 

the lies being spread and what they stand to gain from 
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spreading them. But just as important is understanding who 

is enabling the lies to spread—that is, who controls the plat-

forms and online spaces.

DAVID: When you look at the internet historically, who are the 

fi rst adopters of the internet, who had access to computers, who 

had access to the internet? Also, by the time the infrastructure 

was built up, who was running these sites? Who were the loudest 

voices on these sites? Who kind of got to decide what was front-

paged on these sites? Just based on demographics, global 

demographics and global access, inherently it’s going to mirror 

other forms of media.

So you look at social media compared to print media. You 

look at magazines. Who had access to run a magazine com-

pany? And then, depending on who’s running that company, 

the front page of that magazine? And then also who’s going 

to be able to speak within that magazine? The voices in that 

magazine are going to reflect the leadership and their goals. 

So, I think, inherently social media and online spaces almost 

exactly reflect our real-world spaces or alternative media in 

terms of who holds the power.

The goal of most companies (online or otherwise) is to make 

money, and when capital is the center of it—when your primary 

purpose or goal is to make more money or make your platform 

larger so that you can make more money—inherently you’re 

going to try to appease people who already have power and 

voices. Whether it’s intentional or not, if you’re in the business 

of making money, which most digital platforms are, then you’re 

going to make decisions that are the most profi table and not 

always the best for users. Which is why even when safety and 
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trust teams do exist, they don’t always do the best job they can 

of protecting users. Some teams are actually not even people, 

but algorithms and bots themselves, which are often designed 

with whatever bias the creator had.

Anything created and managed by humans will always 

have both the beauty and the ugliness that comes along with 

those humans. Biased views of racism, sexism, homophobia, 

ableism, and so much more—including capitalism itself—

infl uence what we see online. One example of this can be 

found in the bots David mentioned, which many people don’t 

even know how to identify, making them very dangerous.

Some people use bots to distract and traumatize people 

online who can’t diff erentiate them from a real person behind 

an account. � is is something I’ve often faced myself, where 

I’ve posted things about racism, for instance, and had numer-

ous bots attack and even threaten me under the post. Before 

understanding how to identify them as bots, I would spend a 

great amount of time arguing back and forth with them—not 

realizing I was arguing with something someone had created 

to waste my time and/or to traumatize me.

SIDE NOTE: For tips on how you can identify bots, check 

out our online toolkit.

Another example of how creator or company biases can 

manifest in digital spaces is through algorithms that decide 

what content and voices are platformed, or that decide who 

is deemed to be saying negative things on a given platform. 

Imagine if these algorithms were designed by a person who 
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has oppressive views of people who are immigrants in their 

country. � ose algorithms may take on the bias of their cre-

ator. Next thing you know, content based on helping and 

supporting immigrants is deemed negative or not given the 

opportunity to be seen by as many people because of those 

algorithms. Instead, the algorithms allow content that says 

negative things about immigrants to be seen by many people.

From algorithms that control how and when you see what 

you see to the lies that are allowed to fl ourish online, all of it 

is underscored by the desires of companies and individuals to 

make money and attain or keep power. � e sad reality is that 

hatred and oppression are often lucrative because they create 

engagement and interest, which are often avenues for revenue.

 Capitalism, biased algorithms, and a lack of understand-

ing the manifestations and widespread impact of lies have 

allowed disinformation to fl ourish. It’s vital that we learn 

how to identify disinformation and equip ourselves with the 

tools and knowledge to overcome it.

� e truth is that the fi rst step to creating change on 

the issues discussed in this book—issues such as climate 

change, homelessness, gun violence, racism, homophobia, 

and sexism—is understanding and shining a light on how 

people have been lied to and kept in the dark about these 

issues. Because until those lies are exposed, we’ll all continue 

wasting precious time arguing with bots—literally and meta-

phorically—instead of making real progress.

 To fi nd out more about how you can help put a stop to disinformation, 

visit: BetterThanWeFoundItBook.com.
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 WE’RE THE  WE’RE THE 

PLANETEERS; PLANETEERS; 
YOU CAN BE ONE, TOOYOU CAN BE ONE, TOO

 Porsche Joseph on the Threat of the Climate Crisis 

and Environmental Racism

Featuring Willy and Jo Lorenz and Mari Copeny, aka “Little Miss Flint”

I grew up in the Pacifi c Northwest—in Seattle, Washington—

but most of my family lives in the South. My grandparents 

hail from Alabama, and as Black people from the South, 

they’ve faced their fair share of adversity. � ough many of 

their struggles have been caused by other people, there are 

those that came from something greater—Mother Nature. As 

they will tell you, there is nothing quite like a natural disaster. 

I remember visiting them during my summer breaks when I 

was young and having to plan my trips around the hurricane 

season and the two tornado seasons (yes—two), which all 

run consecutively from spring through fall. As terrifying as 

that always was, the weather scares were not as frequent or 

intense as they are today.

My grandparents are older now, and it isn’t rare for me 
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and my husband to call them and fi nd that they’re huddled in 

their closet, waiting for a tornado to pass, a torrential down-

pour to let up, or the howling winds sweeping through the 

area to subside. � ey are in their late eighties and don’t know 

much about climate science, but they know that they fi nd 

themselves in that closet more often than ever before and 

that something has changed.

In recent decades we’ve seen an infl ux of devastating 

wildfi res, droughts, fl oods, hurricanes, tornadoes, and bliz-

zards throughout the country and all over the world. � ere’s 

no denying that climate change is real and that it is having a 

major impact on weather patterns and natural disasters. And 

yet despite the evidence before us and despite mountains of 

scientifi c evidence, some people do deny it. Some of these indi-

viduals, called climate deniers, believe that climate change 

is a hoax—a scheme to get their tax dollars or a nefarious 

plot being carried out by a foreign government in order to 

destroy the US economy. Many more people are infl uenced by 

the corporations and government offi  cials who have worked 

hard to downplay or invalidate climate change in order to 

avoid shaming the industries that profi t from environmen-

tal destruction, such as oil, agriculture, transportation, and 

manufacturing, to name a few. � en there are the people who 

may admit that the Earth is warmer but write it off  as not that 

serious, a natural cycle, or something that the Earth will heal 

itself from. (� ese people might more accurately be called cli-

mate downplayers.)

 I personally believe that all of these people are driven 

by fear. Fear of the monumental implications of climate 

change (major destruction), fear of the accountability that 
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acknowledging climate change may entail, or fear of the incon-

venience it would cause to have to evaluate the human role in 

the current predicament.

But for those of us who are willing to acknowledge the 

scientifi c facts and expert opinions, it doesn’t take much to 

realize that the planet we depend on for survival isn’t doing 

so well and that it’s beginning to aff ect the way we live.

I was seventeen years old when the seriousness of the 

eff ects of climate change fully hit me. It was in 2005, when 

Hurricane Katrina, one of the deadliest hurricanes in US his-

tory, touched down in New Orleans. A storm that ripped the veil 

off  for many on climate change, anti-Blackness, and poverty.

It was the summer before my senior year of high school, 

and I had been coordinating my trip to New Orleans since 

the beginning of the year. As I mentioned, I was raised in 

Seattle, but my father and his family aren’t from there, so 

none of his family lived in Washington State. For that rea-

son, I always looked forward to summers—when I would go 

spend extended amounts of time with my cousins, who pri-

marily lived in the South like my grandparents. I suppose 

I saw myself as something of a southern belle lost in the 

Pacifi c Northwest.

So many of my best childhood memories are wrapped up 

in those summers spent sitting on the porch under the hot 

southern sun with a giant cup of sweet tea while my older 

cousins did my hair or we put fake tattoos from vending 

machines on each other. We rode bikes around the neighbor-

hood and chalked hopscotch patterns in the church parking 

lot, which would keep us busy for hours, until it was time to 

play double Dutch or go to the mall. We did things cousins 
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probably do all over the country, all the time, but it was spe-

cial to me because I was only able to see my cousins during 

the summer. I really didn’t have much family at all in Seattle; 

even from my mother’s side, I only had one cousin, who is a 

boy, and being that I only had brothers, having my girl cous-

ins around during those summers was my only opportunity 

for lip gloss tutorials or to have someone dress me up in their 

clothes and apply a fresh set of press-on nails as the fi nishing 

touch.

I admit, I may romanticize those summers now that I’m 

older. � ese days my summers come and go much quicker and 

are a lot less carefree, but as a child, there was just something 

magical about those southern summers. To this very day, 

humid weather that others would face with disgust brings me 

a feeling of contentment and nostalgia for my childhood.

But as I got older, I began wanting to stay in Seattle and 

spend summers with friends or working, so it had been years 

since I had visited my family. When my cousin Tanisha invited 

me to come visit her in New Orleans, where she was attending 

 Xavier University, I worked tirelessly to save up my money so 

I could make the trip. She was a couple of years older than me, 

and I had always looked up to her. It wasn’t typical for people 

in my family to go to college, so Tanisha was the fi rst and only 

person I knew who had made it that far in their schooling, 

which meant a lot to me, because while she was the fi rst, I had 

no intention of her being the last.

Tanisha always seemed to have her stuff  together—she 

got good grades, was sweet and kind, and always wore the fl y-

est outfi ts. Now she was at college in a cool city that matched 

her cool personality, and she was making it look eff ortless 
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and fun. Her social media showcased her with friends in the 

French Quarter, or in pictures that looked straight out of a 

student brochure—studying with a large group or lounging 

in a common area on campus. I wanted to be just like her. 

Tanisha and her friends were in sororities and fraternities, 

and I would see her pictures from Homecoming, step shows, 

parades and parties, weekend crawfi sh boils, and crowded 

festivals. � ough I had never experienced this place in per-

son, from the looks of Tanisha’s MySpace pictures (yes, I am 

“myspace.com” years old), I knew that I would enjoy spending 

four years there. I couldn’t wait to join her!

Xavier University sits right in the heart of New Orleans. 

I had spent a lot of time in the South, but that was a place 

I had never been. � e city is unique. It is iconic and has 

some of the best music and food in America. It also has a 

strong culture and deep history that is very diff erent from 

what I knew growing up in Seattle.  � e history of slavery, 

Indigenous people, and French colonization creates a dis-

tinct blend of infl uences, refl ected in the cuisine, religions, 

and traditions of the region.

Xavier is a historically Black college (HBCU). I had just 

started to learn more about HBCUs and was set on attend-

ing one. So many important Black fi gures have gone to Black 

colleges:  Toni Morrison, Langston Hughes, Oprah Winfrey, 

Spike Lee—even Two Chainz and Diddy went to HBCUs. Plus, 

the movie  Drumline had come out a few years before, and if 

that was any indicator of life at an HBCU, it looked like a lot 

more fun than the predominantly white colleges my class-

mates wanted to go to, which seemed bland and were often in 

the middle of Nowhereville, USA.
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Truth be told, a lot of HBCUs are also in the middle of 

nowhere, and sadly, some are also deeply underfunded and 

unable to give out scholarships, despite often having lower 

tuition than predominantly white schools. But none of that 

mattered. I knew I wanted to be at an HBCU. Come to think 

of it, Xavier didn’t even have a marching band, but my rose-

colored glasses were extra thick from seeing how much my 

cousin loved her school.

Another cousin, Stephanie, who was graduating from 

high school the next year as well, had recently told me that 

she was also planning on going to Xavier. Suddenly, it seemed 

like this could turn out to be some sort of grand sequel to all 

the fond summers I’d spent with my cousins growing up.

Stephanie had always been the funny cousin. You know 

the kind of person who always does the best impersonations 

and fi nds something hilarious in every situation? � at’s 

Stephanie. She is extremely outgoing and can always make me 

smile. I haven’t always been the best at making new friends, 

but if my cousins and I were at college together, it would be as 

if I had built-in friends. I was the studious one, Stephanie was 

the funny one, and Tanisha was the social one; together we’d 

make the perfect team.

Stephanie and I planned to go visit Tanisha and Xavier in 

August, before our senior years of high school started. It had 

been years since I had seen them, and we had been texting back 

and forth and talking on the phone about our plans. Excited 

is an understatement. � e plan was to visit New Orleans and 

see the campus for a few days, then Tanisha would drive us 

up to Montgomery to spend time with our grandparents. We 

decided that August would be best because classes at Xavier 
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resumed that month and I would have the opportunity to sit 

in on some college courses, so I booked my fl ight to arrive on 

August 26, the day after Stephanie.

Stephanie and Tanisha called me once she got into New 

Orleans that � ursday and I made them promise not to do 

anything fun without me. Everything seemed fi ne; they didn’t 

mention a thing about the tropical storm in the Atlantic that 

was escalating into a hurricane. � e next day, I was set to go 

when my mother put a damper on my plans.

“Porsche, have you seen the forecast for New Orleans? I’ve 

been talking to your aunt, and I don’t want you fl ying dur-

ing the storm. Why don’t you let it pass, then head down in a 

few days? Your aunt is telling Steph and Tanisha they have to 

drive up to Montgomery to wait it out at your grandparents’.”

I was upset and thought my mom was being overbearing. 

� ere had already been at least fi ve hurricanes in New Orleans 

that year, and who knew how many storms. Besides, Tanisha 

lived there and she wasn’t even worried about it. � e fact that 

I even thought that seems delusional now, but most people 

really didn’t expect that Katrina would turn into what it did. 

New Orleans experiences some of the strongest hurricanes in 

the country, but the aftermath of this one was something no 

one could have imagined.

I contacted my cousins, and they still didn’t seem both-

ered at all. “It will just end up being a regular storm,” Tanisha 

predicted. “� ese happen all the time, and they always 

pass. But my mom is insisting that we go visit Granny and 

Granddaddy, so we’re just going to make our way up there a 

few days early.” She sounded frustrated that the storm was 

derailing our plans. I was disappointed as well, but sometimes 
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(oftentimes) a mother’s intuition is unmatched. My mom and 

aunt turned out to be right.

By the next day, Saturday, August 27, Katrina had esca-

lated to a  Category 4 hurricane and evacuation orders were 

given. By Sunday morning, it became a Category 5 storm, 

with winds at about 160 miles per hour.  By the end of the 

day, up to thirty thousand New Orleans residents had 

sought shelter in the Superdome, a sports arena that nor-

mally hosted rowdy football games but was now being used 

to shelter refugees. My family and I watched the news as the 

storm made landfall in New Orleans on Monday, August 29. 

� e destruction was devastating. Some people who didn’t 

leave their homes were left stranded on their rooftops in the 

hot, humid weather or were forced to wade through murky 

fl oodwater. We saw images of a completely tattered city and 

of people hanging on for dear life, fl oating in fl oodwater on 

everything from mattresses to doors. Almost no one had 

expected this; the word that kept being used on the news 

was “unprecedented.”

My mother and I were trembling as we sat in front of the 

TV, which had been showing the CNN Storm Watch for hours. 

� is could have so easily been me or my cousins. And it was 

somebody’s cousins and children and parents and loved ones. 

“� ose are families!” my mother said through tears when we 

saw a crowd of men wading through water with children on 

their backs and women holding suitcases of their belongings 

above their heads to keep them dry.

“Why is no one coming to help them? What is wrong?” I 

asked, distraught. � e federal government was nowhere to 

be seen, but the media was, and as we watched aerial views 
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of cars fl ipped over from winds, makeshift boats fl oating 

through the fl oodwaters crowded with families, and seem-

ingly endless groups of people gathered on rooftops, many 

of which were marked with pleas for help, I couldn’t imag-

ine how people in power could see the reporting on the dev-

astation and not be doing everything they could to help. We 

saw one group of about fi fteen people waving their shirts in 

the air from a roof that displayed handmade signs reading, 

in all caps, TWO DEAD BODIES INSIDE PLEASE HELP.

My heart ached. � ese images went on for days. Images 

of fl oating bodies, sick and elderly people sitting helplessly, 

and children outside the Superdome chanting “We want help” 

were forever etched in my mind. Also burned into my brain 

was the fact that these people were disproportionately Black.

I had seen this kind of stuff  in other countries, but never 

imagined that this could have happened in America. If my 

mom hadn’t forced me to delay my trip, that could have been 

me. If Tanisha didn’t have a car with which to drive herself 

and Stephanie out of the city . . . Even with a car, if she had 

tried to fl ee even one day later, she could have been trapped in 

the gridlock traffi  c and forced into the Superdome. We could 

so easily have been among the tens of thousands of people 

who were locked inside the stadium with backed-up sewage, a 

leaking roof, no medical aid, and violent uproars.

President Bush and many of the local politicians pre-

tended to have everything under control, while the footage 

that was captured said otherwise. “To listen to politicians 

thanking each other and complimenting each other,  I’ve got 

to tell you, there are a lot of people here who are very upset,” 

said one CNN host.
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What really shook me up was when I saw thousands of 

people trying to evacuate via the  Crescent Bridge, which con-

nects to the high-ground suburb of Gretna and is the primary 

route out of New Orleans. � ese people were faced with the 

entire Gretna police force pointing guns at them and fi ring 

above the heads of anyone that attempted to pass through. 

Gretna, which is primarily white, with a very white police 

department, trapped people trying to leave, saying that they 

didn’t want thugs and looters coming through their town,  an 

action the chief of police continued to defend for years after-

ward. � e “thugs and looters” were nearly all Black, including 

parents with babies in their arms and elderly people hunched 

over canes.

“Why aren’t they letting that woman with the stroller 

cross the bridge? Or those people in wheelchairs? � ey are 

going to let them all die!” my mom exclaimed in disgust. At 

that point, we had to step away from the news; even watch-

ing it was too hard. � e thought that I could have been there 

gave me chills. � e knowledge that  nearly a hundred thou-

sand people were there broke my heart.

The results of the hurricane were devastating. Eighty 

percent of New Orleans ended up underwater, up to twenty 

feet high. More than 1,800 people died during the storm, 

and many more went missing. People were without food 

and water supplies for weeks on end. Families were torn 

apart, the homeless population increased dramatically, and 

the destruction took years to even attempt to repair. To this 

day, rebuilding continues to be a work in progress; while 

most of the tourist areas and expensive neighborhoods have 

recovered, much of the surrounding neighborhoods have not 
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been restored and many people never returned.

 � e communities that were aff ected the worst were the 

Black neighborhoods, particularly poor Black neighborhoods 

like the Lower Ninth Ward, where the residents were living on 

an average income of  $16,000 before Katrina. Black home-

owners were more than three times as likely to have experi-

enced fl ooding than white homeowners. Because of housing 

discrimination, white people have historically lived on high 

ground while the lower land that is more susceptible to 

weather damage was all that was left available for Black 

people. After Hurricane Katrina, the government moved 

slowly to pump the water out of this part of town, even though 

it suff ered the most damage, and it is still not fully recovered 

to this day.

Louisiana and the Gulf Coast have always experienced 

hurricanes but, as forecasters have anticipated for a long 

time, they’ve been getting worse. In fact,  the 2020 Atlantic 

hurricane season was the most active recorded to date. One of 

the major reasons is how warm the ocean water has become. 

High-temperature ocean water can be catastrophic, causing 

rapid intensifi cation of storm systems that leaves forecasters 

little to no time to warn people of the danger to come—as was 

the case with Hurricane Katrina when we watched it quickly 

escalate from a Category 3 to a Category 5 within a matter 

of a few days. Offi  cials might decide against evacuation for a 

Category 2 storm one day and wake up the next to a Category 

4, and by then it’s diffi  cult to move quickly.

In the case of Hurricane Katrina, there is much discus-

sion about the failure of the levees—structures built to hold 

back fl oodwater during storms—which were built and funded 
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by the US government. Due to budget issues, the levees had 

been left incomplete for years and contained weaknesses that 

were discovered in prior storms. Most of the weak spots in the 

levees threatened Black neighborhoods, which many argue is 

why they were ignored.

SIDE NOTE: There’s a strong mistrust of government and 

power among the disenfranchised, particularly in Louisiana. 

 During the  Great Mississippi Flood in 1927, which was the 

worst natural disaster in US history until Hurricane Katrina, 

the government used dynamite to blow up a levee in a poor 

Black neighborhood outside of New Orleans’s city center in 

order to relieve the tensions on other levees and avert the 

fl oodwaters away from more affl  uent parts of the city.fl oodwaters away from more affl  uent parts of the city.

  During Hurricane Betsy in 1965, the majority-Black Lower 

Ninth Ward withstood the worst of the storm damage, with 

an estimated 164,000 homes fl ooded, mainly in that area. 

There was little impact to other parts of the city. Many peo-

ple accused the government of deliberately breaching the 

levees once again, though that was never proven. But the 

accusation was made again during Katrina.

� ough racism may well have been a factor in the fail-

ures of the levees, the fact is that we cannot depend on any 

levee system, no matter how equitable or perfectly built, to 

suffi  ciently protect us from the eff ects of climate change and 

the rise in sea levels. New Orleans, which is mostly below sea 

level and surrounded by bodies of water, will continue to be 

diffi  cult to protect as sea levels continue to rise and storm 

surges become worse—as the “unprecedented” becomes the 



4 0 c BETTER THAN WE FOUND IT

new normal. Regardless of the structures we build, we can-

not disregard the realities of climate change forever. As the 

oceans grow warmer and storms become worse, these types 

of experiences will become not only more common but also 

more extreme. If major changes are not made, coastal cities 

will disappear under fl oodwaters while drought and wildfi res 

decimate inland areas. Climate change is now, and we cannot 

keep ignoring it. 

Tanisha never did return to Xavier University. Although 

the school eventually reopened about fi ve months later, by 

that time she was resettled in another city. I never had the 

chance to see the Xavier campus, and at the age of only sev-

enteen, I had to begin seriously considering what areas of the 

country were safe places to live in terms of climate change. 

But my cousins and I were some of the lucky ones. Because 

while our own Katrina stories didn’t end in tragedy, many 

people’s did. 

� e truth is, most places are vulnerable to climate change, 

whether it’s hurricanes, ice storms, tornadoes, wildfi res, bliz-

zards, droughts, or something else. And if they’re not impacted 

now, they will be soon. � e climate crisis is one of the most 

critical and pressing issues we need to address as global citi-

zens. But we can’t do it alone. No single person’s eff orts, no 

matter how heroic, will be enough to address the problem. It’s 

going to take all of us.

Full disclosure: I have always hated group projects—all 

too often, a few dedicated people end up carrying the whole 

team, or a few jerks end up dragging the entire group down. 

But every once in a while, the right group comes together at the 

right time, and extraordinary things can happen. Addressing 
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global warming is the ultimate group project—and we can’t 

aff ord to have any slackers. We need everyone to pitch in to 

reduce the collective impact that we are having on the envi-

ronment. But in order to achieve our goal, we need to under-

stand what changes need to be made and what we can do to 

help. Basically, we need to be sure we understand the assign-

ment. To help us with that, I turned to some good friends who 

are experts in the environmentalism space to fi nd out what 

actions they suggest in order to do our part.

Interview with WILLY and LY and JO LORENZ

Environmental activists and infl uencers

Because climate change is a global crisis, I felt it was important

to get the perspective of someone—or someones—living 

abroad. Willy and Jo Lorenz lived in Australia during the 

2019–2020 bushfi re season, which was one of the worst on 

record. It destroyed countless animals’ habitats and created 

thick smoke similar to that emitted by a volcano. � e fi res were 

so large and intense, they burned 27 million acres, an area 

larger than Portugal. And yet people around the world seem 

to have quickly moved on and forgotten about what happened.

WILLY: There’s this term, “the bystander eff ect,” where you 

can be on a train in New York City, a subway, and someone 

falls over, and people go, “Oh, not my problem.” They step 

over the person. That’s what’s happening with climate change. 

Everyone goes, “Someone else will manage that. I’m a good 

person. I’ll recycle. Everything will be fi ne. I don’t need to worry 

about that.” The fact is, we all need to worry about it. Everyone 
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thinks there’s some magic technology in the future that’s going 

to save us all.

JO: Which I was completely guilty of when I was younger. But 

as Willy and I have seen the eff ects of climate change, we’ve 

become very passionate about it. There’s no magical tool that 

sucks the CO
2
 out of the sky, so we have to fi gure out how we’re 

going to do this. We have to start looking at the fact that if the 

sea levels continue to rise, certain countries will be underwater 

while others will be on fi re.

So often we disregard extreme weather, considering it nor-

mal, and when the impact is unusually destructive, we claim 

it is a rare disaster. But the truth is, these extreme weather 

trends are predictable and scientists say they are getting 

worse. As Jo mentioned, we can put off  thinking about it—

sure, 2050 isn’t for years—but by then  hundreds of millions of 

people will be permanently displaced by the rising sea levels.

A study shows that most parts of  densely populated 

Shanghai, China, are expected to be covered in water in the 

next thirty years. � irty years! Mumbai and other parts of 

India are in the same situation. By the next century, many 

island nations and even some of the world’s most famous cit-

ies will be covered in water or will experience near-unlivable 

fl ooding regularly. And rising sea levels are far from the only 

threat. Many parts of the world are at risk of being decimated 

by droughts, typhoons, hurricanes, wildfi res, mudslides, and 

other natural disasters. Continuing to ignore the problem of 

climate change or putting off  addressing it will not change 

the reality.
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WILLY: There’s a lot of false narrative about how we’re going 

to destroy the world. The world’s going to be just fi ne. We’re 

destroying the habitat for us. There’s so many of these things 

that we’ve tipped off  but will only happen a long way down the 

road. That in itself makes it really hard to tell people that we 

need to do something, because they don’t see it . . . It’s so far 

down the road that it doesn’t aff ect them. We’re not going to 

see the world destroyed. We’re going to see some bad things 

happen like we’re already seeing bad things happen.

Bad things are happening. Russia’s on fi re. The boreal forest 

in Canada and Russia is on fi re in the summer. That’s not even 

touched upon in the international news. Those forest fi res are 

contributing CO
2
, but not many people live there, so people don’t 

care. That’s just one of the many diff erent areas of destruction 

that’s happening today and we’re not paying attention.

Many people are aware of the eff ects of climate change 

but feel like it isn’t impacting them directly—at least not on 

a daily basis—and so they’re not motivated to act, particu-

larly if the actions required are signifi cant. But not every-

one is insulated from the eff ects of climate change. People 

in poverty are among the fi rst to experience the results of 

climate change, and they often bear the brunt of it, while 

wealthy people can aff ord to live in less-impacted areas, as 

we saw in New Orleans. Low-income communities of color also 

tend to bear the brunt of pollution and harm from fossil-fuel 

infrastructure, such as fracking and pipelines. � e system 

of such infrastructure is based on the idea of sacrifi ce zones, 

or areas that are considered inconsequential if destroyed. 

Unfortunately, people in poverty, especially people of color, 



4 4 c BETTER THAN WE FOUND IT

have less power, and the concerns of their communities are 

regularly ignored.

JO: The harsh reality is that as we’ve known it, if you have a whole 

bunch of money, you can buy your way out of climate change. 

You can move to a country where it’s not going to aff ect you. 

You can get a good job and continue to make more money and 

provide for your future and your children’s future and all the rest 

of it. If you have this privilege and these opportunities, you can 

get out of it. If a natural disaster is coming, you can take off . So 

people aspire to just buy their way out of climate change rather 

than confronting it.

WILLY: Climate change is only seen as an inconvenience for the 

rich, and it’s literal death and destruction for the poor and mar-

ginalized communities around the world. If you want an example 

of this, Ted Cruz fl ed Texas when they had a deadly ice storm in 

2021 to go on vacation with his family in Cancún. Rich people 

who are inconvenienced can use their money to escape climate 

change.

JO: Australia’s prime minister did the same thing in 2020 during 

the bushfi res. Our prime minister, Scott Morrison, jumped on a 

plane to Hawaii when it was happening. All of Australia just went, 

“What? Are you actually going to just fl ee and not do anything?”

WILLY: This is when Sydney was covered by smoke for the fi rst 

time ever and all of the rich white people were aghast, like, “Why 

is this happening to us, oh my God, when we’re in Sydney?” 
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Meanwhile this happens in other parts of the world all the time; 

it just doesn’t aff ect the wealthy.

JO: These aren’t bad people. They’re just people who thought it 

was someone else’s problem, or a problem for a long way away, 

and suddenly they realized it was their problem.

Many people might care more about the future of our 

planet and global warming, but they don’t feel as if it is truly 

urgent or that they can meaningfully contribute to solving 

the problem. Much of the reason they feel that way is because 

of the media. Media has not only normalized these natural 

disasters, but they often provide platforms for climate change 

deniers and treat global warming as a casual political topic up 

for debate rather than a call to action.

WILLY: The media has a lot to do with why people don’t care 

and don’t have the correct information. Rupert Murdoch, the Fox 

News founder, is from Australia, and he owns 71 percent of the 

newspapers in Australia. So 71 percent of what people read in 

Australia refl ects his views, which are anti–climate change and 

pro-industry.

Many people have been conditioned for decades through 

news media and other sources to deny or ignore climate change. 

All of a sudden, they’re like, “Wait a sec . . . Maybe this is real.” 

Meanwhile, there’re a lot of people who live in poverty in the 

world who are not going to be okay. It’s not even an emerging-

country problem. Look at what happened in Texas. While Ted 

Cruz took off  for a vacation, people literally died because of 
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climate change, because they lived in poverty and could not 

escape. In America, the richest country in the world, they died 

because the government failed them on climate change.

 SIDE NOTE: Because he had the money and privilege to 

do so, Texas senator Ted Cruz left Texas during a deadly 

winter storm in 2021 that left millions without power or safe 

drinking water—even though he was supposed to be on the 

ground performing the duties of his leadership position and 

solving problems.

Before the topic of climate change was a common discus-

sion, scientists who studied the eff ects of global warming 

warned world leaders (including American presidents), oil 

companies, and other industries about the dangers ahead. So 

many people knew about global warming and the potential 

harm but intentionally kept the information from society 

so that they could continue doing business as usual without 

pushbacks. Many of the powerful politicians and business 

owners that own media programming had investments in 

the industries that were contributing to climate change, so 

they went above and beyond to make sure that the informa-

tion wasn’t provided to the people. Because of this, for a long 

time many people didn’t even realize that driving cars, eating 

meat and dairy for every meal, or building big factories that 

billowed smoke were aff ecting the environment. � at may 

sound unbelievable, but this was during the same time that 

cigarette companies went out of their way to hide the fact that 

cigarette smoke causes cancer. Money is a powerful thing, 

especially in capitalist societies.
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So now that many people, even those with ties to the 

industries responsible, acknowledge that global warming is 

real and is having a negative eff ect on the world, what can we 

do to confront it?

WILLY: There’re two things that we can do: mitigation and 

adaptation. Mitigation means we create less pollution. We don’t 

put out as much CO
2
. But the number-two thing in our arsenal to 

deal with climate change is adaptation. That is what we saw a 

severe lack of in Texas, because they did not adapt their energy 

infrastructure to severe cold spells.

JO: And it shouldn’t be just up to the individual to make these 

personal changes in their day to day. No matter how much recy-

cling we do, no matter how many bamboo forks we use, nothing 

will happen unless the people at the top, the government, make 

signifi cant change.

WILLY: Government and corporations have tricked us into 

thinking, as individuals, that we can solve this on our own.

SIDE NOTE: Too young to cast a ballot? You can still make 

your voice heard by politicians. As Willy advises: “In addition 

to voting the right politicians in, lobbying can be extremely 

powerful. It’s eff ective to send a letter to your local govern-

ment offi  cials if you have time.”

There shouldn’t be any onus on people who have day-to-

day problems to be thinking that they have a responsibility to 

manage all of climate change themselves.
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JO: To Willy’s point, it shouldn’t be up to the younger generation 

to fi x this, yet the reality is, they’ve been left with this big honk-

ing burden to shoulder. I think if they think about things in small 

areas and what they can do—their little area that they can focus 

on and how they can sustain a better livelihood for themselves 

and those around them—that would be a comfort for them. And 

they can prepare themselves now to be informed voters, as well 

as participating in the discussions that can inform others.

In a democracy, politicians win elections based on their 

proposal of ideas and policies that appeal to a majority of the 

public. The more of us that insist upon action by sending a lobby 

letter or email, the more attention the subject will receive. So 

let’s force our politicians’ hands by being the majority that gives 

a damn about climate and humanity’s collective future!

� is is important! We have to understand that although 

we all need to pitch in and live more sustainably, it is essen-

tial that policy makers work on all fronts to move industry 

and transportation systems away from burning fossil fuels 

to more climate-friendly, sustainable energy sources. And we 

can all play a role in advocating for these things.

Recently, the world has seen many prominent young 

environmental activists come to the forefront of the move-

ment. Although the burden of climate change shouldn’t be 

left to the younger generations, there is no denying that they 

will inherit the impact of hundreds of years of general dis-

regard for the environment. 

One thing we are seeing young people fi ght for is the 

right to clean water. As we watch our fresh water sources 

shrink—drying up in the unnatural heat—I cannot help but 
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think of how access to clean water has increasingly become 

an indicator of privilege. When I went to graduate school in 

San Diego, California, I was shocked to learn that  almost 90 

percent of the drinking water was imported from Northern 

California and the Colorado River. Although we may not real-

ize it, many places in America are water insecure, and without 

water transportation technology, many would be unlivable.

Limited access to clean water has often been portrayed as 

an issue of emerging countries, but recently a light has been 

shone on the limited access to clean water here in the United 

States. I wanted to speak with someone who is experiencing 

the eff ects of years of pollution and water insecurity, because 

unfortunately, it is one of the most diffi  cult issues we will face 

as climate change intensifi es.

Interview with AMARIYANNA (MARI) COPENY

Clean water and environmental activist and high-school student

When Mari Copeny was just eight years old, she wrote a letter 

to the president at the time, Barack Obama, begging him to 

pay attention to what was going on in her hometown of Flint, 

Michigan. After local politicians decided to change their 

water source, high levels of lead were detected in the drinking 

water and it was discovered that residents were becoming ill 

from the toxic water. In 2016, President Obama traveled to 

Flint and declared a federal state of emergency. Mari’s eff orts 

to raise awareness of the crisis in Flint earned her the nick-

name “Little Miss Flint.”  Today, Mari is in high school and is 

still working hard to raise awareness of the water crisis and to 

bring clean water to communities around the United States. 
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When she is not fi ghting for clean water, she likes to skate-

board, draw, watch anime, and, of course, sleep.

MARI: The water crisis in Flint, Michigan, began in 2014 when 

the city government switched our drinking water supply from 

Detroit’s system to the Flint River, which was polluted and cor-

rupted the pipes with lead and other bacteria. It was making 

people extremely sick and causing them to die.

� e choice to switch from using Detroit’s water supply to 

the Flint River was purely due to a desire for the city govern-

ment to cut costs. But  the Flint River has been heavily polluted 

and poisoned for over a century, fi rst as an unoffi  cial waste 

dumping site for the many industrial factories in the area and 

then as a dumping site for the city’s raw sewage waste treat-

ment plant. As Mari said, the corrosive water ate through the 

pipes and the pipes began seeping lead into the already toxic 

water. Right after the switch in 2014,  residents were com-

plaining of smelly, poor-tasting, and discolored water, which 

they suspected was causing skin rashes and hair loss.

SIDE NOTE: According to the  Centers for Disease Control 

and Prevention, “Exposure to lead can seriously harm a 

child’s health, including damage to the brain and nervous 

system, slowed growth and development, learning and 

behavior problems, and hearing and speech problems. No 

safe blood lead level in children has been identifi ed.”

MARI: What inspired me to become an activist was seeing that 

my little sister was getting a really bad rash from the water and 
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it made me upset. So I thought, Maybe people will listen to me 

if I can spread more info about the type of stuff  that’s happen-

ing, so that people like my sister won’t have to suff er. I enjoyed 

talking to people about it, so then I began doing bigger things 

like water drives and events. And now I am making my very own 

water fi lter. Because seven years later and the water in Flint 

is still not fi xed. They switched back the water supply, but the 

chemicals they’re dumping in it to try to fi x the lead problem it 

caused are also very irritating to our skin. And since my family is 

close to the water plant, we get a majority of the chemicals. We 

do have our fi lter, but it only works so well.

Water is essential, which is why clean water is proclaimed 

a human right under international law. However,  more than 

thirty million Americans drink water that is in violation of 

safety rules.

MARI: I want the government to fix the water in Flint and 

everywhere else that has bad water—because it’s not just 

Flint that has a water crisis. There are other states that have a 

water crisis. It’s not talked about enough, but America has a 

water crisis. People think that the water crisis here inside Flint 

was unique to Flint. No! There are other states and cities that 

have really bad water. For instance, Newark, New Jersey. They 

have way worse lead levels than Flint. There’s so many differ-

ent cities and states.

� e one thing that most of these places have in common 

is the residents are poor and often disproportionately people 

of color. � e  Michigan Civil Rights Commission did a study 
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in 2017 that found that  the negligent governmental response 

to the Flint water contamination was a “result of systemic rac-

ism.” � e same report detailed the long history of segregation

and corrupt practices that denied non-whites access to house-

hold utilities such as water and sewage.

MARI: I think because Flint is predominantly Black—66 percent 

Black—they didn’t think it was important to help us quickly, or 

give us basic human necessities like clean water.

During the height of the water crisis, those who could 

aff ord to fl ed. But many people there did not have the fi nan-

cial means to relocate, and many people who wanted to walk 

away were unable to sell their homes because it is illegal to 

sell a home with health hazards—hazards such as toxic water 

and eroded pipes. Because of this, the values of homes in Flint 

have dropped drastically.

Today, the pipes are still not fi xed and the problem 

remains unresolved. � ere are fi lters that can be used, but 

most of these become corroded after just a few weeks of use. 

Many people in Flint do not trust the tap water at all and will 

not touch it.

Every day, I take a shower, put fridge-made ice in my 

huge cup of tap water, wash my produce and food in running 

water, and don’t think twice about if doing so is safe.  Yet 

for more than two million Americans—and for hundreds of 

millions of people around the world—these simple acts are 

unimaginable luxuries. � is problem is not as far removed 

from us as many of us may think as we go about our day. 

� is is real.
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So what can young people do to bring awareness to this 

issue?

MARI: They can spread awareness about the topic. They can use 

social media. We have the whole world at our fi ngertips through 

cell phones and the internet. We can so easily just make a Twitter 

post about it and, boom, that info’s getting spread so that we 

can get more people to know about it and continue to spread 

awareness about the topic. They can also support eff orts to help.

Mari knows all about creating and supporting eff orts to 

help. She is currently partnering with  Hydroviv to create her 

own fi lter! During her preliminary testing, the product has 

outperformed all other major fi lter brands that are currently 

on the market.

Despite all the adversity she faces in her eff ort to secure 

clean water for her city, Mari clearly loves Flint.

MARI: I just want people to know that even though you may 

think that Flint is a bad place because we have bad water, it’s 

not. It’s my home. We have unique things here—for instance, 

we have all these really cool murals and artwork around the 

city—and there’s just generally nice people here. Please don’t 

assume that Flint’s a bad place because we have really bad 

water. If you were to ever come visit Flint, I would take you to my 

favorite bookstore that’s fi lled with a whole bunch of books by 

Black authors. I’d take you to see the giant Flint sign we have 

and we would probably go to the farmers’ market. There’s a 

really good farmers’ market here.

I really love where I live. I just want clean water.
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SIDE NOTE: If you’re ever in Flint, be sure to stop by  the 

Comma Bookstore. You can also order books from them 

online!

Hearing a fourteen-year-old have to explain this almost 

brought me to tears. Whereas Mari should be busy skate-

boarding or watching anime with her friends after school, 

she instead works on water fi lter designs in her free time or 

is discussing environmental racism with people like me and 

making a plea for support in her mission to help others avoid 

being poisoned by the water the government provides to them. 

While most of this pollution is at the hands of large corpora-

tions or the failure of government regulations, it is those that 

contribute the least to the problem that suff er the most. And 

although it’s not fair, it’s up to the people to demand change.

Whether you’re one of the two million Americans without 

access to clean drinking water, whether you know someone 

who lived in New Orleans when Hurricane Katrina hit—or 

whether you’re someone like me, who hasn’t yet experienced 

these things directly but knows that’s due to luck and privi-

lege, and not because we’re immune—the time has come to 

take action. � ere is fi nite space on this planet, and after 

destroying so much of our natural resources, it is only logical 

to assume that anyone’s backyard could be next.

It’s long past time we all fully committed to the biggest 

group project of our lifetimes.

 To fi nd out more about how you can help put a stop to climate change 

and environmental racism, visit: BetterThanWeFoundItBook.com.




