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            Dedication

         
         
            This is dedicated to

            Samia, my apu, you saved me.

            This is for my comrades

            &

            to land, earth, and water

            protectors & defenders.

            Thank you.

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            We are in a space without a map . . . on shifting ground. Where old habits and old scenarios no longer apply. In Tibetan Buddhism,
               such a space, or gap between known worlds, is called a bardo. It is frightening. It is also a place for potential transformation.1

            —Joanna Macy

         

         
      
   
      
         Contents

         
            	Cover

            	Title Page

            	Dedication

            	Epigraph

            	Contents

            	Introduction

            	Part I: Journey to the Mind
                  	Chapter 1: On the Mind

                  	Chapter 2: On Meditation

                  	Chapter 3: On Intuition and Unseen Things

                  	Chapter 4: On the Frustrating Pitfalls of Healing

               

            

            	Part II: Journey to the Body
                  	Chapter 5: Introduction to the Body

                  	Chapter 6: On Body Dysmorphia

                  	Chapter 7: On White People Co-opting Yoga

                  	Chapter 8: On IBS

               

            

            	Part III: On Self-Care
                  	Chapter 9: Introduction to Radical Self-Care

                  	Chapter 10: On Self-Care and Self-Harm

                  	Chapter 11: On Eroticism

                  	Chapter 12: On Divination

               

            

            	Part IV: Introduction to Justice
                  	Chapter 13: Who Is Wellness For?

                  	Chapter 14: On Degrowth

                  	Chapter 15: On Healing Our Wounds with the Feminine

               

            

            	Conclusion: On Sacred Reciprocity

            	Acknowledgments

            	Bibliography

            	Notes

            	About the Author

            	Also by Fariha Róisín

            	Copyright

            	About the Publisher

         

      


	iii

	v

	vii

	ix

	1

	2

	3

	4

	5

	6

	7

	8

	9

	10

	11

	12

	13

	14

	15

	16

	17

	18

	19

	21

	22

	23

	24

	25

	26

	27

	28

	29

	30

	31

	32

	33

	34

	35

	36

	37

	38

	39

	40

	41

	42

	43

	44

	45

	46

	47

	48

	49

	50

	51

	52

	53

	54

	55

	56

	57

	58

	59

	60

	61

	62

	63

	64

	65

	66

	67

	68

	69

	70

	71

	72

	73

	74

	75

	76

	77

	78

	79

	80

	81

	82

	83

	84

	85

	86

	87

	88

	89

	90

	91

	92

	93

	94

	95

	97

	99

	100

	101

	102

	103

	104

	105

	106

	107

	108

	109

	110

	111

	112

	113

	114

	115

	116

	117

	118

	119

	120

	121

	122

	123

	124

	125

	126

	127

	128

	129

	130

	131

	132

	133

	134

	135

	136

	137

	138

	139

	140

	141

	142

	143

	144

	145

	146

	147

	148

	149

	150

	151

	152

	153

	154

	155

	156

	157

	158

	159

	161

	163

	164

	165

	166

	167

	168

	169

	170

	171

	172

	173

	174

	175

	176

	177

	178

	179

	180

	181

	182

	183

	184

	185

	186

	187

	188

	189

	190

	191

	192

	193

	194

	195

	196

	197

	198

	199

	200

	201

	202

	203

	204

	205

	206

	207

	208

	209

	210

	211

	212

	213

	214

	215

	216

	217

	218

	219

	220

	221

	222

	223

	225

	227

	228

	229

	230

	231

	232

	233

	234

	235

	236

	237

	238

	239

	240

	241

	242

	243

	244

	245

	246

	247

	248

	249

	250

	251

	252

	253

	254

	255

	256

	257

	258

	259

	260

	261

	262

	263

	264

	265

	266

	267

	268

	269

	270

	271

	272

	273

	274

	275

	276

	277

	278

	279

	280

	281

	282

	283

	284

	285

	301

	302

	303

	304

	305

	306

	307
   
	287

	288

	289

	290

	291

	292

	293

	294

	295

	296

	297

	298

	299

	300

	309

	ii

	iv




      
         Guide

         
            	Cover

            	Contents

            	Introduction

         

      
   
      
      
      
         
            Introduction

         
         My life, alongside my wellness journey, has been an uncomfortable uttering at times.

         
         I find most inner work for and about the self, especially in realms of “healing,” to be inordinately excruciating. We expect
            life-altering transformation in a weekend’s worth of work—just a skip, jump, and a head-first butt into evolution, but what
            they won’t tell you is this game of healing is a messy business. It requires a tenacity of self, a willingness to walk into
            the fire, again and again. True healing means that, at some point, you’re willing to die, cyclically, only to be resurrected
            as your truest self; it’s an understanding that the journey doesn’t end, you don’t just one day find enlightenment, much like
            how you don’t just arrive at happiness. It’s not a destination as much as it is a state of being that needs consistency as well as a desire
            to adapt. To become again and again and again, this state of unraveling is the nexus point for change.
         

         
         I am one of those rare masochists who loves hard work. My specific astrological placements would explain that through my Capricorn
            stellium, i.e., specific placements that have determined my love of climbing a never-ending mountain—right, right to the top—dedicated
            to the self and evolution with a reverential hunger for spiritual edification. I always played it off as a quirk, but, in
            recent years, as I’ve come to understand myself more wholly, I’ve begun to question what came first: Was it nature or nurture
            that made me so determined to get better, be better? Sadly, the more I unpacked that question, the fractured layers of a childhood I was so quick to forget, eject, and escape became clearer. 

         
         Some of us, maybe many more than are willing to admit, don’t have pleasant memories of our childhoods to return to. The more
            I sought answers in my own life, the more the question became more global. If a lot of us can relate to immensely traumatic
            childhoods, what does that say about us as a species? As a society? Shouldn’t this warrant more questioning and investigation?
         

         
         When I was young, I thought I was the only kid with a bad life. I saw other children have simpler family dynamics, yet all
            I knew was raging catastrophe. Violence was a norm, because I had a mentally ill parent and my days were saturated by my mother’s
            shrill screams. If I wanted freedom, it wasn’t worth challenging. My mother proved time and time again that if she didn’t
            get her way, she would punish you for it. She was domineering, the type of mother whose stare would knock you out, sweaty
            and gleaming with artificial regret for something you didn’t even know you did. My childhood was punctuated with her physical
            violence—rolling pins, remote controls, she loved the bottom of shoes and sandals to hit me with. My body, our bodies—my sister’s
            and mine—were hers to oppress and control. Yet the more she took away my power, the more I let her.
         

         
         As the youngest, my role in the family was to keep it together. I was the sun, and I felt that for them. I felt that in how my energy diffused my mother’s anger, or how taking a beat for someone else (usually my father) was a way I wielded a power that I understood I had as a child. The power of diplomacy. I’m naturally willful, which is a strange paradox. I was a sick child in so many ways, always bent with allergies, forever frozen, bloated, out of my body. Because there was no refuge anywhere, I believed that I had to adapt to my shitty life, so every year I tried to accept it, accept the turmoil, the suicidal ideation my mother’s presence left me in. The way her groping fingers left my body forever in a state of distress. I didn’t know peace or reprieve. I only felt an anger I couldn’t express, and the more I wanted to, the more I grew fearful of doing so, inevitably shutting down. It took me a long time to understand that I was psychologically groomed and gaslit from childhood to adulthood about what kind of life I had been living. I don’t blame anyone for this, and I’ve come to understand many of us were raised in familial dualities. 

         
         *  *  *

         On the outside we were a normal family, while inside there were multiple times (including two really dire situations) that
            made me realize I could die inside my own home. I was obsessed with John Wayne Gacy the year my mother tried to burn the house
            down. It was 2003, Bush had just entered Iraq, and I was a politically active kid, having formed the social justice club at
            school with my friend Manna. We went to protests and read Malcolm X’s biography.
         

         
         I’m lucky that I found organizing communities young, because it gave me a resource to sublimate my pain. This was around the
            same time I began writing Like a Bird, a novel full of grief after the protagonists’ respective suicide and rape. My mother, that same year, like Virginia Woolf herself, walked out of our pale blue house after an argument with my father and told us that she was going to disappear and kill herself. Nobody stopped her; I knew my life would be easier if she were dead. Like Gacy, a clown turned killer, I saw my mother as a monstrous beast who tortured her victim’s lives with near constant fear . . . but on the outside, in public, she was on best behavior. She was charismatic, enthralled by laughter, beautiful—my own Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. Because I saw her hidden parts, I saw her as remorseless as a murderer, a Medusa type, sick over all the bad things that life had dealt her. The bifurcation of self (the belle versus the monster) and because she is a Libra, meant there was a performance of self in public, a place where she could be free, she could thrive on the romance of that moment. Yet at home, in private, juxtaposed against her public self, she was a tyrant. I lived every day concerned by how her moods would swing, but there was no way to know. From a young age, I learned that I had to accept this burden of discomfort, this tragedy my life had become. 

         
         I didn’t grow up with socioeconomic advantages that allowed me access to a therapist or healers, and back in the 1990s in
            Australia there were few resources and little explanation of abuse and how one overcomes it. So, instead of getting the primary
            care that could’ve saved me, my early childhood life was so loveless that the only way to confront it was to pretend it wasn’t
            happening. If I could have no authority of my own, I would disassociate. I guess I never questioned how much of this discomfort
            was a necessity of my circumstance and simply relied on frying myself out of my own life’s details. My favorite film from
            my teens was Eternal Sunshine of the Spotless Mind, a story about erasing memories that haunt us and leave us incapacitated. I romanticized this pain—it was the only way to understand
            it. How else to metabolize a mother who can’t show you love, who also finds time and ways to hurt you in the interim of a
            beating? Some part of you has to harden or detach. I chose the latter—I forgot for my own survival.
         

         
         *  *  *

         My name means “joy” in Arabic. I learned that from my father, who, whenever anyone asked, would exaggerate the ha in Fari-ha and mutter how my name made sense, pointing out that I was such a happy child. When she came home from her first day of preschool, he would gallantly tell anyone who would listen, she had a hundred new best friends. I learned young what my duty was, what my passport was to be in this family; I had to transform into my name for everybody’s
            sake. I learned that my birth, in some ways, had sedated my mother’s hysteria. As if she was some strange tempestuous, unsolvable
            mystery, and I somehow the missing jigsaw piece. So, I became a subdued court jester. Always happy, always bright. I really
            did want to befriend everyone, and I did. I was a cute kid, too, cuter than most kids. I knew this because I was always adored
            for certain things: my eyelashes, my hair, the cuteness of my face. My father’s favorite story of me is on a bus at three,
            when I turned to a bunch of white grandmas who were staring at me, looked them dead in the face, and asked, “Are you staring
            at me because I’m beautiful?” The story ends there, usually punctured by my dad’s slight chuckle. I’ve heard that story so
            many times throughout my life, the way parents always recycle stories to an audience, but whenever he’d say it in front of
            me, I’d sit, dumbfounded. What happened to that young girl? Where did she disappear to?
         

         
         You learn to accept the black holes in your psyche, don’t you? You accept them as a glitch, a fault of your own brain, mercilessly
            antagonizing your own ability to recount your life. My internal negging was rooted in a desire to reflect my parents’ impatience
            with me, so much so that even in private I mimicked them. If I were to count the number of times I’ve rolled my eyes at myself,
            it would probably give you a clear indication of how I still sometimes feel about myself. Are we so indiscriminate with other
            people’s feelings because we are so callous with our own? Then again, it’s not like I wanted to remember my younger life;
            I regarded my past like a curse I had outlived.
         

         
         When darkness resurfaced in me from time to time, I turned to art. Listening to Radiohead, Sufjan Stevens, Jeff Buckley—I found an outlet for my emotions. I believed I was sad because, despite having many friends, I was a loner. I felt inherently, psychically, alone. I felt that nobody understood my depth of feeling, and because I had no parent to safeguard me or my emotions, I was deeply lost and abandoned. Darkness made sense to me. So much of my outward persona was the happy parts of me that in private I gave myself permission to ponder life, be abstract, and nurture my sadness, which everyone else read as a threat to their happiness. My life has forever been used as a filler for other people’s needs—this bred a different kind of loneliness, one
            that zero autonomy gives you. So, I read voraciously, and it became a phenomenal mirror to my experience. Everything from
            Jane Eyre to White Oleander developed into a receptacle of, and to, higher learning. I saw my mother in the pages—she was both Bertha Mason and Ingrid
            Magnussen. When you’re used to violence, nothing surprises you, but others like you become a certain kind of kin.
         

         
         My first real memory of my life is my mother tying herself to a train track. I am three. I don’t remember where we are exactly,
            but I do remember that my mother is screaming that she’s going to kill herself: aami morhte chai, aami morthe jethe chai (I want to die, I want to die in Bangla), she repeats again and again like a chant. My father is begging her not to, he’s telling her to remember her children.
            I don’t know where I am, but I know that I am her child. I know my sister is nearby as well, I’m trying to find her hand,
            I’m trying to find someone to hold on to.
         

         
         I don’t really remember ages three and a half to seven. By eight my memory is clear, but that’s also around the time I started engaging with my body with a hate so punishing that I would spend afternoons pinching it in disgust. I was always trying to harm myself. I enjoyed falling over—scrapes and cuts were gratifying—but I was absolutely petrified by my mother’s physical touch, which generally involved her hitting me with some external instrument. Or even just her hands, which she used so precisely to get the slaps or hits that burned the skin long after. 

         
         The constant rupture of a mentally ill parent feels like a missing heartbeat, a jump in your chest. It is to live in fear
            at all times, to expect alarm, to presume the worst. So, what happens is you begin to hide, you make yourself shrink in the
            corner, far beneath the covers so she can’t find you. The thing is, I ran so far, I forgot where to find me again. It took
            me a long time to understand why loud noises trigger me; her screams, shrieks, banging pots and pans, or even the quake of
            dancing limbs running, hiding, from a hit, from a wielded knife have all made my nerves raw. Instead, by her depiction, we
            were made out to be lazy, impossibly entitled children, even after denying all our own needs and doing nothing but accommodate
            hers. I had figured out a formula to keep her the least activated, but her happiness was a mirage; she would taunt you with
            the possibility of it, but nothing was ever worthy of her good mood. She would often castigate herself like a martyr, normalizing
            acts of cruelty and disgust as if children need not be shielded from violence. It’s as if she loathed us.
         

         
         Without a mother’s armor I was quite vulnerable to the world, but mostly to her. If you’ve never known peace, how can you
            expect it? We were always trying to survive the day. So much of my early life was trying not to jump out of the window, trying
            not to die, but I was secretly more like Amelié at my own funeral, wanting to watch my mother cry, finally aware of what a
            good child I was. I wanted her to validate me. I wanted her to see me. So much of who I am comes back to exactly this.
         

         
         Quarrels in the household happened often and usually resulted in a steep acceleration of my mother’s fury. She escalated fast, like an overwhelming rapturous wind, and was swift in her demolishing. A distinct memory I have is in my early adolescence. I was underneath a mango tree in our backyard. It was the nicest house we’d had yet, with an unused pool and a big, luscious mango creature with roots regal like a banyan tree. The home carried a different kind of eeriness, as homes often did back then, always with a slight off-feeling like it could be heralded by ghosts at any moment. I can’t remember what I was doing moments before I heard a scream from my mother, then another that belonged to my sister. My sister is seven years older than me, and she was beginning to rebel in her own ways, fighting back if my mother hit or struck her. When my mother hit me, I took it, I cowered, always. By my teens I psychically would make my skin like steel so the sharpness of her hit would reverberate like a metallic jolt. I never fought back, I learned how to cry silently, I bore my sins. But my sister, now going to university, was learning she didn’t have to take it. Though it was at the cost of our collective sanity, it was the first attempt at a family coup. 

         
         Though I would blur my surroundings if I heard even the faintest shrill edge of my mother’s voice, there was something different about the scream that day; it was escalating, it was penetrating. Soon thereafter, I began to hear the pounce of bodies. That’s what made me crawl out of my delirium; I knew I would have to intervene. As I began walking toward the door, something sounded very bad. My sister was screaming louder than I’d ever heard her scream, and it sounded like she was screaming for her life. When I came in through the back door to the suburban Australian bungalow-style dining room, my mother had a kitchen knife in her hand, and she was running around the table trying to stab my sister. It took me a while to figure out this wasn’t some kind of lewd prank, and by the time I realized that my mother was trying to hurt her, she had made eye contact with me. I could see a void in her eyes. 

         
         It all happened so fast, I don’t remember if my body lurched to protect my sister or if I just felt the urgency to run for
            my life, but all of a sudden I was also moving around the dining table, distracting her/running from her. At a certain point,
            I was surprised to hear my father’s voice; he rarely got involved in these fights. Both my sister and I have asked him over
            the years as to why; his explanation is that he thought it would de-escalate things faster. I think for most of my life, I
            believed that as well. These days, I wonder if things could have been prevented. It’s hard not to mourn childhood safety.
            What if my mother had stabbed me? After that incident, I had fantasized about that as well. Of sending her to jail. I didn’t
            sleep by myself again until I moved to New York at almost twenty. I was scared my mother might kill me in my sleep.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Instead of trying to fix the unfixable with my mother, I began focusing on myself, on perfecting who I was. I found myself
            too selfish, too unkind, so I focused diligently on being selfless and kind. Everything could be (and was) fixable, I figured,
            so my primary focus was becoming the best person I could be. Throughout my life, perfection has been my goal. I am in constant evolution, thinking of myself as a video game player hell-bent
            on winning. I’m not sure what the prize is, but it doesn’t matter; I’ve always found the pursuit of ascension a most honorable
            quality. But it was never enough, and I never felt satisfied on any level. I was my own panopticon, always sniffing for reasons
            to self-critique.
         

         
         This, I have since understood, is a trauma response. By learning how to elevate myself, I had convinced myself that the real issue was me. One of the major reasons violence for a child (coupled with a lack of affection or care) is so dangerous is because on some level you begin to believe it is your fault, no matter what rational understanding you might have, or awareness of the complexity. I believed anything was amenable
            by my own acquiescence, by my own sacrifice. I had convinced myself that was the role I played in all interpersonal relationships.
            To have any value, I had to give more.
         

         
         Words like grooming never entered my lexicon as a child or teenager. I didn’t realize it wasn’t normal to be berated or made to feel small and
            useless by a parent, and that this was an act of conditioning. I grew accustomed to her verbal tirades, and I tried with all
            my might to make her happy. For years, I assumed I must have been a bad person because my mother managed to tell me that so
            often. My self-esteem was dwindling, nonexistent.
         

         
         The ubiquity of sexual, physical, and even mental abuse and violence in South Asian communities makes it easy to dismiss it as “just the way things are.” For most of my life, I accepted this excuse. To make matters more complicated, I found myself genuinely unattractive, and was socialized to feel this correlated with the way my mother treated me, my body a constant source of critique, so I bore it just to maintain the peace. I gave more, worked harder, just to get the bare minimum. Looking at my father, I began to understand that this is an immigrant tautology: become impenetrable as praxis, work hard forever as praxis. I don’t think my parents have ever felt wanted. By their families, by their (adopted or home) countries, by each other. So, I picked up on the unwantedness, and I wore it, too. The introjection of their feelings (mixed with my own) of unworthiness and insecurity runs deep, and it transformed into a lighthouse. My pursuit of perfection against this resurrected me. It gave me purpose. 

         
         My parents both survived a civil war. In 1971, Bangladesh, then East Pakistan, faced a revolution, which resulted in genocide.
            The Pakistani military junta launched Operation Searchlight on March 25, 1971; nine months later, by December 16, a reported
            three million people were dead and four hundred thousand women were raped as a genocidal war tactic. In “What’s Killing America’s
            Black Infants?” Zoë Carpenter writes, “Health experts now think that stress throughout the span of a woman’s life can prompt
            biological changes that affect the health of her future children. Stress can disrupt immune, vascular, metabolic, and endocrine
            systems, and cause cells to age more quickly.”1 These biological changes no doubt impact fathers as well, and Carpenter’s analysis of the epigenetic effects on Black children
            descended from enslaved peoples is echoed in the trauma of oppressed people the world over, including my parents. Though it
            happened just fifty years ago, and even though both my parents had survived it, no history book I ever read as a child mentioned
            my familial or cultural history. I was left oblivious to my parents’ upbringing and the terrors they witnessed, never fully
            grasping their pain or the brutality of their early existence. I did not grow up with the understanding that my father saw
            dead body parts outside his bedroom window when he was sixteen; I did not know my mother’s father was almost assassinated
            before the war. I did not comprehend the ghosts that haunted my ancestors, my parents, and thus me, until much, much later.
         

         
         In My Grandmother’s Hands, trauma therapist Resmaa Menakem writes, “As years and decades pass, reflexive traumatic responses can lose context. When this same strategy gets internalized and passed down over generations within a particular group, it can start to look like culture. Therapists call this traumatic retention.”2 Along with traumatic retention, Menakem mentions another useful term that I was also struck by: unmetabolized trauma. Both phrases have a visceral feeling to them. Retention reminds me of bloating, when you are puffy with water or food; the
            feeling of immovability, the stuckness of unmetabolized trauma. But how, I began to ask myself, can we expect the body to
            metabolize toxicity at this level? This would be a grueling question I would only begin to fully comprehend while writing
            this book.
         

         
         *  *  *

         By twenty-five, I had hit a wall. I couldn’t keep going. I hated fighting for myself, for my own existence. My mind was beginning
            to turn against me, I could feel it growing weak, I could feel myself slipping into a steady, mercurial darkness. Something
            had to change. I don’t know what exactly triggered me, but suddenly I was sitting in the bathtub ready to slit my wrists open.
            I’d been edging on suicide, playing with it, for a long time, with the idea of death, as it seemed like a better horizon.
         

         
         Around the same time, I started reading about epigenetics and was beginning to understand how trauma was passed down from one generation to the next. I was sitting with the reality that I had never felt safe, and I didn’t see a way out of this loneliness. It was through this feeling—of carrying the weight of white supremacy, Islamophobia, other people’s projections of me and my experience, but also the immense ghost of a childhood and family trauma that I was trying to escape—that I had my first major adult breakdown. But something happened to me in that bathtub; I realized I didn’t want to die and that there had to be another way. It was an acknowledgment that I had to find a better way to live. In the foreword to her book Civil Wars, June Jordan writes, “I resolved not to run on hatred but, instead, to use what I loved, words, for the sake of the people
            I loved.”3 When I realized nobody owed me anything, something began to shift. It was an acknowledgment that I had to find a way to look
            at myself truthfully, holistically. I realized I needed to take accountability for myself. I realized I could liberate myself
            from this pain by, at the very least, facing it.
         

         
         When I was finally able to afford therapy in 2019, at twenty-nine years old, I was apprehensive, unsure if a therapist could
            offer me anything I didn’t already know. I was hyper-conscious of my flaws and honest about them with myself. It’s telling
            that what I hadn’t considered was the opposite. In explaining my life to my trauma therapist, what was revealed was what I
            had always known but had no recourse to accept. My childhood had traumatized me, it had devastated me, and I was being asked to inquire why. I’d never allowed myself to feel the hurt of my early life and, yet, it festered, entering
            into every fabric of my porous being like mold spreading on an unventilated bathroom ceiling. The impact could be found in
            so many parts of my physical and emotional self, as if I was rotting from the inside out.
         

         
         My mother’s own abuse had always been coded, but as the years went by, I began to piece together an explanation of why she
            had become the person she was, a necessary step in my healing. The past is important. But, when you’re non-white, your lineages
            are harder to grasp. With mass migration, colonization, and the emphasis of assimilation for diaspora folks as well as the
            disinterest in facing the insidious ramifications of globalism, neoliberalism, and settlership, it’s harder to track your
            ancestry.
         

         
         As a young Muslim South Asian growing up in the suburbs of Sydney, I felt alone and abandoned. I understood injustice, and I wanted to highlight it because I cared. In retrospect, I realize focusing on injustice was a way to work toward seeking goodness on a macro level, as, in a way, I was also fighting for myself, my own injustice. I didn’t know how to talk about how much I hated myself, because I couldn’t understand why. Where did all this self-loathing come from? It wasn’t all mine. This much I knew. In Australia, I was surrounded by white people, white supremacy, a domineering Australian-ness that relied on a “laid-back” and “no worries” attitude that was only ever afforded to whiteness. Everyone else I knew, the children of immigrants or refugees, experienced some form of isolation, of fear: of racism, of death, of rape. And though it was a pronounced sense of dissonance, whiteness was also the litmus test to success—as it has been for many of us. But if adjacency to whiteness was through literal physicality or money, I was failing. 

         
         The closer I got to this cavern of sadness that existed inside of me, between who I said I was and who I actually was, the
            closer I came to the truth. I began to understand that all these years what I had been feeling as a sense of worthlessness
            was a variant of shame. In The Undying: A Meditation on Modern Illness, Anne Boyer writes, “You think, when you feel bad, that you will never long for it, but in truth you do, since it provides
            such clear instruction for existing.”4 I thought I had been surviving, and yet, what I was really doing was hanging by a string, loosely holding myself from collapsing. I was always
            on the verge, and I could feel that friction in my soul. It wasn’t enough anymore. I needed to channel this struggle into
            something bigger than me.
         

         
         But it started with me, by acknowledging my tiny hypocrisies, and really questioning what self-care, what wellness, was for me. This eventually led me to ask: What was it for everyone else? If it was for someone like me, pilfered from my very own culture, then why couldn’t I afford it? Was part of my anger and frustration a result of the fact that I have always found it quite difficult to be “well”? And, if so, how many of us have felt that way, experiencing life at a severe disadvantage? This, then, became a bigger, more existential question: Was I the only one who was owed a good life? When I started to understand how deeply disadvantaged anyone who wasn’t white or wealthy or able-bodied was in realms of wellness, I started to think more and more beyond just my own experience. 

         
         *  *  *

         This book is an exploration of a few things, namely my own personal experience of needing wellness, while simultaneously examining
            the wellness industrial complex* and its failures. It deeply concerns me that whiteness and capitalism have co-opted wellness, relegating caring for oneself
            as a privilege when wellness should be for all. Instead, the accoutrements, gadgets, and clothes (primarily created by white people for other white people, while completely stealing other people’s culture) have sustained inequality for the masses. Do we think
            of the wellness of the laborer to make these products? Do we think of what it means when an American university patents turmeric
            when it belongs to the cultures of the global South?* Do we think of the impact greenhouse emissions have in the countries that serve the West’s blatant greed by making everything that we use and buy? Who speaks for their wellness? How can we be individually well if we aren’t well collectively? This book contends with the current paradox that exists by interrogating wellness through this lens of critical discourse.
            I’m asking us to question all the things we think we are, and to go deeper into who we can be. To make a commitment toward
            the collective good, I’m asking all of us to participate on a global level.
         

         
         I see the wellness industrial complex as a modern arm of imperialism, and that’s how violent it is. The urge for white people
            to commodify, to steal through a decontextualization of where certain practices come from—assuming that everything can be
            owned—is transparent to those who are actively decolonizing. The virulence of these actions shows how international organizations
            such as the WTO and IMF are false regulatory bodies that further enforce inequality by protecting only the West’s interests.
            An obsession with intellectual property, while never considering who has the right to patent culture, is a farce that is becoming more evident.
         

         
         This book is a call to action, but it’s also an educational tool for all. Starting with an inquiry into my own wellness inevitably
            meant that I had to expand to think of other people’s, too. In a society that colludes so righteously with capitalism, we
            have to ask bigger questions, but we also must act. Fast. In the age of climate apocalypse, this investigation is necessary
            because we are running out of time. The pandemic has shown us how we are at the behest of the natural world, no matter how
            much we believe we are superior. The more we lie about who we are, shielding ourselves from real, beneficial societal change,
            the more we pause our collective evolution and run faster toward our own demise. This inevitably means the more we deny our
            connection to the Earth, the more she quakes, hissing to make us listen. It’s time we look at who we are in the shadows, and
            change.
         

         
         In Braiding Sweetgrass, Potawatomi elder Robin Wall Kimmerer writes, quoting Native scholar Greg Cajete, “We understand a thing only when we understand
            it with all four aspects of our being: mind, body, emotion, and spirit.”5 So, accordingly, I’ve organized this book into four parts to structure our investigation of what wellness is and who it’s
            for. In the mind section, I speak to the commodification of meditation, questioning who we are serving when we divorce it
            from its spiritual roots. In the body section, I speak to my IBS and chronic illness as a way to better understand what our
            own physical ailments can teach us. With self-care, in lieu of emotion, I write about tattoos and self-harm, and finding peace
            with a body that was never mine. And in the justice section, instead of spirit, I challenge the status quo, positioning the
            degrowth movement as a means toward a collective future that safeguards everyone’s wellness, especially Indigenous peoples
            of all nations, whose information, culture, spirituality, and lifestyles we’ve stolen for gross profit. If you are a white-owned
            company that has propagated inequality by taking what is not yours, this book is especially for you.
         

         
         Our society deeply lacks morality through the suppression, annihilation, and genocide of half the world’s population for the
            gain of the white, West, and wealthy. We have to begin to understand that the future asks more of you. This planet, and the
            emerging apocalypse, requires your vigilance. The Anthropocene, this epoch we currently exist in, was created by the assault
            and domination of whiteness. A belief in superiority, when we exist with other beings, other species, is a simplistic and
            ethically corrupt way of being. We have to challenge why we’ve accepted such gruesome and unequal norms.
         

         
         Ever since I was a child, I’ve questioned the bromides that govern us as a people. I always found it incredibly boring that we’d much rather accept our failures than change. The lack of genuine concern that so many have for others is a trauma response. The belief that we are owed a good life, and the only way to get it is to steal, is a mythology that capitalism continues to spew. But I’m uninterested in continuing to participate in such pathetic structures that presume power is only gained by force. Thousands of years of being ruled by masculinity, by patriarchal invention, have obstructed the necessity of spirit, of intuition, of love. War-mongering can only get you so far, and apparently ecocide is the limitation. But I’m interested in paving a new way, for myself and others who understand what a privilege it is to share this Earth. How immensely beautiful that we are all here together, now. I believe in us, as humans. My own life, and how I’ve healed, refusing to use violence as a tactic toward others who have hurt me, has proven to me that it’s possible. I am my own litmus test for evolving in real time. 

         
         I hope through this book we can understand each other a bit better, and we can see the benefit of all of us committing to
            healing the things that ail us, together. Wellness could be a powerful tool to liberate society, and this is my life’s mission.
            To educate others and show that there are other ways of being.
         

         
         Kimmerer writes, “Restoring land without restoring relationship is an empty exercise.”6 We have to do this holistically now, which means getting to the bottom of things, but it also means a collective effort.
            There is no other way. This is my attempt to look at things more clearly for myself, but I hope for you, too. We can change,
            and I’m asking you to move toward that, toward your own wholeness, by caring for others as well as yourself, with an equal
            amount of effort on both fronts. That’s what I believe true wellness means.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Part I
Journey to the Mind

         
         
            The unknown itself is in our own mind as well—our mind is in its largest part totally unknown to us. Therefore, it is not
               only a relation to the exterior world, it is a relation to ourselves.
            

            —Roberto Calasso

            The radical emphasis cannot be simply on explaining the political information or claiming the right to information. Information
               is not enough. You have to train minds that can deal with information.
            

            —Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak

            If you take the character of any man, it really is but the aggregate of tendencies, the sum total of the inclinations of his
               mind; you will find that misery and happiness are equal factors in the formation of that character.
            

            —Swami Vivekananda

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 1
On the Mind

         
         My mother has avoided consistent therapy throughout her life. In my twenties, after gently interrogating why, it pained me
            to hear her describe how it felt to be dulled, to feel less on antidepressants, anti-hysterics, or the medication she was occasionally prescribed. As a person who feels everything,
            I sympathized. I understood how shocking that reality might be, to be stripped of your compass, to lose your sense of being
            when you are forced to neutralize a part of yourself. Even if half of that self is shadowed by psychosis, at least it’s your
            own. The sad thing is, there was a tricky and moral conundrum we found ourselves in as a family. By honoring her wishes, we
            disarmed ourselves to her perpetual violence. Abuse, in so many ways, exists in the governance of the mind.
         

         
         Even still, I can’t help but compare my life to my mother’s and acknowledge the immense privileges I’ve had that she didn’t. It’s the weird paradox of accepting complex and nuanced situations. On soft days, when I am feeling tenderness toward myself, I am able to accept everything that has happened to me in my life. I can see myself with clarity and precision. I can hold all the things I’ve gained and lost and honor them separately. I know I’ve had access to many life choices she was never afforded, things that, even if she began to be aware of as she aged, she never fully trusted. For me, with a sister who was committed to “doing the (inner) work” before I knew what that was, I was thrust into spaces of thinking about the mind, of thinking about trauma more holistically. Even before I was an adult who could choose to be cynical, I believed in the miraculous power of healing. 

         
         Throughout this book, I’ll keep coming back to the concept of policing the imagination. Saidiya Hartman writes about this
            in Scenes of Subjection: Terror, Slavery, and Self-Making in Nineteenth-Century America, stating, “So much of the work of oppression is about policing the imagination.”1 One of the hardest parts of healing from childhood trauma, especially parental abuse (or any kind of abuse that requires
            grooming and consistency) is unlearning the impact of something that gravely affected your expectations and experience of
            life. This is why mental capacity, strain, and processing are all important aspects of wellness. Sometimes, despite wanting
            to heal, people are blocked from healing because it is largely inaccessible to them. If my mother refuses to participate in
            society as a person who takes accountability for her limitations (and therefore refuses to take the steps that will afford
            her own safety and the protection of others), how do we factor it into the discourse of wellness that suggests the playing
            field is the same for anyone in the pursuit of a better life?
         

         
         There are so many ways that white supremacy polices your imagination, and other systems of oppression use similar tactics
            to keep you small. Abuse is just another disadvantage, though it’s rarely taken into context in terms of how its limitations
            might define you, and therefore immobilize you in the process of healing. In When the Body Says No, Gabor Maté writes, “Excessive emotional involvement with a parent, a lack of psychological independence, an overwhelming need for love and affection, and the inability to feel or express anger have long been identified by medical observers as possible factors in the natural development of disease.”2 Emotions, he explains later, directly modulate the immune system. As someone who has been sick for much of my life, and finding
            myself in multiple abusive relationships throughout the years, Maté’s work helped me realize the mind and body are inextricably
            linked, and trauma creates a pattern of a coping adaptive response in both the mind and body.
         

         
         Working with my trauma therapist to “locate my rage” has been something I find extremely hard to do. Sometimes it takes years,
            but when I finally synthesize my anger, like everything in my life, I turn bad feelings into gold, I alchemize shit into magic.
            While I celebrate this quality in me, my ability to alchemize shit into magic—believing it’s what’s enabled me to achieve
            anything—I’ve also begun to understand that forgiveness is not always the answer. Sometimes it’s necessary to feel anger, to validate the fire within. It’s always been easy for me to fight for justice,
            for liberation, because once again I sublimated these feelings into something I deemed meaningful. What I didn’t realize was
            that there was still a lot of unprocessed anger that I was in turn directing back toward myself. It wasn’t until therapy that I realized being
            forever pleasant and flexible to other people’s needs wasn’t a skill. Through accepting that, I was able to gain a holistic
            perspective of who I am, one that is not marred by judgment or haunted by the ghosts of my parents, but rather an acknowledgment
            by a person truly honest with herself in every capacity, good or bad. My own inner voice was so demanding, so mean-spirited,
            I had developed an acceptance and blur of it, believing that it made me stronger, and thus better.
         

         
         Most of my life, if people hated me or did something painful to me, I always felt like I deserved it. I’ve assumed most people were, or are, better than me. I’ve assumed they were more moral than I was because I believed I was lacking in some fundamental way and therefore deserved to be punished and taught a lesson. This has kept me in a loop of always needing to prove that I’m the good guy. Happy to learn, to concede, happy to do more. I never considered that this may be something that I was told to ensure I remain small. I never once assumed that my mother was actually recycling ideas that she had of herself, that she then needed to reiterate and project onto me so she wouldn’t be alone in that experience of her presumed failings. I was the little doll she placed secrets, fears, questions, ugliness, darkness, and depravity into. I carried them for her, I wore those feelings because she cracked me open and sunk herself into my spine, crawling into me like a puppeteer’s hand. 

         
         Recently I’ve begun to question: Where does she end and where do I begin? Who am I when I don’t have her in my head, when
            she isn’t speaking for me, or to me? In order to keep me trapped, cloistered by her side, she had to make me believe that
            I could never leave. I left physically over a decade ago. But I’m still here, and so is she. Thing is, I’m trying to let her
            go completely so that I can embody who I am. That means looking at myself and examining what made me this way and the impact
            it’s had on my health, both mental and physical; keeping a record, keeping track, to ensure my own safety.
         

         
         For more than half my life I’ve suffered from some ailment: asthma, eczema, chronic body pain, dysmorphia, dysphoria, acute unknown sadness, IBS, general gut issues, constant flu/weak immune system, then early stages of vaginismus. I have never felt truly well. My gravitation toward wellness was because I didn’t have a choice. I knew if I didn’t confront what was underneath all the unraveling signs of my mind and body, I would live in this half life. Or else I really would kill myself. Either way, I had no choice, something had to give. 

         
         *  *  *

         I was bred to take a hit. My mother’s rage could erupt at any moment, so I fashioned myself against her, cowering to be absolved.
            For vast years of my life, whenever the hits came, I let her use my body with disposability. In Close to the Knives: A Memoir of Disintegration, David Wojnarowicz writes about his father’s abuse so rapturously: “You almost welcome the beatings because it’s a show of
            some kind of affection—you’ll take anything when you can’t get nothin.”3 Not knowing when and what could provoke her violence, I considered my unworthiness the only possible explanation. Even if
            death was constantly on the horizon, the looming threat of being harmed was a sort of sick safety I attached myself to. The
            consistency was safe, because at least she was engaging with me, at least in those moments she knew I was alive.
         

         
         At a young age I realized it was uncouth to talk about my ugly home life, so I hid it. In my teens, a few incidents made me shut out (and up) even more. The first was when I was about fourteen and I gathered a group of girls at my school because I was suicidal. In the space between one class and another, I sat on a concrete hill and shared details of my torrid familial existence. When the bell rang for class, everyone got up like I had done a presentation and walked away. No one talked to me about it again. The second time I went to the school counselor, roughly around the same age, and told them about the knife incident. I needed someone to offer me help so I could take it. My father was called into the school, and when I had to recall what I had told my counselor, I bit my lip against his visible discomfort and undermined myself. As I walked to the car with him later, I was ashamed that I had felt weak enough to ask for help, and stupid enough to think that it would come. The third and last time I was nineteen, just after I had had an abortion. For a Muslim girl this was especially bad news. I felt broken and was beginning to see how the fractures of my life had led me to this moment. Hoping for sympathy, I confided in my boss at a department store I worked at. She told me, point blank, that I had killed my baby when she was trying to have one herself. The three-punch hit of trying to ask for help but being met without empathy or results debilitated me. 

         
         I come from a culture that avoids real confrontation, especially with ourselves, so I abstracted my own feelings in order to dull the warning signs in my body. I hid the depth of my internal darkness, began to blanch myself and dim my dimensions. But projecting stoicism eventually backfires. As a child, I was expected to figure things out on my own. Being born to immigrants meant I was naturally expected to be hardworking and diligent, but with a mother who had various forms of mental illness, I also couldn’t have needs. So, I became ashamed of needing anything, ever, as I felt like it was admirable to be a person who wanted nothing, and accepted nothing, who was just a keeper for others, a container for their pain and desires. I saw myself as a giver, never the receiver. I saw myself as the savior, never the saved. My trauma therapist, E, has pointed out that this is another trauma response. To know your function in a relationship can save you in your youth. To know the parameters in which I existed created a natural boundary for myself. My obsession with being perfect meant that what I deem imperfect—feelings like anger, frustration, rage, pettiness, or jealousy—I hid and dismissed. Disgusted by the idea that I could feel these things, I’ve masked myself in a “kind person” exterior, not knowing that I could just be a person, flawed and human. That it’s OK to have contradictory feelings, and that it’s not a battle to have no ego, but rather having a healthy ego, where you hold yourself and others accountable with the same justice and compassion. This obsession to be perfect, to be good, to be everything my mother needed, neutered my own sense of knowing what I needed at all times. The idea that someone could just love me as I am is quite a wild concept. I presumed I had to have a function in a relationship, and the concept of my own autonomy was so detached from me that sometimes it still takes a leap to remember that I can think differently about myself, that I can ask for more. This role prescribed to me as a “caretaker” doesn’t need to be a life sentence. I can choose my own destiny, in all the ways. 

         
         We couch a lot of things as personality, in the definitions of who we are not, realizing that those terms and conditions are subject to change if they’re not working for us. But we run on narratives of
            ourselves, of our lives—and then apply those narratives onto others, believing they are in on it or that they know us better
            than we know ourselves. This is also a trauma response. It was not until I began therapy that I realized I had spent my time
            in this strange purgatory of my mind. A place where I clearly had some kind of autonomy and yet my own desires were imperceivable
            to me.
         

         
         The older I get, the more I realize I have to actually face my trauma. I have to name it, to say it out loud and voice the
            vibrations of my body and experience. Nothing can be decoded if it lives in mystery.
         

         
         *  *  *

         In a criticism of Greek doctors, Socrates once quoted a Thracian doctor’s observation: “This is the reason why the cure of so many diseases is unknown to the physicians of Hellas; they are ignorant of the whole. For this is the great error of our day in the treatment of the human body, that physicians separate the mind from the body.”4 With this book I want to isolate and examine each aspect of wellness—mind, body, self-care, and justice—because we need to
            talk to each other, and understand ourselves, our friends, and communities of healing and be honest about the things we’ve
            experienced, what pains us, in order to understand what our lessons are in this lifetime. In Iroquois Law,*5 there is the idea of seven generations, a code that defines a moral responsibility to the seven generations (past and future)
            to heal, to face, to overcome so that those same lessons are not passed down. In the realm of wellness, it’s quite amazing,
            because the act of micro healing—of healing oneself—must also be seen in the context of macro healing, of the community. We
            cannot be ignorant of the whole, we must endeavor to contextualize ourselves in the larger plight of humanity. Just as the
            synecdoche of the mind and its workings must be taken into consideration of the larger machinations of the body.
         

         
         Amita Swadhin, an incest survivor, comrade, and founder of Mirror Memoirs,6 once mentioned in an interview that child sexual abuse survivors are the best actors. Child abuse is such a terrible thing, and when it’s at the hands of the parent, it’s hard not to embody that messaging at your core, living your life within the parameters of that narrative. Whether or not this then becomes the compass with which you navigate your entire life, it affects every corner of your being. Imagine if you were raped, molested, or touched as a child—then imagine if that happened at the hands of a parent. Imagine how that would make you feel to carry that in your body for the rest of your life. Many people have to do that every day, without ever acknowledging that pain. Being a child sexual abuse survivor is a warrior’s job, and the personal costs are endless. 

         
         At twenty-nine, after some memories of my own molestation resurfaced, I decided that instead of fulfilling a lifelong dream
            of having a child, my first priority would have to be to look at my own story, body, and life. When these memories resurfaced,
            I began to understand other parts of my mind, and things began to click. Every time I see a small child, I wonder who is touching
            them—I fear for them. It feels sadistic, and whenever I think such things, it feels shameful. Through medicine work, especially
            through sitting with ayahuasca, I’ve gained access to an entire community of others who were sexually abused as children,
            and many of us share this sentiment, a fear of unconsciously replicating the violence that is so familiar that at a certain
            point you wonder if there’s life outside of these definitions. I want to end this cycle with me.
         

         
         *  *  *

         Maté’s work has filled in significant gaps for me and helped me understand correlations in mental and physical illness. “I
            think [her] precocious intellectual development is what happens to bright and sensitive kids when the emotional environment
            isn’t able to hold them enough; they develop this very powerful intellect that holds them instead.”7

         
         Throughout my life, I have felt like I feel too much for a normal person. I can feel so many different things at once, and they’re deep feelings, oceans deep. Since I was a child I’ve had visions, I’ve seen dead people, I’ve had access to portals that I’m still trying to make sense of. Feeling, knowing, seeing this much is an incredible burden, however. People don’t believe you, and, for someone like me whose very magic was quashed by my own mother, I became a victim of other people trying to make me small, to fit me into a box. 

         
         Every time I have cried in front of my
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