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Praise for 
Listening When Parts Speak

“Tamala’s personal examples are compelling and courageous, and the case studies perfectly illustrate the concepts. People will be able to do considerable work on themselves by trying the exercises, and many IFS therapists will assign this book to clients as an adjunct to the therapy.”

— from the foreword by Richard C. Schwartz, Ph.D., founder of Internal Family Systems Therapy

“Listening When Parts Speak is an ancestral playbook for unlocking the heart of your wounds and the embodied power of your healing. With beautiful vulnerability and potency, Tamala Floyd offers rich medicine that can only be consumed when a person is genuinely ready and willing to be with the dark fears in the corners of their mind and release the terrorizing burdens in the belly of their pain. For those who are ready, I urge you to let Tamala be your unflinching guide on this journey called healing.”

— Jamari Michael White, ancestral medicine practitioner

“I would like to thank Tamala Floyd’s ancestors for inspiring and guiding her to write this book. As a teacher for over 30 years and an IFS trainer for 20 years, I am extremely impressed with the pedagogy illustrated by Tamala’s writing. Her clarity in teaching—first through authentic personal story, followed by theory, case example, meditation, and journal prompts, and finishing with suggestions for anchoring the learning—was nothing short of brilliant. A must-read for all those wanting to enhance their IFS experience and deepen their relationship with ancestors.”

— Ann L. Sinko, LMFT, senior IFS trainer

“From the profound wisdom of the ancestors to the depths of our hearts and minds, Listening When Parts Speak is a beautiful blend of personal reflections, heartfelt meditations, and transformative insights. With loving ancestral guidance, Tamala invites readers on a journey of self-discovery and inner healing using the Internal Family Systems model. Listening When Parts Speak rises as essential reading for anyone seeking to explore their inner world and uncover the truest expression of themselves. Thank you, Ancestors! Thank you, Tamala!”

— Crystal R. Jones, LCSW, Internal Family Systems Institute lead trainer and consultant and founder of Life Source Counseling Center, Inc.

“I highly recommend Listening When Parts Speak to everyone, regardless of your level of understanding of IFS and/or Ancestral Healing. Tamala introduces the reader to both modalities in a clear and understandable way. She then translates the teaching into meditations and exercises that support the reader applying the concepts to their own system. Tamala generously shares her personal journey with IFS and ancestor work in a moving and inspiring way. I encourage you all to read this powerful book and experiment with Tamala’s meditations and exercises. Listening When Parts Speak is an incredible tool that can impact our own internal exploration and our work with our clients.”

— Pamela K. Krause, LCSW, senior lead trainer for IFS-I

“In Listening When Parts Speak, Tamala’s expertise and profound commitment to Internal Family Systems shine through every page. She guides readers with an incredibly nurturing touch and a compassionate approach for anyone seeking to embark on or continue their path toward growth, self-respect, and self-fulfillment. Tamala has created a sanctuary within these pages letting readers know that not only do their feelings matter but they hold the key to deep healing. This book is a mastery of a holistic mind-and-soul approach; it can be a wonderful companion on the journey toward self-love as well as a fantastic guide on the inner workings of IFS.”

— Lorriane Anderson, spiritual teacher, author of the best-selling The Witch’s Apothecary, and co-author of the best-selling Seasons of the Witch oracle deck series

“Tamala Floyd’s book deepens and expands our connection and understanding with ‘parts’ of ourselves through IFS and support from our ancestors, delicately peeling back the layers of life with clarity and wisdom through her personal stories. The book is filled with inspiring meditations of healing and journal exercises, uncovering the power of self-leadership. Tamala leads us in processing trauma and pain to get in touch with sources of strength, creativity, compassion, and connection to recognize our own true Spirit. You’ll come away with tools to navigate life with wisdom and intuition. A must-read for anyone seeking a holistic approach to healing and self-discovery.”

— Jataunia Schweitzer, MMTCP, certified mindfulness meditation teacher

“It’s a privilege to recommend Listening When Parts Speak. Tamala, who has rich experience as a licensed clinical social worker and therapist, beautifully integrates the principles of Internal Family Systems Therapy with the wisdom of our ancestors. Using her extensive expertise and stories from her own healing journey, Tamala makes the exploration of complex therapeutic concepts approachable and deeply engaging. Tamala’s narratives, practical exercises, and meditations highlight the path of IFS and ancestral healing, making it accessible to all. Tamala’s ability to effectuate growth and understanding makes this a valuable resource for therapists, clients, and anyone dedicated to their personal discovery and healing path.”

— Lisa R. Savage, LCSW, and Kim L. Knight, LMHC, founders of Clinicians of Color, LLC

“Through ancestral wisdom, we are invited alongside Tamala as she befriends and heals parts of herself, teaching us IFS in the process. This book is unlike other IFS books out there—it offers refreshing guidance on healing intergenerational trauma with the support of our ancestors. Each meditation is a gift offering a chance of self-discovery and connection with our ancestors and with our parts. This is a joy to read and will inspire curiosity and provide healing for many generations to come.”

— Daphne Fatter, Ph.D., certified IFS licensed psychologist, IFS clinical consultant, certified ancestral lineage healing practitioner

“Listen and heal! Tamala Floyd has created a gem that will help many people heal for years to come. Using her meditations, I was able to reach and identify deeply rooted trauma that had been suppressed for years. As a result, I’m on a healing journey and see myself in different ways. As I develop relationships with my Parts, giving them a voice and listening to what they have to say will allow me to clear paths and move forward. Listening When Parts Speak will become an essential resource in my life.”

— Theresa R. Glaspie, counseling client
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Foreword

I’m honored to write the foreword for this powerful, groundbreaking book. Its author, Tamala Floyd, in addition to being a Self-led person and terrific writer, is our first Black Internal Family Systems trainer. For probably 30 of the 40 years I’ve been developing IFS, the community was embarrassingly white. I’m so grateful for pioneers like Percy Ballard, Deran Young, and Tamala, who persisted despite hurtful slights they endured from us, until we took seriously the need to educate ourselves to become more racially sensitive. To my delight, the IFS community is quite diverse now because of the efforts of charismatic leaders like Tamala.

And now she’s contributing this wonderful book, which I love for several reasons. First, traditionally the IFS Institute has focused on training therapists who would then bring IFS to their clients. Recently we have been wanting to find ways to bring it directly to the public, and this book does that beautifully. The format of describing an IFS concept, following that with a personal example followed by a case example and then exercises, is very clear and user-friendly. Tamala’s personal examples are compelling and courageous, and the case studies perfectly illustrate the concepts. People will be able to do considerable work on themselves by trying the exercises, and many IFS therapists will assign this book to clients as an adjunct to the therapy.

Second, I have been wanting the spiritual side of IFS to be more accessible and took a first step in that direction in my last book, No Bad Parts. Tamala takes a bold second step by combining IFS with a system called ancestral medicine healing. I have been working with ancestral spirits for many years but haven’t described that work for fear of IFS being written off as “woo-woo.” In the relatively early days of IFS’s development, I discovered that some of the burdens that parts carried had nothing to do with their lived experiences. Instead, they had been passed down through generations and came from traumas that were decades or centuries old. I called these legacy burdens, and unburdening them has become a big part of the IFS process.

Over the past several decades, I and many other IFS therapists have found that the spirits of clients’ relatives would come to them spontaneously during sessions. After getting my skeptical parts to relax, I found those spirits to be very helpful guides for navigating clients’ inner and outer lives; and they also provided clients with valuable qualities we came to call heirlooms. Now that IFS is so widespread and popular, I am emboldened to speak more openly about that kind of work and am grateful to Tamala for offering such a clear path to it, with beautiful examples and descriptions. I encourage you to work with parts who might be allergic to anything spiritual so you can experience the abundant gifts that this book offers, many of which do not relate to spirituality. You don’t have to believe in the otherworldly to benefit enormously from this book.

Finally, because of Tamala’s extensive experience working with BIPOC clients, this book fills a void in the IFS literature. The case examples offer a window into common struggles of people of color and how to unload legacy burdens like that of the Strong Black Woman, the roots of which lie in slavery. Tamala’s rich prose brings both her personal and case vignettes to life.

This book is destined to become a classic in the IFS community and, I hope and expect, in the self-help and psychotherapy worlds too. I’m so grateful for all the riches in it and for all of Tamala’s many contributions to our community.

— Richard C. Schwartz, Ph.D., founder of Internal Family Systems Therapy




CHAPTER 1

The Ancestors and Internal Family Systems Therapy

I sit across the table from my friend and colleague Daphne enthralled, listening to her words with my whole body. My skin absorbs her excitement. I feel my heart opening and expanding. My mind full of questions and my voice ready to engage the conversation fully. I find what she’s sharing riveting, unbelievable, and resonant. Daphne shares in hushed tones, not wanting the diners around us to overhear, how her connection with her ancestors through a process called ancestral lineage healing is helping her through a tough divorce. “I know this sounds woo-woo,” she says. But she can’t deny the miraculous impact of her ancestors’ expression of love through guidance, support, advice, and care.

She goes on to talk about the synchronicity and alignment of people brought into her life at exactly the right time to assist her since the beginning of her ancestral healing journey. She shares her experiences with such conviction that a part of me wants to sign up immediately. However, a part that holds skepticism thinks, “How can dead people you’ve never met help you in your life? This is a load of crap!”

I spent the greater part of my adult life seeking my own healing from childhood trauma and professionally supporting others in their healing as a psychotherapist and coach. I watched firsthand as my friend Daphne healed using the knowledge, wisdom, and support of her loving ancestors. The combination of my unfolding research on ancestral lineage healing, my ongoing search for personal healing, and my commitment to championing the healing of others satisfied the skeptical part. She—the skeptical part—came to understand the importance of this work. As the part of me that was initially leery relaxed, I began my ancestral healing journey.

MY BEGINNINGS WITH IFS AND ANCESTOR WISDOM

I had that foreshadowing conversation with Daphne when she and I were working together as program assistants on a training held by the organization Black Therapists Rock to introduce Black therapists to Internal Family Systems Therapy—the modality I specialized in, which was viewed as a game-changer in the fields of psychotherapy and trauma healing. I had come to Internal Family Systems (IFS) first as a student, then as a client, and in the course of my own healing discovered it allowed access to my internal psyche that was not previously available. I sought treatment for years for childhood traumas, but I didn’t receive healing until I discovered IFS. When I did, I gained an awareness that I am not of one mind, but composed of multiple minds or subpersonalities. Before IFS therapy, I thought I was the one who held the pain and experiences of my traumas. I came to understand that the subpersonalities or parts were the wounded ones, and I also had parts who were not affected by the traumas. IFS applied language and steps to what I intuitively knew but couldn’t quite prove: we all already have what we need to heal. With my clients, my job is to help them gain access to their healing potential.

Another instrumental component in my healing journey was ancestor healing work. My conversation with Daphne stirred a desire in me to build relationships with my own ancestors. I began working with an ancestral medicine healing practitioner to not only build relationships but also heal generational trauma on multiple ancestral family lines and receive the intergenerational gifts of these lines. Through the healing practices of IFS and ancestral medicine, I have created enduring relationships with my parts and ancestors, who continue to support me in my daily life and all its challenges.

My personal experience with these two healing modalities informed my practice with clients. I immediately shifted to providing IFS therapy exclusively, because I knew it was the best way to treat significant trauma and to achieve positive shifts in a shorter period. I describe IFS to my clients as a therapy that gets to the root of the problem instead of treating symptoms. Clients aren’t simply being taught how to cope; they experience deep healing. Healing shifts the entire system, allowing clients to move through the world and their lives in ways that were unavailable to them before IFS therapy.

When I learned about IFS, I had been treating a primarily Black female clientele, as well as other women of color, some white women, and some male clients, for over 20 years. My areas of expertise include childhood sexual abuse, molestation, and physical abuse, and I have witnessed the pain Black women in particular carry with these histories. They are unduly burdened with beliefs and feelings of irreparable brokenness, worthlessness, never feeling good enough or lovable; additionally, they carry the pain of stolen innocence, abandonment, rejection, otherness, and aloneness. This results in self-blame to make sense of what happened to them, or a quest for perfection to compensate for what happened, or acceptance of demeaning and humiliating treatment by themselves and others to recreate the familiar.

As a Black woman, I find that a notable difference in working with Black women clients as compared to my other clients is an immediate comfort and feeling of safety. I’m not sure if this is related to the kinship shared between Black folks, but I believe that’s part of it. On many occasions I’ve been told, “My body relaxed when I found out you were Black,” or “I don’t have to explain and defend my Black experiences with you,” or “It feels safe to share my abuse with another Black woman,” or “I’m not bracing for your response as I’ve done with white therapists.” I share this for two reasons: first, to acknowledge the profound impact of receiving healing from someone who looks like you, and second, to bring attention to the inherent extra burden carried by Black clients who have white therapists. I believe it is the therapist’s responsibility to address the obvious differences early on, keep the lines of communication open around the topic of race, and to own their blind spots throughout the therapeutic relationship.

WHAT IS INTERNAL FAMILY SYSTEMS THERAPY?

Internal Family Systems (IFS) therapy was developed by Dr. Richard Schwartz through his work with eating-disordered adolescents in the 1980s. He found that his clients spoke about “parts” of themselves, and as he began to understand from his clients how parts operate within our internal system, he discovered that we all have parts; it is the norm, not the exception. Dr. Schwartz learned that clients had internal conversations with their parts and could get separation from their parts and the parts’ extreme behavior. When separation occurred, he found, clients became calm, curious, and nonjudgmental. Self is the term he used to describe this calm center, this deep essence at the core of every person. Within the internal system—essentially an internal “family”—Self acts as a wise, compassionate leader able to heal and lead.1 The goals of IFS therapy, as stated in the classic work on the model by Richard Schwartz and Martha Sweezy, are to liberate parts from their extreme roles, restore Self-leadership, create balance and harmony within the system, and to bring Self-energy to the external world.2

Achieving the goals of IFS therapy gives us access to a wealth of life-changing benefits. When we liberate our parts from their extreme roles, they are less reactive, which increases our options of choice and improves relationships. In addition, we can access their innate wisdom as advisors. The restoration of Self-leadership means Self is at the head of our internal system. When parts trust Self to lead, they are open to its help when they get activated; they can relax, allowing Self to make decisions and choices in the best interests of the entire system. For example, when a frustrated part trusts Self, it will share the cause of its upset with Self and, instead of acting out of its frustration, allow Self to speak on its behalf. The more trust between parts and Self, the greater access parts have to Self as a supportive leader, increasing the balance and harmony within the system. We feel more comfortable and present in our body when Self leads instead of our parts. We can bring more Self-energy to the external world when we are grounded in the present and accept that everyone has parts and not personalize the poor behavior of others.

WHAT IS ANCESTRAL LINEAGE HEALING?

In my quest to learn about ancestral lineage healing, I found several definitions I’d like to share with you. The practitioner I eventually sought out and continue to work with, Jamari White, defines ancestral lineage healing as follows: “Ancestral lineage healing is a ritual practice of cultivating conscious, vibrant connection with your ancestors to heal intergenerational trauma, and reclaim and embody centuries of lost ancestral wisdom and guidance.”3 It’s that last part about accessing lost wisdom that intrigued and propelled me forward. In Daniel Foor’s book, Ancestral Medicine: Rituals for Personal and Family Healing, I learned the benefits of connecting and being in relationship with ancestors to heal generational trauma. Foor says, “Ancestral lineage healing is a specific approach to relating directly with wise and loving lineage ancestors for the purposes of personal, family and cultural healing.” I was most drawn to this approach because of the multidimensional healing benefits.4 Foor outlines how relating to ancestors supports psychological and physical health, heals intergenerational family dysfunction, and culturally transforms historical and collective trauma.5

My personal experiences with ancestor healing practices increased my trust in the wisdom of our ancestors. I started using my ancestor-inspired meditations with clients (more about how I developed the meditations later). As I guided them through these meditations, they shared a knowing and familiar connection with their ancestors that enhanced their experience of healing. The presence of ancestors in the healing journey, I discovered, helps clients feel supported, understood, and loved. Many clients had never connected with ancestors and their wisdom prior to being introduced to my meditations. I encouraged them to invite their ancestors into their daily lives and into the therapy process, and to consult with them on decisions and challenges. My clients found the new relationship beneficial and yearned to stay connected so they could learn more about and from their ancestors.

I also brought ancestors into the IFS healing process through legacy burden work, which I’ll describe in Chapter 11. It made sense to me, when working with traumas inherited from generational lines, that ancestors need to actively participate in the healing process. Some of the burdens passed down to my Black female clients in particular are self-reliance; the need to be strong while denying vulnerability or emotions; striving and feeling guilty for resting; a scarcity perspective believing that there’s not enough and if they stop pushing they will miss out; caretaking others and ignoring self-care; sexualization of Black women and girls; colorism; racism; and of course slavery, which is the origin of many of these legacy burdens. Ancestors have an understanding about the burdens of their line and can contribute immensely to clearing its generational burdens. Inviting the ancestors to do the work of releasing the burdens, while clients observe the process, has resulted in remarkable transformations for the clients. In this process, ancestors also let the client know the gifts or heirlooms of the line and share them with the client. A few of the heirlooms of Black ancestral lines are family loyalty, a broad definition of family including “aunties” and “cousins” based on connection in addition to blood ties, family traditions, rituals and celebrations, common sense, instinct for survival, innovation, and traditional healing. I have found that inviting the ancestors to lead the unburdening process, allowing them to do the work with the ancestral line, results in a fuller, more complete release of the burdens and a deep connection between the client and their ancestral line.

My first session with Jamari started with an assessment of the health of each of my primary ancestral lines: mother’s mother’s, mother’s father’s, father’s mother’s, and father’s father’s line. This assessment revealed that my mother’s mother’s line was the healthiest and the one I felt the closest to. I decided to begin to get to know the ancestors in my mother’s mother’s lineage.

When I met my Ancestor Guide on my mother’s mother’s side, she showed up tall, dark, dancing expressively with her long limbs, dressed in brightly colored yellows and oranges. Seeing her brought both joy and sadness. Joy for how well and unburdened she appeared and sadness because I, too, wished to experience the lightness of an unburdened life. I asked her for a blessing for my sadness. Her body began to move rhythmically. Although there was no music, her movements were melodic. Her hands came together at her heart several times. I interpreted what she was doing as dancing and praying. She gently corrected my impression by saying, “The dance is the prayer.”

My guide turned her attention to the healing of my unwell ancestors. She held a quilt in her hands and waved it around to capture them. Each unwell ancestor landed on a square of the quilt that represented their unwellness and became one with the quilt.

I tried to share what was happening with Jamari, but the words got caught in my throat. When I attempted to speak a second time, the sound was choked back. “No need to speak to me, just be with your ancestor,” Jamari suggested gently.

I asked my Ancestor Guide, “Are you the one who takes my voice away?” Around that time, I was frequently losing my voice while working with clients, as often as once a week. In the middle of a session, I would get a lump in my throat that only the smallest bit of sound could move past. I’d drink water, suck throat lozenges, clear my throat, and cough, but nothing loosened the lump. I even had to end a few sessions early, motioning to my client that I couldn’t speak.

“Yes, I am the one,” my guide said. She explained that she does it to help me slow down, rest, and be. I got a sense that I would soon use my voice in a new way. She invited me into relationship with her through connecting regularly and using my hands. Lastly, she told me that the gifts of this line are peace, wisdom, artful use of the hands, and uncomplicated living.

At one point in the session, I felt an explosion of pain on the right front side of my head. She said this happens when I won’t let things go. I realized she was right; I was trying to control the process instead of allowing it to happen. She suggested that I just be. When I allowed myself to be present without the need to control, her presence intensified, and the headache subsided, replaced with a sense of peace and calm. I had experienced unbearable migraine headaches since college and undergone many treatments with varying degrees of relief. My wise ancestor gave me an age-old antidote: stop controlling, allow, and be.

My dancing ancestor visited me in my dreams for the next two nights. She did not speak. She danced. I was drawn into her dance, unable to take my eyes off her. I was reminded of her words, “The dance is the prayer,” and realized she is praying for me, continually.

ANCESTRAL HEIRLOOMS

One week after my first ancestral lineage healing session, Deran Young, the founder of Black Therapists Rock (BTR), invited me to lead the morning meditation at BTR’s first Heirloom Summit: Transforming Legacy Burdens to Legacy Gifts three days later. Though I had no clue what I would do in the meditation, I agreed, and then immediately went online to research meditations that involved legacy burdens and gifts for inspiration. I found a few, but none were what I was looking for. Interestingly, I did not fret, which is what I would have done prior to my ancestral healing session. I had a serene sense that it would work out fine.

A group of ancestors came to me in a dream that night. The dancing ancestor was not one of them. These ancestors knew my need and generously shared a guided imagery meditation. When I had created meditations in the past, I experienced meditation from the outside, as a viewer and creator of what was happening. This time, my ancestors gifted the meditation as a firsthand experience from within the guided imagery. I was the main character. Instead of watching the meditation unfold, I was inside the meditation, experiencing it visually, tactilely, fragrantly, emotionally, auditorily. The dreamer and the dreamed merged. In my over 30 years of meditating, it was the most vibrant, tangible, and heartfelt experience I have ever had.

When I woke, I knew this was the Summit meditation. I transcribed it with the guidance of my ancestors, who stood close behind me. They provided gentle nudges for correction when I got an idea or word wrong. At times, they assisted me in re-experiencing the meditation to truly capture the essence. The significance of my ancestors gifting me with the meditation for a Summit on Legacy Burdens and Legacy Gifts is not lost on me. I am immensely grateful to them for showing up when I had no idea what I would do a mere three days before the event.

The meditation wasn’t the only gift I received that night. They declared that this meditation would be included in a book of IFS-inspired guided imagery meditations that I would eventually publish. They went on to assure me that they will assist me every step of the way. I was instructed that I should not distribute the meditations in written or recorded form yet—I should save them for the book—but I could lead people through them verbally. My excitement brimmed over, as this felt
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