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Praise for Tending Grief


“Camille Sapara Barton is a gift to all of us, because they understand that every single one of us will grieve, and they have given us a way to understand how we can grieve in community and center care in the inevitable transitions of our lives. This is what emergent strategy looks like at the precipice.”

—adrienne maree brown, author of Pleasure Activism




“Camille Sapara Barton is undoubtedly one of our generation’s luminaries, as this offering makes crystal clear. Camille’s capacity to bring forward an imaginative yet consistently grounded and honest perspective about life’s biggest inquiries—love, liberation, and loss—has made them a powerful and piercing voice in the emerging psychedelic ecosystem. It can be challenging to balance the visionary and the practical, made harder in a world that perpetually attempts to flatten and reduce everything holy to something consumable. Camille invites us all back into balance with the grace of a teacher and the patience of a parent, gently waiting for the rest of us to catch up.”

—Ismail Ali, Policy and Advocacy Director at the Multidisciplinary Association of Psychedelic Studies (MAPS)




“In this beautiful little book, Camille Sapara Barton offers readers a powerful medicine, not only for being with and moving through grief, but for responding to the social injustice that sickens our world. Setting sharp, lucid political analysis alongside transformative somatic practices, Tending Grief is an essential map for anyone who longs for collective healing. This is an invaluable resource for changemakers everywhere.” 

—Kai Cheng Thom, author, mediator, and somatic coach




“Tending Grief is a cauldron containing the right ingredients to center our individual and collective grief. The kind of grief and loss that makes us raw, come undone, unravel, and come into our humanness. The ingredients in this magical cauldron in the form of a book are the historical and ancestral understanding of how we hold grief in our bones and bring it into our movements. Tending Grief calls us to turn toward our grief, acknowledge and respond to it, and allow it to move through and change us. This book is a vital tool and resource for the times we are wading through, times that are mirroring to us the patterns of what must change and change now.”

—Michelle C. Johnson, author of Finding Refuge and We Heal Together
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This book is dedicated to Ayo, Oscar, and Gabi. 

Ayo, thank you for teaching me about love, loss, and tending grief. 

Oscar and Gabi, thank you for helping me to integrate, shape shift, and move towards aliveness. 
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Introduction

Welcome. Thank you for picking up this book and being curious about tending grief. It feels long overdue that we begin to reckon with and relearn how to hold the grief that ripples through and between us. The beloved abolitionist organizer Mariame Kaba puts it like this: 

As a society, we have long turned away from any social concern that overwhelms us. Whether it’s war, climate change, or the prison-industrial complex, Americans have been conditioned to simply look away from profound harms. Years of this practice have now left us with endless wars, dying oceans, and millions of people in bondage and oppressively policed. It is time for a thorough, unflinching examination of what our society has wrought and what we have become. It is time to envision and create alternatives to the hellish conditions our society has brought into being.1

Turning away from the challenges that overwhelm us is not limited to the North American psyche, but it is a common tendency in the West and many other places in the world. Considering this, it feels important to note that grief tending enables us to feel more; to care about the world we inhabit. “Joy is not the opposite of grief. Grief is the opposite of indifference.”2

For you to situate where this writing has emerged from, I will begin by sharing some of the conditions that have shaped how I move through the world.

I am a Black British, mixed heritage, queer, gender expansive, neurodivergent being who is thirty-one years old at the time of writing. I have navigated the choppy waters of chronic illness for most of my life, but thankfully I’m healthier now than I can remember. I was raised in North London within a predominantly Black, lower-middle-class family, within a majority white, upper-middle-class neighborhood. My mother’s people are Yoruba (Nigerian) and Guyanese. Other than my dad, I had minimal contact with the paternal side of my family—who are a combination of English, Irish, and Scottish—due to their fundamentalist Christian beliefs that led them to end contact with us during my early years. 

My mother parented in a socially conscious way; she taught me to trust my gut, introduced me to Black history and musical traditions, as well as herbal medicine. A singer-songwriter at heart, my dad put aside his dreams to work in office jobs to keep a roof over our heads and food on the table, which led him to work abroad for a few years of my childhood. When my parents officially divorced when I was twelve, my brothers and I stayed living with my mother, who continued to provide all the emotional labor and domestic care that sustained us. She gave us a lot of love and did her best to create a nourishing home life, filled with beauty. My childhood was characterized by a rich mixture of music, home-cooked food, political debate, and some formative adverse childhood experiences. As a family, it has been challenging to navigate the UK mental health system and the harms that come with that. 

I grew up within a specific esoteric worldview as both my parents followed the teachings and meditation practice of an Indian spiritual teacher and peace advocate. This gave me an early introduction to the power of the breath and turning attention inward, as well as an aversion to spiritual bypassing which has fuelled my commitment to social change work. 

It was clear to me as a child that my family was in a financially precarious position compared to those I was living in proximity to. Economic scarcity showed up in various ways, but ultimately we always had enough. I started working part-time at fourteen so I could have some money for adventures, live music gigs, and things that interested me. Growing up, I never went hungry and always had a roof over my head, so I recognise the privilege in that. I went to a high-performing state school and learnt to speak and contort myself in ways that enabled me to survive the majority white spaces I was immersed in during my teenage years and through university. I obsessively devoured raves and nightlife every weekend to drink in enough pleasure to get through the following school week and distract myself from the grief lingering within me. Mental health challenges and heavy substance use were a part of my life at this time. 

Dance, altered states of consciousness, friendship, political somatics, and escaping my environment have kept me alive through the harder moments of my life. As a young adult, my body and mind were shaped by the unceded land of the Ohlone people, in what is commonly known as the San Francisco Bay Area in California. While living in the Bay Area, I was introduced to queer femme–led radical Black organizing, healing justice, research in psychedelic therapy, alternative approaches to world building, and grief tending. I am grateful for all the gifts and learning that I’ve received from being in this community context.

I am committed to the lifelong process of repatterning3 my relationship to the land and more-than-human kin so I can become a steward of the earth rather than someone simply extracting from ecosystems. Part of this process involves shifting my cosmology away from monotheistic, Western universalism towards worldviews rooted in the African diaspora and the precolonial practices of my ancestors. I live in the hopeful practice of becoming a good ancestor, supporting the web of life. 

I write this book from a place of humble learning and experience, rather than from a place of expertise. I am in the process of tending grief and figuring out how to develop models that can work for myself as well as the communities I am entangled with. I have a lot to learn and intend to keep doing so throughout my life.

Thank you for joining me in this process of exploration. I invite you to gently embrace what aligns with you and to leave what does not resonate with your experience.

How This Book Came to Exist

The publication of this book marks the completion of a seven-year cycle for me—all the cells in my body have renewed since the moment I descended into the depths of grief for the first time. 

In 2017, I went into a grief spiral after having an abortion. The experience was incredibly eye-opening for me. I was full of rage and sadness, and bewildered by the lack of support or public space to be with this experience which is incredibly common in the UK and many parts of the world. During this time of being submerged in grief, I became aware of how little space there is in our Western societies for anyone to process feelings that do not support productivity. I craved ritual and intentional time to be with my grief, learn from it, and compost it through my body. I felt a deep longing for my Yoruba, Guyanese, and Celtic ancestral practices that were violently hidden through the colonization, displacement, and assimilation of my family. In order to find a way through, I developed my own rituals and read a great deal about grief and how to tend to it. I created the holding that I needed. In the process of tending to my grief, a domino effect took place—previously dissociated memories from years of childhood sexual abuse began to resurface, which led to me having to rewrite the story of my childhood and learn how to find safety in my body. A lot was unearthed. 

Out of necessity, I became determined to find practices that could allow me to alchemize my loss, to allow it to become a generative force in my life rather than something that would continue to numb or constrict me. This desire led to deep conversations with Nessie Reid at the Global Environments Network (GEN) about the importance of grief work within movements for social change. Over time and after many deep chats, Nessie sought funding and a clear project developed: I was asked to research embodied grief practices to create a toolkit that could be used by those engaged in work for environmental, social, and healing justice. The intention of this toolkit was to provide simple rituals that would allow people to connect to grief while staying resourced and aware of their embodied experience in order to prevent overwhelm. 

I began the GEN Grief Toolkit project in January 2020. A few months later, the world changed overnight and we descended into a collective grief experience—the COVID-19 pandemic. I spent a year and a half, mostly alone, researching the tools, experimenting on myself, tending to grief in my life and the lives of those close to me, being immersed in it all.

During the summer of 2021, we held a small, residential retreat to practice the tools with a group of fifteen people in the UK. I facilitated alongside Farzana Khan, with support and space holding from Nessie Reid, Samirah Siddiqui, and Raju Rage. It was generative and showed that this approach could have resonance for other people. The toolkit was released in January 2022 as a resource online, under a Creative Commons license. At the time of this writing, it has been downloaded over one thousand times with incredibly positive feedback from people.

In the months that followed, I received many requests for physical copies including from my students at Ecologies of Transformation in Amsterdam.4 That planted the seed to see if this could become a published book. Some conversations later, North Atlantic Books felt like the right home for this work.

Grief tending is not the answer to all our social challenges. To claim a singular answer would be foolish given the expansive complexity of our world. However, I do believe that tending grief, loss, and lament; reconnecting to these cycles of life, love, and death that are present in our waking days, is essential in order to come back into right relationship with the world we are a part of and the more-than-human kin we share our home with. My hope is that grief tending can provide a first step towards composting practices of domination to get back into right relationship or, as Robin Wall Kimmerer says, to restore: 

Restoration offers concrete means by which humans can once again enter into a positive, creative relationship with the more-than-human world, meeting responsibilities that are simultaneously material and spiritual. It’s not enough to grieve. It’s not enough to just stop doing bad things.5

I hope that this book can support processes of reconnection, sensing, and feeling that can move us towards full aliveness and collaboration-filled, livable futures. 

Lineage

This book rests upon the shoulders of many ancestors who have shared their deep wisdom in the service of healing and life-sustaining practices for the next seven generations to come.6 I would like to begin by thanking my Yoruba, Guyanese, and Celtic ancestors who guide me every day and enable me to remember what has been lost. I will uplift and thank Malidoma and Sobonfu Somé for their profound influence upon grief work in the Western world. Gratitude to Francis Weller—a student of Sobonfu and Malidoma—who wrote The Wild Edge of Sorrow, a book that has been deeply instructive. A big thank you to Martín Prechtel, who shaped my understanding about the interconnections between grief and praise in his book The Smell of Rain on Dust. Healing justice, Black feminism, and disability justice are key areas of study within my life that shape my thinking and practices—thank you to all the authors, disabled folks, healers, and activists who have created the path and shown me how to find my place within it. Deep gratitude and thanks to one of my teachers, Nkem Ndefo, who created the Resilience Toolkit—the somatic approach which underpins the embodiment practices used within this book. I stand on the shoulders of leaders within the political somatics lineage, namely Staci Haines of generationFIVE and Generative Somatics, as well as Rae Johnson. Blessings and thanks to Tricia Hersey of the Nap Ministry, who consistently reminds me that rest is a liberatory practice, as well as something which supports grief work. I would like to thank Cindy Milstein, who edited Rebellious Mourning, for showing me that grief has always been part of social movements. Gratitude and deep appreciation to adrienne maree brown, who overflows with prophetic wisdom—her visionary offerings and world-making inspire me deeply. I am indebted to the work of Octavia Butler, who continues to expand my imagination. Thank you to Stephen Jenkinson, the author of Die Wise, who helped me understand my first experience of grief and created an opening which continues to ripple out. I am ever inspired by and grateful for the beauty of Black people and the African diaspora, from which I draw so much strength, creativity, and inspiration every day. May our pleasure and grief rituals continue to heal, deepen, and grow. 

How to Engage with This Book

As you explore, I invite you to pause when you need to. To be gentle with yourself and take breaks as needed. As you read, I invite you to notice any sensations, contraction, expansion, or memories that arise in your body or mind. 

The book has been written with the intention of being read from start to finish. However, please engage as feels best for you. You can read it from front to back or skip straight to the conversations, the rituals, or whatever suits your needs. My hope is that you can
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