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Praise for Decolonizing Wellness

“Decolonizing Wellness holds no punches and I love it! Dalia does an amazing job of not only naming the toxicity that queer folks of color come up against in their wellness journey but also providing useful tips on how to make things work for you at your pace—while being patient and kind to your mind and spirit along the way. This book is a must-read for Black and brown folks who want to live their best lives, and a necessary tool for white allies that desire to open their lens and create positive spaces for people of all backgrounds.”

—Nik Whitcomb, casting director and equity in theatre activist

“I have been hungry for a book to explore the intersections of self-care and body image before I had the language to truly understand what I wanted and needed. This book is a lifeline for the QTBIPOC community—particularly those who feel like they have been screaming from the margins just to be given the same amount of care and acknowledgment when it comes to holistic health. As a queer Asian woman, I am grateful that a resource like this exists. Dalia’s compassionate honesty about the oppressive systems we live in—how that shapes the punitive and damaging diet culture we live in—is not only revolutionary but deeply needed for us as a society to heal both personally and collectively. If you identify as QTBIPOC, get this book now. And if you don’t, you should still get this book now; it’ll give you the deep understanding and perspective of how it feels to live in a marginalized body.”

—Kim Thai, founder of GaneshSpace, Emmy Award–winning producer, writer, and wellness advocate

“As a queer Black woman, I am so grateful that I finally have a wellness book that speaks directly to me. In this world, 99.9 percent of media is created for the white case—not this book. This book is important. This book is NECESSARY. This book illuminates why none of the other wellness books for ‘everyone’ felt like they could really work for me. There were so many times that I was reading this book and said “YES!” After reading this book, I feel like I have finally found the key to understanding why I’ve felt unwell, even after doing all the things that the diet and beauty industry have sold me. The world needs more books like Decolonizing Wellness. Dalia keeps it real about the external powers at play impacting my wellness as a person of color. (Finally, a book that doesn’t shame my willpower or discipline for not being super skinny.) This is a book that I will read on repeat because it’s full of incredible truths, wisdom, and exercises that I can return to for years to come. I’m so grateful that Dalia wrote this book for ME and other QTBIPOC+ folks like me. I felt so completely seen and understood by this book and as a queer Black woman, that feeling is rare. This book was a healing balm for my heart and soul.”

—Gieselle Allen, mindset coach for women and femmes of color

“Health narratives for wellness oftentimes exclude circumstances specific to persons of color. Dalia Kinsey captures the essence of our wellness struggles and lovingly paves a way of escape for those trapped in marginalized ideas about beauty. Decolonizing Wellness is true to its name and a wonderful journey to self-acceptance and freedom.”

—Dr. Dontá Morrison, activist and motivational speaker

“Decolonizing Wellness is an absolute must-read for anyone who wishes to truly maintain well-being and healing. Dalia’s words are an authentic and important perspective of the harmful narrative that permeates the wellness industry. Dalia’s critical yet compassionate voice is a much-needed presence that left me contemplative and validated.”

—Felipe Gonzalez, yoga teacher

“As a Black, fat, queer, gender nonbinary person, I am constantly and consistently harmed by tools that are meant to help me. This is not the case with Decolonizing Wellness. Dalia has brought forth a text that bridges the physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual gap that people who live at multiple intersections tend to fall through when dealing with eating disorders. I can’t wait to share this with my therapist and recommend this tool for other people struggling to nourish themselves in a world that seeks to destroy them. Thank you, Dalia, for this unique and sorely needed love offering.”

—Rawiyah Tariq, witch, artist, healer, and speaker

“Never has a book encompassed what it is like to be a dietetics student or a clinician of color quite like this book. Dalia delivers with each chapter and page. Decolonizing Wellness truly opened my eyes and provided an intersectional approach to navigating the health and wellness space.”

—Whitney Trotter, registered dietitian and RN, antiracism educator, and human trafficking activist
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INTRODUCTION

Decolonizing Your Mind

Somewhere, on the edge of consciousness, there is what I call a mythical norm, which each one of us within our hearts knows “that is not me.” In america, this norm is usually defined as white, thin, male, young, heterosexual, christian, and financially secure. It is with this mythical norm that the trappings of power reside within this society. Those of us who stand outside that power often identify one way in which we are different, and we assume that to be the primary cause of all oppression, forgetting other distortions around difference, some of which we ourselves may be practicing.

—Audre Lorde, “Age, Race, Class, and Sex,” in Sister Outsider: Essays and Speeches

When I first applied to enter the nutrition program at Georgia State University, I was clear on a few things: I wanted to help underserved people improve their health outcomes and reduce their risk of preventable diseases through dietary change and weight management. At the time, I was fully immersed in unscientific diet culture and hadn’t started to investigate the role systems of oppression and entrenched power structures play in Western health promotion. I didn’t question the lack of evidence to support the conflation of body weight and health status. After years of research and working with clients, I’ve come to understand that the stress of being marginalized is a much larger contributor to health disparities than are eating habits alone. The medical community’s ongoing failure to feverishly address the chronic stress induced by institutionalized racism as a public health crisis is unconscionable. Evidence suggests that fighting inequity is a far more legitimate battle than fighting obesity in the name of defending the nation’s health. It makes sense to question who stands to benefit from the propagation of weight bias and unchecked racism.

As my understanding of nutrition science grew, it became increasingly evident that the instruction dietitians were being given was heavily influenced by social bias. It is so easy to be blind to your areas of privilege. At the time of my program, I was young and thin. Initially, I didn’t question the weight stigma that was evident throughout my studies, but after repeatedly hearing nonsensical explanations for health disparities, I started to question the validity of instructors’ and researchers’ assumptions. The assertion that ethnic minorities were to blame for health inequalities didn’t sit well with me. The self-righteous ridicule of consumers for “ignorantly” clinging to cultural foods smacked of cultural centrism. It didn’t seem realistic to believe that if people of color (POC) could just be convinced to eat in a uniform/assimilated way, they would magically enjoy all the same positive health outcomes of the dominant culture. You can’t drink a green smoothie and cure the damage of unrelenting stress and the low-grade terror that comes with possibly being attacked, humiliated, or harmed at any moment for simply existing.

Bias needs to be controlled for in research. The goal of the scientific method is to protect against bias and uncover objective truths. As the majority of researchers are part of the dominant culture in the West, it makes sense to suspect that cultural centrism could compromise the objectivity of studies. There are several ways bias can creep into studies and distort conclusions, with one being that bias causes researchers to both ask the wrong questions and misinterpret data.1 Yet it is no surprise that researchers surrounded by white supremacy in subtle and overt forms in their daily lives are minimally vigilant against racial bias. It is disappointing but not surprising that researchers chronically fail to be aware of their cultural assumptions. It is even less surprising that professors and educators fail to adopt cultural relativism and employ critical-thinking skills when examining the role institutionalized racism may play in health outcomes for marginalized groups.

At no point did my instructors acknowledge the horrendous track record of Western science in the realm of ethics and objectivity concerning race. My professors wholly ignored the possibility of ongoing weaknesses with cultural relativism compromising research. I don’t recall a single encounter with someone who was open to the concept of looking at confounding factors that contribute to adverse health outcomes for people of color. My classmates were far more interested in hearing from white researchers than the people of color in the room. Whitesplaining and racial gaslighting were the hallmarks of my educational experience. Whenever I asserted that researchers were making logical leaps and that the study summaries were lazy combinations of conjecture and unquestioned bias, my peers countered with eye rolls and stony silence.

Whitesplaining: the act of a white person explaining topics to people of color, often in an obliviously condescending manner, and especially regarding race- or injustice-related issues.

Racial gaslighting: undermining the lived experience of others, shifting the focus from the racial injustice experienced by the recipient of abuse and their perceptions, triggering self-doubt, and discouraging victims of racism from speaking out.

Even though my voice was ignored on more than one occasion, photographs of me were repeatedly plastered on the department website. Using me as a prop and exploiting my skin color for the sake of marketing was a higher priority than making sure I was getting what I paid for: a comprehensive education where I felt welcomed rather than just tolerated. Unfortunately, there is nothing unique about my experience. Being silenced and simultaneously commodified or leveraged for the profit of institutions that claim to support us is a constant frustration for so many people of color.

The prevailing narrative is that you will be rewarded with acceptance and access if you are a “well-behaved” person of color. This is a lie. No matter how well I behaved, I could not access equal treatment during my time at university. This experience has echoed throughout my life and throughout the lives of other marginalized folks. Doing what white supremacy culture demands of us yields no protection. People of color are continually met with rejection and disrespect as we comply, even as we flout stereotypes and exceed expectations. A lack of economic access is not the problem; it is only a symptom. Systemic oppression is the disease. White supremacy, unchecked bias, and racism are the real reasons that less than 3 percent of registered dietitians in the United States are Black.2

After graduation, I was so burned out and demoralized that I questioned whether working in the field of nutrition was my path after all. I took a year-long break from nutrition to recover. Eventually, I recovered enough emotional energy to obtain my Registered Dietitian (RD) credential and accept a position related to my studies.

When I got my first job working in public health, I thought my initial goal to work with high-risk populations had come to fruition. During the honeymoon phase at this new job, I felt like the mission and work were perfectly aligned with what I wanted to do. Everything was going great—until it wasn’t.

The longer I was there, the more the obsessive focus of the majority-white staff (and the exclusively white leadership) on weight and policing Black and brown bodies started to wear on my nerves. It became clear that we were not serving anyone by adding food preoccupation to the already-long list of things weighing on our clients’ minds. The department obligated program nutritionists to weigh clients at every visit and “gently” remind them to strive for low BMIs. The mandatory weigh-in at all nutrition counseling appointments was beyond ineffective; it was harmful. Body shaming and body policing were only adding to the day-today stress of clients and employees. The individuals responsible for designing the programs were not connected to the people they were attempting to serve. They were clearly failing them.

Again, I started looking for research to explain why it felt like no real progress was being made toward health equity. I wanted to know what other explanation there might be for the health disparities I saw firsthand. I dove into women’s studies, studying racial bias, weight stigma, fatphobia, and minority stress theory. I started to revisit many of the things I’d been taught at university with a more critical eye. I started reading research on my own without the biased filter of an instructor.

The standard rhetoric regarding personal responsibility for health-promoting behaviors is flawed. The role that racial and gender bias have played in how dietitians and other health professionals conflate fatness with health risk is powerful and often overlooked. Although there has been pushback against the dubious science that supports fatphobia and elevates some bodies over others in recent years, the body positivity movement has also become an environment where white- and hetero-centeredness often goes unchallenged. Take a look at the umpteen books on the market for the body-positive crowd; it’s clear that some people think the universe is exclusively populated with white, thin-to-plump-sized, cisgendered women and their similarly complected opposite-gender partners. As a result of this incorrect assumption, the overwhelming majority of self-help books that deal with body image and food aren’t equipped to serve as powerful wellness tools for people of color.

I doubt any of these writers had malicious intentions. Still, it is the default to view marginalized people as invisible when you are a part of the domineering cultural group. Avoiding the pitfalls of unconscious bias and minimizing the harm you do to others requires analysis and personal awareness. This is an ongoing process and hard work—work that a disturbingly small percentage of people are willing to do, preferring instead to remain wrapped in the comforting embrace of white supremacy delusion. Occasionally, I feel that progress is being made, but most resources fall terribly short of making people outside of the dominant culture feel welcome. It’s rare to find content that resonates and doesn’t seem tedious, overprivileged, and out of step with the reality many of us are living.

This book is the resource I was looking for. A guidebook written to nurture people of color and queer folks, centered on our unique lived experience. A book to spark a more in-depth intersectional conversation about body positivity.

MISS US WITH THE FAUX ALLYSHIP

People are starting to wake up to the fact that an overwhelming number of self-proclaimed allies have been complicit in silencing, diminishing, and, yes, oppressing their “friends” of color. These well-meaning folks often stop people from really being able to live a lower-stress, happy life by acting as though we
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