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Sankofa (pronounced SAHN-koh-fah)


“Se wo were fi na wosankofa a yenkyi.”—Ghanian proverb


“It is not wrong to go back for that which you have forgotten.”













INTRODUCTION


As I write these words, I am sitting under a traditional Berber-style tent made of woven camel hair draped over hand-carved wooden posts overlooking the golden sands of the Sahara Desert. And I am literally writing. Old-school style. Inking these words onto lined pages in a leather-bound journal gifted by a dear friend to chronicle my ten-day Moroccan adventure. A journey I almost missed out on experiencing. Because, well, as you might suspect from this book’s subtitle, I was concerned about being overwhelmed. Specifically, the overwhelm of traveling abroad amid a looming publishing deadline.


Bringing this journal in lieu of my laptop was a compromise. A bargaining with the ever-elusive work-life balance I have yet to fully understand or been able to achieve. There is something about the phrase leading with “work” before “life” that never sat right with me. But alas, even though I am on vacation, I do need to work. So, I promised myself that I would write by hand daily, that the words might even flow easier without the pressure of staring at a screen. And I was right, I have no regrets.


Morocco is a beautiful country, a place I have longed to visit for over a decade. I have hiked through the high Atlas Mountains and daydreamed for hours as we drove through low rosebush-filled valleys. Despite having a tailored itinerary, opportunities for reflection and restoration are plentiful. Occasionally, I wish my friends were here to share in this experience. But, mostly, I am grateful to be among strangers. Because I need this trip in so many ways and for so many reasons. To be reminded of who I am. And to sit in the discomfort of discovering who I am becoming without others’ interruption or commentary, no matter how loving.


Yesterday, we arrived at our current destination in the Sahara, and it feels like such an honor to be here, like I am truly blessed. For every year that I move a bit further from the naivety of my youth, I am reminded that tomorrow is not promised. As I near my fiftieth birthday, I know this trip is a once-in-a-lifetime experience. I know that even if I am gifted another tomorrow, it will never be the same as today.


And today, I am smiling as I write these words. Proud of myself for finding a way to balance the gift of life—and choosing to enjoy and experience it—with work that I love. Smiling because there was a time, not so long ago, when instead of writing this introduction by hand against the backdrop of a bright Moroccan mid-morning sun, I would be sitting at my desk, hunched over as I glared at my laptop’s backlight. There was a time, not so long ago, when I would be overwhelmed, angrily typing while silently cursing about how it seemed I was always working toward something in my life instead of living it.


I am smiling because, as I write these words, I not only feel free, but I also realize that I am free.


At this Saharan campsite, where modern glamping tents equipped with conveniences like rain shower heads and elegant light fixtures are arranged in neat rows, our hosts do provide Wi-Fi service. Yet another luxury for us foreigners who think we cannot go a day without connecting to the internet. The irony being, of course, that since we arrived yesterday, our once-tense bodies swaying in surrender to the rhythmic gait of camels slowly carrying us across the sandscape, none of us have actually connected to said Wi-Fi.


Instead, last night, after oohing and aahing at our accommodations, we returned outdoors to gaze up at the blue-black sky twinkling with seemingly thousands of stars. Instead, after a traditional Moroccan dinner of tagine-cooked dishes, we sat around a large bonfire with colorful wool blankets draped over our shoulders, talking to strangers from other countries, quickly becoming friends. All of us admitting our shared affliction of constantly going and doing… and how wonderful it felt to stop, if only for a short moment, to enjoy our long-overdue vacations.


We tried to remember the last time we watched a setting sun. We laughed, an embarrassed collective laughter, as we shamefully acknowledged how close we’d come to missing those twenty-six minutes of splendor. Our guides had to force encourage us to dismount from the camels, lay our blankets on the cooling sand, get comfortable, and relax. And thankfully so. For it was a sacred time that afforded us all what we needed.


Twenty-six minutes.


Such a short period of stillness, yet it felt like an eternity.


As we settled into the Sahara, the camels rested with their nomadic guides, which was a surprise because I selfishly believed and, yes, even expected, these majestic animals to continue without respite until we reached our destination. This time afforded rest for us foreigners too. For us to stop being so anxious about the desert glampsite awaiting us. To stop asking where exactly we were going and when exactly we would arrive. To instead do nothing more than take in, soak in, and bask in a surreal moment on this shared timeline in our lives.


I will never forget quietly watching the horizon in wonder. The orange sun descending upon the tips of golden-pink sand dunes. The bluest parts of the vast sky gradually progressing into a deep, dark purple. How peaceful, how beautiful, how humbling it was to just be. To just appreciate the simple, magnificent pleasure of being present and at one with nature.


I am still in awe of this dreamlike sunset that occurred less than twenty-four hours ago. I am still smiling at yet another new core memory where I not only felt free but also realized that I am free. Liberated from a life of constantly doing, as I learn to embrace the act of simply being.


Please know that I share these moments from my trip to Morocco not to be pretentious or boastful; rather, it is my intention to encourage you as you begin your journey to find freedom from overwhelm. To show you that it is possible to prioritize the gift of life—and choose to enjoy and experience it—as opposed to doing the most to the point of resentment. May each small reflection from my Moroccan adventure amid a looming publishing deadline serve as evidence that we can do work that we love without compromising who we are, what we want, or what we deserve.


We simply must learn to be intentional about honoring ourselves.
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Less Is Liberation follows in the footsteps of The Afrominimalist’s Guide to Living with Less, which explored the psychology, ownership, and benefits of releasing things that no longer serve us. Choosing to live with less in my home and wardrobe had not only helped me reduce my overconsumption but also served as a gateway to the practice of intentional living. As a matter of course, it made sense that my next book would address how to release the limiting beliefs that cause our limiting behaviors—the internal and external catalysts of our overwhelm. All was going well until I came up against a challenge I had not anticipated: It is incredibly difficult, and perhaps impossible, to write about personal transformation without confronting one’s own personal roadblocks.


Despite my plan to keep the lessons in Less Is Liberation surface level, life forced me to go deep. Only now do I realize what seemed to be a series of unfortunate events was divine intervention forcing me to “do the work.” From a medical diagnosis that disrupted my professional life to my empty-nester years being quite full with the sandwich generation pressures of caring for both my senior mother and college senior, and my insistence to try to manage it all and everything in between… until I couldn’t.


Life—not research—is how I learned what happens when doing the most becomes our baseline, and we normalize living in a constant state of overwhelm. The years that I spent writing this book were also spent in self-discovery. While researching how to identify common limiting beliefs, I also learned how to assess and confront my own: people-pleasing, negative self-talk, overcommitting, over-functioning, and overachieving. The tendency to make personal sacrifices in the name of success. All of which led to me becoming self-aware of a very sobering truth: The choices I’d made in the past had finally caught up to me in the present.


Life—not research—is what led me to discover the intricate relationship between our overwhelm and overall well-being. Many of us were living in a constant state of overwhelm before the COVID-19 pandemic, and it seems nearly everyone is experiencing overwhelm trying to navigate the uncertainty of its aftermath. Our lives have been forever altered. Our new reality is a reminder that we are still in the early stages of uncovering the pandemic’s lasting implications and impact on humanity. Our once familiar and, perhaps, even manageable overwhelm is now exacerbated by this fateful universal marker that seems to have forever changed our understanding of time and temperance.


We are overwhelmed as we try to establish new precedents to govern our lives and livelihoods. Overwhelmed as we try to keep working, all the while knowing we need to be healing. Overwhelmed as we try to exist and coexist amid global wars while fighting to end the battles raging with and within ourselves. Overwhelmed as we try to keep loving, to not let anticipatory grief rule our hearts now that we are ever more aware of the fragility of life.


I have rewritten these pages many times, with each revision holding a deeper understanding that we are all, in some capacity, still grappling with our respective recoveries from that unprecedented time. Even those of us who did not break had to bend more than we ever thought we could (or would ever have to) simply to survive. We are all trying to reclaim, redefine, and rediscover ourselves—who we once were, who we are now, and who we want to become. And although overwhelming, this unprecedented time post-pandemic is also an offering. A rare occasion that has the potential to not only be life-changing but also life-giving. A reminder that we can—we must—allow ourselves to grieve the past so that we can heal and begin the beautiful work of caring for our overall well-being now. We can find freedom from our lives of overwhelm.


We simply must learn to be intentional about honoring ourselves.
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Life—not research—also taught me that overwhelm as a state of being is nondiscriminatory, capable of affecting anyone and everyone regardless of our age or identities. Given my own heritage and scholarship in African diasporic lived experiences, I believe it is important to highlight how overwhelm uniquely impacts people of the global majority, with a focus on Black people in America. Especially Black women.i And for one simple reason: I want us to understand the reasons why we are more prone and susceptible to doing the most.




“The most unprotected person in America is the Black woman. The most neglected person in America is the Black woman.”—Malcolm X





Black women, we are the reason I share some of my most intimate truths—because I know firsthand the risks and harsh realities that arise when we neglect the care and keeping of ourselves. Throughout Less Is Liberation, you will find “Love Notes” that speak directly to the cultural and generational limiting beliefs that are often the source of our overwhelm. Each Love Note is a reminder that our choices have the power to keep us from living the lives we want and deserve, and if we are not careful, also cost us our lives.


The legacies that we inherited are often painful to acknowledge and accept, which is why doing the inner work to understand our “why” can be challenging. But if we want to be free, if we want to be well, we must (re)visit our past. We must remember our origin stories, those that we still need to hold dear because they empower and sustain us, and those that we need to let go because they are no longer applicable or were never ours to hold. We must understand that many of our ancestors’ sobering anecdotes are no longer accurate and, therefore, no longer beneficial to our modern-day lives and livelihoods.


Indeed, Black women have a complicated relationship with work, wealth, and wellness, and this is largely because of what we have (and haven’t) seen represented by our caregivers and communities. Many of us still believe we have to work twice as hard to be seen as half as good. Many of us are wealthy, among the top 5–10 percent of earners in the United Statesii, but we don’t know it because we still believe talking about money is taboo. Many of us fail to understand that none of this—not our titles or professional reputations nor our bank account balances—matter more than our well-being.


Regardless of our success, many of us are but one generation removed from scarcity—a fear that is often at the root of the limiting belief that we are but one choice, one wrong decision from being back to where we started. So, we say yes when we really want to say no. We choose to take on more even when we know we are at (or have surpassed) our capacity. We refuse to pause to care for ourselves, declaring “we must persist” even when we know we are thisclose to collapsing under the pressure.


Many Black women carry an unseen burden: that one mistake might result in us returning to the dire circumstances we experienced in childhood or worked hard to escape in adulthood. There is also an added weight: If that were to happen, it would not only impact our own lives but also have a ripple effect. Because when we are blessed with success and abundance, it is never ours alone.


Ask any Black woman and she will tell you—someone somewhere is always depending on her for something.


I do not know any Black woman—not one—who is solely responsible for herself.


Love Notes pay homage to that truth and serve as tributes that not only are Black women in dire need of less—to do, to have, and to be responsible for—we are first and foremost deserving.
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A LOVE NOTE TO BLACK WOMEN


It Is Time to Stop Living a Life of Overwhelm


Oh, my dear sister. Not only do I see you, but I have also been right where you are, doing exactly what you are doing: living in a constant state of being unwell. Because that is what the feeling we call “overwhelm” actually is: a sign, a symptom that we have not been caring for our overall well-being. Unfortunately, we tend to miss the warning… until it is too late.


Black women are a unique intersectional demographic. The most likely to survive being born prematurely.1 The most likely to pursue entrepreneurship.2 The most likely to enroll in higher education.3 The most likely to lead and participate in grassroots and community-centered organizations.4 At 92 percent, we are the most likely to vote and shape political landscapes.5


Somehow, we embody both the regality of our African ancestors before our legacies were altered by the transatlantic slave trade… and the inherited expectations of our foremothers who were forced to till, toil, labor, birth, and nurture everything and everyone to prove their worth.


Somehow, it seems we are able to do it all (and look damn good doing it!).


We are highly capable. Highly competent. Highly versatile. And highly adaptable. No matter the task, we are highly dependable and will get the job done, even if it means taking on others’ responsibilities in addition to our own. We do our work with confidence and grace. Our appearance is pristine. Our demeanor a reflection of the words of wisdom from the women who raised us on how to look and perform if we want to survive.


Only when we are alone or in trusted company are we able to be honest with ourselves and one another: How we look does not always align with how we feel.


We are worn and weary of everything we are expected to be and do, and everyone we are expected to fix and save. We have been of and in service to others since we were young. It seems we were born to mother—first our siblings and play cousins; then our partners, our lovers, our children, and others’ children; and finally, when we are older, our parents and elders.


All the while, we neglect mothering ourselves.


Who we are is all we know. The Black women we grew up watching serve as the backbones of our families and communities and are what many of us have become: overworked and underpaid, selfless and self-sacrificing. And that has to change.


We have to change.


Feeling overwhelmed is a biological trigger, an indicator that we are unwell. But because we have spent so much of our lives surviving (and, unfortunately, believing that we are thriving) in this constant state of being, we no longer recognize when our bodies are pleading with us to pause, to take a moment. We no longer heed the warning to stop caring for everyone else and start caring for ourselves. Until, sadly, we face challenges that force us to prioritize our well-being. Until, sadly, the lifelong compounded damage to our weathered bodies, minds, and souls cannot be undone.


Being overwhelmed is costing Black women more than our livelihoods—it is costing us our lives. And that has to change.


We have to change.


We simply must learn to be intentional about honoring ourselves.





Love Notes are my offering to the growing body of literature centered on educating and empowering Black women to prioritize our overall well-being. I encourage everyone to read them to become more adept at recognizing when Black women are in need of care so you know when to intervene and offer support. Because “All the women in me are tired” is more than a colloquialism—it is often a cry for help.


It is my hope that Black women read each Love Note as a psalm and receive it as a healing balm. May they also serve as reminders that many of us are blessed to be the first generation to have the awareness and resources to invest in ourselves. The decision to seek freedom from a life of overwhelm is indeed a privilege. Our privilege. What a gift we have been given to pursue personal liberation beyond our foremothers’ wildest dreams—a life of doing less for others so we have more time to care for ourselves.
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As I sit in the Sahara writing this introduction, I now know that Less Is Liberation is so much more than I ever imagined it would be. It is a memoir that chronicles my healing journey, and a manifesto that feels sacred. It is an invitation—your invitation—to learn how to honor yourself by making the commitment to understand the overwhelming life you are seeking freedom from so that you can enjoy the life you are seeking freedom for: where you are well. It is an opportunity to embrace less—to do, to have, to be responsible for—as a lifestyle that allows us to live in abundance… not just with abundance.


Less is both liberation and a lifestyle because it centers on what is perhaps our most underutilized superpower: being intentional with our choices.


We do not have to have so many things—we can choose less and enjoy having only what we need, use, and love.


We do not have to have so many obligations—we can choose less and be fully committed to what we truly have time for.


We do not have to have so many priorities—we can choose less and find ease in not having a never-ending to-do list.


We do not have to have so many relationships that feel transactional—we can choose less and have more genuine connections.


We do not have to do the most to the point of being unwell—we can do less and care for our ourselves: physically, mentally, emotionally, socially, and spiritually.


Finding freedom from a life of overwhelm is more than a premise. The very act of seeking freedom is personal. The work of liberation always has and always will begin with Self. We must honor our longings before we can help others get free. We must embody liberation to show others that we are here for more than a life of doing.


My friend, we are here for a life of being.


Welcome to the journey—your journey—of finding freedom from your life of overwhelm.


Footnotes


i Please note that I use the term “Black woman” as an inclusive term to include anyone who identifies as a woman, including transgender women and femmes.


ii As of 2024, the annual adjusted gross income (AGI) thresholds to be among the top earners in the United States are as follows: top 1 percent AGI of at least $787,712; top 5 percent AGI of at least $290,185; and top 10 percent AGI of at least $169,800. Source: Aimee Picchi, “Here’s How Much Money You Need to Earn to Join the Top 1% in Every U.S. State,” MoneyWatch, CBS News, July 24, 2024.
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PART I

THE COMMITMENT













CHAPTER 1


UNDERSTANDING OUR OVERWHELM


Although I do not know you, I am confident I know a lot about you. Chances are high that at some point throughout the week (or perhaps even throughout the day) you find yourself longing for a less stressful, simpler way of life. Your agenda is likely cluttered with meetings and events that drain your precious time and energy. And you likely have so many competing personal and professional priorities it is impossible to know what you should do first. Your responsibilities and obligations are never-ending, and rarely is anything on your to-do list for the benefit or betterment of yourself, which is why, even when you do complete a task or fulfill a commitment, you do not feel fulfilled.


When it comes to your village, your tribe by blood or friends chosen with love, you are connected to a lot of people. But far too often you find yourself wondering who among them truly appreciates you. Despite your continued allegiance, you cannot help but question if the real reason, if the only reason, you have so many connections is because of how much you do for others. Every time someone calls, you drop everything to be of service. But rarely, if ever, do you receive the same care in return.


When it comes to your work, you do not have to question whether your employers and colleagues have your best interests at heart. Deep down, you know the truth. You try not to get too upset because, after all, it is just a job. But for some reason, you have taken ownership of it. Somehow, you have come to believe it is your job, which is why you give so much of yourself, why you are so deeply committed even though you know the feeling isn’t mutual. There is no comparison between how much you’ve given and how little you’ve received in exchange for your sacrifices.


In fact, much of what you do, no matter how altruistic, no longer gives you a sense of satisfaction. The hustle and bustle, the daily grind that used to excite you, has slowly crushed your soul. All the going and giving, all the ripping and running for others, has done nothing but drain your time, energy, and resources. You know that you should not be keeping score, that doing a mental tally of what you have done for others and what they haven’t done for you only fuels your anger. But seriously, where is the reciprocity? Hell, you’d be grateful for a simple thank you!


At night you lie awake, exhausted and disappointed, because yet another day has passed where you have done the least to nothing at all for yourself. Yet again, instead of tending to your goals and dreams, you have catered to the needs of family members and friends. Yet again, you have spent your most productive hours helping others advance their missions and grow their businesses. Yet again, there is that bitter taste in your mouth, that chip on your shoulder, that resentment rising from the pit of your belly.


There are too many things you have to do and not enough time to do what you want to do. There are too many people who need you and not enough people who you can rely on in times of need. Being an adult feels like a trap, and you long to break free—from having too many things, too many priorities, too many obligations, too many personal relationships that feel transactional, and too many professional responsibilities where the work just ain’t worth what you get in return.


You know you have too much on your plate, that you are doing the most, that you need to do less. You just do not know what to actually do about it!


So, you continue to do what you have always done: lie awake in the dark and stare at the ceiling, silently lamenting the injustice of it all until you fall asleep. Well, as you try to fall asleep. Because honestly, you have no way of knowing whether you drift off each night… or pass out from sheer exhaustion.


You might be wondering how I know you so well.


Surprise, surprise. I used to be you.


And the life of overwhelm that you are living used to be mine.
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OUR LIVES OF THE MOST


Much like you, I once believed all the hype, that there were rewards to be had in hustling, and that having and doing all the things was the only road that led to happiness and success. Once upon a time, I too believed the fairy tale that there was real value in being seen as someone who could get shit done. Which is how I became a people pleaser, and a “get shit done with a smile” people pleaser at that.


Because I used to be so nice, so sweet, so kind, so caring, so nurturing, so humble, and so “just happy to be here.” So inclined to just count my blessings that someone let me in the room so I could prove that I deserved to have a seat at the table. So willing to put others’ needs before my own, personally and professionally. The people who have no problem asking others to do something for them loved to see me coming.


Now, when I reflect on these past seasons of my life at the height of overwhelm, here is what I find to be so unbelievable: no one made me move through the world this way. I was always “doing the most” because I believed I was supposed to. Largely because of what I’d been told or shown, directly or indirectly, by the caregivers and communities who raised me. So, despite my exhaustion, despite the shrinking and silent suffering, I never challenged what I’d been taught. I just continued to do what I’d always done: work twice as hard in the hope of being seen as half as good.
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A LOVE NOTE TO BLACK WOMEN


Twice as Hard, Half as Good


Black women who are of a certain age live by certain rules that were lovingly passed down to us from generations before. Many baby boomers (born between 1946 and 1964), Generation Xers (born between 1965 and 1980), and perhaps even a few millennials (born between 1981 and 1996) were subjected to the same limiting belief: “You have to work twice as hard to be seen as half as good.”


This guidance and similar Black proverbs were woven into our psyche at a young age, and we took them as gospel, believing that following suit would yield the promise of being seen and valued for our efforts. Which is why the belief that Black women need to work twice as hard to be seen as half as good continues to cause us so much harm. We work longer hours. We take on more tasks and responsibilities. We wear ourselves out in the hopes of being acknowledged and appreciated. All the while, we are setting unrealistic and unsustainable expectations for ourselves and other Black women in the workplace.


In Our Separate Ways, authors Ella L. J. Edmondson Bell and Stella M. Nkomo offer a deeply resonant truth that so many Black women know but rarely see reflected in mainstream discourse: The path to professional success is not only longer but also steeper for us.1 We are often required to overperform, outwork, and outshine our peers just to be perceived as competent.2 Bell and Nkomo highlight the origins and lived experiences of our complex relationship with doing the most: For many Black women, excellence isn’t optional—it is expected, merely to gain entry into environments that were never built with us in mind. We tend to take great pride that, despite the odds being stacked against us, we continue to rise. But the real question we must ask ourselves is, At what cost?


Intuitively, we know that there is no amount of extra labor that can influence how employers determine our worth. And experience has taught us that nothing can change the hearts and minds of anyone determined to see us as inferior. Instead, working twice as hard in the hope of being seen as half as good and recognized for our greatness does nothing more than threaten our health and sanity. It is a limiting belief that is often at the root of neglecting ourselves—physically, mentally, emotionally, socially, and spiritually.


We must remember that much of our ancestral wisdom comes from a time when our people lived by adages that were rooted in navigating and surviving a racially stratified society, particularly under Jim Crow and segregation. “You have to work twice as hard to be seen as half as good” is intergenerational wisdom that was intended to teach us to anticipate racial bias in public life—it was never intended to (nor do we have to) let it dictate our life and livelihoods.


Consider whether you may be harboring limiting beliefs that are a form of cultural survival strategy… and liberate yourself by letting those false narratives go.
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