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For my mother, who did not live long enough to experience the peace of radical self-care, and all the Black women who are dedicated to choosing their well-being above everything.






Introduction

Hey, sis. You stressed? Girl, I know you are. You’re a Black woman in a society that constantly oppresses Black people and women. You’re at the intersection of these two beautiful identities, but you’re forced to navigate a world that throws misogynoir in your face. That is, misogyny directed at Black women, where racism and sexism are at the crux of the mistreatment. *sucks teeth* I’m tired just thinking about it.

So, ask yourself: When was the last time I practiced some self-care? I’m talking about taking some time to do something that calms your mind, nourishes your body, and replenishes your soul. An activity or habit that helps you operate as the best version of yourself. I know. You’re thinking, Ain’t nobody got time for that.

But, sis, the real tea is, you can’t afford to not make time for that. In a world that tells you that you and your needs do not matter, where Black women are expected to suffer in silence, and where Black women are disproportionately dying at a higher rate from things like heart disease and maternal-related illnesses, self-care is more essential than ever. It is both a form of resistance against these systems of inequality and your self-preservation. This is how you can actively fight back against a societal ecosystem that is hell-bent on beating you down.

Here, you’ll find 150 self-care activities specifically designed for Black women by a Black woman (hey, girl!) to cultivate and renew your sense of mental, physical, and spiritual wellness, such as:


	
• Activate a connection to your family’s history.

	
• Create boundaries at work.

	
• Release feelings of guilt around self-love.

	
• Reclaim ownership over your body.

	
• Embrace being Black and sensitive.

	
• Practice radical honesty with yourself.

	
• And more…



There is endless joy that lives within you, and it is ready to be accessed and released. Self-care is an experience that is unique to each person, so no matter how you engage with the activities, there will be something that works for you in Self-Care for Black Women. It’s time to lower your stress level, improve your overall wellness, and activate your Black Girl Magic. You ready? Let’s go get ’em.






Why Black Women Must Practice Self-Care

Black women are phenomenal. We come in different shapes, sizes, and shades. Some of us are mixed-race. Some of us have strong roots that are linked to Latin American countries, as well as the Caribbean. Some of us don’t speak a lick of English. Some of us have skin color that is as dark as a vanilla bean or as light as cane sugar. Throughout history, Black women have been the glue in their communities. We provide physical and emotional support to families, friends, and strangers. We band together to uplift neighborhoods. We teach. We nurture. We build. And while we accomplish great things, we are being killed silently, because we do not practice proper self-care.

To be Black in this world is to constantly struggle. If you don’t live with it, then you see it. And sometimes, you witness and experience it. It’s a global struggle that started with the transatlantic slave trade and colonization. For centuries, Black people have been looked at as second-class citizens of the world. Used for our labor. Robbed of our identities. Gawked at for our unique features. And even though slavery was abolished, the societal system that was created as a result of white supremacy still exists to this day. Intergenerational trauma persists. This is trauma that was passed on from one generation to the next through learned behaviors and emotions. Understand this: The system was built to exhaust and exclude Black people. It was not built to help us win, which is why we—my sistahs—must look out for ourselves and each other.

Get ready to learn about how you can take care of your mind, body, and soul. Now more than ever, you must pour back into yourself what you so freely give to others. You will be introduced to topics like radical self-care (actively putting your wellness before others) and race-based traumatic stress (your body’s response to mental and emotional damage). In addition, you will be given the tools to take back the power you need to put your wellness first.

The Reason for Self-Care

Ever feel overwhelmed, worn down, and burned out but you can’t really identify the cause? Let me introduce you to something called race-based traumatic stress. The stress you experience related to racism is hurting your health—even the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) confirmed it. Most health issues in Black women can be linked back to some form of racism. Whether it be on a personal or institutional level, racism is a proven risk factor for death in Black people. For example, racism attacks when your pleas for proper medical attention are ignored in the hospital. It attacks when you’re sequestered into neighborhoods that lack proper resources. It attacks when you’re not given the same life-altering opportunities as others. An overload of stress like this traumatically impacts your overall wellness. Your mind, body, and soul become so overwhelmed that these three vital areas of your life are unable to properly function. Hence, the need for self-care. Attending to yourself when you are experiencing traumatic stress is essential to maintaining your well-being.

    [image: Image]

    What Is Race-Based Traumatic Stress?

Race-based traumatic stress was coined by Robert T. Carter, PhD. It describes your body’s response to mental and emotional damage caused by negative race-related encounters, a.k.a. racism. Research has found that when you experience race-based traumatic stress, your body mimics the way it would react with post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). This means that being on the receiving end of race-based discriminations, prejudice, hate crimes, or microaggressions can give you PTSD. Which means you have probably been walking around with a low-grade version of PTSD for many years, perhaps even decades. For instance, when you have paranoid or obsessive thoughts about how you should act to not be seen as a threat, that’s PTSD. It throws off the functioning of your entire body.

The fact is, stress hurts. It leads to other debilitating diseases. And the hard truth is, racial stress kills. It leads to illnesses that cause death in your mind, body, and soul. With symptoms of PTSD, you become consumed by your perceived threat and are hyperfocused on keeping yourself safe. This makes it hard for you to simply enjoy life. However, no one has the time for that when we’re just trying to survive being a Black woman in a racist and sexist society.

Self-Care in a Patriarchal Society

The stress that Black women experience from racism is combined with the stress of sexism. On top of racial trauma, Black women also have the pressure of dealing with being a woman in a patriarchal society, a “man’s world.” First the world tells you that you are less than because you’re Black. And then it says, Don’t forget. You’re a woman too. You’ve got to act a certain way. You’ve got to meet unrealistic beauty standards. You can’t get paid as much as men. And just as you settle into the complexities of your womanhood, you’re reminded, Don’t forget. You’re Black too. It’s a cycle that beats on your ability for self-care. Well, enough is enough. You know that systemic change is the key to full healing, but you need to take measures now to protect your well-being. You must bow out of the oppressive fight that is trying to kill you. It’s time for you to regain control over your health. It’s time to practice radical self-care.


What Is Radical Self-Care?

Radical self-care is the active decision to put your wellness before anyone or anything else. For Black women, it is a form of protest against a society that is determined to oppress us to death. By choosing to intentionally take care of yourself, you are letting the world know that you are a person who knows her worth and cannot be made a Black martyr. Radical self-care goes beyond your physical fitness. It also includes your emotional well-being, as well as the condition of your soul or spirit. This is called the mind-body-soul connection. Research has found that these three areas of your life are intertwined, so when one is acting up, it impacts the other two. Thus, you must learn when to use your radical self-care skills.

When to Use Radical Self-Care

Knowing when you need to use radical self-care is essential to your wellness. The answer? Every day. What makes radical self-care so different from other types of self-care is that it requires you to give your full attention to your well-being. Ever get a stomachache when you had to make a tough decision? Or when you were feeling extremely nervous? Or how about the time you said yes to something you didn’t want to do? You know what I’m talking about. Bubble guts.

Bubble guts is an example of our mind, body, and soul talking to each other. Our spirit senses something isn’t right, our mind is shooting out unhappy emotions, and our body is reacting as the stress hormones course through it. Incidents like this are signals that something is out of order within you, and that one of your needs must be addressed to maintain your health. To do this, maintaining balance within your three spheres of wellness is very important. You must use one of your acquired wellness tools. But real talk, that can be hard to do. Life happens. You get so distracted by the flow of your life that you forget to take care of yourself. Therefore, finding a practice of self-care that works for you is essential to the upkeep of your overall health.

How to Practice Radical Self-Care

To properly practice self-care, you must focus on all three areas: mind, body, and soul. Self-care is a set of daily practices that you do to support your well-being. These exercises, activities, or actions require you to put yourself first every day. Yes, girl. Every day. Self-care calls for you to get in touch with your inner being so you can learn what helps you cope in times of distress and what helps you create a life of happiness. Through self-care you gain knowledge on who you are as a person, allowing you to fall in love with the incredible woman you are on a daily basis.

The Purpose of Radical Self-Care

In addition, pursuing a life filled with self-care improves wellness and prevents illness and disease. The act of self-care has become critical to surviving in the modern world, especially as a Black woman. It helps you create a safe space for yourself in a society that does not care to make room for you. You help your future self and encourage personal growth when you engage in it. For you, self-care is a necessity and not a luxury.

Mental Self-Care

One of the most important areas to begin your focus of self-care is your mental health—the mind. This is the epicenter for your wellness. Your brain is a dynamic organ. It controls all the functions of your body. So much of how your brain operates dictates the person you become. Your memories, intelligence, and emotions are stored in your mind. From the time you’re in the womb until you are in your late twenties, your brain is continually developing. What you go through in your childhood shapes the way you think, behave, and react. Through your family, you’re introduced to things like love, self-worth, and conflict resolution. You may create unhealthy habits that were birthed from the early years of your brain development. You may even have traumatic experiences that alter the way you perceive people and things. But what is so fascinating about that brain of yours is that it has the capacity to reorganize what it has already learned.

Your brain has a characteristic called neuroplasticity. Neuroplasticity is your brain’s ability to change and adapt the way it functions. This means that your mind is able to toss out things it’s absorbed that no longer serve your well-being. Through emotional corrective experiences, like some of the self-care tips you’ll explore in these pages, your brain can reroute you to a healthier way of thinking, and therefore living. This is so important for you. It. Is. Necessary. You can shake off your past, the old ways of thinking that have kept your mind captive, and chase after your own emotional wellness. Change the narrative of your life with self-love, and take on practices that purify and free your thoughts. Liberate your mind.

Physical Self-Care

The next area of focus for self-care is your physical health—the body. Your brain is not the only thing that remembers everything you experience in life. Your body also has its own memory bank. Good and bad emotions are stored in your body, especially unprocessed trauma. Your body also has a reaction to these different emotions. You might freeze when you get scared. You might get a headache when you’re irritated. You might lose your appetite when you’re feeling depressed. Taking care of your body requires you to listen to it and move it. You need to pay attention to what that physical temple of yours is asking for. Is it nourishment? Is it pampering? Is it stillness? Is it action?

Truly, moving your body is one of the best ways to take care of it. Things like stress and anxiety can paralyze us, creating bad habits that exacerbate whatever illnesses are trying to take root in our bodies. And as a strong Black woman, you may have been taught to ignore your physical pains, to disregard what your body is trying to tell you. Well, that stops here. It’s time to give your body the love and respect it deserves.

Spiritual Self-Care

The last focus of self-care is your spiritual health—your soul. This is the essence of who you are on the inside. Tending to your spiritual life doesn’t necessarily mean practicing religion. It can include your faith, but it’s about taking care of your inner being, your higher self—who is connected to the universe around it. Soul self-care encompasses activities that help you tap deeper into parts of you beyond your mind and body, like your intuition. Taking care of your spirit is what helps keep you motivated to pursue total healing. You will feel more connected to the world and humanity. This self-love practice guides you to your life’s purpose. It helps you walk and live in that fulfillment. It’s what fills you up with peace beyond understanding.

Self-care for your soul is essential. The more you take care of your soul, the more you get comfortable with who you are as a person. The world around you is always trying to tell you who you should be or what you should look like as a Black woman. Your consciousness gets clouded by the stress and trauma from attempting to just be. In most spaces, you aren’t allowed to be your full self. Spiritual self-care is where you get to unabashedly tap into the magic being inside of you. You get to say hello to her and get to know her intimately. Love gently on your soul, so it can be the guiding light you need.


Choose Yourself

Ultimately, self-care is healing work for your entire being. From your mind, to your body, and to your soul, the self-care activities you use to take care of yourself can overlap. Because that’s the goal: total healing of your personhood. When you heal yourself, you create an earth-shattering legacy. The lineage of women who come after you will be healed. Your inner circle of Black women around you, healed.

By actively choosing yourself, you are breaking the generational curses or traumas that have cycled through your family. You activate your ancestral strength. Things like addiction and abuse, they stop with you. You change the way children in your bloodline will be raised. You break down emotional barriers that no longer keep feelings like fear and shame imprisoned in your body. You bend the universe with the powerful stomp of your walk to a higher level of self-worth. You create an exceptional example for yourself and others of what self-love truly means. You teach yourself and the next generations about the importance of their own self-care. Radical self-care is a movement that you cannot let pass you by. You must participate. The world depends on it. You depend on it.
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Part 1 MIND


The suggested exercises in this section will require you to be intentional, dig deep, and have fun. They are designed to lead you back to you: the keeper of your emotional wellness. You will be asked to reflect on your feelings and thoughts, tapping into total awareness of what’s going on in your head. You may even be triggered by some of these activities, which is when you experience a strong emotional response. This is good. Self-care for your mind requires a healthy emotional release as you face hard truths about yourself. It’s all about gathering you and your mental health together.

Some tips are everyday suggested actions you’ve probably heard of before. Other exercises are those only someone like you—a Black woman—will benefit from. Most importantly, with whichever activities you decide to incorporate into your daily life, you will be doing one special thing: choosing yourself. Let’s do this!








[image: ] Take a Deep Breath


Throughout the day, our fight, flight, freeze mode—or stress response—is activated. Like that time your white coworker asked to touch your hair, as they were touching it. You had to dig deep into your soul to not do something that would land you in the unemployment line. Or, that time you heard someone who was not Black use the N-word. Oh wait, and how about that time when someone said you were “pretty for a Black girl.” You get it. People try Black women, every day.

These incidents are called microaggressions—daily slights or insults that intentionally or unintentionally put down someone of a marginalized group. It’s like death by a thousand bee stings; one negative comment hurts, but to constantly experience them is deadly for your psyche.

When experiencing these incidents, which often bring on anxiety, one of the most powerful tools to use is your breath. Often, when we are distressed, we are breathing improperly. We might be holding our breath or breathing rapidly. Taking a moment to practice a breathing exercise will help you slow down your breath and let go of the stress you’re carrying, signaling to your brain and body to calm down. Here’s how to get back to a steady breath: Inhale through your nose for five seconds and exhale out your mouth for five seconds, or until all the air is out of your lungs. If needed, add in a deep sigh as you breathe out. This can be done once throughout the day or repeated as you sit for a longer period.
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    Experiencing microaggressions every day weighs heavily on you. You need to let go of your feelings tied to them; they are not for you to carry. The racially rude things people say to you are not a reflection of your worth. Take a moment right now to think about your most recent interaction that left you questioning the magnificence of your existence as a Black woman. Take one deep breath and exhale, releasing any anger and pain you are holding on to from this experience. You should feel lighter with a clearer mind as you better navigate your road to radical self-care.






[image: ] Release Feelings of Guilt Around Self-Love


As you do the work to improve your well-being, feelings of guilt may arise. You’re not alone. This is a common experience among Black women. Often, society makes us feel like we are not deserving of the good things that come to us—unless we worked tirelessly to get them. We are conditioned to push forward through bad feelings, ignoring signs of depression and anxiety to take care of everyone else. So when you put your wellness above others, you feel guilty. *claps* Aht, aht. It’s time to release those feelings of guilt around practicing radical self-care to become a better, healthier you.

Grab a notebook and do the following: Begin with evaluating where these emotions are coming from. Take some time to think and ask yourself: Where did I learn that I should put the needs of others before mine? Why do I think I must justify my requirement of self-care? Next, apologize to yourself for the times you pushed yourself beyond your limits and ignored your need for self-love. Follow up with forgiving the origin of the guilt. It is most likely a woman caregiver (maybe a mom or grandma) who didn’t provide you with a good example of what caring for yourself should look like. She did the best she could with the amount of awareness she had of herself. Most importantly, commit to not judging yourself if feelings of guilt arise as you practice self-care.

Ultimately, the more you work on not feeling guilty about taking care of yourself, the closer you get to experiencing the freedom you deserve.






[image: ] Write in a Journal


Simply existing in this world as a Black woman is traumatic. One of the best ways to process all the things swirling around in your head is to write in a journal. Creating time in your day to scribble down what’s going on in your mind has many benefits. By keeping a journal filled with your thoughts, feelings, and experiences, you will be making room for yourself to have emotional breakthroughs, find healing, gain self-confidence, and build self-awareness. Let’s keep it real: You need to cultivate this space for yourself. No one else will. The bottled-up emotions that you are carrying must make their way onto paper. It will help reduce any obsessive thinking and unpleasant feelings.

Make journaling worth it by doing any of the following: Jot down your goals for the year and revisit them in six months. Carve out ten to fifteen minutes before bed to write about your day, detailing things that happened and how you felt. Write down your dreams from the night before when you first wake up. Purchase a journal with prompts that will force you to reflect on your thoughts and behaviors. Any of the aforementioned journaling techniques will help make the experience fun for you.

Now is the time to get a journal if you don’t own one already. Use your computer or phone if handwriting your thoughts is not your thing. You need it to step up your mental wellness. Challenge yourself to write and push through any barriers you might be facing on your journey to radical self-care. Your breakthrough is waiting. Let the pages lead you.






[image: ] Ignore Your Phone in the Morning


Most people start their morning by looking at their smartphones. However, is it healthy for our brains to engage in the large world that exists in our palm, as soon as we wake? No, ma’am. It is not. Here’s a way to avoid checking your phone before you rise and shine: Get an alarm clock. You know, an actual alarm clock that isn’t connected to your phone. Then—and this is the key—charge your phone away from the bed. Choose a location that requires you to get up, like in the kitchen. This will help you curb the habit of reaching for it first thing.

All in all, making this small change will improve your mental state. You’ll have more peaceful mornings and start your day with a clear head and elevated mood, since there are many reasons why including cellphones in your morning ritual is detrimental to your mental health. First off, it’s not good for your eyes. The blue light your phone emits strains them. Why start the morning with a headache? Second, you are flooding your brain with too much information too early. Checking emails and social media while you’re still in bed increases anxiety and stress. You could go from having sweet dreams to immediately being annoyed about a work-related email or a video of Karen not minding her own business (a.k.a. carin’ ’bout the wrong thing). Third, it might trigger other unhealthy emotions like envy when you start your day scrolling other people’s timelines. Put the phone down. Think about your radical self-care goals.






[image: ] Challenge Your Negative Self-Talk


How we speak to ourselves impacts our mental health. This is why you must challenge any negative self-talk immediately. Self-talk is what is considered our internal voice. It speaks to us throughout the day as we maneuver different situations. However, sometimes, our thoughts lean toward the negative side as they’re impacted by our experiences and beliefs. Such as being conditioned as a Black woman by your surroundings to believe your skin, hair, and body are less than desirable. They’re not, by the way. You are beautiful. We subconsciously pick up these messages and start to tell ourselves things like I am not good enough. I can’t seem to get anything right. I will never find love. No one wants a woman who looks like me.

Girl, stop. Thinking like this will only lead to increased feelings of stress and sadness. You are good enough.

The next time you realize you are talking badly about yourself, interrupt those thoughts with positive self-talk and some reality testing. This is when you examine your thoughts and perceptions to see if they match your external world. Be objective and ask yourself: What evidence do I have to back up my thinking? What would happen to my feelings and actions if I changed my thoughts? Disrupting negative self-talk is how you gain power over your mental wellness and enhance your radical self-care.
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