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Embodiment

I shall not be moved. Just like a tree that’s planted by the water, I shall
not be moved.

—NEGRO SPIRITUAL

I am determined to be more than my body—what my body has endured,
what my body has become. Determination, though, has not gotten me
very far.

—ROXANE GAY

Dear Tony,

I wanted to write this letter to you because this is the only way I can talk
about approaching my body. If I am to speak about what my body has
meant, then I must speak it to you because you were the last person who
reflected something valuable back to me about my body. And I need
someone to write this chapter to in order for it to be held kindly and
warmly, allowing all the ugliness as well as the beauty to surface.

I remember the night you held me and something in the evening or the
warmth of your body offered me the permission to say how much I felt I
didn’t deserve your arms around me. I shared how I could not
understand why you were attracted to me. How I confided in you the
many times I have failed to love my body and all the times it has failed
to love me in return. I assumed that you had no clue as to how to relate
to my struggle until you looked at me and said how you were here with
me now and there wasn’t any other place you wanted to be. And then
how you spoke of those many years of not being able to look in the
mirror and those same years of loneliness believing that you did not
deserve to be touched or held kindly in the same way you were holding
me. Your disclosure was the moment I stopped feeling so alone.
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I continued opening to you telling you how I both admired you and at
the same time found myself terrified. You had earned a different
relationship to your body. You told me how all of this was a
misunderstanding and that you too still struggled with your flesh. I did
not believe it, but you loved me in that moment and you held space for
my vulnerability. In your eyes I could see the unfolding of many nights
with other lovers struggling too with a clarification of thought and
feeling that kept pointing you back to all the ways you could not trust
the care you were receiving because you could not trust your body to
receive it. Your eyes told me that you had been there and it was a place
that you still cycled into when the doubt became too much.

What I need to say now are all the things that need to be articulated
before I can move on to what is really on my mind. I need to say that I
am a fat Black cisgender man who despite my imagination am firmly
stepping into my middle-age years. I am no longer young. Neither are
you.

My body, like yours, tells a certain story. It has its own narrative. It
speaks in a clear, direct, and simple language, which is sensation. My
body, like yours, like every body, does not lie. Though it does not lie,
somehow I have been taught to distrust it. My oppression and the
subsequent trauma are rooted in this fundamental distrust.

And because of this experience of distrust, I am mad. Angry. Anger
lives in my body like a ghost haunting a house. To understand my anger
I have to learn to understand my body, to return to it to ask the ghost to
leave.

What Is Embodiment?
In my practice, embodiment has two key components. The first is the
practice of remembering my body as it is in this moment and context.
Embodiment is the work of returning home to the body, which is also to say
that my awareness returns back to dwelling in my body. Yet as my
awareness returns back to my body, I must do the next work of seeing my
body as an experience. If I can see my embodiment as an experience, I am
much more able to practice a fluidity and lucidity that will make it much



more possible for me to open to the spaciousness that allows freedom from
habitually responding to everything.

This kind of embodiment is important, because nothing fragmented can
ever be freed. The trauma of systematic reality, with its illusions, sufferings,
and instability, has eroded our minds and bodies from each other. The body
will always tell the story of our woundedness in a language so direct and
simple that it can be too much to bear witness to. As protection, the mind
pulls away and keeps itself isolated from the body. The most radical project
we could ever engage in during our lives is the project of embodiment. This
is the most radical act because there is no liberation without the union of
body and mind.

I remember the story of the Buddha’s awakening. The Buddha had been
born a prince and lived a luxurious life. Eventually he left this life when it
began to dawn on him that there was much more than pleasure and ease. He
wanted to get completely free from the duality of pleasure and displeasure.
After having studied with a few teachers, he settled in to meditate, vowing
not to stop until he reached full awakening. After a few years, he took a
break and discovered that his body was completely emaciated and
weakened, though his mind was quite strong. He felt as if he could not
proceed further into deeper levels of meditative absorption until he cared
for his body. He was able to take some nourishment and started practicing
awareness of his body along with his awareness of mind phenomena. This
act was an expression of yoga, or union. These practices had been around
for a while before the Buddha, but he had finally realized this union for
himself on his own terms. I believe that this was his first profound teaching,
that we must come to terms with the truth on our own terms in our own
time.

To be embodied means to know both our joy and our pain. It is a means
through which we return home to the truth of how we are and how this truth
has been restricted for many of us. Embodiment is not fun times for me. It
is a time of coming into my mourning for what my mind and body have had
to endure, and intentionally offering gratitude for the union I am being
called into. Union of body and mind through embodiment is not the
liberation yet; but when union gives rise to the remembering of our
wholeness, then we can move with our complete selves into the work of
getting free. There is no freedom through fragmentation, though so many of



us have tried to do that. At the end of the day, we find ourselves exhausted,
because no matter how hard we try, it is difficult to haul one piece of
ourselves at a time to freedom.

My lived experience of embodiment is this: When I move, I am with my
body. When I eat, I am eating with my body. When I am sitting, I am sitting
with my body. When I am making love, I am with my body in the process
of lovemaking. And when I come to die, I am with my body dying and
letting go to enter into a new experience of embodiment. These are all
expressions of love for my body and what my body does. Ultimately,
embodiment is learning to love everything, including what is unlovable.

How Many Bodies Can We Serve?
There are several kinds of “bodies” that we can come home to that must be
worked with if we want to get free. One thing that I have discerned from
my practice is that all our different bodies are interconnected. The physical
body is the central experience body for us, as it is the body that seems to be
in the same time and place with us. Every other body links into our physical
body, and we can work through our physical body to connect to and learn to
embody our other bodies. The bodies that I identify and work with in my
practice are the physical body, emotional body, subtle energy body, sexual
body, spiritual body, collective body, social media body, and ego body.

Anger and the Body
As I grew into my practice, I saw that disembodiment is the primary
strategy through which oppression is maintained. When you condition a
person to be disembodied or disconnected from their bodies, then that
person moves through the world desensitized to how their bodies are
responding to conditions around them through the production of physical
sensation, which our minds may label as emotion. Being disembodied, it
becomes difficult to know how we are feeling and why we are feeling it. An
outcome of this is the potential to act out of unidentified emotions.

Yet at the beginning, my anger was unseen, unfelt, and thus not
embodied. I was sashaying through life as if I had beat anger. I didn’t want
to be that angry Black man. So I was the nice Black guy. I was everyone’s
Black friend. I had no need to be that angry Black man. That role was
overplayed and played out. I wanted to be liked.



I am a Black man. Like many people, I have a diverse and complex
identity play. I understand identity as stories we create to describe who and
what we are. The identities that have most shaped me are being Black,
cisgender, queer, mixed-class, and fat. As a Black person in these United
States, I have never been taught to use my anger in a constructive way.
Matter of fact, I have learned that my anger can get me killed. My anger is
the single greatest threat to my life.

Moreover, I am angry that my anger is not taken seriously. I have never
been taught that I have a right to my anger, in the same way I have never
been taught that I have a right to my body. If emotions arise out of the body
as sensations, and if I am not embodied, how do I own and relate to that
anger as mine? How do I hold it and take care of it if I am not at home
when it comes knocking?

My unexamined anger and rage as a cisgender male is the cornerstone
that perpetuates the violence of patriarchy. If I am disembodied, I am
unaware of my anger; and if I am unaware, then it is likely that I begin to
direct my anger toward you. On top of that, I may be unconsciously tuning
into my own unmet needs and blaming others around me for those needs
going unmet. Yet in terms of patriarchy, men are conditioned to be
dominant and that they have a right to claim anything, to take up space, to
be the center of attention, and to, essentially, be normal. What we are not
told to do is claim our own bodies through an intimate knowing of our body
and its sensations. To claim these sensations and to listen to them would tell
us a more accurate story of what is happening around us. However, in
patriarchal conditioning, this kind of knowingness of our bodies and
experiences is labeled as feminine or weak.

My anger is also related to a sense of dominance. The ego, the collection
of sensations and experiences we label as an autonomous existing self, is
about both domination and submission. It is about domination because part
of how the ego maintains itself is through controlling things around it. It
must subjugate and stabilize things in order to stabilize itself. Instability,
fluctuation, ambiguity, and indirectness are the antithesis of ego
maintenance. Another way to understand this is that the ego must have solid
ground around it to stand firm.

The Ego Body



When I teach about love, I talk about loving ourselves, including the ego. I
define “ego” as a collection of beliefs, perceptions, thoughts, and feelings
that are happening all together, creating an experience of a self-existing and
autonomous self. This becomes a body for us. In Buddhist thought, we
confuse this compilation as who we are, and we label it “I.” Yet there is no
“I” or “me” there. What is there is our consciousness, or this ability to be
aware and knowing. This is often the most confusing aspect of Buddhism,
especially for those of us coming from traditions that teach about the soul.
Consciousness is not a soul. I understand the soul to be a self-existing
expression of ourselves, which is the essence of who we are. Consciousness
is awareness itself that is not limited or localized to the essence of who I
am. It is much more expansive than that. Consciousness permeates all
phenomena. Part of the enlightenment experience is learning to rest and
remain in the energy of awareness, which is the essence of consciousness.

Right now we are having two experiences of consciousness. The first
experience is that of ultimate consciousness, or the quality of awareness and
knowingness that pervades everything. The second experience is the
relative consciousness, or the limited knowingness that is attempting to
merge with ultimate consciousness or knowingness. The relative
consciousness is limited because it is attached to the ego and thus distracted
by the illusionary realness of the ego. Attachment disrupts spaciousness, so
relative consciousness is always struggling to expand into the naturally
present ultimate consciousness. Another way of thinking about the
experiences of consciousness is to look at ultimate consciousness as the
mother and our relative consciousness as the child. Our goal in practice is to
unite the mother and the child. Our relative consciousness is longing to be
poured back into the ultimate consciousness.

When we examine this Buddhist perspective of ego, it is easy to believe
that the ego should be avoided or erased. This kind of relationship to ego is
dangerous. We are instead trying to see the ego for what it is, especially the
illusion of ego. We still need to relate to ego in order to be in relationship
with this reality and with others around us. The ego is the anchor that keeps
us connected to others. Think of it as something like a common
denominator through which we can communicate our shared experiences
and perceptions. When we erase ego, then we lose connections to others
and the world in general, and we call this condition insanity.



Our egos are fragmented, which means that we don’t often see or
experience the totality of ego. This also means that we are responding to
and protecting different fragments, which gets overwhelming and
exhausting. The practice to meet the challenge of our fragmented ego as
well as the issue of ego in general is love. Love means that we accept the
reality of ego, and in doing so we can start relaxing around ego, which
helps us to connect to the inherent space around ego. That space and the
distance we get with loving help to bring the totality of ego into
perspective. This is called healing the ego, and this healing is based on
allowing ego to be whole. Yet the truth of all of this on a relative level is
that the ego is already whole and is wrapped in expansive space. We use
love to recognize that reality. The more we practice like this, the more we
begin to earn our experience of the ultimate nature of all of this, which is
emptiness, along with a lucid potentiality saturated with awareness. We also
call this the nature of our minds. To realize the nature of mind is to realize
the truth of ego and all phenomena.

Yet when we give ego lots of space through the practice of love, we find
that we become less reactionary in relation to our ego. We begin to
understand that many of the ways we attempt to protect ourselves are also
attempts at strengthening our fixation on ego or our fixation on the belief
that there is a definite “I.” One way I practice this is by reminding myself
that everything isn’t about me, for me, or even because of me. When I
remind myself, I let myself relax into this acknowledgment.

Whereas ego is a compilation of experiences we label as “I,” identity can
be the ways that we attempt to describe the relative uniqueness of “I.”
Identities are just the stories we tell ourselves about who we are as well as
the stories the world makes up about who it thinks we are. Identity and ego
are not quite the same thing. Let’s use this example: Our egos are really into
drag. The world is a grand ball, and our identities are what our egos are
using to play drag and sashay around the world in. And in the tradition of
balls, we are walking to win prizes in categories. Some of us are going for
realness as transgender, gender nonconforming, women, or men, as Black,
Asian, queer, bisexual, rich, smart, handsome, beautiful, or an infinite range
of other identities. We want to pass through the ball of the world having
everyone believe in what we are serving. At the same time, the ball of the
world is either helping us fulfill this performance by believing us and



contributing to the performance, or it is not. The more the ball of the world
believes or disbelieves, the more intense our experiences are.

The ego can be more than just individual as well. Like our different
embodiments, we can have a social ego, social media ego, community ego,
etc. Who we think we are and how we relate to our egos can be projected
into any space, medium, or collective. In the collective ego, we find
ourselves dealing with not only our individual egos, but how our egos
function together with other people’s egos, creating a kind of unified ego,
thus turning the “I” into “we” and “mine” into “ours.” The collective ego
can create, inform, and perpetuate systems. Identity expression is key here.
The expression of identities can become collective experiences that are
driven by the principal energy of ego, which is about believing that this
expression of who I am is actually me and should be taken seriously at all
costs.

Collective identities based on race or gender, for instance, intensify who
we think we are as well as distribute the privilege and disprivilege across
the collective, creating systems of power. The collective ego many white
people in the United States participate in has yielded, and continues to
yield, incredible privileges at the expense of Black and brown people,
resulting in the system of white supremacy. The collective ego of cisgender
men yields the social privileges of power over women, as well as
transgender, gender nonconforming, and queer people, resulting in
patriarchy. Yet, collective egos that are based on power and dominance also
hurt those who gain privilege from the collective identity, because the
collective ego is not adaptive; it is quite rigid and fixed. It is difficult for the
individual to divest from this collective ego, because there seems to be no
space to do so. This illusion of no space blurs the line between the personal
ego and the collective ego. Moreover, both expressions of ego become
normalized, which makes it difficult to even have a thought of divesting
from the collective ego.

The Physical Body and the Ego Body
The body is important in this discussion, because we have learned to equate
our sense of self with the physical body. The physical body is also an
anchor for how identities are created and expressed. We often think who we
are is related to the body, or even that we are our bodies. In the work of



embodiment, we are trying to bring our bodies into awareness, embracing
all the sensations of our bodies. Our bodies are important, but they are just
experiences of one way we show up in the relative world, just like our egos
and identities. This identification with the physical body is seen at the
moment of death. I believe that death is an experience of when our
consciousness transitions from the body into a formless realm to journey
into a new life taking form again in a body. It becomes hard for our relative
consciousness to leave the body if it identifies with the body as who we are.
And our relative consciousness will never be able to reunite with the
ultimate consciousness if the ego and body limit it. It will be difficult for
many of us to die if we are so attached to our bodies as who we are, instead
of seeing our consciousness or even our souls as our most pure experience.
We should be ready to let go when we need to in order to be free.

Trauma and the Emotional Body
The body is significant, because unlike our mind, the body is always in the
present. It does not have our mind’s ability to be in the past or future, and
when we are really fortunate, to be here in the present. It does not get
distracted. Despite all of this, the body can still be confused. When I say
confused, I mean that experiences of trauma can disrupt how our bodies can
be in tune with the things happening around us. Trauma disrupts the body’s
equilibrium. For example, have you ever been in a conversation with
someone, and you realize that for a while you both have been talking about
different things, and then one of you goes, “Wait, what are you talking
about?!” Or have you ever heard thunder and wind blowing outside, and it
never ends up raining? This is how the body may respond to trauma: by
expressing sensations that are responding to or pointing toward something
we don’t understand.

As someone descended from slaves, I acknowledge that my
disembodiment is largely an expression of transhistorical trauma originating
with my ancestors’ initial emotional injury of being kidnapped, enduring
the brutality of the Middle Passage, and landing in this country to be
enslaved and further brutalized by systematic racism for centuries. Slavery
disrupted my ancestors’ right to their bodies, while physical and emotional
violence took root in both the mind and the body as trauma that kept us
from reclaiming an awareness of our bodies. So many Black folks today are



walking around haunting themselves by occupying a psychic distance
outside of their bodies because racial trauma has made their bodies unsafe
for them to occupy.

The body tells the truth regardless of if we can speak its language or not.
My body tells the truth of transhistorical trauma, most often experienced as
a distrust of my body as well as a belief that I do not have a right to my
body. Often my practice has focused on trying to meet my body where it is,
instead of constantly trying to get it to meet me where I am. Meeting my
body where it is has meant meeting it at a woundedness that I inherited and
that has been exacerbated by a disembodiment that I am just learning how
to address.

The Spiritual Body
The practice of spirituality is the practice of remembering who we really are
beyond our suffering by allowing the universe to point us back to our most
basic, truest selves. Spiritual practitioners are consenting to be guided into
communication with the most honest expression of ourselves, the world
around us, as well as ultimate reality. To be a spiritual person means to be
always willing to be in communication with things as they are, not as we
wish them to be. I have often related to my spiritual practice as a deep
listening to everything, and then allowing myself to be shaped by what I am
hearing.

There is also my experience of spirit. Spirit has taken on various
meanings. Here I understand spirit as the energetic expression of mind and
body collaboration that projects an experience of solidity, directness, and
nurturing into the world around us. It is what healing and being healed feel
like as an experience happening in real time. One’s mind and body are
talking. They are practicing community together. Not only is there
community, there is a kind of unshakability. Spirit is an expression of
embodiment. It reminds me of growing up in church and singing “I Shall
Not Be Moved.” I didn’t get the meaning of the song as a young person, but
now I understand it as a declaration of wholeness and the promise that I will
not be made unwhole again.

Emotional Labor



What Is Emotional Labor?
To begin with, emotions are mental states originating in the body as
sensations, which are labeled by the mind, resulting in experiences that are
pleasurable, unpleasurable, or neutral. Emotional labor is both the seen and
the unseen work of caring for, caretaking, and taking care of our emotional
states or other people’s emotional states. Currently we understand the
expression of emotional labor as the many ways we attempt to make other
people comfortable and happy. This includes actively listening to others,
asking how people are feeling, checking in with them, letting them vent in
front of you, and not reacting to someone when they are being rude or
disrespectful. It is the work we do to help people process their emotions. If
you are in a helping profession or customer service position, emotional
labor is always having to smile and be pleasant, even when you don’t feel
like it and especially when someone is being a monster to you. Moreover, it
is how some of us sense imbalance in interactions and relationships, and the
work we do to bring these relationships into balance, often without being
asked to do so. I have strong empathic abilities, which means that I am very
sensitive to other people’s emotions and thus am also sensitive to
imbalances in relationships. This fuels my work of doing emotional labor
for others.

The idea of emotional labor comes out of 1970s feminist work, and since
then has been instrumental in helping us to understand how emotional labor
was a gendered expression where women were seen as carrying the bulk of
emotional labor. Describing this work as labor frames it first as something
that is offered and should be compensated for, and second as something that
does take effort. I appreciate this framing not because of its reference to
capitalism, but because it helps me to understand that emotional labor is
work. If I am doing this labor for others without support, I will get burned
out and resentful. When we are working through our anger and hurt, we
need individuals and communities to support us in doing this labor while at
the same time being aware of the effort others are putting in.

Holding Space
Holding space is the work of being with ourselves and others in a
nonreactive way. I am able to notice everything that comes up in my mind
and body, and I can allow it to be there without having to react to it. Not



reacting to the material in my experience means that I have the space to
focus on other things as well while not losing awareness of this material.
When I get distracted and start reacting to the material that is coming up for
me, then I am not holding space for myself or anyone else. Authentic
holding space means that first and foremost, I am holding space for myself.

A Note for the Emotionally Mature
Emotional maturity doesn’t mean you are always stable. It does mean that
you have strategies that help you to manage fluctuations in your
emotionality. Emotionally mature people I know express all kinds of
emotions. They get pissed, they laugh, they are serious, playful, and
sometimes sad. I consider them emotionally mature because they have a
basic awareness of what they are experiencing; they can practice a lot of
spaciousness around emotions.

If you are someone who is emotionally mature, then your emotional
stability actually becomes a support for others who are experiencing
emotional instability. You become the earth for others, and that holding can
translate into an act of love and kindness.

Reflection
Think about people in your life you consider to be emotionally
mature. What is it like to be around them? Does it seem that
others like to be around them? How do you use folks like this for
your own benefit? If you are someone who is emotionally mature,
what is your experience? What does it feel like?

I consider myself an emotionally mature person. This has come through
my many years of meditation practice, as well as having to deal with
systems of oppression my whole life. Though dealing with these systems
alone does not make me or others emotionally mature, it has, however, lent
itself to the development of emotional resilience, or the capacity to
acknowledge difficult emotions like anger and despair and to experience
them while still maintaining a degree of focus on and connectedness with



what’s happening around me. This emotional resiliency, coupled with
meditation practice, has deepened my emotional maturity. I still experience
the whole range of emotions, but I also have the strategies to actively hold
space for these emotions and cultivate spaciousness, which offers me the
room to make choices as to how I wish to be in relationship to my emotions
while decreasing my chances of getting distracted and potentially creating
harm for myself and others.

What Does Emotional Labor Look Like for Me?
Overall, my work as a spiritual teacher is to do emotional labor for anyone
who needs support. I appreciate offering this support, because this is the
support that I need as well. I need others to hold space for my struggle and
confusion.

The work of emotional labor is all well and good until I find myself
feeling emotionally fatigued, where I lose the capacity to be resilient. This
is a sign that I am in need of self-care, which often for me means being
alone and in silence to rest and relax back into the spaciousness. During
these times, I have to set boundaries as part of my care. Sometimes my
boundaries are tested, because people can come to expect that I am always
on and there to do labor for them.

There are times when I am deeply frustrated with how others fail to hold
space for me, like when people ask me how I’m doing but really aren’t
interested in how I’m doing. Or there are other times when I am attempting
to be open and vulnerable, but that vulnerability is not seen or held. In those
moments, I shut down and retreat into the strategies of offering myself
support and losing trust in other people’s ability to hold me. However, there
are many ways that people do emotional processing for me. I have family
and friends regularly checking in with me. My mother often calls and texts
to see how I’m doing. I have several mentors who check in with me and
make sure I am doing well. I have close friends I can call when I need
someone to listen to me. Sometimes I get triggered and need someone to
help me process what I am struggling with.

Getting Triggered and Doing Emotional Labor
When I started writing this section on emotional labor, I had an experience
of getting really triggered after learning that an organization I thought



considered me an ally was publicly stirring up animosity against me among
the community they served. I was triggered because I felt as if the actions of
the organization were unskillful, considering no effort had been made to
contact me in person to talk and offer direct feedback about how they might
be seeing me as not being in line with their values. I was pissed and hurt.
When I am attacked, an old narrative engages, which is that no one is going
to come to help defend me and that I have to protect myself. I know that
this is not the truth, but it is an old narrative rooted in growing up and
feeling alone and victimized as a Black gay boy.

Take a few minutes to reflect on and make a list of the things that trigger
anger for you. After you have made your list, look through it to see if there
are patterns or ways that you can organize your triggers. Are there triggers
that come from other people saying things? Are there triggers that are about
seeing certain images? Are there triggers based on hearing certain sounds?
There are no right or wrong answers.

Anything can be a trigger, and triggers are different for everyone.
Triggers can change and shift over time. When I am speaking of triggers, I
am speaking more of experiences that seem overwhelming when we need to
really care for ourselves. Triggers are part of the normal emotional labor we
end up doing each day. Anger triggers can be the most intense triggers to
work with, along with trauma triggers. One of the ways that we can support
ourselves is by reflecting on what triggers anger for us.

Another aspect of triggers is our physical and emotional response to
them. I start to feel warm, especially in my chest and neck. I also
experience tightness in my forehead. Then the first emotional response I
notice is anger, and soon after I am able to shift my attention to the hurt. At
that point, I am able to move through SNOELL and some other grounding
practices that help me to hold space for the hurt.

The practice of using SNOELL is part of a strategy called compensation.
Compensation is also an expression of emotional labor. In the moments
when I am feeling a lot of response in my body and mind, it can become
difficult to maintain focus, especially in a situation that I need to be
engaged in. Compensation at that time means that I am going through
SNOELL: noticing my breathing, resting on the earth, and getting as much



space into my experience as possible. I try to ground myself back into
what’s happening around me.

I also use compensation to support me if I know I am moving into a
situation that will be triggering. In this practice, I ask myself what I will
need, and then I start putting together a support strategy to rely on. Many of
us do this if we are preparing for a difficult conversation or other
interaction. I am often asked to support spiritual communities that are going
through some spiritual hardship; and before showing up, I do my
compensation work, which includes prayers, chanting, meditation, silence,
and rest. It almost feels like stocking up for a long journey into, well,
drama. The drama is all the ways we get distracted and lose ourselves in the
habitual reactions to the material coming up for us, and these reactions
often increase harm. If I am well resourced through compensation, then I
find that I am less likely to get tired and fall into the drama of the situation.

Reflection
In this exercise, reflect on your emotional and physical responses
to triggering. Be as specific as you can. Notice if different triggers
have different responses. Next, think about ways that you can
support yourself or offer compensation as you are experiencing
being triggered. Finally, think about ways that you can offer
yourself compensation before getting into intense situations.

Levels of Emotional Labor
I believe that emotional labor happens on three levels: the personal,
interpersonal, and collective.

1. EMOTIONAL LABOR FOR OURSELVES

On the personal level, emotional labor is the work that I am doing for
myself to be with my own emotions. Often when I give public talks, I offer
the option of people submitting questions to me anonymously on slips of
paper. Part of one talk was on self-care. I received a question from someone



who wanted to know how to look at someone who appeared not to take care
of themselves and yet to take them seriously concerning issues of self-care.
Though the question did not name me specifically, I still took it personally.
I am fat. That is obvious, and when I say “fat,” it is not self-deprecating. It
is my effort to reclaim this word. I appreciate my fatness. Yet when I
received this question, I was livid. Beneath this anger was my hurt. This
hurt felt like embarrassment, shame, and sadness. I read the question as
someone basically saying, “You are fat and disgusting, and how dare you
attempt to talk about self-care.” So I went through my process of looking at
what was coming up for me, including using SNOELL, and I called in my
homecomings. After all of that, I was still pissed, but I was able to hold
space for being pissed and hurt. I don’t know if that question was about me.
I made an assumption. Making an assumption is okay as long as I own that
assumption and am willing for that assumption to be challenged. In my
response, I was transparent about what I was experiencing in that moment.
My anger underlined the directness of my response, but it was being held
by my compassion. The spaciousness is what offered me the resources to be
adaptive. I wasn’t fixated on the emotions, and thus had the clarity to
answer the question honestly and directly, being informed by the anger and
hurt but coming from a place of compassion.

2. EMOTIONAL LABOR FOR OTHERS

We often find ourselves doing emotional labor without consciously
consenting to it. It has become an important practice for me to offer consent
for myself to engage in interactions that feel as if I am doing emotional
labor. Of course, there are interactions where the focus is for me to hold
space for others, and I fully consent to doing those. However, sometimes I
may be having a casual conversation with someone, and at some point the
conversation may start to bring up heavy material for the other person. At
that point, I often check in with myself to see if I am resourced enough in
the moment to hold space for the other person. Being resourced means I
have what I need to do what needs to be done in the moment. I am often
resourced enough to hold some space. When I reach my limit in the
conversation, I can usually communicate that I’m hitting my edge and that
it will be hard for me to continue holding space. Many of us also
communicate this through nonverbal cues.



More often, I am finding myself in interactions where the other person is
aware of what’s coming up for them and may ask if it’s okay for them to
continue. If that doesn’t happen, what also sometimes happens is after the
conversation, the other person may thank me for listening and may
apologize for going so deep into something. All of this is okay. We can’t
control what material may come up for us in an interaction. I want to
provide as much support as I can for others. Besides, because of my training
and practice, people tend to feel very comfortable around me, and they find
themselves going deep into issues and topics that they normally wouldn’t
with others. People have told me that over and over again.

To hold space for others and to do emotional labor, we must keep a few
things in mind.

1. Make sure you are able to hold space for yourself before engaging
with others.

2. Set boundaries between yourself and the person you are supporting.
Know when you are working on your edge, and communicate that
to the other person.

3. The more we struggle with self-agency, the more we will struggle
with boundaries. The more we struggle with boundaries, the more
emotional labor we will do. Boundary setting is born directly from
our ability to consider ourselves worth being cared for. When we
value care for ourselves, we can understand what forms of
emotional labor are appropriate for us in the given moment.



Things to Keep in Mind When Needing
Emotional Labor from Others

1. I see the use of emotional labor as something that can
manipulate others into offering an emotional support that
they are not resourced enough to provide. Then we blame
this person for being emotionally shut down, when in
reality they are just as emotionally drained and
traumatized as we are. Sometimes we hold people
hostage by our demands for them to do emotional labor
for us. Often what we are needing is to seek professional
support through therapy, instead of forcing others around
us to do this work on our behalf.

2. Sometimes emotional labor can be manipulative. For
instance, we accuse people of not doing emotional labor
for us when people have not consented to doing this for
us. We assume that someone is always available to us. A
common practice within my professional and friend
groups is to ask each other if it is okay that we talk about
certain things that may require emotional labor. This is an
act of asking for consent before confiding heavy
emotional material.

3. Sometimes we are confused about the amount of
emotional labor others are always doing for us. Once I
was accused of not doing emotional labor for someone
who for more than a year had been using me for
emotional labor. In the moment of being accused, I
reflected on how when we feel as if we are not getting the
emotional labor we think we want, we accuse people of
not doing the emotional labor at all.

4. Maybe part of what makes emotional labor so intense is
how we attempt to force others into doing emotional labor
for us. We say things like “I need you to do this for me” to



people who often cannot even do the emotional labor for
themselves. Resentment arises when our expectations
are not met.

5. Sometimes what we mean by emotional labor is
accountability and boundaries. I also feel that we should
be clearer about what kind of labor it is. Not everything is
emotional labor.

3. COLLECTIVE EMOTIONAL LABOR

Some of us are in a position in communities and collectives where we tend
to be in the position of mediator, or what I like to sometimes call space
holder. People who are fairly resourced and/or empathic often find
themselves doing this work for the community. I believe that this is such an
honor to have the capacity to hold space for others like this. When I think
about collective emotional labor, I think about the scene from Beloved by
Mother Toni Morrison where Baby Suggs, an elder Black woman and
former slave, calls the Black community into the forest. She first asks the
children to step forward to laugh. Then she asks the men to come forward to
dance, and last she asks the women to cry, mourning for the living and the
dead. By the end of the scene, everyone is doing a little bit of everything.
Both Mother Toni’s text as well as the film adaptation reveal the complex
and beautiful work of a community elder and space holder supporting the
community in profound emotional labor. The novel is set shortly after the
Civil War in Cincinnati, Ohio, during a time when the Black community
still faced incredible obstacles and hardships. Baby Suggs offered a way for
members of the community to connect to their emotions and to express
those emotions within the safety of a container held by her, which
manifested from her own deep connection to her emotions. She embodies
so many leaders in our communities who model emotional labor and space
holding for themselves, and who offer it as profound medicine for the
community in a variety of creative ways.

I often reflect on Serena Williams when she took her stand during the
final round of the 2018 US Open tournament. She felt as if she was being
wrongly treated by the umpire. She expressed herself directly, vented her



frustration, and was punished by the umpire and by the media. Watching
clips right after it happened, I found myself cheering her on. She was
mirroring all the frustration that I experience being in a place that was not
meant for me. She reminded me that my anger and rage are justified
responses to the ways systems attempt to police me into silence and
consent. Her taking a stand was her doing emotional labor for many of us
who are marginalized and feel emotionally shut down and powerless in the
face of oppressive conditions. However, when we are confronting systems
through our emotional expression, we can experience the weight of
challenging something experienced by many, but addressed by only a few.
Then the labor is not distributed fairly, and that labor becomes a burden.
This may have been what Williams has often experienced being a Black
woman and excelling in a field dominated by white folks. This may be what
others feel who are underrepresented in a field they excel in. When I am
speaking out against serious issues in my community that so many others
are silent about, I feel the weight of the labor I am doing for so many
others. This is the risk we take when standing up against systems that others
feel so disempowered against. It seems we are both fighting the system
while shouldering the emotional needs of others we are doing labor for.


