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Abstract: This paper/presentation reports on lessons learned from our praxis 
enabling individual and social transformation through deep engagement across 
racial differences. In residential workshops called “Dare to Connect”, and in 
ongoing affinity groups that we call “Breathing Spaces”, the work has involved 
engaging participants in the creation of a collective “We-space” in which people 
can fully bring their various social identities while creating a collective space in 
which deep engagement across those differences is possible. This paper describes 
the key principles and practices underlying this work and the lessons learned from 
action inquiry within the challenging social and political context of the last five 
years. Those practices involve ancestral healing, shadow work, intra and 
intergroup dialogue, various embodied and contemplative experiences, engaging 
with the natural world, and conceptual pieces around the integral AQAL model, 
white supremacy, and healing from racial trauma. In this paper, we focus on 
lessons from our praxis concerning: unwhitening our learning spaces; the use of 
intragroup affinity spaces; and our “use of self” (as individuals and as a team) in 
our facilitation.      
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Introduction 
Nearly five years ago, in late October 2019, we joined with our two co-facilitators and 

twenty participants at Ghost Ranch, New Mexico for a 5-day residential retreat called Dare to 
Connect. Since that weekend on the eve of the pandemic, we and our colleagues have led similar 
retreats in different parts of the country. In this paper, we explore what we have learned through 
this work about how to engage people in a process of transformative learning that fosters 
personal and social transformation through engaging deeply across our racialized differences. 

The model underlying this work, which we call “we-spaces for racial equity”, is 
described in a recent book chapter (Gallegos et al 2022). That model draws on and integrates an 
array of approaches to transformative learning, including transformation through group work and 
dialogue (Schapiro et al 2012), soul work (Dirkx 2012), embodied practices (Menachim 2017), 
integral theory (Wilber 2000; Gunnlaugsen & Brabant 2016); and social identity development 
(Hardiman & Jackson 1991)). Implicit to this model are our understandings about how 
transformation occurs within a brave holding space (Arao & Clemens 2013) in which people can 
take risks and participate in radical experiments in the here and now, engage in disorienting 
experiences through which their current assumptions and ways of being are challenged (Mezirow 
1991), experience re-integrative practices through which they can experience a deep connection 
with one another and a deeper sense of wholeness, and eventually put these new understandings, 
feelings and insights into practice. 
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Our work builds a foundation wherein people can begin to explore the complexity of their 
own group legacies, owning the flaws and wisdom available by reclaiming their group identities 
as, for example, women of color or white men. This exploration involves considerable emotional 
excavation and requires the intentional creation of brave spaces where people can become 
vulnerable rather than defensive, curious rather than overwhelmed by shame, engaged rather than 
detached from what they bring and what has shaped their experiences. We have developed a 
process whereby people can gradually confront their shadows and bring to light the lessons 
derived from our ancestors. By intentionally building a container called “we-space”, we can shift 
the attention of the participants from a narrower focus on themselves as individuals to one where 
they are also able to acknowledge and communicate across and between group boundaries. 

As we have continued to experiment with this work, we have been in a continual process 
of praxis/action inquiry, learning from our experiences and adapting the work in response. In this 
paper, we report on three key themes from that inquiry: how we are intentionally learning to 
“unwhiten spaces” and interrupt white supremacy culture and practices;  our “use of self” (as 
individuals and as a team) in our facilitation.; and the opportunities and potential pitfalls of using 
intragroup affinity groups in this work. 
 

Unwhitening Our Learning Spaces 
We continually challenge ourselves to move away from habitual and dominant practices 

rooted in white supremacy culture (Okun 2021) – practices that create learning environments in 
which white people are more comfortable than are people of color – and move toward more 
relational practices and norms, which helps us to “brown” our spaces. We aim to move away 
from practices rooted in valuing individuality, urgency, timeliness, efficiency, and mind over 
body to more relational practices rooted in valuing relationships over time, emergence over 
rigidity, embodiment balanced with intellectualization, quality over quantity, emotion balanced 
with rationality, distributed power vs hierarchy, and valuing the collective over the individual. In 
so doing, we continue to be challenged by how difficult this is to achieve, since our conditioning 
to seeing white cultural practices as normal and superior runs so deep, in ourselves and our 
participants of all races. 

The ways in which we have been experimenting with these goals include: 
• minimizing our use of theory and didactic presentation and maximizing time for 

experiential and embodied learning 
• developing a culture of inquiry by engaging participants in critical questions without 

suggesting that there one right analysis and perspective 
• introducing participants to the characteristics of white supremacy culture earlier in 

our time together, and inviting them to join us in noticing when these elements show 
up among us, and in practicing alternative ways of being 

• recognizing that elements of white culture can often be useful, while questioning their 
normative and habitual use  

• holding our designs and plans lightly, allowing room for emergence and change in 
response to the needs and experiences in the here and now of the group 

• elevating and supporting the voices and experiences of people of color while inviting 
the white people to stay engaged and contribute from a less dominant place 

• integrating indigenous ways of knowing and learning into our designs, making space 
for more and more time to be intentionally spent in nature, listening to the messages 
that the trees, the animals, and spirit have for us.  
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These practices have challenged us to let go of our impulse to control what is happening 

in service of sharing power with the group, and to step away from a stance rooted in our 
expertise to one rooted as well in our unknowing and our own growing edges – thus inviting our 
participants to do the same and to focus less on demonstrating their own knowledge and 
convincing others of their truth, to an openness to learn from and with others across their 
differences. 

 
Use of Self and Team as Instruments in Our Facilitation 

Facilitating racially mixed and homogenous groups is always difficult, high stakes, 
dangerous and exciting, rewarding work. Those of us drawn to do it are a wild mix of characters. 
Each of us has a different style, history and approach to the dance of facilitation. We are yet 
interested in distilling the aspects of facilitation that are more consistently present in high 
functioning learning groups best supported by the “leader”. In our experience each person must 
learn how best to use their own “instrument” – in this case, the instrument is our very selves 
hence “self as instrument”. To this we add the variations “team as instrument”, “body as 
instrument”, “spirit as instrument”, “setting as instrument”, and most importantly, “collective as 
instrument”.  

The role of transformational facilitation requires high degrees of personal and social 
identity exploration and healing. One can only take groups as far as one herself has gone. While 
on the journey, facilitators need to be at least a half step ahead of participants to assure the group 
that while we may go to scary places, we have been through these forests before and can assure 
their safe passage and return. We continue to learn how to best use our selves in this process by 
not hiding behind our roles as facilitators, but by using our own identities and felt experiences as 
a catalyst for others’ learning - sharing our felt reactions to what is happening in the room, 
including at times our feelings of pain or disappointment, our excitement, and affirmations, along 
with our questions and our self-doubts. As bell hooks (1994) has said, “empowerment can not 
happen if we refuse to be vulnerable while encouraging others to do so” (p. 21). Our heart-
centered experience, thoughtfulness, and attentiveness all demonstrate to groups that they can 
settle in and “breathe” together. We intentionally co-create the container with them, sharing into 
the space our voices as facilitators while elevating theirs and the coherence of the collective.  

While the various levels of system that we develop with our group work are beyond the 
scope of this paper, “team as instrument” is worth emphasizing. The importance of intentionally 
developing a multicultural, inclusive team environment is crucial to the evolution of the larger 
group. We have seen the positive impact when we are fully aligned as a team and able to deal 
constructively with our own conflicts, as well as the negative impact of a team that is not as 
congruent and developed. This team sets the tone, initiates the culture and begins the process 
long before participants enter the space. The collaborating that goes on to prepare for session 
work is the key to developing healing spaces. The team mirrors and shadows the group – so the 
extent to which this can be acknowledged and actively worked with, it can enhance 
understanding and customizing activities to meet the larger group needs. But it comes with effort 
and creative conflict – inviting and encouraging contrary views and alternatives is key to 
effective and emergent design processes.  
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“Affinity groups” – Pitfalls and Possibilities 
As a Latina cis-gendered woman and Jewish cis-gendered white man, intergroup dialogue 

and racial identity development have been central to our practice since we began in the 1980’s. 
We are convinced that important work can happen in the presence of same-race and/or same-
gender groups where, as the saying goes, people can “do their own work” - which can involve 
both consciousness raising about white supremacy and patriarchy, and healing from the pain and 
trauma that those systems of oppression impose on us all.  Steve facilitates groups of white men 
while Placida supports ongoing groups of women of color and white women. We have noticed 
patterns within these groups that inform our practice and contribute to what we understand about 
group membership and the potential for transformational learning within and across groups. 

One pattern we have observed is that people of color (POC) gravitate to being together 
and want as much of that as they can get, and need to be convinced of the value of doing 
intergroup work with white people – asking what is in it for them?  And for white people the 
reverse is often true. They need to be convinced of the value of spending time with one another 
and want POC to be present to help them learn. 

Some mistakenly assume that simply because a group is homogenous (re: race, gender or 
other group identities), it will be conflict free, with participants able to engage more deeply than 
in mixed group settings. While there is some truth to this assumption, as we do tend to feel less 
guarded when surrounded by our “own people”, the story is more complex. Groups also tend to 
replicate white supremacy and patriarchal biases even among people of color and women as well 
as among dominant group members. The good and bad news that this brings us to is that WE 
ALL HAVE WORK TO DO. It can never be the case where we can just blame the dominant 
group members, call them out, beat them up and throw them out. Instead, women and BIPOC 
folk have work to do to identify and uproot their own internalized subordination and within 
group biases. While it seems counterintuitive, we have found that people can be prejudiced 
against members of their own group, often a result of their internalized oppression. Women can 
be heard saying, I don’t like working for or with other women. POC can be heard being critical 
of other members of their own groups or other subordinated groups, criticizing them for not 
being black or brown enough or judging others for their accommodation to white supremacy 
culture aka “selling out”. White men need to learn from experience that in a group setting it is 
possible to be vulnerable with one another, and to provide one another with emotional support as 
well as challenge in unlearning racism and sexism, in contrast to seeing groups of white men as a 
setting for superficial conversation about politics and sports, or, among more “woke”men, a 
competition for who is the most politically correct and evolved.  
 We use the term “Breathing Spaces” to represent the kind of safety we aspire to in our 
group work – to co-create enough safety and bravery to let down some of our armor and open to 
our vulnerability in each others’ presence. It doesn’t happen automatically, nor does it happen 
without support and clear intention. Patience is often required as the development of trust and 
relational connection among members takes time and repeated contact, commodities on short 
supply in many group contexts. Some want to be able to achieve trust and safety in short time 
frames and with only minimal in-person or repeated contact. To learn to breathe together and 
create robust “we-spaces”, we need to invest in each other and commit to ongoing effort and 
consistency. As Adrienne Maree Brown (2017) put it, “we can only move at the speed of trust.” 
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Challenges of Intragroup Dynamics – Can We Even Breathe Together? 
We are finding that women of color seem to rely on each other and develop a level of 

trust with each other much more readily than white women or white men. Perhaps because of the 
constant assault they experience in organizations including frequent microaggressions and the 
constant demand to “people-please”, be nice and make other people comfortable around them, 
when they come into homogenous group space, away from the “white gaze”, they audibly sigh at 
the assumed comfort of not having to be hyper-vigilant to survive. White women, in our 
experience, seem to need much more reassurance to begin to trust other white women. Given 
their privilege as white people and their disadvantaged status as a subordinated gender, white 
women come to these spaces with their armor well in place. In white women groups, they enter 
the work with deep concerns about losing their individual identity, being seen as racist or not 
offending others by saying/doing the wrong thing. This hyper-attention to performance leaves 
them ambivalent about showing vulnerabilities and critical of other women’s actions and 
behavior. It takes deep work and self-reflection to recognize how they are holding themselves 
back from more fully engaging.  

Women of color face different challenges. If POC groups include people from a variety 
of backgrounds and nationalities, colors and shapes, the diversity in the group can help or hinder 
the formation of a cohesive group. Sometimes the “oppression olympics” are activated with each 
group wanting to be acknowledged for the unique ways that racism impacts them and their 
people historically. In a scarcity mindset, this can set people up to compete for dwindling 
resources and see other groups as part of the problem rather than allies. It takes effort and growth 
in intercultural competence for people to hold the complexities of these various identities while 
also acknowledging and building upon their shared experiences, strategies for navigating white 
dominant organizations and intergenerational trauma passed on from their ancestors. 

White men are used to seeing one another as people to be feared, as competitors and 
agents of putdowns and various forms of one upmanship, or as people with whom they can 
escape criticism from women and POC about their privilege and toxicity. Creating groups in 
which men can be vulnerable with one another while critically examining their socialization into 
internalized dominance can be very challenging but ultimately very rewarding. Since it is largely 
from other white men that they learned the lessons of white supremacy and patriarchy, it is 
among other such men that they can be re-socialized. Getting white men into these conversations 
can be challenging, and we have learned that it is important to start where they are and to give 
them an opportunity to begin by sharing their own pain and loneliness, and their longing for 
connection. Ultimately, in dialogue with one another and across the gender and racial divides, 
they can come to recognize that their liberation relates to others, and what they have to gain by 
deconstructing various forms of oppression. 
Challenges of Intergroup Dynamics – Will We Ever Be Able to Breathe Together in Each 
Others’ Presence? 

As we continue evolving our practice, it is our hope that as individuals are able to 
develop their breadth and range of understanding of their own group memberships and group 
differences, that when they come together in mixed group settings, they are better able to engage; 
in other words, that white people become more aware of how their power and privilege has 
unintentional impacts on POC while they in turn develop capacity to tolerate and interrupt 
microaggressions and the everyday racism they encounter.  

The question for us becomes, can we ever be able to truly meet each other in intergroup 
settings and learn to relax somewhat in each others presence? Given the challenges of working 



 XV International Transformative Learning Conference  Proceedings |686 

 

within one’s own group, these difficulties are multiplied by the amount of diversity in any given 
room. Here the concept of intersectionality becomes key. Rather than my group over yours, we 
strive to notice and accept all the various aspects of diversity present in any group setting and be 
able to tap into the wisdom and complexity of the mix. 
What’s at Stake 

Without easy answers, we optimistically reach beyond the limits of what we have already 
learned and what we have already tried. We see the need for more expansive views and 
intentional practices that show us how to be most functional and engaged across differences. Our 
notions of “We-space” and “Breathing Spaces” are the foundational grounds for these practices. 
As the polarization grows across the planet and our need for deeper understanding and 
transformative learning across groups is called for, we need to innovate and stretch ourselves 
into new ways of thinking, being and loving. In our practice, we call this “fierce love”, the 
capacity and willingness to have difficult conversations that are learningful while holding each 
other in our widest and deepest embrace.  
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