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The year was 2018. You may remember the story of two brown-skinned young men who were arrested in a Philadelphia coffee shop 
for trespassing while they waited for a business associate to arrive. The store manager saw them as threatening and called the police. The 
patrons in the store who witnessed the incident said the only difference they could see between the ones who were arrested for sitting 
in the store without ordering anything, and the ones who weren’t, was skin color, but at the time of the incident Americans were not yet 
prepared to have that conversation. Since then there’s been a shift.

In 2020, after the murder of George Floyd, there was an awakening to ethnic and race-based traumatic stress as a worldwide 
phenomenon; an awareness that regardless of race and ethnicity we are all impacted by its damaging effects, from those who are wounded 
to those who intentionally or unwittingly do the wounding. In the midst of the Covid-19 global pandemic we woke up to the pandemic 
of racial violence and its pernicious effects on all of us. 

While the two pandemics continue to be disruptive and have a negative impact socially, psychologically and economically, 
they also create opportunity. Now is an opportunity for progress. We are in the midst of evolutionary change. This a pivotal time in our 
transformation as conscious beings. Events that are unfolding, and our responses to them, have the potential to change each of us for 
the better. The willingness to change and be changed for the better requires transformation. It involves a readiness to recognize that 
going back to the way things were is not realistic. Accepting reality as it is, with an eagerness to envision a brighter future for us all, is the 
opportunity for growth that we are faced with going forward.

No marches, legislation or removing statues can heal these deep seeded psychological wounds. We need self-care practices 
that support psychological health and well-being. Practices that promote post traumatic growth are necessary. Now is a time to reduce 
the harmful effects of ethnic and race-based traumatic stress so that we can be prepared to create a future that, regardless of one’s skin 
color, facial features, hair texture, and unique cultural, racial and ethnic identity, embraces the fact that we are all members of one race, 
the human race. 

Race-based stress and trauma result in experiences of emotional harm caused by various forms of social disconnection and 
exclusion. What makes racial stress and trauma unique is the context in which it occurs. There is an external context and an internal 
context, an actual event and an emotional experience. My books, Restorative Yoga for Ethnic and Race-Based Stress and Trauma and the 
companion guide Transforming Ethnic and Race-Based Traumatic Stress with Yoga, focus on the internal experiences associated with race-
related events and how self-inquiry, Restorative Yoga, and caring community can contribute to easing the suffering of emotional wounds 
caused by racial discrimination, injustice and violence. 

How Yoga Helps
Yoga is an inside out job. It is an experience that changes you bit by bit, over time. First it transforms you physically by increasing balance 
and flexibility; then mentally and emotionally by slowing your mind and calming your emotions; it helps you think more clearly and helps 
you trust your intuitive abilities; it offers guidelines that support humane behavior; it aids you in listening to yourself and to others at 
deep and subtle levels; and most important it increases your capacity for self-love, and self-acceptance, and gives you the courage to be 
truthful and honest in a compassionate way with others.1

1. Parker, G. (2020) Restorative Yoga for Ethnic and Race-Based Stress and Trauma. London/Philadelphia: Singing Dragon.
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The yoga community in the United States is becoming more racially and ethnically 
diverse. If it is to keep pace with the changing demographic and grow as a community members 
have to be prepared to have constructive conversations with each other about race, and ethnicity. 
Conversation doesn’t divide us, silence does. Conversations about race and ethnicity and the 
emotionally harmful effects of ethnic and race-based traumatic stress challenge the cultural norm 
of silence. It takes courage, fortitude, and is sometimes painful. But if we don’t prepare ourselves 
to have such conversations we remain trapped in paradigms of culturally conditioned responses 
that stunt our personal and cultural growth.

I’ll start the conversation. Forty years ago I became an adoptive mother. Because I was 
in an interracial marriage at the time, we have since divorced, we wanted to adopt a biracial child. 
Within 3 months we became parents of a beautiful 5-week-old brown skinned baby boy. To avoid 
any confusion about who he was or how others would perceive him, we were advised to make sure 
he understood that he was Black. 

One day on our way home from school, my then 6 year-old son announced, “I’m not 
black, I’m brown.” I corrected him. “No honey, you’re not brown. You’re Black.” “I am not. I’m 
brown.” he insisted. Then it dawned on me that he was talking about the color of his skin. I was 
talking about the culturally conditioned concepts I had learned about race, identity, and safety. We 
were not having the same conversation. I am embarrassed to admit what I said next. “You may be 
brown on the outside, but you’re Black on the inside.” You should have seen the look on his face. 
All these years later I still cringe when I admit that I actually said that to a six year old. But children 
are resilient and persistent and a few days later, still trying to make sense of what I had said he came 
to me and asked, “So what team is Daddy on?” I said he’s on our team. “Okay” he said, relieved. 

What Color Are You?
Let’s do a little experiment. First channel your inner 6-year-old. Hold the back of your hand up 
in front of your face and identify the color that you actually see. Do you see the color white? Do 
you see the color black? In case you hadn’t noticed there is a difference between skin color as a 
descriptor and skin color as a label for racial distinctions. When it comes to race, ethnicity, and 
skin color, we don’t always see and respond to what’s actually in front of us. Often what we see and 
respond to is the association we make with what’s in front of us based on skin color. As we begin 
to see that these associations are culturally conditioned responses, we’re on the road to seeing 
more clearly. Then we can challenge outdated paradigms that no longer serve and replace them 
with newer and healthier ones. 

Outdated Paradigm - Color Blindness
Let’s start with the old paradigm of colorblindness. We are not colorblind. Skin color matters 
because we are a visual species who respond to each other’s appearance, and in this culture 
meaning is attached to skin color. In the United States, differences in skin color were used as a 
tool to dehumanize, enslave, and oppress Africans, to decimate Native American populations 
and to elevate European colonists. Skin color became the determinant of a social hierarchy that 
placed Whites at the top, Blacks at the bottom and other People of Color somewhere in between. 
This color hierarchy became the norm. It is persistent and wounding to Whites as well as Blacks 
and other People of Color because it is dehumanizing. We deny or ignore this at our own peril 
and the peril of others. 

New Paradigm – Clarity
Yoga is the practice of focusing our awareness without being distracted by our fluctuating thoughts. It helps us discern the difference 
between beliefs and facts. It removes the veils of misperception from our eyes. It is a practice that helps cultivate clear thinking and helps 
keep us from acting on thoughts and beliefs that can be full of misapprehension. Clear thinking asks us to wake up to our conditioned 
responses and instead of being defensive, avoidant, attacking, or acting out in other destructive ways, to effectively handle any discomfort 
we may experience. 

A White friend, whom I met through yoga, and I talk freely about race and ethnicity. When she told me that it is an uncomfortable 
conversation for her I was surprised. When I asked her why she said that she grew up in a family where she learned that to admit noticing 
skin color and to discussing race was racist. In spite of her conditioning she challenges that belief and is willing to have these conversations, 
even when it’s uncomfortable, because she says it helps her learn new perspectives and grow. What makes this conversation between us 
possible is that we each set aside our own perspective to listen to, validate, and empathize with each other. We don’t make the issue or 
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our discomfort more important than our relationship. In this way we transcend our cultural 
conditioning and strengthen our connection. 

Outdated Paradigm - Differences Divide
Another old but culturally sanctioned mindset is that differences divide. In Hindu mythology 
the Suras and the Asuras were neighbors but neither group was particularly interested in 
interacting with or getting to know the other. Over time, for a complex set of reasons, the 
Asuras, which simply means not-Suras, who were at one time revered as gods, came to be 
described as “darker beings”, evil spirits, or demons, while the Suras were described as “beings 
of light”, as gods. What started out as different and unknown became confused with “other” in a 
negative sense. The story of the Suras and the Asuras is ultimately the story of the demonization 
of “that which is not like me.” 2

New Paradigm – Differences Unite
Yoga offers the view of the human race as one family. Unlike the Suras and the Asuras, who kept 
their distance from each other, yoga asks us to join together to get to know, honor, celebrate, 
and share our different perspectives and lived experiences. We do this by:

 K Acknowledging each other’s differences.
 K Affirming each other’s differences.
 K Advocating for each other’s reality and potential.
 K Appreciating each other’s gifts and talents

Outdated Paradigm - Individualism 
“I myself alone can do this.” is another oldie but goody. I was in a coffee shop eavesdropping on a conversation between two gentlemen 
discussing taxes. One gentleman said the fact that he wouldn’t be able to deduct interest from his real estate holdings didn’t matter 
because he’d make up for it by deducting his children’s college tuition. The other gentlemen said that wouldn’t work for him because he 
didn’t have any children. He went on to say that his father hadn’t paid for his college education anyway, that he’d paid for it on his own. 
“How’d you do that, through student loans?” “No” he said. “I paid out of my own pocket. When I turned 18 my father told me he was 
no longer legally obliged to support me so I paid for my own college education. See when we were kids my parents sold a lot of property 
and put the money in trust for my brothers and me and when we turned 18 we got our trusts, so I paid for college out of my trust fund.” 
The belief that I have accomplished what I have through hard work and effort alone, as this man was doing, is delusional and denies the 
importance of community. It leaves out all of the preconditions that occurred to make his accomplishments possible. It reinforces feelings 
of entitlement, isolation, and disconnection. 

New Paradigm – Communities of the Heart
Kula is a Sanskrit term that is translated as community, and is often referred to as the community of the heart. It enlists everyone’s 
perspective, involves co-participation and engenders a sense of belonging. Leadership positions and resources are shared as needed. Each 
one does his/her part. This doesn’t just happen, it requires intention. In communities of the heart people actually engage with each other. 
Engagement asks us to go beyond our capacity to endure or put up with difference. It means opening your heart to others and offering 
your perspective as well as listening to theirs. It goes beyond being tolerant or politically correct. It means that members of the community 

are willing to support those who are targets of ethnic and racial discrimination, 
violence, injustice, and the allies who advocate for them. It means that members of 
the community support examining their own ethnic and racial bias to unlearn old 
ways of thinking and behaving. These are communities that recognize that both the 
individuals who are targets of racial wounding and those who perpetuate it need help.3 

Each of these new paradigms require shifts in consciousness. They invite 
everyone, not just People of Color, to include race and ethnicity in their self-reflections 
and discussions of stress, trauma, health and well-being. They invite us to engage in 
behaviors that make a positive difference in our own lives and in the lives of others. 
It is through individual personal transformation and connection with others that we 
change the world.

2. Parker, G. (2020) Restorative Yoga for Ethnic and Race-Based Stress and Trauma. London/Philadelphia: Singing Dragon.
3. Parker, G., (2020), Restorative Yoga for Ethnic and Race-Based Stress and Trauma. London/Philadelphia: Singing Dragon
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