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goals and objectives

Learn about the interpersonal neurobiology of early attachment and bonding. 

	 ·Learn how early family dynamics continue to shape and drive our relationship patterns today.  

	 ·Understand how early family patterns of attachment and bonding happen in a cultural context.  

Explore the interpersonal neurobiology of racial socialization and white fragility. 

	 ·Learn about the underlying neurophysiological roots of racial socialization and white fragility. 

  ·Explore and identify how white fragility is expressed, developed, and maintained. 

Learn embodied and relational practices to help support unraveling and dismantling of 
white fragility. 

	 ·Explore the benefits of doing so.



What is 
Interpersonal 
Neurobiology?

The Science of ‘Betweenness’ 

— 


IPNB OVERVIEW
Core Principle: We shape one another’s brains at every stage of our lives.  

[Daniel Siegel; Lou Cozolino; Allan Schore] 

Our nervous systems (along with our belly and heart brains) are always asking, “Are you with me?”  
[Stephen Porges] 

Our brainstems are adjusting to the rhythm of those around us. [Bruce Perry] 

Our emotional-motivation systems are always monitoring for  
connection / disconnection and adjusting accordingly. [Jaak Pankseep] 

Our interpersonal experiences shape the neural connections between limbic region and neocortex that support us in 
regulating more easily when stress arrives. [Allan Schore; Daniel Siegel] 

Our attachment patterns develop in parallel with those who provide care for us in our earliest days.  
[Mary Ainsworth; Mary Main and Eric Hesse] 

Social Baseline Theory suggests that when we have a felt sense of accompaniment, we feel less fear and pain, and 
perceive tasks as easier. [James Coan and Lane Beckes] 

All true acts of communication join two brains into a single brain in the space between. [Uri Hasson] 

How we attend to one another and the world matters, and gives rise to the world we encounter. [Iain McGilchrist] 

We internalize those with whom we have meaningful relationships and they become ongoing participants in how we 
perceive, experience, and relate. [Marco Iacoboni; Bonnie Badenoch]



tHE eMBODIED aND 

rELATIONAL bRAIN

collaborating with our 
embodied brain’s natural 

liberation process

We are profoundly and exquisitely sensitive to one another and we need one another. 
The smallest human nervous system is two. 

From before we’re born till the day we die, every moment of experience and relationship shapes our 
body and brain. Our body is seeking the most nourishing attachments our system allows us to imagine. 

We could say that our deep imagination of who and what we can be is shaped by what was. 

Our embodied relational brains are co-organizing and co-regulating.  
They’re constantly seeking the support they need to move toward integration, in the direction of optimal 

relatedness between neural circuits and nervous systems. 

In the course of our interpersonal relationships, we each develop unique constraints that facilitate or 
hinder integration. [everyday trauma…] 

Thanks to our brains abundant neuroplasticity, with support, these constraints can change so that we can 
continue toward a more full experience of integration. [Thx to Bonnie Badenoch.]



the attachment 
environment

“We see you.” 

“We are here.”  

_____________________________________ 

“I see you.” 

“I am here.”



left and right hemispheres…

Two duplicative brain hemispheres with… 

…two necessary and complementary, but ultimately irreconcilable, qualities of attention. 
Based on structural differences and differences in responsiveness to neurotransmitters. 

How we pay attention matters and gives rise to the world we encounter. 
How we attend shapes how we relate and the ‘who’ we meet in the ‘space between’  

— the space of relationship. 

Broadly speaking, the right hemisphere is the embodied and relational hemisphere.  
It supports sustained attention, reading faces, and empathy. 

The left hemisphere is the abstracting and divisive hemisphere. 
It supports a narrow and grasping attention, and collects our experiences into categories 

that we can then manipulate to build systems and societies. 

Iain McGilchrist’s thesis is that our current cultural epoch involves a ‘shift’ towards the left 
hemisphere’s values over that of the right.

streams of implicit memory



polyvagal theory

polyvagal theory cont…

We are exquisitely sensitive to one another. 
There is always an interaction. There is always an encounter. 
 
What happens in the ‘space between’ ourselves and others says a lot about who we are. 

Racial socialization is rooted in implicit communications about who we are, based on who we are not. 

In a racist society that values white people over People of Color, white people expect a sense of safety and 
belonging in all the spaces we move through—at home, on the streets, in stores, on TV and in movies, at work, in 
church, in government, on vacation. [See Peggy MacIntosh’s “The Invisible Knapsack.”] 

This is coded in our body and in our nervous systems.  

Due to socialized implicit racial bias, when white people encounter People of Color, the vagal brake is removed, 
and their nervous system goes into a mobilized state of alert. Ready to act—to fight, flight, flee, or placate. 

When People of Color encounter white people, they have often already ‘code switched,’ so as not to bother, 
irritate, upset, frustrate, disappoint, activate, anger, or disturb the white person in any way—for their safety's sake.



white fragility [Robin DiAngelo]

Feelings: 

· Singled Out 

· Attacked 

· Silenced 

· Shamed 

· Guilty 

· Accused 

· Insulted  

· Judged 

· Angry 

· Scared 

· Outraged 

Behaviors: 

· Crying 

· Physically leaving 

· Emotionally withdrawing 

· Arguing 

· Denying 

· Focusing on intentions 

· Seeking absolution 

· Avoiding 

Claims: 

· I know people of color. 
· I’ve demonstrated. 
· I already know all this. 
· You don’t know me. 
· You are generalizing. 
· The real oppression is…  
· You’re playing the race card 
· This is not welcoming of me. 
· I don’t feel safe. 
· You hurt my feelings. 
· The problem is your tone. 
· You’re making me feel guilty· 
· I can’t say anything right. 
· That was not my intention. 
· I have suffered too. 
· You’re being racist to me.

left and right hemispheres…

inanimate objects vs. living animate beings 

certainty  vs.  possibility 

fixity  vs.  flow 
 

parts  vs.  whole 

explicit  vs.  implicit 
 

abstracted  vs.  contextual 

general  vs.  unique 

quantification  vs.  qualification 

optimistic  vs.  realistic



the interpersonal neurobiology 
of white fragility

Racially socialized neuroception of danger or life threat in the presence of a Person of Color. 

· Autonomic, non-conscious shift into a state of mobilization with fear. 

· Fight, flight, placate, or plead. 

At a mid-brain level there is a shift towards left-hemisphere processing, with a corresponding 
loss of connection with the unfolding present moment. 

	 · The danger or threat grows in the hard shadow of already categorized biases and stereotypes.  

Loss of a felt-sense connection with the person and the situation.  

	 ·Restricted, habitual actions. Avoid, get away, attack, or call upon white power structures for 
help—police, private security, managers, vigilantes, etc. 

  ·Potential for moving into state of immobilization with fear—shut down and dissociate.

C0·liberation from  
white supremacy

“As a society, we are in danger of needing larger and larger social wake-up calls and shocks to the 
system. At a socio-global level scale, this translates into more strident demagogues, more desperate and 

deeply fundamental takeovers, massive cultural disruption and human displacement, more vicious, 
faceless wars, and literally larger openings in the earth to swallow us up.” — rev. angel Kyodo williams 

_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ 

Liberation begins in the body. 

Until we are present to our sensations, feelings, and emotions, we will be forever subject to our reflexive actions. 

Going it alone is like wearing a heavy backpack. 

CARE·CEPTION — a nested and recursive quality of attention which cultivated interpersonal space for becoming 
present to our moment by moment relational experiences. 

The smallest human nervous system is two. Relationship is synonymous with embodiment. 

Curiosity is antithetical to scrutiny. 

Slow down. Pause. Feel ———————————————————————————————— Feeling your feelings, together. 

We all go home together or no one goes home at all.



co·liberation in practice

Feelings: 

· Gratitude 

· Excitement 

· Discomfort 

· Guilt 

· Motivation 

· Humility 

· Compassion 

· Interest 

Behaviors: 

· Reflection 

· Apology 

· Listening 

· Processing 

· Seeking more understanding 

· Grappling 

· Engaging 

· Believing 

Claims: 

· I appreciate this feedback. 
· This is very helpful. 
· It’s my responsibility to resist 
defensiveness and complacency. 
· This is hard, but also stimulating 
and important. 
· Oops! 
· It is inevitable that I have this 
pattern. I want to change it. 
· It’s personal but not strictly 
personal. 
· I will focus on the message and 
not messenger. 
· I need to build my capacity to 
endure discomfort and bear witness 
to the pain of racism. 
· I have some work to do.

For More Information 
www.nourishingrelationship.com 

email me at mfotto@mac.com 
Upcoming Classes



roses & thorns

1) What were your thorns (the challenges, things that were difficult) from the workshop? 

2) What were your roses (the positives, things you gained) from the workshop? 


