TRANSCRIPT: Migration as Practice // Practicing Curiosity

The audio meditation that accompanies this transcript can be found here.

What is your relationship to curiosity?

In modern times, we understand curiosity to be a desire for knowledge, a desire to learn. An
inquisitiveness. And if you know me at all, you know | went looking for the etymology or origins of
the word. What | found was revealing. Curiosity comes from the Latin word curiositas, which means
a desire for knowledge or inquisitiveness. But there’s more. Curiositas comes from the adjective
curiosus, which means careful, attentive, or diligent. And at the root of the word curiosus, lies the
Latin noun cura, which means care, concern, or attention.

In other words, to return to the root of curiosity, is to return to care. In the words of David Gurteen,
“This linguistic lineage offers a hidden insight: the earliest form of curiosity was not simply about
acquiring knowledge, but about caring enough to notice, inquire, and stay attentive....The word’s
roots suggest that our impulse to understand the world springs from a fundamental act of
connection and concern....When we are curious, we are not just seeking information but expressing
care. We are reaching beyond ourselves to engage with something or someone. We ask questions
because we care about the answers. We explore because we care about understanding. Whether
we’re wondering how something works, what someone feels, or why the world is the way it is,
curiosity always involves an act of attention and concern. This reframing invites us to think of
curiosity not only as the beginning of knowledge but also as the beginning of connection. It’s a mode
of caring that reconnects us with the world and each other. It reminds us that inquiry, at its best, is
not cold detachment but warm engagement. We learn because we long to know, and we long to
know because we care.”

What do we lose when we relate to curiosity only as a cognitive exercise? What does it mean to
return to a curiosity that has care at its core? What does it mean to relate to curiosity as an act of
love?

Not knowing is uncomfortable in a world that prizes knowing. Not knowing can feel like a
vulnerability in a world that rewards knowing. In a world where curiosity is just about knowing, it’s
hard to admit that we don’t know. However, in a world where curiosity is an act of caring enough to
pay attention, the admission is less that we don’t know and more that we want to know, that we
care enough to know.

In her book, See No Stranger: A Manifesto for Revolutionary Love, author Valarie Kaur explores the
role of wonder. For her, wonder is a way of relating to the other through the lens of “You are a part
of me | don’t yet know.” She learned this from her grandfather.

How does the essence of our curiosity change when it’s less about classifying a foreign person or
idea or object and more about understanding it or them as a part of us we do not yet know?

Valarie Kaur writes that, “Wonder is our birthright. It comes easily in childhood - the feeling of
watching dust motes dancing in sunlight, or climbing a tree to touch the sky, or falling asleep
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thinking about where the universe ends. If we are safe and nurtured enough to develop our capacity
to wonder, we start to wonder about the people in our lives, too - their thoughts and experiences,
their pain and joy, their wants and needs. We begin to sense that they are to themselves as vast and
complex as we are to ourselves, their inner world as infinite as our own. In other words, we are seeing
them as our equal. We are gaining information about how to love them. Wonder is the wellspring for
love.

...Wonder is where love begins, but the failure to wonder is the beginning of violence. Once people
stop wondering about others, once they no longer see others as part of them, they disable their
instinct for empathy. And once they lose empathy, they can do anything to them, or allow anything to
be done to them.”

In a world where a Google Search can reveal a trail of information about most people, what does it
mean to take the time to actually get to know someone? In a world where algorithms are trained to
feed us propaganda about entire groups of people, what does it mean to care enough to pay
attention?

We often think of curiosity as a skill that is related to asking good questions. Author Priya Parker
says, “A magical question invites story over opinion, which is so much more interesting and allows us
to contain multitudes.” In my view, opinion invites judgement and evaluation, whereas story invites
understanding. They ultimately activate different parts of one’s brain. Opinions require
justification, whereas stories require context. The curiosity I’'m inviting here is less about proving
your opinions, yourself, or your worth. Rather it’s more about unpacking and articulating the
conditions, life experiences, and cultures in which these things - one’s opinion, sense of self, and
worth - emerge. A story, as a container, has more space for this exploration, more space for the
embodiment of multitudes.

While curiosity is often associated with asking good questions, | think it also includes how we
listen. In the words of Valarie Kaur, “Deep listening is an act of surrender. We risk being changed by
what we hear. When I really want to hear another person's story, I try to leave my preconceptions at
the door and draw close to their telling.. .l just need to feel safe enough to stay curious.”

Curiosity requires a baseline level of safety. Do | feel safe enough to risk being changed by what this
person has to tell me? This safety includes safety with the other person, safety within the context
that we’re in, and safety within one’s self. What do we need to feel safe enough to stay curious? As
Kaur explains, “The purpose of listening across lines of difference is not agreement or compromise. It
is understanding. True understanding is not possible unless we risk changing our worldview. The
question therefore is not whether or not to listen to our opponents. The questions are: When is it my
role to listen? When am | emotionally and physically safe? When can | take on the labor of listening
when others are not safe to do so?”

Curiosity, when expressed in ways that aren’t transactional, also asks us to notice how we are
changed by what we hear, for better or for worse. As Valarie Kaur writes, “The most critical part of
listening is asking what is at stake for the other person. | try to understand what matters to them, not
what | think matters...When the story is done, we must return to our skin, our own worldview, and
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notice how we have been changed by our visit. So | ask myself, “What is this story demanding of me?
What will I do now that | know this?”...When | listen that deeply, it feels like a dance between two
poles, between myself and another person, between what is at stake for them and what is at stake
for me.”

And beyond safety and integration, | think building our curiosity also requires a high level of
tolerance for being with what we don’t understand, what is unfamiliar, what is illegible to us.

For example, whether it’s trying to understand someone who is speaking in a different language or
even the practice of listening to more-than-human beings (i.e. the trees, the land, the ocean, the
wind), so much of our comfort is contingent on being understood and being able to understand.
Especially when we inhabit identities where most things are designed to be understandable to us,
it can be doubly frustrating when they aren’t.

The core tension at the heart of curiosity is that we develop the knowing from being with the not
knowing. We hone our understanding by staying with all that we don’t understand. It is a labor that
we do not have the capacity to extend to everyone all the time. It is a labor that asks us to discern
where and with whom we care enough to pay attention.

Where is your curiosity leading you?

This meditation was written and recorded by Mathura Mahendren. If you are going to share or repeat any of the
language or framing shared in this meditation please credit Mathura Mahendren and Department of Imaginary
Affairs as the authors and direct your audiences back to this work.



