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Getting Ready…             
Racial Inquiry

What happens when we remain curious 
about racial equity? Far too often our 

conversations on race are little more than 
well-rehearsed chosen narratives that are 

seldom subject to examination. An 
approach to dialogue known as Racial 

Inquiry invites us to ask questions of one 
another on race. It begins by acknowledging 

the socio-historical realities of systemic 
racism. Racial Inquiry thereby reduces 

defensive reactions and moves us closer to 
responsive discourse that engages our 

common humanity to ask:

What now?
What’s next?

Let’s get ready for Racial Inquiry.

OVERVIEW
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Let’s Begin

CHAT



RACIAL EQUITY
Getting ready for Racial Inquiry

“I am what time, circumstance, 
history, have made of me, certainly, 
but I am also, much more than that. 

So are we all.”
James Baldwin



• CENTRAL INQUIRY

CENTRAL INQUIRY
How ready are we

—all of us—
to inquire into our

“much more”        
in terms of Racial Equity? 

What Now?
What’s Next?



OUR APPROACH: 
RACIAL INQUIRY

Racial Inquiry begins with a stance of                                                   
curiosity and compassion.  

It is an approach that acknowledges the social 
and historical realities of                              

systemic racism as givens. 
It calls us to the wholeness of                                                             

our common humanity and                                                            
our unique individuality.    

In Racial Inquiry the questions are:

• What Now? 
• What Else? 
• What’s Next?



RACIAL INQUIRY

SYSTEMIC 
RACISM

COMMON
HUMANITY

UNIQUE 
INDIVIDUALITY

CURIOSITY   
COMPASSION



COMMON 
HUMANITY

UNIQUE 
INDIVIDUALITY





“The starting point is our common humanity and 
the phenomena of birth, death, illness, work, 

happiness and loss.” Cambridge English Corpus

BEGINS IN 
MUTUAL 

RESPECT AND 
RECOGNITION

REFLECTS 
HUMAN 
GENOME 
PROJECT

MOVES BEYOND 
SOCIAL 

CONSTRUCITON 
OF IDENTITY

TRANSCENDS 
“MONOLITHIC 

MYTH”
UNIQUE  

INDIVIDUALITY

COMMON 
HUMANITY I see you…

…I am here



SYSTEMIC RACISM
…the gap between ‘fault’ and ‘responsibility’…



Joel Feagin (2019) Racist America: Roots, Current Realities, and 
Future Reparations

SYSTEMIC 
RACISM

Systemic racism includes the complex array of 
practices that disproportionately and adversely 
impact the lives of Black people…  
Systemic racism is seen in the use and abuse of 
political and economic power to perpetuate 
resource inequalities along racial lines, and 
through ideologies and attitudes created to 
maintain and rationalize advantage, dominance, 
and power.
Systemic here means that the core realities 
related to race are manifested in each of 
society’s major parts [...] each major part of U.S. 
society—the economy, politics, education, 
religion, the family—reflects the fundamental 
reality of systemic racism."

Edited from racialequitytools.org



SYSTEMIC 
RACISM

…includes the policies and practices 
entrenched in established 

institutions, which result in the 
exclusion or promotion of 

designated groups. It differs from 
overt discrimination in that no 
individual intent is necessary…

Examples: Jim Crow Laws/Redlining, USA
Apartheid, South Africa

Race Relations, Myths and Facts



ELEMENTS OF SYSTEMIC RACISM



CURIOSITY
...the courage to face the question…and learn…



CURIOSITY
IN RACIAL INQUIRY

BEGINS WITH PERSONAL READINESS

EXPRESSES AUTHENTIC INTEREST/LEARNING

ACKNOWLEDGES UNSPOKEN CONCERNS

RELEASES ATTACHMENT TO RESPONSES

OPENS (RACIAL) BELIEFS TO EXAMINATION



CURIOSITY



COMPASSION
…to suffer with…to seek to alleviate the suffering…



COMPASSION

“Nothing changes until the pain of 
remaining the same is perceived as greater 

than the pain of change.”

…being moved by the suffering of 
ourselves and others as well as 

seeking to alleviate and prevent it...

vEMPATHY AND REASON
vPATIENCE AND WISDOM

vKINDNESS AND PERSERVERANCE
vWARMTH AND RESOLVE

CHAT



COMPASSION
IN RACIAL 
INQUIRY



REACT-RESPOND-REFLECT
What to do when triggered…
I may have pushed your button, but I did not install it!



REACTIVE-RESPONSIVE

REACTIVE
• IMPULSIVE ACTIONS
• GIVES POWER OVER
• IMMEDIATE RELEASE
• SELF-GRATIFYING
• REGRET/CONSEQUENCE
• SHADOW-ORIENTED
• LIMITATIONàANXIETY
• ESCALATION

RESPONSIVE
• DISARMING PAUSE
• GAINS POWER OVER
• PATIENT ENCOUNTER
• SELF-REGULATING
• REFLECTION/LEARNING
• SOLUTION-ORIENTED
• LIBERATIONàAGENCY
• DE-ESCALATION



REFLECTIVE

PRESENSE
SELF-AWARENESS/CORRECTION ONGOING/CONTINUOUS

DELIBERATIVE
FOCUS ON MEANING PRACTICE OF INTEGRATION

MINDFULNESS
FROM UNCONSCIOUS GREATER CONSCIOUSNESS



RACIAL INQUIRY
…exploring where you are…opening your heart to others…



QUALITIES OF 
EFFECTIVE 
RACIAL 
INQUIRY

EMPLOYS OPEN-ENDED QUESTIONS … BEYOND “YES/NO”

EXPLORES THE SHARING OF STORIES AND PERSPECTIVES

PROMOTES CURIOSITY AND LEARNING

REQUIRES EMPATHY, EMPTINESS AND OPENNESS

CHALLENGES ASSUMPTIONS AND BELIEFS

STRETCHES PRESENCE BEYOND USUAL COMFORT

INVITES ENGAGEMENT AND COMPASSION

CREATES OPPORTUNITY FOR NEW INSIGHTS/PRACTICES 



RACIAL EQUITY JOURNEY—A CONTINUUM 
WHERE AM I?

BREAKOUT ROOMS

INDIFFERENT
KNOW IT IS 

HAPPENING/NOT WANTING 
TO GET INVOLVED

SILENT
KNOW IT IS  HAPPENING
CHOOSING TO REMAIN 

SILENT—SOME FEAR 

AWAKENED 
SEEING AS IF  FOR THE FIRST 

TIME—FERVENT 
NOT KNOWING WHERE TO 

START—EARLY ERRORS 

PASSIVIST
FEEL LIKE I SHOULD DO 

SOMETHING
”LIKE” A SOCIAL MEDIA 
POST—”CLICKTAVIST”

PERFORMATIVE
WANT TO DO SOMETHING  

WRITE A CHECK-LISTEN TO A 
PODCAST/READ A BOOK

INFORMATIVE
READY TO SPEAK OUT

BEGINNING WITH FAMILY, 
FRIENDS, COLLEAGUES

ADVOCATE
SPEAKING OUT-PUBLIC

BEGINNING TO USE VOICE 
TO INFLUENCE BEHAVIORS

ACTIVIST
ACTIVE ACTIONS  AIMED 
DIRECTLY AT SYSTEMIC 

RACISM (4-A’S)
PROTEST--RISK 

REVOLUTIONARY
ACTIVE ENGAGEMENT TO 

DISMANTLE CURRENT 
SYSTEMS—ANTI-RACIST

JOB + JAIL+ “BODY”

NO SHAME NO BLAME



Racial Inquiry
“Only a 

crystal-clear 
question yields 
a transparent 

answer.”     
Zen Proverb

POTENTIAL AREAS OF INQUIRY
• What is one life experience in terms of race 

that informs my current behavior?
• Please share a time when there was an issue 

related to race where I would now respond 
different?

• What attitude and/or behavior impedes me 
from addressing and acting on racial equity?

• What do I most need to let go and/or take on
to practice racial equity and antiracism more 
fully? (Beyond reading/podcasts, etc)

• In terms of racial identity, how do I identify 
and how did I come to identify myself in this 
way?

POLL



BREAKOUT ROOM 
AGREEMENTS AND GUIDELINES

DESIGNATE A 
TIMEKEEPER                      

so everyone has an 
equal and equitable 
opportunity to speak

BE OKAY WITH               
THE SPEAKING ORDER…

Yes, it has meaning AND…

When speaking,                  
BE BRAVE

BE HONEST
BE BRIEF

When listening,  
PRACTICE EMPATHY.    

SEEK TO UNDERSTAND 
the feelings of others

EMBRACE THE 
DISCOMFORT

as a natural part of the 
process

Disagree
on ideas and behaviors           

WITHOUT ATTACKING OR 
INSULTING ANYONE

RECOGNIZE AND RESPECT 
EACH OTHER’S 

HUMANITY

FOCUS ON THE 
LEARNING

see what you can 
LET GO TO LET COME

BE KIND, FOR EVERYONE YOU MEET IS FIGHTING A BATTLE YOU KNOW NOTHING ABOUT



PREPARING 
FOR RACIAL 
INQUIRY

Take One 
Minute to 
Get Ready REMEMBER REMEMBER COMPASSION AND CURIOSITY

OPEN OPEN YOURSELF TO SHARING WITH OTHERS

PLAN PLAN TO BE CONCISE 

RESPOND RESPOND TO THE RACIAL INQUIRY PROMPT

SHARE SHARE WHERE YOU ARE ON YOUR RACIAL EQUITY JOURNEY



RACIAL EQUITY PROCESS

Choose a 
timekeeper

Consent to follow 
the guidelines—

thumbs up or   
verbal yes

Determine the 
speaking order 

TOGETHER

Share with brevity 
and clarity—

Hear from everyone

SPEAKERS-Complete 
sharing within one 
sentence of your 

time

LISTENERS-Respect 
the speaker/camera 

on-mikes off/         
defer cross-talk

GROUP-Determine a 
metaphor that 

characterizes your 
experience

One member of 
group place 

metaphor in chat.



FINAL CHAT
ONE WORD…

ONE PHRASE …

CHARACTERIZING YOUR 
LEARNING TODAY

THANK YOU!


