CALLING
QUESTIO

NS
INTO
QUESTION?

“MAY | ASK YOU SOMETHING?”

This line opens many a short conversation, and it is also

a fitting opening for a short book like this. The question
“May I ask you something?” seldom prompts more than a
one-word response, and there’s a reason for that: It’s a ques-
tion that resolves the issue at hand before even raising it.

The issue at hand is whether or not we may ask a question.
But in asking whether we may ask or not, we’ve already
started asking. We’ve already presumed that the answer
is “Yes.” Which is why we sometimes don't even wait for
our question to be answered before moving on to our next
question, our real question: “Which way is Main Street?” or
“Do you have this in size 10?”

Some philosophers hold that the question “May I ask
you something?” isn’t really a question at all, since it doesn’t
permit multiple answers, but instead presupposes one
specific answer. Some philosophers hold the opposite: that
the nature of questions is to resolve and close the issues
they raise. As for the rest of us, we just ask away!

We start the day by asking our loved ones whether
they’ve slept well. At school, the teacher asks who wants
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to read out loud. At work, an employee asks for a deadline.
Meanwhile, a researcher writes an article answering her
carefully formulated research questions, while a journalist
prepares questions for an interview. In a courtroom, the ac-
cused is sentenced to prison after failing to adequately
answer the prosecutor’s questions. In parliament, the politi-

s practise the art of persuasively answering every ques-

n they get, whatever the topic.

Life is full of questions. Ask a stupid question and you’ll
get a stupid answer. Still, if you never ask, you'll never
learn. And you've got to ask yourself: Who's asking? Maybe
it’s just a question of time before we run out of questions?
Hmm, that’s a good question. It’s OK to ask, right? Just ask-
ing!

Our idioms, like our daily lives, are full of questions big
and small; good and bad; easy, hard and frequently asked.
It’s the questions we ask, and those we fail to ask, that
determine whether we gain the insight we need to do our
jobs. But questions are about much more than developing
or getting smarter.

A basic principle built into democratic structures is that
citizens can question decisions made by their elected offi-
cials. And we, as individuals and societies, form our percep-
tion of what is right and wrong by means of question-based
opinion polls, interviews and interrogation techniques.

Even so — or perhaps for this very reason — people rarely
call questions into question.
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DOING WHAT COMES NATURALLY

The way we start conversations by asking “May I ask you

something?” is a good example of how naturally asking
comes to us. It’s not just the way we're always asking. It’s
the way we do so without noticing, and apparently without
being able to stop. Asking questions is as natural as breath-
ing.

At least that’s the immediate impression one gets from
reading the books and articles written about questions. The
German philosopher Hans-Georg Gadamer is among the
few who have analysed the essence of the question, and
he holds that the structure of the question is presupposed
in all experience. What he means is: Even when we’re not
asking questions, we're still relating to ourselves and our
surroundings in a questioning manner.

Consider a preverbal child who crawls over to a ball,
picks it up with her hands, licks it and turns it this way
and that. Gadamer would say she is asking the question,
“What's this?” When the same child throws the ball down
and follows it with her eyes, she is exploring the question,
“What can a ball do?” In this way all human actions can
be understood as acts of questioning, and humans can be
regarded as ‘question animals’.

But if Homo sapiens is the questioning animal, how do
humans differ from other animals? When a curious dog
sniffs your handbag, is it not questioning, just like the little
child? And what about the horse pressing against its owner
to reach the carrot she holds in her hand? Is it not asking
“Wasn't that for me?”
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Experts on questions would reply, “No.” Animals differ
from human beings precisely by not asking questions. It’s
humans who interpret such animal behaviour as question-
ing, and we do so precisely because the question is an
essential part of our own being — not essential like breath-
ing is to all living creatures, but essential as a way of being
in the world. Asking is a way of Being: the human way of
being, in philosophical terms. It should not be understood

n action that can be performed more or less explicitly

more or less conscious beings.

The question is the essential characteristic that distin-
guishes human beings from animals — and, for that matter,
from artificial intelligence and gods. The German philoso-
pher Martin Heidegger explains this point by saying that
human beings are the only beings who call their own being
into question. Humans consider the possibility that they
could be different — or cease to be at all — and they do so
precisely by asking. “Who am I?” “Why am I this particular

53 ce

something and not something else?” “What does it mean to
be —and not to be?”

Since none of these questions can be answered by
anyone but ourselves, each and every one of us has to ask
them. We have no choice. Thus, asking questions is not
merely what distinguishes us from animals, artificial intel-
ligence and gods. Questions also define us as human beings.

Questioning is a basic part of the human condition,
and it applies to all people at all times. Questioning is that
which cannot be otherwise, and which is therefore con-
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stant. Questioning, according to Heidegger, is the one thing
we cannot call into question.

QUESTION — QUEST — TRUTH

Heidegger was by no means the first to give the question

a central role in his understanding of w! ans

to be human. Nor was he the last. In We ought

and civilisation, it is an age-old assumption that asking
questions is inextricably linked to being and developing as a
human being.

This is why questions are the staple ingredient in all
teaching, coaching and therapy. It is also why scientists
across disciplines agree that questions are the key to
becoming smarter. Although only a handful of researchers
speak and write about questions themselves, they will
unanimously confirm — if you ask them directly — that it
is impossible to develop new thoughts and ideas without
asking questions. Questions are the stuff thinking and
development are made of; and it’s thanks to questions that
we have access to ‘the good life” and to ‘true knowledge’.

That, at least, is the assumption philosophers have
gone by ever since Plato laid the groundwork for Western
thought in ancient Greece. Most of Plato’s works are
constructed as dialogues between Socrates and various
interlocutors. They are fictional transcripts of conversations
where Socrates uses leading questions and answers to guide
his followers to insight.

According to Plato, the things we experience with our

senses are phenomena, and he understands phenomena in
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