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What Even Is a Question?

Toward an Architectural Theory of Interrogative Acts in Symbolic Communication

ABSTRACT

This paper proposes that questions constitute a fundamental structural feature of human symbolic
communication rather than mere linguistic constructions or social rituals. Drawing on Stephen H. Daniel’s
concept of communal “reading,” the shared interpretive framework through which communities decode
symbolic communications, we argue that questions serve as the primary mechanism by which individuals
access, negotiate, and extend collective understanding. We introduce the ODD model (Opening, Direction,
Depth) as an architectural framework for analyzing question effectiveness, and present a typology
distinguishing between hook questions that seek bounded, specific answers and net questions that capture
divergent, complex information. Our analysis identifies ten varieties of each type, offering a systematic
vocabulary for interrogative acts. We conclude that questions are inherently social phenomena essential to
community coherence, functioning not as admissions of individual ignorance but as active participation in
the ongoing construction of shared meaning. This framework has implications for pedagogy, organizational
communication, and cross-community knowledge transfer.
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When a child asks “Why is the sky blue?” something consequential occurs. The question is not
merely a request for information. It is an invitation to participate in a shared understanding that
extends beyond anything the child could perceive directly. No amount of staring at the sky will
reveal Rayleigh scattering. The answer must come from the community’s accumulated knowledge,

encoded in language and accessible only through the peculiar human practice of asking.

This observation points toward a structural truth about questions. They are not simply linguistic
constructions or social rituals. They are, we propose, an inseparable feature of humankind’s
embrace of abstraction, a tool that evolved alongside our symbol systems because meaning
encoded in symbols cannot be decoded from immediate sensory experience alone.
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THE PROBLEM OF SHARED MEANING

To understand what questions actually do, we must first consider how meaning works in human
communities. The philosopher Stephen H. Daniel, in his 1989 essay Reading Places, offers a
compelling framework. Daniel argues that communities cohere because their members share a
common understanding of what their symbols mean. He calls this shared understanding a reading:
the interpretive lens through which a community decodes the writing of its symbolic

communications.

Consider how this works with physical places. Daniel observes that a location becomes a “place”
only when it is incorporated into a community’s vocabulary of interests. A river is merely water
flowing through terrain until someone names it, until it becomes part of the community’s reading.
Daniel puts it starkly: “Without a reading, there is no place.”

The same principle applies to all symbolic communication. To belong to a community means to
have internalized its reading: to possess the decoder ring for the symbols that community uses to
transmit meaning. An individual who cannot read the community’s symbols is, in the most literal
sense, an outsider.

WHERE QUESTIONS ENTER

Questions become essential at precisely this point. A community’s reading is never static. New
situations arise. Old understandings prove inadequate. Young members must be initiated into the
shared vocabulary. And crucially, meaning encoded in symbols often cannot be inferred from

context alone.

When a reader encounters an unfamiliar word in a book, the meaning can sometimes be guessed
from surrounding sentences. But when a physician reports “elevated troponin levels,” no amount
of contextual inference will suffice. One must ask, and in asking, request access to a portion of the

community’s reading not yet possessed.

This is the core function of a question: to increase and enhance a person’s ability to decode
information in a manner that extends mutual understanding with others in the community. The
question is thus not peripheral to human communication but central to it. It is the mechanism by
which the community’s reading is transmitted, negotiated, and extended.
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THE ARCHITECTURE OF A GOOD QUESTION

If questions serve to open access to a community’s reading, what makes one question more
effective than another? Our analysis suggests that effective questions share a common
architecture, which we call the ODD model. They create an Opening, establish a Direction, and
operate at an appropriate Depth.

OPENING

A good question first creates a space, an opening, where the relevant portions of the community’s
reading can be examined. The question “What time is it?” opens a very small space: the current
position of the hands on a clock. The question “What is time?” opens a vastly larger space, one that
has occupied philosophers from Augustine to Einstein. The size of the opening is neither good nor
bad in itself. What matters is whether the opening is appropriate to the questioner’s actual need.

DIRECTION

Within the opened space, a question must point somewhere. We call this pointing the question’s
direction. An apt metaphor comes from fishing. Some questions are like hooks, designed to catch
one specific thing. “Did the package arrive?” seeks a single, definite answer. Other questions are
like nets, designed to capture whatever swims into their range. “What do you think about the new
policy?” may yield any number of responses.

Neither hooks nor nets are superior. A surgeon asking “Is the patient allergic to penicillin?”
requires a hook. A researcher asking “What factors contribute to urban decay?” requires a net.
Matching the question’s direction to the inquiry’s purpose is part of the questioner’s skill.

DEPTH

Finally, questions operate at different depths within the community’s reading. Some questions stay
at the surface, requesting information that the community has already codified and made readily
available. “What is the capital of France?” asks for a fact that any educated member of the
community can supply.

Other questions transgress the community’s existing reading. They push into territory where the
shared understanding is uncertain or absent. “Should artificial intelligence systems have legal
rights?” is such a question. The community possesses no settled reading on this matter; the
question itself is an invitation to construct one. We suspect that the most generative questions are
those that transgress the community’s reading at just the right depth: deep enough to open new
territory, but not so deep as to lose connection with what the community already knows.
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A TYPOLOGY OF QUESTIONS: HOOKS AND NETS

The directional aspect of questions, whether they function as hooks or nets, proves particularly
amenable to systematic analysis. We have identified ten distinct varieties of each type.

HOOK QUESTIONS

Questions that seek specific, bounded answers; they move discussion toward singular points of clarity

or closure.
TYPE FUNCTION EXAMPLE
Polar questions expect yes or no. In English, they typically begin with a Is this the right address?
form of be or an auxiliary verb. Have you finished the
report?
Gap-filling questions arise when someone notices a hole in their understanding ~ What year did the French
and requests the specific information needed to fill it. Revolution begin?
Convergent questions guide toward a single best answer, often used to verify Given these symptoms,
understanding. what is the most likely
diagnosis?
Advice-seeking questions request guidance or recommendations rather than facts. Should I take the job offer?
Reason-seeking questions demand justification: they challenge the respondent to Why did you choose that
demonstrate the basis for a claim or action. approach?
“Wherefore” questions (to use the older English term) ask for cause, purpose, or Forwhat reason was the
underlying principle. bridge built here rather
than downstream?
Tag questions are small confirmations appended to statements: they This is the correct form,
invite agreement or quick verification. isn’tit?
Alternative questions present explicit options and request a selection. Would you prefer the
meeting Monday,
Wednesday, or Friday?
Imperative-eliciting seek a command as their answer. What should I do next?
questions
Confirmative questions verify understanding or seek validation. So you’re saying the
deadline has moved to
March?

Table ra. Ten varieties of hook questions.
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NET QUESTIONS

Questions that open broader territories; they encourage divergent thinking and capture complex,

varied information.

TYPE FUNCTION EXAMPLE

Hypothesis-scanning test specific possibilities without foreclosing others. Could the problem be a

questions faulty sensor?

Echo questions repeat something said, inviting elaboration or expressing  You quit your job?

surprise.

Divergent questions deliberately seek multiple possibilities. What are all the ways we
could approach this
problem?

Open-ended questions invite extended responses without constraining their Tell me about your

form. experience with the project.

General inquiry questions broadly explore a person or topic. What’s your background?

Variable questions use interrogative words (who, what, where, when, why, Where did you grow up?

how) to request whatever information fills the gap.

Rhetorical questions do not seek answers at all; they make points or engage Ifwe don’t act now, what

attention. hope is there?

Deep questions explore causes, connections, and underlying structures. Why do some communities
thrive while others decline?

“What if” questions imagine alternative situations and their consequences. What if we had unlimited
budget?

Relevance questions probe significance and connection. Why does this matter for
our project?

Table 1b. Ten varieties of net questions.




RICHARD SAUL WURMAN 5 AS TOLD TO, TRANSLATED & EMBELLISHED BY DAN KLYN

THE SOCIAL LIFE OF QUESTIONS

One implication of this analysis deserves emphasis. If questions function to transmit and extend a
community’s reading, then the practice of questioning is inherently social. This aligns with a
foundational insight from the philosopher Martin Heidegger: that human existence is always
existence-with-others. We do not first exist as isolated individuals and then subsequently form
communities. We exist as members of communities, and our very capacity for meaning depends on
that membership.

Questions, then, are not private mental events that occasionally get voiced. They are fundamentally
interpersonal acts, attempts to participate more fully in the shared understanding that constitutes
community life. This explains why asking questions can feel vulnerable. To ask is to admit that
one’s reading is incomplete, that one has not yet fully internalized the community’s shared
understanding. In communities where such admissions are punished, questions become rare, and
the community’s capacity to extend its reading withers.

It also explains why teaching someone to ask good questions is so valuable. The skilled questioner
can navigate the community’s reading efficiently, opening precisely the spaces needed, directing
attention to the relevant territory, and operating at the appropriate depth. Such a person is not
merely gathering information but participating actively in the ongoing construction of shared
meaning.

QUESTIONS YET TO ANSWER

Much remains to be understood about the architecture of questions. We have said little about how
direction and depth interact. Can a hook question operate at transgressive depth? Can a net
question stay at the surface? Preliminary analysis suggests both are possible, but the dynamics

differ in interesting ways.

We have also set aside the distinction between direct and indirect questioning. Each of the twenty
question types we have identified can be posed either way, and the choice carries social
significance that deserves separate treatment. Finally, we have not addressed how questions
function across the boundaries between communities, where different readings collide and
translation becomes necessary. This may be where questions prove most essential, and most
difficult.

Traditional treatments have approached questions as grammatical structures, conversational
turn-taking devices, or pedagogical techniques. Our analysis suggests something more
fundamental: questions are the mechanism through which meaning encoded in symbols becomes

accessible to individuals who cannot derive that meaning from direct sensory experience.
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The ODD model provides an analytical vocabulary that has been absent from prior frameworks.
By decomposing questions into Opening (the conceptual space made available for examination),
Direction (whether the question functions as a hook seeking specific answers or a net capturing
varied responses), and Depth (the degree to which the question operates within or transgresses the
community’s settled understanding), we enable systematic comparison across interrogative acts

that previously seemed incommensurable.

This framework builds upon and extends Daniel’s (1989) treatment of communal reading while
departing from it in important respects. Daniel’s concern was primarily with how places acquire
meaning through incorporation into community vocabularies. We have generalized this insight to
symbolic communication broadly, arguing that all meaning transmission, not merely spatial
meaning, depends upon shared interpretive frameworks that must be actively maintained and
extended.

The Heideggerian dimension of our analysis, that human existence is fundamentally
existence-with-others, grounds the social nature of questioning in ontological rather than merely
pragmatic terms. Questions are not private cognitive events that occasionally find public

expression; they are constitutively interpersonal acts.

Several practical implications follow. First, pedagogical approaches that discourage questioning,
whether through explicit sanction or implicit cultural pressure, do not merely inconvenience
learners; they sever the mechanism by which communities transmit and extend their reading. The

vulnerability inherent in asking must be protected if communities are to remain adaptive.

Second, the hook/net distinction suggests that question-asking is a skill amenable to instruction.
Matching interrogative direction to inquiry purpose (knowing when to deploy a hook that seeks a
single answer versus a net that captures complexity) constitutes practical wisdom that can be
cultivated.

Third, organizational contexts that wish to foster innovation should attend to the conditions under
which transgressive questioning becomes possible. Questions that push beyond the community’s
current reading are precisely those most likely to generate novel understanding, yet they are also

those most likely to be experienced as threatening.

What we can say with some confidence is that the question is no mere linguistic convenience. It is a
structural feature of how humans create and share meaning, a tool so fundamental that a
community without questions would be a community frozen in whatever understanding it

happened to possess at its founding. That, surely, would be no community at all.
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