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CHAPTER 6

Focus Your Questions on Prior Questions

Whenever we are dealing with complex questions, another tool that is useful in
disciplining our thinking is to construct prior questions—questions we need
to answer before we can answer a more complex question. Hence, to answer the
question, “What is multiculturalism?” we should be able first to settle the question,
“What is culture?” To settle that question, we should settle the question, “What are
the factors about a person that determine what culture he or she belongs to?” When
you learn to formulate and pursue prior questions, you have another important
“ijdea” you can use to develop your ability to learn in any context.

To construct a list of prior questions, simply write down the main question
upon which you are going to focus your discussion and then formulate as many
questions as you can think of that you would have to answer before you could
answer the first. Then determine from this list what question you would have to
answer to answer these questions. Continue following the same procedure for

every new set of questions on your list.

As you construct your list, keep your attention focused on the first question
on the list as well as on the last. If you do this well, you should end up with a list
of questions that probe the logic of the first question. As an example of how to
construct logically prior questions, consider this list of questions we would need
to answer to address the larger question, “What is history?”

= What do historians write about?

®= What is “the past™?

s [s it possible to include all of the past in a history book?

s How many of the events during a given time period are left out in a history of

that time period?

Is more left out than is included?

How does a historian know what to emphasize?

s Do historians make value judgments in deciding what to include and what to
leave out?

w Is it possible simply to list facts in a history book, or does all history writing
involve interpretations as well as facts?

m Isit possible to decide what to include and exclude and how to interpret facts
without adopting a historical point of view?

= How can we begin to judge a historical interpretation?

m How can we begin to judge a historical point of view?

When you have practiced formulating prior questions to complex ques-
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tions, you will begin to develop a Socratic questioning tool you can usé

mind coming up with questions that are inherent in other questions. You are
unpacking questions to answer them better. You should also then begin to
recognize when others are failing to consider the complexities in a question.
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CONSTRUCTING A LIST OF PRIOR QUESTIONS
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