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To what’s her name? Or was it what’s his name? 


What does this say?

Sie sind so jung, so vor allem Anfang, und ich möchte Sie, so gut es ich kann, bitten, lieber Herr, Geduld zu habeb gegen alles Ungelöste in Ihrem Herzen und zu versuchen, die Fragen selbst liebzuhaben wie verschlossene Stuben und wie Bücher, die in einer sehr fremden Sprache geschrieben sind. Forschen Sie jetzt nicht nach den Antworten, die Ihnen nicht gegeben werden können, weil Sie sie nicht leben könnten. Und es handelt sich darum, alles zu leben. Leben Sie jetzt die Fragen. Vielleicht leben Sie dann allmählich, ohne es zu merken, eines fernen Tages in die Antwort hinein.

—Rainer Maria Rilke, Briefe an einen jungen Dichter
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“What’s going on in there?”
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“Is a book an answer, or is it a question?”


Contents

Question One: How to Begin?

Question Two: How Many?

Question Three: How?

Question Four: Why?

Question Five: What?

Question Six: So?

Question Seven: Nu?

Question Eight: Where?

Question Nine: When?

Question Ten: Isn’t It?

Question Eleven: Thralls?

Question Twelve: Huh?

Question Thirteen: Is this Unlucky?

Question Fourteen: Brooklyn?

Question Fifteen: Who?

Question Sixteen: What did Freud Want?

Question Seventeen: Should I?

Question Eighteen: Do I Dare ?

Question Nineteen: Where are you Going?

Question Twenty: What do we hate about Children?

Whom do I thank?

About the Author


Question One

How to Begin?

Did you ever thumb through a stack of the great books and look to see how many begin with a question? Isn’t such a book hard to find? What does it tell us that neither the bible of capitalism, Adam Smith’s eighteenth-century The Wealth of Nations, nor the bible of communism, Karl Marx’s nineteenth-century Capital, nor for that matter, the Bible itself, begins with a question? After all, if we don’t start with a question, how can we find an answer?

“Suppose no one asked a question,” Gertrude Stein postulated; “what would be the answer?” Don’t we need questions to get answers? And shouldn’t we distrust an answer that comes without a question? An answer without a question—wasn’t that Albert Camus’s definition of charm, “a way of getting the answer yes without having asked any clear question”?

Is there an actual shortage of questions in literature or is it in part that we don’t see them? Do we use question marks because without them we do not recognize a question when we see it? Did Gertrude Stein disagree when she asked, “A question is a question, anybody can know that a question is a question and so why add to it the question mark when it is already there when the question is already there in the writing”? Isn’t this how I have always felt about exclamation points?!?

Why do we read books, or as Virginia Woolf asked in Jacob’s Room: “What do we seek through millions of pages?”? Couldn’t it be argued that all books are intended as answers, though only a few of them state the question? Isn’t it in the nature of human beings, as wolves hunt in packs and giant whales migrate with the seasons, to search for answers? Don’t we need to ask questions in order to get answers? Isn’t everybody too eager to tell us without first pondering the uncertainties?

“Why should not we also enjoy an original relationship to the universe?” What is the challenge unleashed in this opening question of Ralph Waldo Emerson’s 1841 essay “Nature”? To achieve such an original relationship, wouldn’t we have to ask once again all of the great questions that have been asked before? “Why,” Emerson asks, “should not we have a poetry and a philosophy of insight and not of tradition, and a religion of revelation to us and not the history of theirs?” Would not such a new and original way of thinking require a great ability to ask those great questions? Why are we here? Why is all of this here? Why do we die? What is death? What does it mean that outer space is infinite and what is after infinity? What is the significance of winter and spring? What is the significance of bird flight, why does matter decay, and how is our life different from that of a mosquito? Is there an end to these questions or is questioning as infinite as space? Is our questioning skill up to this task or must we depend on better questioners that have gone before us?

Why is Plato the rare thinker who does start with a question? Doesn’t it set the mind spinning to be immediately confronted with a question, for example, in the opening line of Laws: “Tell me, stranger, is a God or some man supposed to be the author of your laws?”? Wouldn’t such a question lead to a far-ranging discussion of government and laws, their purpose, authority, and rightful boundaries?

What is memorable about the writers we call the great thinkers? Isn’t asking great questions and the quality of the questions they ask what sets them apart? There are great writers who do not ask great questions, but are they considered great thinkers?


Has the author really written twenty-one other books?
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