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Abstract

How systems and media shape what can be asked. This article explores how the medium through which we inquire

fundamentally determines the questions we can pose and the answers we can discover.

The Medium as a Question‑Forming Agent

In every act of inquiry, the tools we employ do more than transmit information; they shape the very form of the question.
Marshall McLuhan famously declared that “the medium is the message,” suggesting that the characteristics of a medium

embed themselves in the content it carries. Extending this insight, I argue that the medium also operates as a

*question‑forming* agent: the technical affordances, constraints, and conventions of a medium pre‑define the range of
questions that can be meaningfully posed and, consequently, the answers that can be discovered.

This dynamic does not imply a one‑way deterministic flow from technology to thought. Rather, media co‑construct inquiry
alongside cultural practices, institutional norms, and individual agency (see Ong 1982; Eisenstein 1979). When we ask a

question through a handwritten letter, a telephone call, or a tweet, each medium imposes a distinct set of constraints and

affordances that shape the possible scope of the inquiry.

Temporal pacing: synchronous (conversation) versus asynchronous (email) communication.

Spatial reach: local (face‑to‑face) versus global (social media) distribution.
Sensory modality: visual (text), auditory (radio), multimodal (video).

Durability: fleeting (ephemeral stories) versus archival (print).

Algorithmic mediation: recommendation engines that surface or hide particular topics (Gillespie 2014).

The medium is the message.

Marshall McLuhan, Understanding Media (1964)

Historical Paradigms: From Oral Traditions to Digital Networks

Human societies have transitioned through distinct media epochs, each reconfiguring the landscape of possible questions.

By tracing these shifts, we can see how the evolution of media reshapes collective consciousness while also being reshaped
by social practices (Ong 1982; Manovich 2001).

1. Oral Culture – Memory‑based, communal questioning (Ong 1982).
2. Print Culture – Linear, individualistic inquiry (Eisenstein 1979).

3. Electronic Culture – Real‑time, networked questioning (Lister et al. 2009).
4. Digital Culture – Algorithmic, data‑driven questioning (Gillespie 2014).

Oral Culture

In oral societies, questions were embedded in myth, ritual, and communal storytelling. The lack of permanent records meant

that inquiry was cyclical, relying on repetition, shared memory, and performative negotiation (Ong 1982). For example, the
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“why‑questions” surrounding creation myths were retold in variations that reflected the concerns of each generation.

Oral tradition as a communal medium of inquiry.

Print Culture

The printing press introduced linearity and permanence, allowing individuals to formulate questions in isolation and

preserve both questions and answers for future reference. This shift fostered analytical reasoning, the scientific method, and

the emergence of the public sphere (Eisenstein 1979). A concrete illustration is the 17th‑century pamphlet debate on
heliocentrism, where scholars could cite printed arguments across continents.

Gutenberg’s press enabled durable, reproducible questioning.

Electronic Culture



Radio, telephone, and early computer networks introduced simultaneity and feedback loops. The “talk‑back” format of

1950s radio call‑ins, for instance, allowed listeners to pose questions in real time, expanding the public agenda (Lister et al.
2009). However, the bandwidth of these channels still limited the complexity of the questions that could be transmitted.

Live call‑in shows exemplify real‑time question formation.

Digital Culture

Contemporary platforms—Twitter, Reddit, AI chatbots—embed algorithmic curation within the questioning process. A
Twitter thread, limited to 280 characters per tweet, forces users to fragment complex queries, while recommendation

algorithms surface topics that align with prior engagement, subtly steering the direction of public discourse (Gillespie 2014).
AI assistants such as ChatGPT can even generate candidate questions based on user context, illustrating a feedback loop

where the system co‑creates the inquiry.

Algorithmic feeds shape which questions surface.

Systems Theory and the Architecture of Inquiry

Modern systems theory posits that any inquiry operates within a network of feedback loops, protocols, and data structures

(Kauffman 1995). The architecture of these systems—its APIs, privacy policies, and machine‑learning models—defines the
parameters of admissible questions.

# Illustrative pseudo‑code for constraint propagation in a question‑answer system

def generate_possible_questions(context):

    # Retrieve system‑level constraints (e.g., data access, policy flags)

    constraints = context.get_constraints()          # e.g., {"requires_auth": True, "max_lengt

    base_questions = [

        "What is the impact of ...?",

        "How does ... affect ...?",

        "Why does ... happen under condition X?"

    ]

    possible = []

    for q in base_questions:

        # Simple check: all required tokens must appear in the question template

        if all(token in q for token in constraints.get("required_tokens", [])):

            # Enforce length and privacy constraints

            if len(q) <= constraints.get("max_length", 500) and not constraints.get("requires_a

                possible.append(q)

    return possible

In this example, the system’s constraints (data availability, privacy policies, length limits) filter the set of admissible

questions, illustrating how the medium’s internal logic shapes inquiry. Real‑world analogues include the way Google’s
“People Also Ask” feature surfaces only those queries that satisfy relevance and policy thresholds (Google 2022).

Implications for Contemporary Communication Technologies

Today’s digital platforms—social‑media feeds, search engines, AI chatbots—act simultaneously as media and gatekeepers.

Algorithms prioritize certain topics, suppress others, and even generate questions on behalf of users. This dual role
intensifies the need for critical media literacy.



We become what we behold. We shape our tools and, in return, they shape us.

Marshall McLuhan, The Gutenberg Galaxy (1962)

Recognizing this reciprocity is essential for fostering a public sphere where citizens can interrogate not only the content but

also the *medium* itself. Practical steps include:

1. Examining algorithmic transparency reports (e.g., Meta’s “Algorithmic Accountability” whitepaper, 2023).
2. Designing user interfaces that surface the provenance of suggested questions (see “Explainable AI” literature, Ribeiro

et al. 2016).
3. Encouraging “question‑diversity” practices in online forums—explicitly prompting users to re‑frame or broaden

inquiries.

By interrogating the medium itself, we can expand the horizon of permissible questions and, consequently, improve the
quality of the answers we receive. This stance moves beyond a deterministic reading of technology and acknowledges the

co‑creative capacity of users, designers, and institutions.
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