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What people are saying about


The Philosophical Conversation


The lightest practical and most theoretical introduction to philosophical practice there is.


Extract from the jury report for the Dutch version of the book, elected as winning book of the Berrie Heesen prize of the Centre of P4C in the Netherlands, 2021


It would be an understatement to describe this book as a fun read. Kristof has demonstrated how dialogue can be philosophical and practical at the same time, something unique to many Asian readers but should really be universal.


Shiro Ando, International Peace Worker (Myanmar), Author and Founder of Philosophy Squats


Following Socrates, the third Earl of Shaftesbury introduced philosophic conversations to educate the new class of citizens that emerged during the English Enlightenment; fun, humor, and art were essential for effective dialogues then as they are now. In that delightful study of the basics of philosophic conversation and for the benefit of us all, both experienced and aspiring philosophers, Van Rossem masterfully teaches us how to successfully lead enjoyable, and therefore, efficacious, conversations on philosophic topics.


Lydia Amir, Department of Philosophy, Tufts University, USA; Founding Editor of Lexington Series in Philosophical Practice; President of the Israeli Association for Philosophical Practice and Adjunct-Director of the American Philosophical Practitioners Association


A highly recommended book. Kristof’s passion, dedication and valuable experience in his work can be seen in this highly schematic, fresh, clear and example-filled book. I recommend it with pleasure.


David Sumiacher D’Angelo, General Director of CECAPFI and President of CECAPFI International (Mexico City)


Fun and joy-filled, Kristof uses wonderful analogies and metaphors to bring the art of facilitating philosophical conversations to life, and deftly uses conversations in the book to illustrate the science of questioning and thinking philosophically.


Emma Swinn, MBE, President of SOPHIA Network of P4C (Europe) and Co-CEO of The Philosophy Foundation (UK)


The book offers something so rare as an enjoyable reading combined with profound lessons about how to perform philosophical dialogues professionally as well as in your everyday life. This will certainly be a book that I will use in training of teachers, nurses, social workers, leaders, to get proficient in guiding philosophical dialogues.


Dr. Ann S. Pihlgren, Research Director at Ignite Research Institute, Sweden and Spain


It is the book that every philosophical discussion leader (especially in the making) should have on his bedside table.


Peter Schmitz, Socratic moderator and philosophical practitioner, the Netherlands


A good philosophical conversation is not so easy to conduct. A good, competent, effective discussion leader (philosophy teacher) is indispensable. Grips are essential and good exercises are definitely necessary. Thanks to Kristof Van Rossem’s new book, there is now a wealth of tools and good exercises. Definitely recommended for philosophy teachers and their trainers.


Dr. Natascha Kienstra, assistant professor of practical philosophy and didactics, School of Catholic Theology, Tilburg University, the Netherlands


Do you really want to learn how to conduct or guide a philosophical conversation? Then this book is a must-read. In contrast to the somewhat popular reading about Socratic conversations, this book does take the reader seriously. It is well written, nuanced and easy to understand for beginners and experts alike. Kristof Van Rossem shows that he is one of the absolute experts in the field of philosophical conversation.


Barry Mahoney, PhD student and teacher trainer, citizenship education


“Reflection begins where the expression of personal opinion is disrupted. After all, if in a conversation you only repeat what you have thought about something for a long time, you are not reflecting. One of the many wise lessons from Kristof Van Rossem’s new book, in which he clearly explains the usefulness of philosophizing. And meanwhile, we will read about the inspirations and creativity of the Romanian Orchestra Lautarii. For anyone who wants to (learn to) ask compelling questions, who does not hesitate to ‘question evidence’ and who, in short, wants to learn how to have better conversations, read The Philosophical Conversation!


Jos Mevis, manager, Queresta, the Netherlands
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Introduction


What do making love, playing music, and philosophizing have in common? They’re all activities, but—you have to admit it—if you’re doing it right, it doesn’t feel like work. After all, they’re all activities that bring you into “flow.” They unite the will, the feeling, and the mind. They make you feel alive. The hormones in your head (oxytocin, adrenaline…) start to dance.


Making love would have been a great challenge as an analogy in this book. But music has become the main metaphor. And not Bach as a symbol of wisdom but instead a gypsy orchestra. A gypsy orchestra plays fast, in all parts, and without a score. Just listen to this fragment (you will find the link in the endnote).1
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When you have read this book, you will be able to have a conversation in the same way that free-form music is played. As you work your way through, you will gradually become familiar with the “score” and eventually be able to interpret the melody in whatever way you choose. And like a competent musician, you will be able to play without the score.


Why on earth, you might ask, should you suddenly start having philosophical conversations instead of doing something more apparently useful, like solving the climate problem? Well, the philosophical conversation is useful and fun at the same time. Solving the climate problem is probably only useful. Philosophizing is fun because you are constantly surprised by the different perspectives you come across. And also because you can get a lot out of it. Many obvious things that we feel obliged to do can be questioned: that you have to look after the children, that the grass has to be cut, that you have to write a book. None of these are evidently true, perhaps only probably true. Wouldn’t it be wonderful to explore such matters with others in complete freedom, without fear for your image or your position?


Philosophical conversations are not just fun. They’re also useful. Recently, empirical studies have shown what a philosophical conversation “yields.”2 If you start philosophizing at school, you learn to think better. You perform better at school as well as in the outside world. You listen better; you speak better. You develop self-confidence and empathy. You become a better citizen—someone who takes care of himself/herself and of others. You may also become a better politician; you may no longer even need supporting parties to uphold your interests. Those interests are already in your own head. So maybe, using the “music” we’re going to deal with here, you may be the right person to solve the climate problem after all.


So there is no time to lose. Let the gypsies take you away and, to start with, help you find out how to “tidy your room.”









1. The Characteristics


On a beautiful summer’s day, about 30 people have gathered in the garden.3
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They are dressed in white and wear folkloric waistcoats. They play the violin, cimbalom, bass, accordion, horns. They start a cheerful “hora” in a fast tempo. It is exhilarating.


We are in Romania. The orchestra is called Orchestra Lautarii. The lautarii are people from the countryside who stop working at weekends and organize themselves into “tarafs,” music groups led by a “primas,” a primary soloist. These men, and also female singers and soloists, play traditional Romanian music at weddings and parties, usually several days and nights in a row. The custom has existed since the Middle Ages. There is dancing, singing, drinking. Occasionally, to amuse the audience, the lautarii also tell local stories. And when Uncle Boris has had too much tzuika at the party and starts a fight, they even act as mediators.


Like this “hora,” a good philosophical conversation takes you into another world. The “primas” carries you along to a swinging world of thoughts and concepts that excite you and lead you beyond yourself. But don’t be afraid: you’ll always stay on solid ground. Like the lautarii who are grounded in their peasant traditions, you will stay rooted in a philosophical conversation. The conversation finds its roots in everyday life. You don’t need thick books to start such a conversation. All you need is a question or a different opinion about a concept. Lots of everyday disagreements happen when arguments get mixed up with “clutter.”


Right, about clutter and tidying up: you can’t start more “down to earth” than clutter. It’s literally on the floor.





1.1. Philosophizing is like tidying up




Dad: Josephine! You have to tidy up your room, because tomorrow the cleaning lady is coming and she wants an empty floor to clean.


(Dad can hear Josephine sighing and shouting “Yeeaaah” from her room upstairs…After half an hour, he goes to have a look and finds her playing on her phone in bed.)


Dad: Didn’t I tell you to tidy your room?


Josephine: It has been tidied up, hasn’t it?


Dad: Not at all! Tomorrow the cleaning lady is coming and it’s late. Tidy it up quickly.


Josephine: But I’ve already cleaned it up!


Dad: How so?


Josephine: Look—everything was mixed up and now I’ve put everything nicely in piles: my clothes, my books, my letters! The cleaning lady then just has to put it in the cupboards.





Yes, yes, those teenagers! That’s how they are: chilling out and gaming instead of working, acting free and easy. You could almost think you’d started reading a book on “how to deal with headstrong teenagers.” But no, this is a book about philosophical conversations and so we are filled with joy because there is a difference of opinion! And that is what philosophers thrive on! And in this case, we are especially happy because the difference of opinion here is not about being, but about the everyday problem of tidying up. Rest assured. The philosophical conversation is as much about heavy topics such as freedom, equality, and democracy as it is about domestic problems. The difference is this: when you have a philosophical conversation, you learn to love these problems. Just read what happens next and how daughter seduces father into this love.




Dad: But they’re on the floor; they should be in the cupboard!


Josephine (J): Why?


Dad: Otherwise the cleaning lady can’t vacuum!


J: OK, but is my room more tidy if everything is in the cupboards? I don’t have a cupboard for my letters and cards anyway!


Dad: Yes, of course. It has to go in the cupboards.


J: (Remains quiet.) Why? Why is the cupboard more tidy than the piles?


Dad: Don’t be difficult now!


J: But it’s the same problem every week, Dad. You see it differently from me. Why don’t you sit down and we’ll sort it out?


(Dad sits down next to her on the bed.)


J: So why does everything have to go in the cupboard to be tidy?


Dad: That’s what we usually mean by “tidied up”: everything nice and tidy in the cupboards, no more mess on the floor.


J: Who is “we” then?


Dad: Well, people here in our culture, here in Belgium.


J: But our cleaning lady is from Poland. Is it the same there? What does a Polish person mean by “tidy”?


Dad: I don’t know; you’ll have to ask her tomorrow.


J: But what do you think? What is the most likely?


Dad: I think she’d also say that everything has to go into the cupboards. They have cupboards there too, you know!


J: OK, but if I put everything in the cupboards and just close them, will my room be tidy?


Dad: No, you have to put it in piles first and then nicely in the cupboard. Don’t just put everything in the cupboard; that’s not tidying up.


J: But the floor will be clean and nobody will see it!


Dad: Yes, but there is still clutter in the room, and as soon as you open the cupboards you can see that.


J: OK, so it’s not just that there should be no clutter on the floor as you said earlier. There should be no clutter at all in a tidy room, not even in the cupboards?


Dad: Yes, indeed.





Like it or not, that’s the sort of thing that happens. We start by sitting down to it. We agree to approach it calmly. After all, we’re not going to get rid of the stuff that’s here to be tidied up; that’s a different problem. So stay calm, no arguments, no fighting, no display of power. Participating is more important here than winning. Only when we have sat down in love can we examine the difference of opinion. This is done by arguing—by being as willing to convince the other person as we are to be convinced ourselves. “Convincing” is not understood here as beating the interlocutor, but as inviting the interlocutor to adopt a different perspective. Why, after all, should a closed cupboard full of things lying around make Josephine’s room more tidy than piles on the floor?




J: OK, but what is clutter then? Is it enough that something is lying in piles to stop being clutter? If I get a pile of books and scatter them around—is that clutter now?


Dad: No, clutter is things that are not immediately useful and are just lying around.


J: What do you mean by “not immediately useful”?


Dad: Just stuff that’s lying around but you don’t use!


J: Like that old hat lying there in the corner: I don’t use it—it was given to me. Is that junk, then?


Dad: No, you got it from Grandpa. That has value. Clutter has no value.


J: So is clutter things that are not immediately useful or that have no value? Or both? Or is it things that are just lying around, whatever they are?


(Dad thinks.)


Dad: No, I think it’s stuff that is just lying around. I also call clothes “rubbish” when they’re on the floor.


J: But those paperclips on my desk over there—are they lying around too?


Dad: No, they are just lying there.


J: What is the difference between just lying there and lying around? Are my clothes lying around or just lying there?


(Josephine points to her pile of clothes.)


Dad: No, it’s not rubbish. It’s not lying around; it’s in piles.


J: But it’s only when the piles are in the cupboard that it’s tidy according to you, is it?


Dad: Yes, indeed! (Dad gets up and puts the stacks in the cupboard himself.) That’s how difficult it is, you see?





Yes, the daughter is showing more patience here than the father! We are no longer on the level of something that needs to be done—tidying up. We have let go of action and are in contemplation. That is also what you do in a philosophical conversation. You contemplate or consider a concept, here “clutter.” What can you rightly call clutter and what language about it is itself clutter? You do that by giving arguments and counter-arguments that help you to distinguish meaningful from nonsensical language. Here, too, counter-examples are presented: the concept is concretized, tested in reality. Are those paperclips rubbish? Does that mean that the hat is rubbish?


Doing so, of course, raises new problems, for what is the difference between “just lying there” and “lying around”? It becomes more and more complicated. And you learn to love that too. Admittedly, there is something pathological about it. You might even wonder if some people have been treated for it—until further notice and without result!




J: Yes, but the disagreement has not been resolved yet! I think tidying up is also when it’s lying in piles. I agree that there should be no more clutter if you want it tidy. But it is apparently difficult to explain the difference between “lying around” and “just lying there.”


Dad: Yes, that’s right, it’s harder than I thought. Now I do need to look further into my soup that is still on the stove downstairs.


J: Are you giving up now? Are you more focused on your soup than on our problem?


Dad: Yes, otherwise it will boil over. And it’s fish soup—it shouldn’t boil over! But I’ll certainly want to talk more about our problem later.





Yes, that procrastination is not really philosophical on the father’s part. After all, the love of truth is so great that you transcend your own neuroses or procrastination. When you have a philosophical conversation with someone, you are always prepared to make the most of it. In the world of fundamentals, of why we use concepts as we do, that is where you feel at home. So why procrastinate instead of carrying on with the matter at hand? Here again, Josephine turns out to be better at her job than the father, because she does something that you can recognize as the hallmark of a philosopher par excellence: asking questions.




J: I have one more question: you’re happy now because my room is tidy, aren’t you? But why?


Dad: Well, because the cleaning lady is coming! Didn’t I say that?


J: No, but I mean, just like the cleaning lady, you think a tidy, clean room is important, right?


Dad: Yes, of course.


J: But why is that? Why is being clean and tidy so important?


Dad: You can’t function properly if everything is lying around, can you?


J: There are many people who can, you know. Just look at Mum’s car: it’s never tidy, but that doesn’t bother her. So why is it important to you?


Dad: I like order. Ordnung muss sein! (Laughs.)


J: Why? Why should there be order and not chaos? When does chaos become order anyway?


Dad: That’s interesting. But can we discuss that next time? My fish soup is still on!


J: OK, I’ll hold you to that!





And she will hold her father to it. Because the interlocutors encounter fundamental concepts here: order and chaos. Where do they come from? What is their relationship? How do they influence our way of thinking and our culture? Many books have been written about this; we won’t solve it immediately in a conversation. Yet such a conversation about these fundamentals is useful. After all, once we have understood the complexity of such fundamental concepts and the different perspectives on them, we can better understand and put into perspective our own truths and those of others, for example about tidy rooms. This includes having a carefree existence. The philosophical conversation brings joy. Even if, in the meantime, the soup has boiled over.





1.2. Is it a philosophical conversation?


This conversation happens in the time it takes to make the soup. But even so, it is a full-blown philosophical conversation. There are several reasons for this. It begins with a rule imposed by the father: the room must be tidied up! But Josephine reduces the behaviour necessary to carry out the rule to a difference in interpretation about a concept: tidying up. What does “tidying up” mean in our language? Opinions are divided about this: is the room tidy if the things are in piles, in the cupboard, or both? As a father, you can ignore that problem and use your paternal power to insist on behavioural change. Unfortunately, this is how many children’s philosophical interests are lost: “Just get on with it. And don’t argue!” But here it is different. When Josephine asks her father to sit down, she does so because she knows that this problem cannot be solved by arguing. There is emotional distance between the two parties, so that means that they can look at the problem from different sides—in a philosophical conversation a view is not defended, but examined.


To discuss a philosophical problem or question, you need an attitude of availability. You need to pay attention and have time for the question or the problem. After all, a question like “What is clutter?” is not immediately solved. In a philosophical conversation, the interlocutors devote themselves to this difficulty together. No one needs to be helped or convinced. There is no rush, nor is there a specialist to whom one must listen. The interlocutors have no agenda other than to examine themselves and each other. In our example, Josephine succeeds quite well in getting her father interested in the problem. He even becomes fascinated at one point by the apparent difficulty in defining “clutter.” He takes joy in the process and can let go of his craving for a solution. But the peace and quiet necessary for a philosophical conversation is temporary. His soup, which is boiling over, turns out to be more important after all. For Dad, the show must go on!


At some point in the conversation, Josephine asks whether the old hat in the corner of her room also belongs in the “junk” box. Or those paperclips. In an investigation into the meaning of a concept, participants in a philosophical conversation examine what something refers to in concrete terms, what it is all about. After all, if you can’t point that out, there is a big chance that you’re confused about it yourself. By giving examples, the problem becomes clearer and new problems arise: what is the difference between things that are not immediately useful and things that have no value? To find out all that, you need intellectual curiosity. In a philosophical conversation, you practice that. You learn to like nitpicking. You learn to love complexity.


As soon as Dad and Josephine sit on the bed, the conversation takes place among equal partners who want to investigate something together through pure thinking. And they do that by reasoning together. This is done by giving examples and arguments for a particular view. Josephine asks for an argument as to why everything has to be put in the cupboard in order to be able to speak of “tidiness.” Dad’s answer is not very convincing: “because that is how we do things here.” Reasoning also involves providing counter-examples and counter-arguments. Josephine does this when she gives the example of Mum’s car in connection with Dad’s view that “you can’t function properly if everything is lying around.”


When Dad appears to have had enough and wants to go downstairs to finish making his fish soup, Josephine continues with the discussion: why is it so important that the room is tidy at all? She wants to get the most out of it. In a philosophical conversation, participants are willing and able to look at a problem in the broadest possible way. They are not only interested in solving their own problems; they are interested in everything. All the evidence in their own thinking or functioning, in the culture, in the world—everything is questioned. And such an attitude sometimes has “destabilizing” effects. When it comes to order or chaos, this may not be so bad, but when it comes to moral issues such as respect for every human being or the right to one’s own opinion, it can be sensitive. However, this does not prevent a participant in a conversation from continuing to ask questions. In a philosophical conversation, every stone is turned over and the foundations are exposed—no more and no less.


Those questions, those endless questions! That is perhaps the best way to recognize the philosopher in Josephine: So what is clutter? Who is “we”? She doesn’t assume she knows what Dad means, so she asks a question about it. She is critical. She has a fearless attitude. She pursues her point. Dad cannot escape so easily: “Are you quitting now?” That too is part of a philosophical conversation. After all, the questions are not only about what participants say and think; they are also about the way they think and how they are involved in the conversation. Philosophizing is something you do with all your heart and soul. Participants in a philosophical conversation are constantly willing to question themselves and their impact on the problem. As Socrates put it in his defense speech: “A life without self-examination is no life for a human being!”




Characteristics of a philosophical conversation


1. Presence of opposing views


2. Emotional distance


3. Attention, time, and availability


4. Presence of conceptualization


5. Presence of concreteness + abstraction


6. Interest in the process rather than in the result


7. Intellectual curiosity


8. Willingness and ability to question all evidence


9. Willingness and ability to question oneself


10. Research on the meaning of a concept


11. Questioning attitude


12. Ability to reason and argue


13. Interest in thinking in itself


14. Concentration on form and content of thought





When you see it all together, it is quite something, isn’t it? It doesn’t happen by itself. Like playing music with the lautarii, it requires training. Passion for thinking, as Josephine shows here, is not enough. She is still too impatient: she asks many questions at the same time. Her talent needs to be supplemented by skill. In the following chapters, you will read what you need to learn in the music school of philosophical conversation in order to play the game well.
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