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Free Space and the Art of Conversations 
 
A management team which talks about its own moral teachers, a group of professionals who try to 
identify their long cherished illusion, directors of health care who reflect upon the essence and 
excellence of their work, directors of schools who describe their vision on quality assurance, 
consultants who find out that in unnoticed events fundamental questions are hidden, software 
developers who engage in a debate with their managers about the idea that management interferes 
with the professionalsΩ work, lawyers who express their considerations in a dilemma in just one 
sentence, neighbours who engage in a meeting about how they want to live in the neighbourhood, 
help desk staff who try to find the middle position in emotionally loaded situations. 

With many different groups and in many different ways we have been practising philosophical 
conversations and have developed many new forms to facilitate them. We want to make these forms 
available in this field guide to anybody who wants to start and conduct philosophical conversations, 
which are rich in content, depth and reflection. 

Nowadays we engage in high speed communication, effortless connections and ultra short 
meetings, but we also notice that we cannot do without conversations. In those interactions the 
underlying questions can be asked, the slow questions, the ones that deserve time and attention, the 
questions about meaning, structure and the direction of what is happening, about aims and points of 
departure, about the good, the truth, the beauty and the pleasant. Raising those questions is 
important for our individual wellbeing. And it also influences the quality of our environment, the 
place where we live, society as a whole. There needs to be a place where there is room to reflect: a 
free space. 

In that space one can find a  proper conversation. From our own experience we know that such 
conversations do not arise by themselves. And the opinion that we all know how to engage in such 
conversations is not supported by practice. Slow thinking is easily replaced by the impatience of 
achieving a quick answer. If one truly wants to think together, then forms of conversation are 
needed, forms of engagement which enable us in a both pleasant and strict way to stay with the 
question, for a longer period of time than we are used to. Staying with the question is an art in itself. 
It requires that one disentangles oneself from all the actions focused on a specific aim or result. 
Philosophy ς the longing for wisdom ς is practised by careful scrutiny of what one wants, does, 
chooses, decides, achieves. It is a meticulous process of clarifying, formulating and justifying 
underlying concepts and ideas. It is the process of critically checking, sharing and comparing the 
different views at stake. It is this art that is of essential importance to organisations: to articulate 
what should be valued. No vision without strategy, no clarity without effectiveness, no direction 
without focus. 
 
The liberal arts 
This book offers an extension of the practical guides in our previous book, Free Space and Room to 
Reflect (2005). It contains pointers to a large number of ways of speaking and writing, each of which 
aims at making our thinking more reflective and deeper. We have developed them through the past 
years in all kinds of organisations. Quite often we have started from historical sources. We bring 
them together here, because in our work they have proved inspiring. Many people we worked with 
want to use these practical guides themselves, familiar and unfamiliar. All the practical guides foster 
personal and mutual inquiry, in small and large groups, in formal and informal settings, ranging from 
the boardroom of the CEO to a local café around the corner. 

In sequence to Free Space and Room to Reflect the practical guides are divided into the three 
liberal arts: dialectic, rhetoric and grammar, plus the art of the good life: ethics. Some of these guides 
require some practice or an experienced facilitator, others donΩt and can be used right away. But all 
practical guides lead to conversations with a high level of personal and mutual inquiry and reflection. 
We consider such conversations as άthe most fruitful and natural exercise of the mindέ (Montaigne) 
and as άthe most fulfilling and highest activity of a free personέ (Aristotle). Beyond that, these 
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conversations are of vital importance in our daily hectic, kaleidoscopic lives, where we need to 
exchange our own visions and values in order to experience togetherness amidst the mutual 
differences. 

Socrates is, in the European tradition, the founder of the conversation of inquiry and 
philosophical reflection. In all the conversations he took part in he investigated serious questions in 
their depth. By exchanging and challenging opinions he led his companions to measure themselves 
and their acts and to inspect their beliefs about what is important in manΩs life. His conversations 
were always aimed at assessing what was of value in somebodyΩs life. To get there he always started 
by asking somebody to formulate his beliefs about a question carefully. But then he took a more 
confronting stance: he did not only want to know what that person thought of the question, but also 
wanted to find out how that person dealt with that question practically, in daily life. Investigating 
your own ideas is the one thing; investigating your own behaviour, attitude and way of life is the 
second thing. Socratic inquiry is basically an inquiry into yourself. 
 
Free space 
Socrates must have been a master in tempting other people to engage in a reflective conversation. 
He was convinced that intelligence or reasonableness is not just an individual affair: to foster it one 
needs other people, people who are willing to think with you and at the same time are able to create 
doubts. By using the friction between different opinions and approaches one can achieve what one 
cannot when one is alone: to formulate what really is of value, to find an inspiring idea, to create an 
image of a good life. That is what Socrates tried to establish in his conversations. 

Such a conversation is quite different from a consultation, a call for help, a meeting with a 
ŎƻŀŎƘΣ ƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ŀ ǎƻƭǳǘƛƻƴΦ {ƻŎǊŀǘŜǎΩ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŦǊŜŜΣ ǘƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǘ ŀƛƳŜŘ ŀǘ 
helping or counselling, nor at the development of a strategy or a solution, nor at the achievement of 
a specific result. His conversations were aimed at creating a free place and room to reflect. From the 
old days there is a distinction between the free and the useful arts, the artes liberales and the artes 
servilesΦ ¢ƘŜ ŦǊŜŜ ŀǊǘǎ ŀǊŜ ǇǊŀŎǘƛǎŜŘ ǘƻ ōǊƛƴƎ ŦǊŜŜ ǎǇŀŎŜ ƛƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƭƛŦŜΦ ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜ ǘƘŜ ŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ ŀ 
contemplative, reflective life, the vita contemplativa. The other arts are the useful ones, necessary to 
fulfil a certain profession. They belong to the vita activa. The first type of life one leads for its own 
sake, the second type one leads in order to achieve something else. 

We think it is of great importance to create free space amidst the hectic rush of daily life, a place 
where one can stand instead of run, where one can shift from doing to thinking. It is not only 
ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƎƻƻŘ ƛŘŜŀǎ ŀǊƛǎŜ ƛƴ ǎƭƻǿ ƳƻƳŜƴǘǎΣ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǎ ǊƻƻƳ ǘƻ ǊŜŦƭŜŎǘΣ ƻƴ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƻǿƴ ƻǊ ƛƴ 
meeting other people. It is also important as a counterweight against the dominance of the useful. 
Life is more than just a chain of useful moments. We also need moments of play, celebration, spare 
time, ease. ΨWe are busy (restless) in order to have easeΩ, Aristotle says. In a society that values 
business and being busy so highly it is difficult to sense the deeper meaning of ease. It is interesting 
to see that both in Greek and Latin being busy had a negative name: a-scholia, neg-otium. Free 
space, scholè, should be the measure, not the deviation.  
 
Excellence 
The useful arts are focused on the acquisition of the skills of an expert: manager, teacher, doctor, 
lawyer, and so on. They are focused on a professional or social aim and on the expertise of achieving 
those aims. The liberal arts, on the contrary, are focused on the development of intrinsically human 
capacities, of consciousness and communication, language and thinking, speaking and writing. So 
they are also focused on skills, but of a totally different kind. Not specific professional or social skills, 
but general, human skills, like, reasonableness, excellence, freedom, or a good life. Aristotle defines 
this aim as follows, άMastery is the condition of character that enables one to make the right choices, 
choices that observe a mean between that which, relative to the person, would be too much and 
that which would be too little, and determined by a rational principle, namely the principle that a 
person of practical wisdom would applyέ [Nichomachean ethics, 1106 b 36, our translation]. 
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This shows how Aristotle saw the difference between expertise and mastery - an expert is mainly 
interested in making the right decision in a specific case and how that decision can be best effected. 
Mastery is about the state of mind in which one makes the right decisions - what kind of attitude, of 
thinking and of world view is needed for that? What kind of a person is that, a person with reason or 
practical wisdom? The expert is focused on the solution of a problem, the person of practical wisdom 
focuses on an ΨideaΩ, that is, the understanding of an underlying pattern, of a question, a concept, 
and through them of himself. An idea shows one how in a difficult issue things hang together; an idea 
is the ΨformΩ that brings all the aspects of a particular issue together into a meaningful whole. An idea 
displays reality at its best, reality when it is Ψin shapeΩ, just like when you and I are Ψin shapeΩ. 
In daily life, the useful and the free arts overlap. Quite often both kinds of skills are needed. 
Nevertheless the practical guides in this book support the development and use of the free arts, the 
joy of inquiries and reflections in a free space. It is, however, a serious and necessary play, it is 
demanding and confronting too. It even may be useful, if you want it to be. But above all it is a 
beautiful and fulfilling play, fit for free spirits. 
 
Jos Kessels, Erik Boers, Pieter Mostert. 
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Practical guides: how do they work? 
 
For reflective conversations in organisations one needs a specific format, an image of how the 
conversation will evolve, a proper way to work. Otherwise confusion will arise about ΨWhat kind of 
conversation are we having here anyway?Ω That would damage the quality of the conversation. That 
is why we brought together such a wide variety of practical guides, so that one can choose a specific 
format for a specific topic or circumstance. 
 
Technical skills and freedom to move 
Some practical guides are similar, others are surprisingly different. The one is easier than the other. 
With some one can start a conversation right away, without any preparation. Others require some 
study or practice before one can handle them well. And finally there are some which require a high 
level of expertise or experience as a facilitator. Such a gradual increase in difficulty is true in any art, 
so also in the liberal arts. But it is not only the level of expertise that counts; there is something else, 
something that goes beyond being skilfulΦ Lƴ ƳǳǎƛŎ ƛǘ ƛǎ ŎŀƭƭŜŘ ΨƳǳǎƛŎŀƭƛǘȅΩΦ ¢ƘŜǊŜ ǘƻƻΣ ƛƴ ƳǳǎƛŎΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ 
true that one should practise long and systematically. That is the only way to master the necessary 
ǎƪƛƭƭǎΦ .ǳǘ ΨƳǳǎƛŎŀƭƛǘȅΩ ƛǎ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŦǊƻƳ ƘŀǾƛƴƎ ƳŀǎǘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǘŜŎƘƴƛŎŀƭ ǎƪƛƭƭǎΣ ƛǘ ƛǎ ǘƘŜ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎ ŦƻǊ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǘ 
is all about, the ability to move beyond the technique, the ability to play. It is a kind of freedom, not 
limited by rules or by the limits of skills, it is the ability to do exactly what is needed in that situation. 
An experienced artist knows how to mould the technique into the shape he needs, so that his play 
becomes free, not limited. For a practitioner of the liberal arts that is altogether true.  
 
All the practical guides we describe presuppose this combination of technique and freedom. On the 
one hand they invite precision in their use. The practical guides specify where one should be strict 
and accurate, identify where Ψsomething like thisΩ is not good enough. On the other hand the 
practical guides need to be interpreted again and again, like the scores of the music, they demand a 
personal reading, an individual interpretation. One cannot apply them as if they were mechanical, 
without paying attention. The art of using the practical guides is to learn to play with them, that is to 
master the technique of each of them in such a way that one can set oneself free from them, that 
one can turn them iƴǘƻ ƳǳǎƛŎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ƻƴŜΩǎ ƘŜŀǊǘ ŀƴŘ ǎƻǳƭ ƛƴ ƛǘΦ 
 
The pleasure of the format 
We made the guides as practical as possible. That is why they work. Keep in mind that all guides are 
meant to facilitate a conversation, meant to create a mutual exchange of thoughts and ideas, but at 
the same time an inquiry into oneself, in each of the participants. That is a subtle and delicate aim. It 
will not be achieved when one just Ψtries something else this timeΩ. Think about the aim of a 
particular guide and what is needed to achieve that aim. All practical guides help to establish a 
certain kind of inquiry. We have tried to describe them in such a way that the reader will look 
ŦƻǊǿŀǊŘ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ǳǎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳΣ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŎǊŜŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇŜŎǘŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ΨǘƘƛǎ ǿƛƭƭ ōŜ ŀ ǇƭŜŀǎǳǊŜΣ ōǳǘ ǾŜǊȅ 
sŜǊƛƻǳǎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƳŜ ǘƛƳŜΩΦ ¢Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ǿƘŀǘ ŀ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴ ǎƘƻǳƭŘ ōŜΣ ŀ ǎŜǊƛƻǳǎ ǇƭŀȅΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǊŜƭŜǾŀƴǘ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ 
at stake. 
 
We arranged the practical guides inside each of the liberal arts in such a way that they work like an 
introduction. The less complicated ones are at the beginning. Then there are the practical guides that 
lead to conversations in depth. Some build on previous ones, others show how one can approach the 
ƛƴǉǳƛǊȅ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘ ŀƴƎƭŜΦ Ψ5ŀǊŜ ǘƻ ōǊƛƴƎ ƛƴ ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅΩΣ ƛǎ ƻǳǊ ǘƘŜƳŜΦ .ǳǘ ƻƴŎŜ ȅƻǳ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƘƻǎen, you 
should stick to the format of that particular guide. It offers clarity and support, it helps the 
participants to focus on the content, to pay attention to the issue that needs clarification. The format 
of the practical guide supports the inquiry; it helps to preclude conversations from wandering off into 
different directions and ending nowhere. If things work well, the format will be pleasure. 
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Literature: suggestions for further reading 
For those who feel affinity with a certain practical guide and want to explore it further we provide 
some suggestions for further reading, both fiction and non-fiction. We have limited ourselves to just 
a few titles and selected those that we think are most inspiring. 
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How to select a practical guide? 
 
One can choose a particular guide simply because it has a certain appeal: one immediately envisages 
how this type of inquiry will work in oneΩs circumstances. But it also happens that one is in the 
middle of a process, or one wants to make a good start with an inquiry into a difficult question, or it 
is that one wants to come to a conclusion. In those cases one looks for a practical guide with a 
specific functionality: does it match what youΩre looking for? Here are some of our suggestions. 
 
In the phase of preparation one can choose a suitable practical guide by answering the following 
questions: 

(1) Is it an exploration on its own, or is it the first step, after which more will follow? In the first 
case one could choose Imagery and metaphors (# 2); in the second case, Preparing a Socratic 
dialogue (# 11) could be suitable; 

(2) Is the preparation an individual activity or a group activity? Individual, then look at An 
unnoticed moment (# 59); for a group, look at The flavour of words (# 48); 

(3) Do you want to start with a joint exploration, or would a more assertive beginning, in which 
individuals speak up, work better? Look at Counsel (#38) or Debate (# 33). 
 

In the phase of the inquiry itself one can choose the practical guide by answering the following 
questions: 

(1) Do you prefer one format (and want to devote a lot of time to it), or would a sequence of 
different formats work better? Look at Socratic dialogue (# 9) or At heavenΩs gate (# 70 ) and 
Investigating an illusion (# 22 ) and Writing a maxim (# 57); 

(2) Do you look for one joint conversation or would an alternation of joint and individual 
activities work better? Look at Counsel (# 38) or Moral teachers (# 65); 

(3) Do you prefer the discourse of a conversation, or would a combination of speaking and 
writing be better? Look at Diner pensant (# 23) or Pursuing a definition (# 19). 

 
In the concluding phase one can choose by weighing up the following considerations: 

(1) Is it important that each of the participants individually has a clear outcome, or should there 
be a common ΨharvestΩ? Look at Column (#  53) or Syllogism (# 14); 

(2) Is the end of the conversation the end of the inquiry or will there be a follow up? Look at 
Cartographic statement (# 17) or Preface (# 61). 

 
In this way one composes a programme. All kinds of variations and combinations are possible. But 
one can also devote years to cultivating just one format of conversation. Or even better, one can 
introduce a few, well chosen formats into the management structure of oneΩs organisation. 
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Dialectic: conversations in depth 
 

In this section we have brought together all kinds of practical guides for conducting 
conversations or dialogues. We think the ability to conduct dialogues has become more and more 
important in organisations and in society as a whole. This is especially true in societies which have 
become individualized at a rapid pace. Traditional ties ς family, neighbourhood, church, work, 
political party ς have become looser. Individual freedom and autonomy have put social cohesion 
under pressure. Cohesion is not just a matter of living and working together, nor of sharing values. It 
is also an emotional thing: one should have the feeling of belonging. 

Conversation is one of the basic expressions of belonging. It is the ongoing conversation 
about who we are and what we have to do that engenders identification and cohesion. Of course, 
there are other conditions for becoming a community too, like a shared aim or idea, a shared 
practice and adequate leadership. But ongoing conversation is essential to any kind of community 
building. In this ongoing conversation dialogue plays a crucial role.  

A dialogue is a special kind of conversation, that is, a conversation which is focused upon 
inquiry, more specifically: inquiry of oneself. To conduct a dialogue is an art, a discipline which 
demands a lot from the participants, both in skills and attitude. Not any conversation is a dialogue. 
Talking about the weather, however sensible it may be, is not a dialogue. A debate about a political 
issue, however sharp and illuminating it may be, is not a dialogue. A dialogue is neither just a 
conversation, nor a discussion nor a meeting. It is an explicit, joint effort to inquire. It is a 
conversation at its best about who we are and what we have to do. 

When Socrates asked his companions in the dialogues to give an account of their thinking 
and doing, he asked them to provide the logos for their acting and their ideas, that is, the reasons for 
their point of view, the explanation of their behaviour, the story behind their position. Those reasons 
and explanations should be consistent ς that is the formal meaning of ΨlogicΩ. But to provide the logos 
is more than just that. It is more than giving your reasons, it is also about why you think that these 
are good reasons and what the ΨstandardsΩ are against which these reasons are measured. They are 
what Plato referred to as the ΨFormΩ or the ΨIdeaΩ. Dialectic is the skill to look for the logos in all these 
different meanings. 

It is for good reasons that in current discourse the dialogue is highly esteemed. For many 
people taking part in a dialogue is a surprising experience, used as they are to the brute force of the 
public debate, the cynicism and superficiality of the media and the paleness of most meetings. At the 
same time it should be our concern that although many talk about the importance of dialogues the 
ability to actually conduct them is hardly developed. The practical guides in this section provide a rich 
source for improving that ability. 
 

Further reading [to be mentioned here or in some of the practical guides]:  

Bauman, Z. Liquid Modernity. Polity Press, 2000. 

Bohm, D. On Dialogue. New York : Routledge, 1996. 

Dixon, N. Dialogue at work. Making talk developmental for people and organizations. London: 

Lemos & Crane, 1998. 

Ellinor, L. & Glenna Gerard Dialogue. Creating and sustaining collaborative partnerships at work. 

New York: John Wiley, 1998. 

Grant, D. & Tom Keenoy & Cliff Oswick Discourse and organization. London: Sage Publications, 

1998. 

Isaacs, W. Dialogue and the art of thinking together. New York: Currency, 1999. 

Kahn, M. The Tao of conversation. New Harbinger Publications, 1995. 

Miller, Stephen Conversation, A history of a declining art. New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006. 

Senge, P. The fifth discipline. New York: Currency, 1990. 
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4 Figures of thinking 
 

óFigures of thinkingô are a variant of the Socratic dialogue. This dialogue is about answering a 

fundamental question from a concrete example. The biggest difference is the following. In the Socratic 

dialogue all participants shift into the role of the person giving the example. In óFigures of thinkingô 

all participants choose a different role. Each takes on someone or something which played a role in 

the example: the colleague who forgot the appointment, the unhappy client, the girl who wants to tell 

about her new love, the car still full of holiday junk, the time which has passed, the atmosphere that 

has changed, the window with a view, the debt which has to be paid, and so on. Before each 

participant joins the dialogue in a role he/she should think of a ófigureô from whose point of view 

he/she/it looks at the question or the example. 

 

The fascination of the óFigures of thoughtô dialogue is that in a very short space of time numerous 

perspectives are available- many more than that of the person giving the example. 

 

Steps 

 

1 The first steps are the same ones as in a Socratic dialogue. Establish the main question, collect 

concrete examples and choose one. Or first choose an instance and then the question that is 

underlying this instance. Allow the example to be narrated and let the participants ask clarifying 

questions so they get a good picture of the instance, the question and the crux of it. Make a concise 

resume of the view of the person providing the example, the so-called key statement (see óSocratic 

dialogueô, step 5). 

 

2 Make a list together of the different roles or things in the example, equal to the number of 

participants. 

 

3 After that every participant takes on a role (whether of a person or of a thing) from the list. 

Everyone chooses something. The person who gave the example is usually him/herself. Be sure to 

really enter into your role while remaining yourself. 

 

4 Every participant writes down: 

a. how I experienced the incident from the point of view of my role; 

b. what my view is of the main statement of the person who gave the example. 

 

5 Writing is important so each person gets a chance to put down his/her role. The description should 

be in the óIô form, so when the óatmosphere in the roomô speaks it is óIô, the atmosphere in the 

room. For example, óI relax and slowly become sunnyô. 

 

6 The participants read their descriptions out aloud; give everyone a chance. 

 

7 The person providing the example tells which of these descriptions touch him; the others explain 

what has become clear to them from being in another role. 

 

8 Return to the first question ï how would you answer it now? Or go further with the inquiry in the 

form of a Socratic dialogue ï during this part of the dialogue the participants are obviously no 

longer playing their roles which they did before, but put themselves in the position of the presenter 

of the example. 

 

 

Further reading 
Raymond Queneau, Stijloefeningen [English translation] 
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9  Socratic dialogue 
 

The Socratic dialogue is an attempt to come to a common answer through systematic deliberation 

about a fundamental question. It is not about merely theoretical questions. Rather it is about questions 

which derive from concrete experiences, accessible to all participants. The conversation in fact is a 

systematic reflection upon experiences. It derives its name from Socrates, Platoôs teacher. He tried to 

bring people to a deeper understanding by asking questions, by inquiring about examples and 

analysing experiences. His idea behind this was that one does not gain understanding by getting it 

ódished upô, but only by thinking for oneself. 

 

In the early twentieth century, the German philosopher, pedagogue and politician Leonard Nelson 

(1882 ï 1927) developed the Socratic method theoretically and practically. Crucial to Nelsonôs 

approach is the idea of óregressive abstractionô. This means that, starting from a concrete example, one 

traces back (regresses) to the presuppositions that lie at the foundation of the example. By inquiring 

into these presuppositions, which are of course necessary so as to come to the specific judgements in 

the example, one goes back to the foundations upon which these judgements are based. It is in this 

way that we develop a general understanding (abstraction). 

 

A Socratic dialogue can last for many hours, even in a small group. First one explores the theme and 

formulates the fundamental question. Then one collects different examples from the experiences of the 

participants. Next one selects one example and analyses this one so meticulously that one gains an 

understanding of the underlying presuppositions. For those who want to take their time the Socratic 

dialogue provides a unique experience. It is the foundation upon which all the other formats for 

philosophical conversations have been built. 

 

Steps 

 

1. Formulate the theme of investigation in possible initial questions. Select one of these and write it 

down so that all can see. 

 

2. Look for examples in your own experience where the initial question plays a role. Each example 

should be explained briefly and written down in a couple sentences. 

 

3. Select one example. Which is the most interesting? Which is the most fruitful example in terms of 

which to examine the initial question? Let this example be the basis for analysis and argument 

during the entire conversation. 

 

4. Let the example be told in sufficient detail so that people can take the place of the presenter. Let 

de participants ask clarifying questions about: 

a. what has actually happened 

b. what the presenter has actually done 

c. what the situation has meant to him or her personally 

d. the connection to the initial question. 

 

5. Focus the example on a crucial moment: an act, experience or judgement of the person presenting 

the sample case (the ópresenterô or ónarratorô). The description of this crucial moment is the core 

statement. This has the structure of: ñWhen é.. I did / thought / felt é., because éò. 

 

6. Ask about the motives for the act, the explanation of the experience or the reasons for the core 

statement. óWhy did you do this?ô óHow come you felt that way?ô óWhy did you think that?ô óWas 

that the background of your action?ô Link the answers to these question back to the initial 

question. What is their significance for this question? Concretise and specify the concepts of the 

initial question in terms of the core statement and these justifications. 
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7. Test the justifications by having the others take the position of the presenter. Would they, given 

this example, have done, thought, felt the same at the time, or not? And why? Is that a good 

reason? On what basis is the argument valid? Everybody formulates his / her own version of the 

core statement. 

 

8. Continue the conversation / inquiry, from these different versions of the core statement: what do 

they have in common? What disagreement do they reveal? 

 

9. Make sure that a common inquiry takes place. Give feedback when participants only express their 

own opinions or points of view. Help them to think beyond them, ask them to postpone their 

judgements and instead of that ask questions (ñwhich question would you like to address to 

whom?ò). Use the flip-chart to clarify the line of the conversation and the connection between the 

different statements. 

 

10. All participants give an answer plus their arguments to the initial question. Make them formulate 

and write it down. Read through all the answers. What is the essence? What is the pivot point of 

the matter? What underlying values or principles become clear? 

 

11. Recall the dialogue. What did you like? What bothered you? In what sense does it help you in 

future situations? 

 

Selection of a good initial question 

 

One of the most important steering instruments in a Socratic dialogue is to work with one single 

central question. Mostly, this question emerges from a crucial theme occupying the participants. By 

way of the steps given here a group can arrive at an argued selection of the initial question. At the 

same time, the participants gain insight into the criteria for a good initial question. 

 

A. Individually 

- Take a theme from your own job which you want to think through with this group 

- List some facts connected to this theme and consider how they should be interpreted and judged 

- Formulate on that basis three questions that can serve as starting point for a Socratic dialogue. 

 

B. In threesomes 

- Select, in mutual consultation per person the best initial question. 

- Check that this question meets the criteria [see below]: 

 

C. Plenary 

- The threesomes alternate to supply an initial question. 

- The question is written out for all to see. 

- The threesome explains which criteria are met by the question posed. 

- From all questions thus generated one is selected to serve as initial question. 

 

Criteria for an initial question  

- a general issue 

- of a substantial nature 

- non-empirical, to be answered via reflection alone 

- relevant for the participants 

- provokingly formulated, so that the dilemma or moral weighing stands out 

- formulated simply, with a minimum of ótroublesomeô concepts 

- easily provided with concrete, experienced examples. 

 

Criteria for a good example 

 

1. the example connects well to the initial question 
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2. the presenter knows the example from his or her own experience 

3. the presenter has a role in the example; heôs not just a spectator 

4. the example has been finished; the presenter is no longer involved in the situation 

5. the other participants can relate to the example easily 

6. it is not necessary to explain technical or theoretical aspects of the example in order to be able to 

understand it 

7. the presenter can tell the example fully 

8. the simpler the better. 

 

 

The hour glass model 

 
The course of a Socratic dialogue can be visualized by a structural diagram of the argumentation. The 
diagram includes the principal elements of the Socratic dialogue according to Nelson and Heckmann 
in a single image, that of an hour-glass. 
The diagram first shows that in this approach a question is not answered directly, but only via the 
detour of an example and with a link to experience. In this way a broad, starting question is first 
restricted to a single example and then further focused on a specific judgement or core proposition. 
Then the presuppositions of this judgement are examined, at various levels, which leads to 
propositions of increasing scope and generality. This gives the structure of the dialogue the shape of 
an hour-glass, 
 

The hour glass Model 

        Question 

 

          

        Example 

 

 

        Core Proposition(s) 

 

 

        Rules 

 

 

        Principles 

 

 

Question: starting point and focus of the enquiry 

Example: the facts, the story 

Core proposition: the judgement that is being examined 
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Rules: justifications on which the judgement is based 

Principles: justifications of the rules 

 

Rules for a Socratic dialogue 

 

Most of the rules given below were formulated by one of the founders of contemporary Socratic 

dialogue, Gustav Heckmann. 

 

1 Socratic dialogue is thoughtful reflection on a fundamental question based on the experience of 

the participants, not on what they have heard or read (no appeal to authorities or others). 

 

2 This reflection is ógenuine self-examinationô. That is to say, when a participant has doubts about 

the topic he should express them. But when after self-examination his doubts are resolved, he 

should not pretend to doubt (no hypothetical talk). 

 

3 Participants should take the trouble to express themselves clearly, but also as briefly as they can, 

so that a dialogue can ensue. That is, they should save long speeches for some other occasion 

(no monologues). 

 

4 A participant should not concentrate on his own thoughts alone; he should try to understand 

those of the others as well. To ensure correct mutual understanding, the facilitator can at any 

moment ask a participant to repeat in his own words the point raised by another participant 

(communication check). 

 

5 Thoughts about basic questions are often expressed in general or abstract statements. Whether 

the speaker really knows what he is saying, i.e. whether his statement is more than a string of 

words, is evident if he is able to illustrate it by concrete examples that his audience can 

experience. During the discussion every general or abstract statement is subjected to this test 

(concreteness). 

 

6 Investigation of a basic question is not completed as long as the dialogue partners still adhere to 

contradictory views (aim at consensus). 

 

7 To keep the inquiry transparent the available instruments should be used to the full. These 

primarily involve: systematic notation of statements; clear distinction between main dialogue, 

strategic dialogue, meta-dialogue (methodical approach). 

 

 

Ten tips for the facilitator in a Socratic dialogue   

 

1. Be strict about procedure, but do not interfere with the content, even if you disagree with an 

analysis. Independent inquiry demands that the participants themselves determine the substance of 

their analysis. 

 

2. Check that the initial question meets the criteria: is it fundamental, in readily understood 

wording, answerable via joint thinking, easily provided with concrete examples?  Is the question 

relevant and motivating to the participants? Does it get at the core of the inquiry? 

 

3. Check that the examples meet the criteria. A good example is one known first hand through 

personal experience on the part of the presenter. The presenter was actively involved by doing 

something or taking a stand. The simpler the example, the better. Do not be hasty in assuming that 

you already grasp its implications because it sounds simple. Avoid negative examples; they evoke 

hypothetical thinking. 

 




