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M eeting Socrates
How to Do Socr atic Consultations

KRristor VAN Rossem
UNIVERSITY OF LEUVEN, BELGIUM

Abstract

A Socratic dialogueismostly understood asaphilosophica inquiry that isnecessarily executedina
group setting. Alsointhe German tradition of Das Sokratische Gespréach, thereishardly an exception.
However, Socrateshimself did never do that. Inthisarticle, theauthor showswhat it takesfor afacilitator
tolead aSocratic dia oguein aone-on-one setting. | n distinguishing this Socrati c dial ogue from other ways
of doing philosophical counsaling, sometypica Socratic* movements aredescribed.

Keywor ds. Socratic dialogue, philosophical counseling, facilitation of dialogue, critical thinking,
argumentation techniques, Socratic stylein counseling

I ntroduction

What makesaconsultation‘ Socratic’ ? One obviousrequirement isthat in such aconversation, some-
thing similar to what our Athenian friend did must, in some sense, take place. And what wasit that
Socrateswasdoing? Hundredsof scholarsinthelong history of philosophy and Classic literature have
tried to answer that question. Until today we have only one answer: wedon’t really know what he did!
Just likeisthe casewith Jesusor Mohammed, it simpossi bleto understand hiswords and actionsleaving
asdetheinterpretationsof the historical textsinwhich heplaysaroll (Rossetti, 2011). Onethingissure:
Socrateshimself did not have adefinable‘ method’ that he applied to everyonehe met (Reich, 1998). But
thisdoesn’t mean that any conversation today can belegitimized asbeing Socratic. Below, | describea
twenty-minute conversation that | had withAnne. | didn’t know anything personal about her. Shewasa
participant inaworkshop | took, on thistopic, and she volunteered to be my conversationa partner. After
thistalk, an exercisefollowed in which the participants practiced | eading aone-to-one Socratic dial ogue.
At theend of theworkshop, somecritical questionswere addressed. Attheend of thisarticle, | discuss
someof them.

1. TheConversation

Kristof, thefacilitator (K): Who has experienced something remarkabl e last week and can al so point
to aremarkable moment during that experience?

Anne(A): Yes, | havesomething. Two daysago | went to havelunchwithafriend. At somepointinthe
conversation, sheclaimed, “I never judge!” But shedoesthat all thetime. That presented adifficulty for
me.

K: Why isthat?

A: W, because sheisso blatantly wrong. Marian, that’ sher name, isavery spontaneouswoman and
hasan opinion about everything. | likeher for that. Going out for dinner with her isalwaysfun. Sheblurts
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out everything quite thoughtlessly. During lunch sheta ked animatedly about her mother. | just sat and
listened. And then, when she said she never judged, | immediately thought: “Ohmy girl, how littleyou
know yourself!”?

K: What elsedid you think?
A: | wanted to say something like“ That’snot true, you’ re constantly doing that,” but | did not dare.
K: Why not?

A: I wasafraid shewould beangry. Inmy understanding of her, shecannot tolerate criticism and would
react angrily if | wereto confront her withthis.

K: Didyou say anything?

A: (hesitates, looks uncomfortable) Well, after amoment of silencel said something like“Never ...
WeI?’ butinalight-hearted manner, sothat it didn’t seemasif | washolding her accountablefor what she
had said. Afterwards, the conversation went onasusua with small talk.

K: 1 come back to my question: what did you exactly think at that moment?

A: Now that you ask me, | did feel somereluctance. | feltitapity that | just could not tell her this. |
thought: She'll never beatruefriend of mine.

K: What isimportant here? What would you liketo focuson?
A: (takesamoment to think) Thelast part isimportant | think, about friendship.
K: Couldyou state here and now, that Marian will never beatruefriend of yours?

A: (doubts) Well, you never know of course, she could changeover her lifetime. She'sanicefriend,
you know. She' ssomeoneyou can dwayshavefunwith, but | wouldn't say she'sa“truefriend”, now. No.
Tobeafriend likethat requires something more, | think.

K: OK, soyousay: ” She'snot atruefriend of mine”. What doesthis haveto do with themoment she
said, “I neverjudge’?

A: Well, it wasat that very moment, when shesaid, ‘| never judge’, that it became clear to methat
she’snot really one of my truefriends. | had been thinking about thisfor awhile already, but at that
moment, it becamevery clear tome.

K: (writesdown) “When Marian, during our conversation, said: “1 never judge,” | knew clearly what
| had been thinking about for awhile: that she’ snot atruefriend of mine.” ?

K: Isthat correct?

A:Yed
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K: Why did you know that at that moment?
A: Wel, | knew that because, @) | didn’t havethefedling | could be myself with her.
K: (writesit down on sheet) can you explain thisabit more?

A: Being mysalf meansthat | feel | can say anything | want, and that isthefedling that | expect to have
inthe company of atruefriend.

K: What doesthishaveto dowith her saying, “| never judge’?
A:Well, that | didn’tfeel | could freely say that shewas mistaken!
K: OK. Do you have other reasonswhy you knew at that moment that she’snot atruefriend??

A: b) Therewas no mutual understanding. Shedoesn’t feel what | think and viceversa. | must be
careful about what | say to her. | havetowatchwhat | say all thetime.

K: OK, arethere any other reasons?
A ¢) Shedisappointed mewith her response.
K: What'sthe disappointment about?

A: I’'mdisappointedin her. Tome, saying “1 never judge’ showsthat she doesn’t know herself, and
that’swhat | expect from atruefriend.

K: Andwhich of thesethreereasonsyou gave hereisthe most important oneto you?

A: Thefirst one, | think. With atruefriend, you need thefedling that you can beyoursdlf, don't you?
K: Did you havethefedling that you could beyoursdf, at themoment shesaid, “| never judge’?

A: No, asl toldyou, | felt | had to be careful with her; that | couldn’t say whatever | wanted.

K: What wouldyou cal thisfeding?

A: (thinks) | think itisbeing restricted, not being free.

K: Andisthisfeding of being restricted themost important reason for saying you knew shewill never
beatruefriend?

A:Yes
K: Why isthat?
A: Withatruefriend, you never have afeding of being held back, restricted.

K: OK, but why isit moreimportant than alack of mutual understanding, or Marian not knowing
hersdf?



Kristof Van Rossem 1347

A: (thinksdeeply) | think that’sbecause being myself and fedling free, rather than restricted, isneces-
sary if apersonisto beatruefriend. The other two can occur, by chance, inan ordinary friendship, even
inatrueone. But whenthereisthisfedling of being restricted, it will never truly beatruefriendship. Don't
youthink so?

K: How do you know you will alwaysfed that with Marian?

A: W, I haveanother friend, Karin. She'sbeen atruefriendfor alongtime, and with her, | don’t fed
that.

K: But do you think thiscan change?And changein the case of Marian?

A: Well, that’salways possible, of course, but it’svery unlikely. It safedling that sometimes comes
back, depending on the person you' rewith.

K: Doyou havethisfeding of being restricted now, inthistalk with me?

A: Tobehonest: sometimes, yes; I'm afraid that | might say somethingwrong.

K: Doesit meanthenthat | will never beatruefriend of yours?

A:No, butif thisfeeling wereto continue, then | think I would, indeed, never beyour truefriend.

K: So how many timeswould you need to havethisfeeling beforeyou knew that | would never bea
truefriend?

A: 1 don’t know how many!

K: Soif you don’t know how many timesyou need to feel this, how could you know this, all of a
sudden, inthe conversationwith Marian?

A: (isslent) I'll think about it later. Could we stop thisnow?
K: Yes, thetimeisup. Thank youAnnfor thisconversation.
A: Thank you.

2.What istheFacilitator Doing Her €?

1. The conversation startsinthemiddle of an everyday life event. Annea most spontaneously comes
with astory about which she hasan opinion. I’ m not concerned with her opinion, assuch; | don’t care
about thetopic, or thestory. Theonly thing | aminterestedinis:

a) Issheabletotell thestory inentirely concreteterms(i.e. not like“1 almost always meet people
who...”) and,

b) Can shelocate amoment in the experience where something happens about which she hasan
opinion?Theonly thing | doisto question her about thestory, sothat | haveitinfront of my eyeslikeafilm.
Then| facilitate her in asserting something about acritica moment inthisstory. That moment occurshere
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when her friend said, ‘| never judge’ . That isthemoment when reflectionsabout friendship arosein her
mind.

2. WhileAnneistelling her story, several observations on her encounter are introduced, such as
‘Marian hasastatement about everything’, and ‘ Marian blurtsanything’. But they are* detached’, inthe
sensethat Anne doesn’t want to makethem the basis of atruth claim. It'sonly after my questionWhere
wouldyouliketofocuson?’ that shemakesaclaimthat ismoreprecise: ‘ shewill never beatruefriend of
mine . Becausethisgtill soundslike an assertion within her account, without making apointinthehereand
now, | ask her if sheasoregardsit asaclaim at thisvery moment, that Marianisnot, infact, agood friend.
And shedoes. From alogical point of view, | expected that. If she thought shewould never beatrue
friend, onemight a so expect her to say shewasn’t onenow. Sheeven saysthat, at that moment, sheknew
shewasnot atruefriend.

3. Onceher satement ismade, | inviteAnneto formulate her actua reasonsfor seeing thesituation as
shedoes. Then | writedown every reason shegives, in her very ownwords. What | think about those
reasons doesn’t matter here. | don’t question the arguments as such, only the way they relate to the
experience, and what they meanin her mind. Here, for example, the concept of ‘being myself’ isnot clear
tome, sol ask her to clarify it.

4. Because we have not much time, | subsequently ask Anneto take alook at thosetopics, and to
choose the most important one. She chose thetopic of her feeling of not being ableto be herself with
Marian. Asitisrather vagueto me, | ask her to conceptualizethisfeeling. Shecallsit ‘being restricted'.
Now that we haveall that shethinks, ‘onthetable’, thecritica part comesin. | inviteher tolook critically
at thequality of her own arguments, starting with her sense of their importance, in rank order. | dothisby
asking her why shethinksher feeling of being restricted with Anne, isthe most important reason. Second,
focusing ontheargument itself, | ask her to investigate whether thisfeeling of being restricted isagood
sourceof knowledgefor judging thequdlity of thisparticular friendship. After all afeeling comesand goes,
but doesthat count asknowledge? How long time should thisfedling persist or keep recurring beforeyou
know that that isn't atruefriend who issitting infront of you?

5. Whilequestioning thislast point, | suddenly makeamoveto the hereand now. | ask her to compare
thefeding of being restricted with Marianwith thefedling shehasin thisconversation with me. Whenisthe
feeling concrete enough to conclude: you' re not agood friend? Thislast point remains unresolved,
because of timecongtraints. But Annegot fed up with it aswell, just as Euthyphro got fed up with Socrates
some 2400 yearsago ...

3. Critical questions

1. IsthisaSocretic dialogue?

A Socratic dialogueisaconversationinwhich you reflect continuously on:

a. what you actually say about your experience, and why you are saying it (expressed intermsas
specificand concreteaspossible), and

b. what thetruthisof those beliefsand the validity of the arguments; b) then followsasthelogical
outcomeof a). InthisconversationwithAnne, thissecond movement remained unaccomplished because
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timewasup. Thecritical investigation of thetruth of her argumentshad just begun. Nevertheless| dready
cal thisaSocratic dial ogue because you can see someessentia * Socratic’ moves happening:

i. Totakeaposition: Theinquiry starts as soon asthereisaparticipant that holdsaclaim about a
moment in his’her experience, something he or shebelievesto betrue. Here, itisAnneclaiming that she
knew Marian wasnot atruefriend.

ii. Toconcretize: | ask her afew timesto concretizewhat she saysin her experientia account: “What
hasthisto do with the moment Marian cried out * | never judge’ ?’

iil. Toargue: | ask Anneto explain what sheholdsasatruth. | invite her to giveargumentsfor her view.
And| dothisasexhaustively aspossible, until shehersaf says'it’senough’. Thisisthefamous* mid-wife
move' that isso frequently quoted. When | ask my client for her claims, and her argumentsfor those
claims, | bring out into the open the knowledge my conversational partner isaware of, perhaps sub-
conscioudly. Thishappenswithout explicitinvitation; it isaspontaneousprocess. InthiscasewithAnne,
it went very smoothly without too much pain.

iv. Toligenliterdly : I writedown Anne sthoughtsasliteraly asl can. | canonly dothisif | listenvery
carefully towhat shesays.

v. Tocriticize: Onceher argumentsareon theflipchart, | ask Annetolook at them critically. When
sheconsders, for example, why thefirst argument isthemost important, sheis questioning the concept of
friendshipin her ownmind. It'saconcept that entail sthat thereisanecessary conditionto befulfilled: that
you can beyoursalf, meaning that you don't feel any restrictions, that you can say whatever you want.

vi. Tomirror : At theend of the conversation, | ask Anneto apply her * epistemological’ claim about
knowing what agood friendisto the situationin the here and now.

2. How important isthe presence of a‘ community of inquiry’ ?

Althoughthecritical thinking hereisdonewithout the presence of agroup, | would still call thisconver-
sation a Socratic Dialogue. Some Socratic moves, likelistening attentively, asking questions, etc. will
generally bemade here by thefacilitator instead of by the group. Thefacilitator isdefinitely much more
actively questioning thaninthe case of agroup deliberating about the casus.

Nevertheless, two people can replacethe critical function of the group. Theessenceof aSD isnotin
themerefact that itisdoneby agroup. Thedia ogic essential sresidein the movements| have described
above. Group dynamic aspects, such as*finding' each other, empathizing with the example of the other etc.
arenot unimportant but are subsidiary and supportive componentsof an SD. Empathy with the Situation of
the other can also be very helpful, for example, inacoaching or aTGI-group discussion, but it isnot
essentialy Socrétic.

3. (How) doesthe counsal or influencewhat the client says?

Thisisof courseacentral question to understand what ishappening here. To bebrief: | accept every-
thing on the content level of what my client saysbut | don’t do that ontheformal level. Her speechisthe
materia | work with. Inmy client’smind, thereismore than enough content/wisdom about friendship. But
itis‘loose,” intuitive, not thought through. Thisiswherel asaphilosopher comein. | requireAnneto
formulate what shewantsto say in aparticular way, onethat requiresreflection, and much more so than



Meeting Socrates 1350

shemight have expected. Following the Socratic adagethat “the unreflectivelifeisnot worthliving”, |
invariably dothebest | canto help my client reflect upon what she says. Sohow do | dothat?A ssimple
answer: by asking questions. But what kindsof questions?

First the questionshaveto be‘ open’ inthe sensethat the answer to the questionisnot hidden some-
whereinthequestion. Supposel asked Annesomethinglike® Do you really think that being yourself with
your friendisthat important?’ Would that make her think? Thisfairly explicit questionisnot initself
particularly interesting, but it satisfies my need asaquestioner for confirmation of my beliefsabout her
answersmorethanit helpsher to reflect upon her thinking.

A second characteristic of questions| ask isthat they are not prepared nor prefabricated. They have
to match the spontaneous speech of my client in order to havetheir intended effect. Thisrequiresmeto
follow exactly everything Anne sayshere. Does' following her speech’ mean that | support her opinionsor
agreewith everything shesays? No. But my own position about friendshipissmply not relevant here. Just
likeagood midwife, | don’t stand intheway of thebirth of reasoning inthe client. Sometimesit isvery
tempting not to do so, and to follow and steer responsesyour way, especially when somethemeisbrought
up that might look interesting and worth looking into. Anne, for example, seemed to think that she should
avoid holding her friend accountablefor what she had said. That’swhy shereacted withagiggletothe
propositionthat “1 never judge”. | found that remarkable. But asshedoesn’t addressit asanissue, | letit
pass, as part of her story.

Thisbringsmetothethird criterion for my questions: they must enable her toinvestigate her thinking
criticaly,inaSocraticway. Thismeansthe client hasto makethemoves| talked about. Soaquestionlike
“What exactly did you think at that moment?’ enablesher to concretize. A questionlike“Why did you
know that at that moment?’ invitesher to explain, and to givereasonsfor her clam. Sodol influencethe
content of what shesays?Yes, thereissomeinfluence, but it isappliedindirectly. Inthisrespect, my jobis
thesameasthat of apotter: theclay isnot my main concern (although themateria must be of an acceptable
qudity, of course). My jobisto createtheform that makestheclay (her intuitive assertions) into apot (her
well established and critically investigated claimsand arguments).

Theapplication of indirect influence, however, observeslimits, namely, thelimitstheclient setshimor
hersdlf. Just likethe Platonic sketch of theinsatiable Socrates, reflection and questioning for mehave, in
principle, no limits. But, | go only asfar asmy client allows meto go. When sheisfed up with the
guestions, or wantsto beleft done, that’sher prerogative. At that point | stop. But whenever shemight
want to continuethe conversation in thefuture, we cango on.

4.1n Conclusion

| conclude with anote about temptation. During the conversation, Annedid not only non-verbally
express some need for support (aguestioning look, silence). She a so asked meafew timesto approve
what shewasthinking: “you need thefedling that you can beyoursdlf, don’t you?’ or “But whenthereisthis
fedling of being restricted, it will never beany truefriendshipat al. Don’'tyouthink so?” Itisvery tempting
hereto listen to the Siren’svoice and help Anne, to comfort her, to let her fedl that she’ snot stupid, that her
intuitionsareright etc. But thatisnot my job! | neither confirm nor deny what Annesays. | don’t show any
empathy, | don’'t “hum’ or givesignsof approval. Theonly thing | do isencourage her to think further by
adding, ‘OK’, afew timesbefore | formulate my next question. So, for me, themain activity of being a
counsdlor, or facilitator, issitting down, waiting, listening, structuring theformulations of theclientinmy
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head, and smply asking questionsall thetime. | am not aloof; | evenlisten very closely, but without being
‘near’ to her. Why isthisimportant? Because my job isto enhancecritical thinkingintheclient’smind.
Andthismeans. growing up, standing on your own feet, being responsiblefor what you say and think. | try
toreachthiswithaseemingly ‘ casua’ way of listening. What | doiscreating clearnessand order inwhat
I, quiteliteraly, ‘hear’ from her. I'mnot looking for any ‘ deeper’ truth, behind or in between her words.
Questioning Socratically meansworking on the surface of thoughts. What you see, or hear, iswhat you get.

You can call thisresistancetowards appea sfor help from the client the attitude of a‘ compassionate
distance . | am passonady involved withmy client: | listen very carefully andfollow hisor her speechvery
closdly. | amthebest mirror you can get. But themirror isnot the sameasthe person, it merely reflectshim.
| never play my clients game. | don’t ‘ understand’ my client, nor am| ‘ connected’ withhimor her. I'm
alwaysat acritical distance. The Socratic counselor isnot asavior. Hisquestionsare not intended to
makeflowersgrow. All hecandoisto draw the curtainsaside, so that the sun of reasoning can enter and
let theflowersgrow.

Bibliography

Reich, R. (1998). Confusi on about the Socratic Method : Socratic Paradoxesand Contemporary Invoca
tionsof Socrates. Philosophy of Education. Philosophy of Education Society, Urbana, IL. , 68-78.

Rossetti, L. (2011). Ledialogue socratique. St-Just-la-Pendue : EditionsLesBellesLettres.

Van Rossem, K. (2006). What isasocratic dialogue? Filosofie, 1, 48-51.

Correspondence: kristof.van.rossem@gmail.com



Lou Marinoff

Naney Matchett

Dena Hurst

Greg Goode

Thomas Griffith

www.appa.edu
| SSN 1742-8181

Journal of the APPA

Volume 9 Number 1 March 2014

Aims and Scope

Philosophical Practiceis a scholarly, peer-reviewed journal dedicated to the growing
field of applied philosophy. The journal covers substantive issues in the areas of
client counseling, group facilitation, and organizational consulting. It provides
a forum for discussing professional, ethical, legal, sociological, and political
aspects of philosophical practice, as well as juxtapositions of philosophical prac-
tice with other professions. Articles may address theories or methodologies of
philosophical practice; present or critique case-studies; assess developmental
frameworks or research programs; and offer commentary on previous publica-

tions. The journal also has an active book review and correspondence section.

APPA Mission

The American Philosophical Practitioners Association is a non-profit educa-
tional corporation that encourages philosophical awareness and advocates leading
the examined life. Philosophy can be practiced through client counseling, group
facilitation, organizational consulting or educational programs. APPA mem-
bers apply philosophical systems, insights and methods to the management of
human problems and the amelioration of human estates. The APPA is a 501(c)(3)
tax-exempt organization.

APPA Membership

The American Philosophical Practitioners Association is a not-for-profit edu-
cational corporation. It admits Certified, Affiliate and Adjunct Members solely
on the basis of their respective qualifications. It admits Auxiliary Members solely
on the basis of their interest in and support of philosophical practice. The APPA
does not discriminate with respect to members or clients on the basis of nation-
ality, race, ethnicity, sex, gender, age, religious belief, political persuasion, or
other professionally or philosophically irrelevant criteria.

Subscriptions, Advertisements, Submissions, Back Issues

For information on subscriptions, advertisements and submissions, please see
the front pages of this document. For information on back issues, APPA Mem-
berships and Programs, please visit www.appa.edu.

Nobody GovernsTruth



