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Socrates in sneakers 
A philosophical guide to asking the right questions 

 
 
 

A good question 
 

A good question is like tennis: you hit the ball and you wait till it comes back to you. 
You don’t immediately shoot three more balls their way 

You don’t chase the ball or try and alter its course 
You don’t line up next to your opponent and tell him how exactly he should return your ball. 

 
You watch, choose a strategy, determine carefully in what direction and with what speed you 

play the ball. 
You hit it. 

And you let go. 
You wait. 

 
 
 

WORDS OF PRAISE 
 
‘Socrates in sneakers is a cheerful, cheeky, unconventional book about asking questions. Elke 
combines theory, practice, her own insecurities and a quirky style to make it seem like you are 
talking to a friend while you read her book.  
- Ariane van Heijningen, practical philosopher at Denkplaats 
 
‘A clear and practical book for adventurous thinkers who want to know how to have in-depth 
conversations.’ 
- Sigrid van Iersel, interviewer and storyteller 
 
‘Through many real-life examples, the reader is confronted with the hyperpersonal easy chair 
from which we usually ask questions. Because of the direct writing style you immediately feel 
the effect of a Socratic attitude: how you can create space for someone else and how you can 
ask the right questions – just by listening.’  
- Annemiek Laarhoven, voice actor, choir conductor, music teacher 
 
‘Provides great insights and intelligent tips to deepen conversations. In addition, she deals 
with certain communication clichés and her writing is lively and disarming.’  
- Iris Posthouwer, trainer, coach, author "Smalltalk survival" 
 
‘We all want to have a good conversation with real depth, but it does not always work out like 
that. This book connects all the lines for you to have that conversation.’  
- Nynke Brugman, youth care worker 
 
Category: inspirational, philosophy, personal development.  
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Synopsis 

Socrates in sneakers is an instruction manual for better conversations, departing from the 
conviction that asking the right questions is key.  
 
It takes the reader on an accessible journey into the world of practical philosophy: listening, 
formulating better questions and investigating theses, opinions and claims. Socrates in 
sneakers confronts and sharpens our thoughts in such a way that it develops the readers 
conversational skills. The book analyses various sorts of questions, explains why asking 
questions is so challenging and helps you recognise and avoid the common pitfalls.  
 
Elke Wiss (1986) consciously avoids a pedantic ‘teachers tone’, throughout the book her 
argument is invigorated by recognizable anecdotes. Socrates in sneakers has both a decent 
theoretical base and useful checklists. On top of that it contains practical exercises that will 
help you ask questions, train your listening and develop a Socratic attitude. The book is 
current, to the point and will evoke feelings of recognition.   
After reading Socrates in sneakers better and deeper conversations are guaranteed. 
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A few excerpts from Socrates in sneakers 
 

     

Undisturbed development 
 (…) 

One must be patient 
with unresolved issues at heart 

and try to cherish the questions themselves 
as closed rooms 
and like books 

which are written in a very foreign language. 
It comes down to living it all. 

If you live the questions, 
you may live slowly but surely, 

without noticing, 
one good day 
the answer. 

 
 

Writer unknown, free after Rainer Maria Rilke 
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Elke Wiss 

 

Socrates in Sneakers 

 

A philosophical guide to 

asking the right questions 

 

Introduction 

 

“Go on, ask your question,” Socrates said over my shoulder. He was wearing brightly-colored 

sneakers and a Batman cape. 

 “Do it. You’ve got a good reason to.” 

 I blinked. “Socrates, you’re from about 2500 years ago. Maybe you’ve missed a thing 

or two, but it’s not the kind of question you just ask nowadays.” 

 That was quite some years ago. I was taking a course called Practical Philosophy. My 

first encounter with this concept. I was hoping to pick up some theory, know-how and 

experience about philosophical discourse and learning to think logically. As a theater-maker I 

was looking for a way to clarify my own thought processes while creating productions, as well 

as wanting to ask my actors more pointed questions. So there I was in that Practical 

Philosophy course. 

 

During the lunch break on the first day of the course, I found myself sharing a table with five 

classmates, one man and four women. The topic: children. Around the table it went: do you 

have children? Yes, one son. And you? Two daughters, eight and ten. The questioning 

continued: How old are they? Are they in school yet? Does yours already have her own iPad? 

 By now I was familiar with this kind of talk. I was in my late twenties and had been 

here plenty of times already. As soon as somebody says No, I don’t have children, there’s 

usually a painful silence, or they quickly move on to the next person. I was amazed: people 

with children love talking about having them, but the stories of those without, we prefer to 

ignore. Even then I thought: whoa, they’ve got something to tell, too. Why do we collectively 

decide, by not asking a single question, that there’s no place for their story? 

 It was my turn, and I said I didn’t have children. I took a breath, prepared to add a 

sentence or two. At that time I worked a lot with children in the theater lessons I taught at 

schools, and was full of neat stories I was eager to share. 
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 I was also interested in the motivation and experiences of the others, and was quite 

happy to be open about my doubts about whether or not to have children. How do you know 

for sure it’s what you want, it’s such a major decision, and—like, well, a tattoo on your 

forehead—a pretty permanent choice, there’s all those pros and cons to weigh up, how did 

you finally reach that decision? 

 But before I could get a word in, the “and what about you?” question got asked to the 

next person at the table. Everybody focused on the woman next to me, who launched into an 

enthusiastic story about her seven-year-old daughter. They conspicuously avoided catching 

my eye: apparently my story had no place in this discussion. Which I thought was strange, 

because we were all more or less the same age, with at least one shared interest, considering 

we all had enrolled in this course—the perfect setting for more in-depth conversations, in a 

setting where you needn’t be held back by the usual norms and habits of communication. 

 I felt a wave of indignation well up inside me. What’s the idea of initiating a discussion 

about children and then only include a select group? Of exercising an unspoken rule about 

which stories get the chance to be told, and which are to be avoided? Of not letting the 

person herself decide whether or not to share something with the group? 

 After the woman next to me was finished telling about her daughter, it was the next 

person’s turn. A woman, early forties, with playful, brown curly hair. She said, “No, I don’t 

have children,” and before you knew it, the group was already moving on to the next in line. 

 

And then time slowed down for a moment. “Go on, ask the question. You’ve got a good 

reason to,” I heard behind me. Socrates smiled briefly, encouragingly. And, I think, with a bit 

of schadenfreude too. 

 I looked at him and explained that this wasn’t usual in our day and age. “It’s just not 

done.” 

 Socrates looked at me. Straightened his cape, wiped a smudge off his sneakers. “That’s 

exactly you people’s problem. You’ve devised this policy of some questions being invasive and 

inappropriate, and others being safe and permissible. And only because you all think you have 

to spare the other person, that questions have to be friendly and that you have to avoid the 

real, maybe even painful subjects, even though this by definition makes them the most 

important and connectional.” 

 “Yes, but...” 

 “The question you want to ask is simply factual. Right?” 

 “Um... yeah...” 

 “So how can a question regarding a fact be inappropriate?” 

 “I, uh... don’t know.” 
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 “Exactly. The question ‘Was not having children your own choice?’ falls in fact into the 

same category as, ‘Was your hair color/trousers/job/house your own choice?’ That you 

people pile all kinds of painful emotions onto it, walk on eggshells and invent a new unwritten 

rule isn’t the question’s fault. No wonder you’ve got such a need to find a deeper meaning to 

things. You turn a conversation into a minefield: so afraid of offending, you keep things nice 

and safe. Hence shallow. And hence boring.” 

 I took a breath, ready to counter him. But Socrates was unstoppable: “And then, if you 

do feel that a childless person’s story deserves more time, but keep quiet anyway, then 

you’ve become one of them. You preserve that unwritten rule.” 

 I blinked, a bit flummoxed. What now? 

 “Go on, ask the question.” Socrates nodded towards Playful Curls and leaned back. 

 

Not reined in by any experience in question-asking, but with good intentions and the 

determination to further myself, I decided, egged on by Socrates, to give it a shot. I’m going 

to start a revolution, I thought, stick up for childless women in group discussions and bring 

some quality and depth into this conversation. I mustered up my courage, took a breath, 

looked straight at Playful Curls and asked, through the silence: “Was that your own choice?” 

 The stillness was heavy and awkward. The group seemed to collectively hold its 

breath. Curls looked back at me, she caught her breath and answered through tightly-pursed 

lips, “No. It wasn’t my own choice, no.” 

 The others did their best to make themselves invisible, which is not easy for six people 

crowded around a small table, but they did their best. 

 I felt myself flush with irritation, turned to Socrates and hissed, “Thanks a lot, pal. 

Great advice.” Alarm bells started going off in my head. How in heaven’s name am I going to 

salvage this discussion, I wondered. 

 The lunch break was nearly over, and we walked as a group back to the classroom. I 

caught up with the woman and stammered something about not wanting to offend her, but 

that in this kind of discussions, the people who say “I don’t have children” usually get passed 

over and I think that’s not really fair and that I’m always curious as to the story behind it and 

I’m interested in your story and so I thought I’d just ask, because everybody here has the right 

to be heard and we’re here for practical philosophy after all and to learn to ask the right 

questions and― 

 I don’t think I finished a single sentence. My reasoning stumbled towards her with 

vague, cowardly embarrassment. She gave a curt nod, a sign I could stop talking now. And she 

added, snarkily, “I find it really strange that people think they can just go asking that kind of 

thing,” and marched off toward the classroom. 
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That incident at the lunch table, that discussion and that question stuck with me so clearly 

because it evoked such strong emotions—with me and with the other woman. 

 I was ashamed and felt guilty, without really knowing why. My intentions had been 

honest: I was looking for more depth, more contact. To share stories. To get past the shallow 

small talk, what’s-your-line-of-work and where-are-you-from and how-many-children-do-you-

have. I wanted to open it up to all the stories. I wanted to question an unwritten rule, one 

that bothered me. I wanted, like Socrates in sneakers, to conquer the world with good 

questions, worthwhile answers, and better discussions. 

 I wish I knew then, during that lunchtime have-you-got-children incident, what I know 

now. That there’s a way to ask a question like that without the other person drowning in a 

swamp of emotions. That you can create a context and conditions under which a group can 

go beyond small talk. That you can ask questions that lead to bonding, questions that allow 

you to share what’s really on your mind, even if it hurts a little bit. That you can react 

differently to a question, so that you’re not so quick to feel bruised. That good questions lead 

to strong answers, and that these deserve your attention. That there’s a way to have a 

balanced discussion that addresses and examines essential ideas and convictions. A way to 

get to the crux of the matter, to separate sense from nonsense, and where everyone takes 

responsibility for their own emotions and sensitivities. A way to let the question be what it 

really is: an invitation to take things to a deeper level. 

 It’s an invitation you can either accept or reject. Without painful silences, hurt feelings 

or childish fiddle-faddle at a lunch table. 

 

If I had known then what I know now, I would have still asked the same question. But 

differently. I would, as Socrates did, have asked permission. I would have said: I’m curious 

about your story. Is it okay if I ask you something? 

 But I didn’t know back then what I know now. I made do with the tools I had, which 

resulted in a painful experience that I’ve often thought back on. And which later, in the 

ensuing years, contributed enormously to my personal development, schooling, and even this 

book. Since then I’ve learned more about practical philosophy, the art of asking questions, 

and conducting philosophical and Socratic discourse. I studied in the Netherlands and abroad. 

I set up a business, “De Denksmederij” (The Thinksmiths), and started giving lessons and 

workshops on Socratic group discourse, critical thinking and the art of asking questions. I 

learned a lot during that time, and still do. I learned what works and what doesn’t. What 

makes a good question. What you can do to give depth to a discussion, and be able to think 

and philosophize together. And I learned about Socrates. My secret hero. In sneakers. 

 During trainings, philosophical consultations and presentations I became keenly aware 

of the impact of conducting conversations with a distinct intention. How different a discussion 

can be when carried out in a Socratic manner, and when you develop your method of posing 

questions. I saw and felt how much deeper and more meaningful conversations become 
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when one is aware of the many human pitfalls inherent to listening and conversing—and how 

to avoid them. 

 And I enjoyed taking others along with me in discovering this knowledge, insight and 

skill. Along the way I realized I wanted to write a book. For everyone who yearns to converse 

better but doesn’t know quite how to go about it. 

 In this book we will, with Socrates as counsel, together investigate the art of asking 

questions. So that in every situation, under any circumstances, you know how to give depth to 

a discussion and how to become a good questioner. 

 

Translation: Jonathan Reeder 
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From chapter 2  
The Socratic attitude: Wonder 
 
If ‘to wonder’ were a character in a story, she would be shy. She would withdraw from too 
much gibberish. She would shut off from piercing eyes, sarcastic sighs and sneering remarks. 
She would be a little hypersensitive, perhaps, and run away from the slightest threat from her 
nemesis ‘Judgment.’ She would know what she needs, but wouldn't dare ask for it. Surprise 
would exist by the grace of the space it is given, not by the space that is taken from her. She 
does not take much. When she gets the time, and the space, she settles firmly in a corner and 
just observes. She looks, listens, notices and seeks the emptiness within herself to meet the 
other completely blank. 
 
Centuries ago, our hero Socrates said that wisdom begins with wondering. One of the most 
important parts of a questioning attitude is wonder. 
But the concept is not easy to define. The dictionary gives ‘amazement’ as a synonym. I think 
there is a difference. You are amazed when there is some degree of surprise in a situation; 
you did not expect something and the opposite turns out to be true. You may be surprised 
that your colleague is at the office ten minutes early; usually she is late. 
But wonder is more subtle. Wonder is a choice: I can look at the same situation and may or 
may not be surprised. The choice lies in whether I take the situation and my thoughts on it, 
the whole experience, for granted. 
I am aware that Earth is not the only planet, that there are more planets and that they all 
revolve around the sun. I know that, and I can choose to marvel at it. How special it is that 
there are so many planets and how weird that we are so small. 
When one of my best friends told me she was pregnant, I was amazed. How special, in fact, 
that a small person was now growing in her belly. A person who would have her/his own 
character, own ideas and which would one day would grow up. Amazing actually. 
But you can also decide it is not so special: so many women become pregnant after all. 
Or take the clouds. I do not know anyone who has never laid down in the grass, looked at the 
sky and didn’t think: ‘Wow, that is actually quite special, those clouds. At this moment people 
are flying above them, in an airplane. And I'm here. And look, that one cloud over there looks 
like a crocodile with wings.’ And then there are other days when you walk under the same 
clouds and you do not think about it for one second. 
I can apply the very same principle, choosing to wonder, to almost all everyday situations. 
Where I would normally tend to label, box, determine, or not think at all, I might also choose 
to look at that situation with a sense of wonder, right? 
A moment of irritation with my mother/friend/loved one ('why does she react so emotional 
right away, can't she just talk quietly!') becomes more bearable when I can look at it with 
genuine wonder. 
 
Instead of getting stuck in my own judgments, there is room for sincere questions. ‘What 
makes her react this way?’ ‘What assumptions hide underneath her reproach?’ ‘What do I say 
next?’ ‘What assumptions are underlying this conversation?’ 
Wonder goes beyond the obvious, it’s about wanting to see the peculiarity of things. 
And choosing to use, accept and develop that wonder. 
Often there is too much noise around us, too little time, too much judgment in our heads to 
allow wonder to blossom. This means that we must first claim a place for wonder. It does not 
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appear by itself. But when we claim that place for her, create fertile soil, wonder will happily 
sprout roots and grow in that soil, until she is more firmly anchored in your own interior self. 
      *** 
Socratic attitude: courage 
 
Questions that will deepen the conversation can lead to confrontations and are therefore not 
always the easiest questions for your interlocutor. They can shake, challenge, surprise the 
other. Sometimes the other person has to dig deep, sometimes being taken aback by his own 
answer. Asking questions and making room for the answer requires courage and vulnerability. 
You do not know in advance whether your question will be effective and how it will be 
effective. You cannot control it, it’s about letting go. Your question can be exciting or 
confrontational for the other person. You don't know if the other person wants to answer 
you, or if you are embarrassing him or her. 
 
Earlier in the book we have seen that often we refrain from asking questions in order to avoid 
discomfort. That’s a real shame, because how many beautiful conversations may you have 
missed because you did not have the courage to ask that one question? 
Consider an anecdote by my friend Nina, who says: ‘We do not have children, but we are 
married and we are at an age where people often expect us to have children. When we are 
asked if we have children, and  we say ‘no’ I regularly notice the other person swallowing and 
becoming uncomfortable. You see them thinking: ‘I want to ask more, but I don't really dare 
to.’ The few times that someone does proceed and asks more questions, I often have the best 
conversations. It's a shame that we refrain from asking the questions we actually would like 
the answers to.’ 
 
If the connection is there and the other is prepared to answer the question, you lay the 
ground for a wonderful and sincere conversation. It makes sense that you don't ask all the 
questions. But if we want deeper, more meaningful, more truthful conversations, we will have 
to make things less easy for ourselves. Address the vulnerability and inconvenience and ask 
that exciting question. It may backfire once, or twice. Welcome to the club. But it is better 
that your question is disarming, opening, sometimes confrontational. Developing courage and 
accepting the risk of discomfort is part of developing your Socratic attitude. 
 
Asking a good question might be like jumping off a high cliff. Without a parachute. You have 
no idea what the landing will be like, whether you will land softly, whether you will be 
welcomed by the ground below you. You don't ask a good question for yourself, in order to 
land softly and safely. You do it for the other person, so that they can continue, move on and 
deepen their thinking or view things in a new perspective. That gift to the other person 
sometimes means a painful blow to yourself. But it’s worth it. 
 
*** 

Some people say ‘you shouldn't be judgmental.’ 
‘You must not judge’ is the most beautiful contradiction in terminis there is. I don't know of a 
more judgmental statement than: ‘you shouldn't judge’. Usually someone says something like 
this after someone else has made a so-called ‘negative judgment’. I have never heard anyone 
complain when he got called 'beautiful', 'smart', 'special'. When Jack says about John: 'I think 
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he's been so lazy lately', we quickly reply 'don’t be so judgy, Jack! Maybe there is something 
wrong with him!’ 
If Jack would say 'I think John is so energetic and involved lately', no one will be heard saying 
that Jack should not judge. So we don't see any bad in positive judgments, only in negative 
ones. And that is curious: why should we say that someone is beautiful, smart, nice, polite and 
not that he is lazy, arrogant, a smart ass or underhanded? In essence, both statements are 
the same: a judgment. In that respect, when it comes to judgments, we are hypocritical. We 
say ‘you shouldn't judge’, but that only applies to judgments we label as negative. 
 
 
We often confuse ‘condemning’ and ‘judging’. 
Condemning is about rejecting. 
Judging means reaching an inference through reasoning 
    

That means that if you can rationally and clearly demonstrate why John is untidy (he does not 
clean his desk, his keyboard is covered with coffee stains, he does not keep his word, has not 
finished his work), it is a judgment : John is sloppy, because… .. 

If you then say ‘being sloppy is a terrible thing’, you are in the corner of condemnation. But 
we often do these two things at the same time: we say: ‘Gosh, how sloppy John is!’ and 
through our facial expression and intonation we betray what we think of that observation. We 
thereby judge and condemn at the same time. Developing a Socratic attitude is about 
separating these two: you judge a situation as objectively as possible. And then you question 
that judgment based on the key question: Is that so? Is what I say or think here really true? 
 
I applaud the fact that we judge and we continue to do so. But I do advocate a responsibility 
to handle those judgments more carefully. To make them as objective as possible and to be 
able to relinquish them if proven necessary. That’s the flexibility you want to look for: you 
judge, take your position, but you do not attach yourself to it so you can investigate the 
opposite position two minutes later. In this way you realize that your judgment is your 
personal view of reality. You realize that you can and must investigate that view, that this 
forms an entrance to your unconscious assumptions. It makes you flexible and strong in your 
thinking when you do so. 
 
The Socratic attitude is just about that: being aware of the fact that you judge, and also know 
that there are probably several sides to the matter. Have an opinion and have the guts to 
investigate that opinion, hold it upside down and kick it hard. Toss that judgment in the trash, 
dig it up again, dust it off and look at it from the opposite side. To eventually still dump it in 
the trash. 
 
How do you judge more carefully? 
 
Judging more carefully is easier said than done. You hear or see something, your colleague 
makes a comment, your boss asks you a question, you hear a story from a friend – before you 
know it you have already put it in a box, put a label on it. That is your judgment. It often says 
more about your values and worldview than about the actual situation. How can you prevent 
yourself from judging too quickly? 
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An inspiring philosophy which helps you postpone your judgment is that of the Stoics. Today, 
the word ‘stoic’ has a nasty aftertaste. It sounds unemotional, hermetic, unapproachable. 
That is a pity, because Stoic philosophy is so much more than that. 
 
The Stoics do not owe their name to being emotionless, but to the colonnade, alias the ‘stoa’, 
under which people often philosophized in ancient Greece. Stoic philosophy is a practical 
philosophy focussing on the things you can control and letting go of things that you cannot 
control. The result is peace of mind. The Stoics had various concrete exercises and 
meditations to develop a healthy life. Stoicism has bloomed during different periods in history 
with various philosophers influencing the movement. Epictetus, one of the most important 
philosophers of Stoicism, writes in his notebook about everyday stuff, including our tendency 
to judge. He invites you to observe only, without judging. 
 
‘Assume someone washes himself quickly. Do not say that it’s the wrong way of washing, but 
only that he does it quickly. Someone drinks a lot of wine. Then do not say that he has bad 
drinking habits, but only that he drinks a lot. For how can you know that he is acting badly if 
you do not know his exact motives? The result is that in some cases you feel the truth is 
evident, and in other cases you think about it for a little longer.’ 
Translated from Dutch; (Pocketbooklet Epictetus, 45, p. 59. Uitgeverij Boom. ISBN 
9789461055088) 
 
In his book How to Become a Stoic contemporary writer Massimo Pigliucci takes it one step 
further: ‘The bottom line is that we need to distinguish between facts – which we can approve 
of if we see them confirmed by the observation – and judgments, which we should generally 
refrain from, because we usually lack information.’ 
Translated from Dutch; (How to become a Stoic, Massimo Pigliucci, p212, Ten Have uitgever, 
ISBN 9789025905675) 
 

Develop your Socratic reflex 
 
The film 12 Angry Men, a beautiful movie from 1957, is about a lawsuit. A young teenager 
from the slums is accused of murdering his father. It is up to the jury, all men at the time, to 
decide on the fate of a young boy. The twelve members of the jury are told that if they 
pronounce the boy 'guilty', he will receive the death penalty. Their judgment must be 
unanimous. The jury members withdraw to the jury room for deliberation. 
In the first vote, eleven jury members choose 'guilty', there’s only one jury member who does 
not agree: jury member number 8. 
What happens after is a good example of a common group dynamic.  
 
The 12 men, each with their own character, eccentricities and frustrations, have the first 
round and jury member number 8 (played by Henry Fonda) votes ‘innocent’. 
The other members of the jury look around with doubt in their eyes. 
One of the judges starts to chuckle, ‘Here we go. There is always one ...’ 
‘Why innocent? There are witnesses! And I know young people like that, he actually had the 
weapon in his hand!’ someone says. 
‘Do you really think he is innocent?’ Asks another. 
‘I don't know,’ replies Fonda. 
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‘What do you mean you don't know?’ You were in the same courtroom as we just were, you 
got all the evidence, didn't you? He's just dangerous.’ 
‘11 of us think he's guilty. Everyone is sure of it, except for you,’ someone adds. 
Fonda hesitantly continues: ‘Well, I don't know if he is actually innocent, but I thought he at 
least deserves that we look into this case with more detail. Five minutes isn’t enough to 
decide on this matter.’ 
 
The following reaction of the entire group is characteristic: the majority will try to convince 
the minority. The jury chairman even says: ‘Maybe you can just tell us your thoughts and then 
we can show you what you are overlooking.’ 
His neighbor adds: ‘I think it is our job to explain to this gentleman why we are right and he is 
not. Maybe we can all take a few minutes to make that clear to him.’ 
 
The regular reflex within a group is to correct the minority as quickly as possible. That one 
gentleman must be convinced of the correct judgment of the group as soon as possible. I 
don't know about you, but I recognize this tendency very well. It reminds me of many 
meetings, gatherings or group conversations, and also of the kitchen table at my childhood 
home. The dissenting opinion had to be brought in line as soon as possible. The loner must 
rejoin the group. 
 
The Socratic reflex is radically the opposite: the voice of the minority must be given space. It is 
precisely in that space that interesting viewpoints can be found – the new ideas, the other 
options, the fresh perspectives. We are often too quick with shutting someone up, while 
there is great wisdom to be found. In 12 Angry Men, Henry Fonda finally convinces all the 
other 11 jury members of the innocence of the boy. By going through all the evidence again 
carefully and critically, more and more men are taking the other side. In the end the boy is 
acquitted. 
 
Exercise: train your Socratic reflex. 
 
When you meet someone with a different opinion, a judgment that is not convenient for you, 
or something that you just find despicable, try to suppress your first tendency to fix the other 
person. Instead, sit down, take a breath and immerse yourself in the other person's thinking. 
What is the worst thing that can happen? At the most you will have a new insight. And during 
the process, the other person may be inspired into thinking differently, and you both become 
wiser. 
 

*** 
 

Take language seriously 
 
You can think in images, sounds, words, feelings. Spoken language is usually the vehicle of our 
thinking, and therefore also of our questions. All too often we treat language carelessly. ‘Well, 
what does it matter,’ we say, ‘using one word or the other word, it’s more or less the same.’ 
That is a shame and creates ‘noise’. By using your language cleanly and clearly, you clarify the 
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conversation and ask better questions. You become more sensitive to what someone is saying 
exactly. 
 
This is related to the idea that things don't happen without a reason. People choose one word 
over another, the difference might be barely noticeable but it is important. By becoming 
more sensitive to language, you also become sharper in hearing what is NOT said, what is 
swept under the carpet, what  someone prefers to avoid. This can be a very good starting 
ground for good questions. 
 
A while ago I gave a course ‘Philosophizing in everyday life’. I asked the participants to write 
down what they wanted to learn in question form. One person wrote: ‘How can I learn to 
think in a more structured way?’ And another asked the question ‘How do I deepen 
conversations? ’One of the participants wrote: ‘Where do I find focus?’ 
It may seem like a slight difference in nuance, but the fact that someone asks where they can 
find focus and not so much how, teaches you something interesting about the person. In this 
case, it is likely that the writer of this question thinks that focus can be found outside herself, 
since she asks where to find that focus. The very fact that this is such an unconscious process 
makes it so much fun to scrutinize. 
 
We betray our real intentions through very small words. An example of this is the word ‘but’. 
The question: ‘Have you already discussed that with Peter?’ Is fundamentally different from: 
‘But have you already discussed that with Peter?’ 
Another example is ‘then’: ‘Have you already discussed that with Peter?’ is really different 
from: ‘Have you already discussed that with Peter then?’ 
Or consider the use of negation. If I ask you: ‘Haven't you discussed that with Peter yet?’ you 
understandt hat I actually think you should have already discussed that with Peter a long time 
ago. 
 
With words like ‘then’ and ‘but’ or ‘not yet’ we often let people know what we really think 
without even realizing it.  
 
Just like Sherlock Holmes 
 
This is exactly what Sherlock Holmes does with his ‘art of deduction’: he looks, observes, 
distracts and draws conclusions. Blonde hair on a jacket, scratches on a phone, a seemingly 
innocent forgotten hat on a coat rack. When you pay attention to the clues, you can learn 
something invaluable  about a person. Or, in Sherlock's case, they'll help you solve a murder. 
We can do the same with language. What someone says or doesn't say, which words 
someone uses or doesn't use, all of this gives us insight into the character of the person who 
pronounces them. 
 
‘Is there always something behind it?’ someone asked recently. ‘Can't someone just pick a 
few random words and use them? Maybe there’s nothing to it.’ 
That may very well be true. But then it is even more fun to think about why we use certain 
words. Then there is much more to research, to think about and to learn. If you assume that 
we simply use language, do not choose our words consciously, just randomly sprinkle our 
sentences, life becomes much more boring. You then stop researching, wondering why 
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someone uses one word and not the other. Like that you deprive yourself of an important 
entrance to unconscious thinking patterns, beliefs and assumptions. 
 
Listening to language superficially 
 
One way to keep paying attention to the other person's language is the technique of shallow 
listening. Not empathetic, not from the 1st or 2nd position, just superficial, Socratic listening. 
You simply focus on the language someone uses, not so much on the meaning. In other 
words: you listen to the form, not the content. You are going to notice whether someone: 
asks a question, makes an assertion, explains something, defends his statement, or 
pronounces an argument. You listen to the concept someone mentions in a statement, 
whether there are contradictions, or argumentation errors. We naturally use our imagination, 
place ourselves in the other person's situation. We fill in missing details, complete sentences 
unconsciously – we complete the picture. With superficial listening we do NOT use our 
imagination, we are focussed on the other and what is literally being said. This way of 
listening demands less energy. We call it ‘active mindfulness’, because your attention is 
completely focussed on the other, or more precisely, on the words and language of the other. 
You don't fill in, don't finish, don't correct. You pretend you don’t understand what’s 
happening: you don't take things for granted, you are curious about what's behind those 
words. 
 
It is with our words that we contradict ourselves, reveal a hidden agenda or make errors of 
thought. If you listen Socratically, superficially, pretending you don't understand, you have 
gold in your hands. It ensures that you can ask in-depth questions and trigger reflection in the 
other. You don't listen to understand, in fact: you listen NOT to understand. So together you 
can explore what's behind those words. 
 
Exercise: superficial listening 
Listen to a story only focusing on the language. You are not concerned with what is meant, 
but only with the words you hear. Do you hear contradictions? Does anyone have a 
catchphrase? Do you hear words like ‘but’, ‘not’, ‘also’? Above all, listen to not understand 
what the other person is saying. What do you notice in his or her speech? 
 
*** 
 
Are closed questions forbidden? 
 
I taught a workshop in interview techniques to young financial advisors. They expectantly sat 
in a circle. I asked them what they already knew about asking good questions. ‘You always 
have to ask open questions,’ said one. Everybody nodded in agreement. 
 
I have never understood where this idea comes from; it doesn't help you. By convincing 
yourself that you should only ask open-ended questions, you are selling the closed-ended 
question short. 
 
When is a question open-ended and when is it a closed question? 
Before reading on, try answering this question for yourself.  
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Can you formulate your answer without including the answer to that question? 
When I ask this question in a course or workshop, participants usually answer: ‘You can only 
say 'yes' or 'no' to a closed question and an open question will evoke a longer answer.’ 
This is only partly true: it is indeed the intention of a closed question to answer it with yes or 
no, but often that is not the case. I know people who tell a whole story answering a closed 
question and will answer an open question with a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’. 
When you use this definition, you depend on the answer to the question, and you don't look 
at the structure of the question itself. A classification based on the language structure of the 
question itself is much purer and easier to use: 
Open questions start with a question word: who / what / where / which / when / how / why 
etcetera. 
A closed question always starts with a verb or a conjugation thereof. 
 
But that’s not all. Take the question: Who is the king of the Netherlands? Is it an open-ended 
or a closed one? 
The question is an open-ended question, because it starts with who. Even if only 1 answer 
seems possible. But even that is not true, because a child may find his father the king of the 
Netherlands. 
(* reflect (l) eren in het basisonderwijs, Monique Fisscher, p 67) 
 
It’s different from the closed-ended ‘Is king Willem-Alexander the king of the Netherlands?’ 
There’s only one correct answer to that question. Depending on the purpose of your 
question, a closed-ended question is sometimes your best tool. If you just want to check 
something, use it. Is your interlocutor long-winded? With a closed-ended question he is more 
likely to become more concrete in his answers. If the other person is telling a confused story 
full of emotions, closed-ended questions provide structure in the story. If your conversation 
partner is reluctant to provide information, a closed-ended question will be 
counterproductive. Of course you have to be careful that your closed-ended question really 
remains a question and that you do not accidentally steer your partner into a certain 
direction. But: use them! Using closed-ended questions can be just as useful as using open 
questions.  
 
Translation: Floor Overmars 
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Elke Wiss: why this book? 
 
‘I believe the modern world demands critical and creative thinkers; people who think out of 
the box, off the beaten track, people who are prepared to research, experiment AND ask 
questions. People who feel at home within themselves, in their surroundings and in the 
world. People who are aware of their core values and who are able to communicate these. 
Inspired people who use their imagination to excite, scour, connect, inspire, stimulate, push, 
slow down. In short: people who look to others and to the world with an open mind and with 
confidence. 
In order to do that you must dare to ask questions. To others and yourself. Our current world 
is filled with quick opinions and judgements. Without knowing all the facts, we form 
opinions.  Asking questions, taking time, researching what’s useful and what is not – we’re too 
busy to do that. Doubting something or simply not having a clue is not attractive, not sexy. In 
primary school they don’t stimulate us to take the time, to actually look at things, but it’s such 
a valuable and necessary skill in our modern world. Asking questions that really matter and 
taking the time to do so, will bring you further. As a human being, but also as a society as a 
whole. Socrates in sneakers wants to contribute to such a society.’  
 
About the author: Elke Wiss 
 

As a child Elke already was a professional ‘wonderer’. 
Indicative is a clip of a three year old Elke in front of the 
mirror, who keeps checking on the backside all the while 
mumbling: ‘now that’s typical’ (the fact that she mastered the 
word ‘typical’ is also characteristic). She was a ‘why-’child: 
everything was to be questioned till the ‘truth’ was clear and 
understandable. With parents who often responded with 

‘because I say so’ she grew up to be someone with an insatiable hunger for answers. 
Nowadays, Elke knows that taking the time to answer a question gets you much further than 
latching on to the first response you get. 
  
In 2009 Elke graduated as a theatre maker and teacher at the Dutch Toneelacademie 
Maastricht. In her third year she was described as ‘an author with a personal idiom’. She 
writes and directs performances, often for children and adolescents. She also writes short 
stories, monologues and narrative philosophical poetry, while also being active as a trainer, 
facilitator and practical philosopher. She leads workshops in practical philosophy and the art 
of asking questions. Finally, she teaches Socratic dialogue within organizations and offers 
individual philosophic consultations.  
For her own company De Denksmederij she writes articles, blogs and produces podcasts.  
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