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Introduction

If you ever asked yourself the question ‘How can philosophy be relevant
to my life?’, you should take a close look at this book. It contains a selec-
tion of papers presented at the 6th International Conference on Philoso-
phy in Practice held in Oslo in 2001. The title of the conference was
‘Philosophy in Society’, and these proceedings offer you a number of
valuable contributions to the understanding of what the role of philoso-
phy may be in the societies of the third millennium AD.

In the 20th century there was a strong movement towards profession-
alism and specialisation within philosophy just as in other fields. Philo-
sophical discourse became the privilege of university professors. Philoso-
phy inspired academics in fields closer to practical life, but was seldom of
any appeal to the average person in search for directions in life. However,
there have always been demands both from within the community of
philosophers and from without to make philosophy relevant to society
and to individuals in society. Usually the idea is that the professional
philosopher should use his or her knowledge and analytical skills to come
up with expert advice on how we should act or think.

The papers in this book reflect a different idea, the idea that the phi-
losopher should use his or her knowledge and analytical skills in dialogue
to help the individuals they are in dialogue with to find out for themselves
how they should act or think. Instead of acting as experts, they act as
process consultants, coaches or counsellors, or some would say as thera-
pists. This sometimes draws criticism for undue meddling with the busi-
ness of other professions. One of the many responses to such criticism is
to maintain that the philosopher is still engaged in a philosophical practice.
Instead of writing books the philosopher hopes will be relevant to his or
her reader, the philosopher engages in a dialogue with his or her audience
giving an immediate response concerning the relevance of the content of
what is said. Instead of seeking the audience’s recognition as a great phi-
losopher, the philosopher tries to make the audience recognise its own
talents.
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Potentially, anyone may partake in such a philosophical practice
with a philosopher. Some of the papers in this volume describe philo-
sophical dialogues between philosophers and groups of children. Some
papers describe dialogues between philosophers and individuals in a con-
sulting room setting, while other papers describe dialogues held between
philosophers and groups of people in businesses or other professional
settings. The ‘Philosophy in Society’ conference sought to bring together
the whole spectrum of philosophers engaged in philosophical practice
with all different kinds of people. The papers in this book reflect the fact
that almost all of those who made presentations at this conference work
predominantly within the consulting room setting. The majority of the
papers analyse concepts and phenomena that are relevant to dialogues in
this setting. They show how philosophers working in this setting are
inspired to further philosophical reflection about the topics raised in the
dialogues by their partners in the dialogues based on their own experiences.

Previous conferences on philosophical practice were held in Vancou-
ver, Canada (1994), the Netherlands (1996), New York, USA (1997),
Bensberg, Germany (1998) and Oxford, England (1999). Proceedings are
available from the conferences of 1994 and 1999. The locations of these
conferences reflect the existence of strong local groups of philosophers
engaged in philosophical practice. That the 6th conference was located in
Oslo in 2001 reflects the fact that Oslo has had a strong group of such
philosophers since 1997. The Norwegian Society for Philosophical Prac-
tice was started in 1998, and only a year later started a two year training
programme for philosophy students aiming to start up their own philo-
sophical practice. In 2001 there were philosophers setting up their own
practices in the Norwegian towns of Oslo, Tromsø, Bodø, Lillehammer
and Fredrikstad.

A similar development took place in the other Nordic countries of
Finland, Sweden and Denmark. In Sweden, an academic course in the
philosophy behind philosophical practice was established at a regional
college, and plans were made for an even more ambitious course at the
Pedagogical University in Copenhagen.

Preparations for the conference occupied two years. The conference
was organised with the support of the Department of Philosophy at the
University of Oslo and the Norwegian Research Council. With help
from colleagues at the Department of Philosophy we were able to hold
the conference on the university campus. The strong practical support of
the whole Norwegian group of philosophers engaged in philosophical
practice and our Swedish colleagues eventually made the conference a
success. The support of the Research Council also helped us to publish
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this book, and Trevor Curnow was enlisted to provide editorial assis-
tance in the preparation of the final manuscript. We hereby wish to
thank all those who gave their contributions to the conference and to this
book.

Oslo, May 2002. Henning Herrestad, Anders Holt, Helge Svare – editors
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