Philosophy and Citizenship

Philosophical dialogue as a pedagogical method for promoting active citizens

By Helle Hinge, associate professor & international coordinator, N. Zahle´s College of Education, Copenhagen
Religious Education, Philosophy, and Citizenship in the Danish school system

In Danish primary (6-12 years) and lower secondary (12-15 years) schools philosophy is not a subject in itself, but part of Religious Education (RE). Within a Danish context, RE is basically non-confessional Christian as well as non-Christian religious Studies together with philosophy and ethics. One can opt out of RE as it is not mandatory. The aim of the Danish folkeskole is to instruct RE teachers to familiarise learners with Danish culture, which is among other things defined as Christianity. Teachers are moreover instructed to contribute to the learner’s understanding of other cultures and of man's interaction with nature. 
   The Danish folkeskole is a state school in the sense that it is financially supported by the Danish state. Approximately 88 percent of all Danish learners attend these state schools. In upper secondary (15-18) schools Religious Education is compulsory, while philosophy is optional. As regards Danish universities it is possible to study Religious Studies, Theology, as well as Philosophy and Social Science. 
   Citizenship is not a subject in Danish primary schools, but the subject Social Science, which includes democratic literacy, is taught for two years in lower secondary school. In upper secondary (15-18) schools it is optional.

Life-philosophy and Academic Philosophy

In Danish primary and lower secondary schools focus is on the so-called life-philosophy tradition. This is a branch of philosophy that deals with the big questions and aims to enlighten the learners as to the meaning in life (not of life) for the individual. Having the late Danish theologians K.E. Løgstrup (1905-1981) and N.F.S. Grundtvig (1783-1872) as sources of inspiration, life-philosophy is an aesthetic approach in that it relates to essential human interaction and to heightened sensory perception in general. The life-philosophy tradition does not include academic philosophy, by which I mean education that seeks to provide knowledge about the history of philosophy and its academic methodology.  

   In the seventies, eighties and nineties, the Danish life philosopher Per Jespersen had a strong impact on P4C in Denmark, and he still has to some extent. He is inspired by spiritual approaches and is resolutely not a fan of Matthew Lipman, who by contrast has a rational approach. According to Jespersen, Lipmann’s texts and manuals build too much on logic. Jespersen refers to some Danish teachers holding the view that Danes are not in need of logical training at all, as they have passed that point. From my experience, Danish learners, just like learners in other countries, would also benefit from logical training although the stereotypic foreign view of Danes is that they are inherently logical anyway!   
   Without clear methods, philosophical conversations are at risk of becoming chit-chats in favour of a relativism in which anything goes instead of challenging dialogues. In the vast majority of Danish class-rooms, academic philosophy is left out of RE, and there is no systematic training of Danish student teachers in P4C. Apparently, it is expected that any teacher is able to philosophize with children. However, without any training, we can all imagine what the results will be like. Quite a few chit-chats most likely already take place under the name of philosophy. 

   The typical Danish anti-authoritative attitude towards many issues might on the one hand be a good basis for the development of P4C; on the other hand it could also put P4C at risk of becoming too unstructured and not challenging the learners to think systematically and logically. 
   The academic philosophy tradition is rather different in its approach as it underpins formal knowledge of famous philosophers as well as of the history of philosophy in general. Unfortunately, the academic philosophy tradition in schools has a tendency to emphasize rote learning.

Bridging Life-philosophy and Academic Philosophy

The culture of dialogue is prevalent in Danish classrooms; it could however in some cases benefit from being planned for by means of more structured and precise methods. This is the reason why we developed the idea of bridging the gap between life-philosophy and academic philosophy in a piece of educational material for lower secondary schools; Brug filosofien (Use Philosophy)
 . The material aims to teach the learners how to use philosophy. Thus, it does not only aim to teach about philosophy and its history. We prefer to educate through philosophy, which involves learning by doing and participating. In our material we introduce three philosophers of antiquity (Socrates, Plato and Aristotle) together with methods for philosophical practice and worksheets with exercises on ethical issues that are of as much relevance for today as for our ancestors. 

   Let us exemplify the two different philosophical approaches we want to bridge, by the term friendship. If we want to study how the philosophers of antiquity defined friendship, we can read Aristotle and introduce learners to the three different types of friendship in Book VIII of his Nicomachean Ethics; friendship of utility, friendship of pleasure, and friendship of the good. This would be the academic approach. 

   The life-philosophy approach would set out to explore what friendship means to the learners in their own lives, and the teacher would encourage a dialogue on the concept of friendship focusing on the learners´ personal experiences. In general, such a dialogue would be cosy while suffering from the lack of methods aiming at the development of skills in critical thinking and in developing arguments. 

A combination of the two approaches could be to ask the learners explicitly to define the word friend together, or to answer a question like what is a true friendship, or to go through Aristotle’s three types of friendship and then go into a dialogue on e.g. the ethical aspects of friendship. This is supposed to take place, without anybody becoming personal by referring to their friend at home and the like. Part of the exercise is in fact to raise the learners´ consciousness to a meta-level where all participants together form an inquiring community who wish to explore concepts by means of questions and arguments.

Preparing learners for active citizenship in democracy

Philosophy can be looked upon as a means to develop critical and independent thinking, so that individuals are not being lead by others. Seen in this light, philosophy is anti-authoritative and a useful tool for development of active citizens in democracy. Many methodologies contribute to these aims, but within the areas of thinking skills and philosophical enquiry we find significant approaches supporting the promotion of active citizens who are interested in partaking in society’s organisations or decision-making bodies.    

   Democratic consciousness is not promoted by talking about democracy. We should rather create settings in which pupils are trained in listening, arguing, thematicising, judging, and sometimes changing their mind if an argument is better than their own. Philosophy is a tool that can be used in order to help learners to think as clear as possible for themselves as well as make decisions for others, which is essential in democracy. Citizens who have never become acquainted with their own abilities to think and reason about right and wrong can easily be manipulated by demagogues. As society becomes more complex democracy has become increasingly representative and in some cases may have turned into oligarchy, there is a growing need for citizens who pose critical questions to authorities and thereby shed new light on issues of importance to many people.
   All this is supposed to be the outcome of philosophical training by means of dialogue. A dialogue is a process in which two people or groups explore a topic in order to learn more and perhaps find solutions. In this kind of dialogue you keep your cool unlike a discussion which is often a heated power play with participants striving to win points by persuading others. 
	Discussion

Power play with these characteristics:

You strive to win 

The others should obtain the same opinion as you

You want to be right, convince, pinpoint errors, attack, defend, persuade
You are beside yourself
	Dialogue

A mutual learning process with these characteristics:

You seek an enrichment of all participants
You can respect the differences in opinion between the participants
You want to understand, be inspired, listen, explain, explore
You are yourself


Preparing a philosophical method 

As a preparation of a philosophical dialogue, we need to pick a topic. As the theme of this workshop is philosophy as a pedagogical method for promoting active citizens, we should pick a topic related to the issue. Let us try the state as a topic. In that case, we could use a stimulus such as a question, a statement, a story, a movie, a piece of art, a picture, or a cartoon. Here are some suggestions:
A question
- Who should rule in society?
- Many people hold the view that the ones who know best are the ones who should also be the decision-makers. How do we decide who knows best?

A statement
- The wisest people should rule in society.

- “There is no such thing as society: there are individual men and women, and there are families” (Margaret Thatcher)

A story
- The Allegory of the Cave (Plato: The Republic book 7).

-  The Lord of the Flies (William Golding)
A movie
The Lord of the Flies 

A cartoon
The one presented here is made by Ricardo Bermudez, Cuba
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An outline of a P4C method with a focus on questioning and argumentation
.
Before embarking, some rules for the dialogue should be introduced to the participants: 
We do not interrupt each other

We listen carefully

We stick to the topic

We pose genuine questions

We do not use trick arguments
In order to be a genuine question it has to be clear, unequivocal, and relevant to the context. As already mentioned above, part of the method is to raise the learners´ consciousness to a meta-level where all participants together form an inquiring community who wish to explore concepts by means of questions and arguments. If you use a trick argument you are referring to authorities outside your self, e.g. a politician or a religious authority. This would not be a fruitful way to develop ones own skills in developing arguments and should thus be avoided.

1. Pick a stimulus (e.g. a question, a statement, a story, a cartoon, a picture, a piece of art, a movie)

Let the learners pick something or do it yourself 

2. Think it through

5 minutes pause for thought. The learners write in their logbook what the material makes them think of. These written thoughts must end in one sentence, which is formed as a question.

3. Collecting the questions

Go round the circle and ask each one to present his/her question orally. It is alright not to have a question.

All the questions presented are written on the board. Provide each question with a number and add the pupil’s name alongside the question. If a question is unclear, ask the others to help the pupil make it clear and understandable. The teacher is a facilitator and should not dominate the scene.

4. Think it through a second time

Here follows another pause (5 minutes) for thought and writing in the logbook. This time they write why they want to talk about this question exactly. Remind them that they are not supposed to answer the question, but give a reason for it; why did he/she pick that question?

Perhaps one pupil prefers to talk about one of the other learner’s question. The teacher should however not encourage them to do so. If a pupil asks if it is possible, the teacher should require that he/she also writes why he/she thinks that someone else’s question is more useful than his/her own.
5. Thematicising the questions

Everybody take part in dividing the questions on the board into groups from topics.

Ask the learners to look for possible connections, similarities, and differences. Although all questions are inspired by the same material, for instance five different questions would have friendship as a topic in common, while seven others have loneliness, other four happiness etc. 

Link sentences with a common topic and write also the topics on the board. 

6. Picking a question

Now the learners choose what topic (and which question within this topic) they want to talk about. 

Let them reason with you about their choice.

7. Dialogue

Let the owner of the chosen question read out loud what he/she has written as reason for his/her question (cf. point 4). Now everyone is invited to join the philosophical dialogue. The teacher is still a facilitator who provides strategies for a fruitful dialogue. The above mentioned rules still apply.
   In the philosophical dialogue it could also be an idea letting two learners be observers (besides from participating in the dialogue). As observers they are supposed to warn the others if they say something irrelevant to the topic. In such a case the others must size up if the observer is right or not.

8. Think it through a third time

This pause is a preparation for the meta-dialogue. Each pupil writes an answer to the following questions in his/her logbook. 
What was the dialogue all about? 

What have we achieved? 

What do we agree upon?

What do we disagree about?

What are we sure of? 

What are we unsure of? 

What would we like to know more about? 
9. Meta-dialogue

This dialogue is a dialogue about the dialogue against a background of their answers to the questions from point 8.
Perhaps the learners would like to have a word or a concept clarified. 

10. Summarizing the dialogue 
At least 15 minutes should be left for summarizing the dialogue by using the questions from point 8. 

Let a pupil present his/her summary and let the others supplement. 

� Hinge, Helle & Henrik Juul: Brug filosofien (learners´ book and teachers´ book) Gyldendal 2005.





�  This is an outline of one of the methods presented in Hinge, Helle & Henrik Juul: Brug filosofien (teachers´ book) Gyldendal 2005. The structure of the method is originally presented by Børresen, Beate & Bo Malmhester: La barna filosofere. Høyskoleforlaget 2003. I have here adapted it.
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