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PHILOSOPHICAL CHAIRS

Active listening, critical thinking, and respectful dialogue are learned skills: Everyone 
can acquire them, and no one can perfect them without practice. Philosophical Chairs 
is designed to help us develop these skills while also learning about opera. 

You might find these statements challenging—and you might find it challenging to 
talk with someone whose views differ from your own. That’s the point! Take your time 
with each statement, embrace uncertainty, and know that changing your mind as you 
acquire new information is a sign of strength (not weakness). Before you begin your 
discussion, take some time to review the rules of engagement:

Be sure you understand the statement. If something is unclear, ask!
Face each other. Body language helps show that you’re listening.
Only one speaker at a time. Everyone will get their turn to speak.
Think before you speak. Be sure that what you’re going to say is what you really 
mean, and remember that we can disagree while still being kind.
Summarize the previous person’s comments before adding your own. This will 
show that you have heard their thoughts and are responding thoughtfully to what 
they said. It will also help avoid misunderstandings and faulty assumptions.
Address ideas, not the person. Challenging ideas or statements is great—but only 
if we respect the individuality and inherent value of the person who expressed them.
Three before me. After you’ve spoken, you may not make another comment until 
three others have shared their thoughts. 

THE STATEMENTS

 • People’s perceptions of you don’t matter.
 • The older you get, the less you have to be on your best behavior. 
 • Quick fixes solve all problems.
 • It is acceptable to tell white lies.
 • Misleading others is not lying. 
 • Deception is immoral. 
 • Retribution is always justified.
 • Games of the heart can have devastating consequences.
 • Only arrogant people are proud.
 • It is okay to laugh at someone else’s expense.
 • There’s no better medicine than laughter.
 • Life is too short to hold a grudge.
 • Whoever laughs last laughs loudest.
 • The world needs more Falstaffs.  


