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Figure 19. John White. Newspaper Reading Machine, c 1971 

 
The next major shift in my practice of constructing conversation pieces occurred in the Fall of 

2015 in an independent study course with Sandeep Bhagwati called “Conversation Scores.” The 
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course was aimed at thinking through and creating “comprovisational” conversation pieces, 

predominantly through a process of “translation” of contemporary musical scores into 

conversation scores. The task was to find scores within music that had already begun to explore 

this middle-ground between the improvisational and the compositional, i.e. works of 

comprovisation, and then “translate” these scores into transformative conversation pieces. I 

looked through various compilations of scores and found a handful which utilized verbal scores 

that could easily modified for semantic conversation. After a few tests, trials and conversations 

we were left with: Douglas Barrett’s A Few Silences and John White’s Newspaper Reading 

Machine. 

 

In Newspaper Reading Machine, White has a group of musicians read print-outs of a newspaper 

article while verbalizing commas, periods and the words “the” and “and” with ticks, tocks and 

low humming sounds. The musicalizing of these words and grammatical symbols transports the 

listener into a room of newspaper production through machine-like vocalized sounds, while the 

semantic content of the words of the newspaper becomes subsumed by this para-semantic 

musicality. Each iteration of the piece plays with the mutation of semantic into musical content, 

as sometimes the meaning of the newspaper phrases are partially (and other times entirely) 

obscured. My translation, titled Exegetical Reading Machine, focused on this iterable mutation, 

but moved the topic of this mutation to that of exegetical content. Exegetical Reaching Machine 

(Figure 20) plays with the practice of reading, response, and exegetical dialogue. Instead of a 

newspaper article, a philosophical text is chosen by participants which then undergoes a process 

of exegetical iteration as the text is read, interpreted, reread and re-interpreted a total of nine 

times.  
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Exegetical Reading Machine (inspired by Newspaper Reading Machine by John White) 

by Aaron Finbloom & Sandeep Bhagwati 

 

Material: Photocopies of a philosophical text of one’s choice situated in the middle of a page with wide 

margins on all 4 sides (top, bottom, left, right). Performers: 4-10. Procedure: Designate a conductor who 

will cue round transitions by reading aloud the round number at the beginning of each round. Designate 

an order for reading for rounds that entail “one at a time.” After an agreed signal to start, read/alter the 

indicated text 9 times following the instructions listed below. Note: Please sing softly one word from 

the text whenever one is waiting for all to finish. Once everyone is singing, this is a cue for the 

conductor to initiate the next round. 

 

1- Aloud, together, moderate pace 

2- Read silently, underlining and writing questions in the Left Margin. Wait for all to finish 

3- Quiet, together, emphasizing loudly that which is underlined. 

4- One at a time, read aloud downwards only the left margin, one question at a time, until all questions 

are read. Once a player has read all their questions, they should raise their hand. 

5- Read silently, writing comments in the Right Margin. Wait for all to finish. 

6- All together, read aloud Right Margin. Stagger readings such that Player 1 begins, after Player 1 

reads one sentence Player 2 begins reading, after Player 2 reads one sentence, Player 3 begins, etc. Wait 

for all to finish. 

7- Write in the Top Margin a commentary about this passage as a whole. Wait for all to finish. 

8- Pass your sheet of paper to a reader on your right. Write commentary in the Bottom Margin about the 

content in the Top Margin. When finished, pass your sheet back to the left. Wait for all to finish. 

9- One at a time, read aloud the Bottom Margin’s commentary adding improvised vocalized 

interpretations of your own about the commentary. 

 
Figure 20. Aaron Finbloom & Sandeep Bhagwati. Exegetical Reading Machine 2015 

 

The piece utilized opposing techniques – writing and speech, silences and utterances, semantic 

content and musical content – to create an immersive communal experience of textual exegesis. 

The majority of all conversational content in the piece was generated first via writing, allowing 

for silence or muted sung words to fill the external environment while one was generating 

thought. However, this silence around thinking was then punctuated by thoughts read aloud, and 
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by vocalized repetitions of the core text. Furthermore, sometimes the same line would be read 

aloud in unison, and at other times different utterances generated from the participant’s writing 

were read aloud sequentially. The interstices between self and other were given further dynamic 

expression. Sometimes everyone would be speaking the same kind of utterance (for example: all 

asking questions). At other times reading would be verbatim, but the emphasis of a word would 

change when an interlocutor felt the word to be important. When waiting in-between rounds, 

participants softly sang one word from the text, creating a shared vocal community that was 

phatic but non-semantic, thereby removing any content-based anxieties that could arise in shared 

settings when one is required to discuss intellectual matters. Additionally, for a brief moment in 

the sixth round, participants read their textual commentary simultaneously which created a quasi-

cacophonous reading environment where one was only able to catch glimmers of what was said, 

and all specific meaning was washed over in a sea of utterances.  

 

Exegetical Reading Machine played with the way in which speaking and writing are potentially 

individuating or communalizing. It was striated with multiplicitous options – speaking and 

writing that are my own, another’s and somewhere in between. Just as a text is striated with 

strands of myself and other, and as Gadamerian hermeneutics explicates, interpretations can arise 

which can fuse these divisive horizons, so too does Exegetical Reading Machine create a 

community of textual interpretation that oscillates between nuanced dynamics of self and other, 

alongside the process of exegetical communication. In creating this piece, I was inspired by 

Talmudic texts with their original passage in the center and surrounded by layers of historical 

commentary proliferating the margins. By the end of Exegetical Reading Machine, each 

participant creates a quasi-Talmudic pamphlet, riddled with layers of commentary, each of which 

is reflective not of a unique voice (as is the case in a Talmudic tractate) but of a unique 

interpretive gesture.  

  

This piece runs the gamut of methods of interjection and interpretation: reading the same texts 

verbatim and also differing texts simultaneously, reading silently, reciting one at a time, speaking 

quietly but with added emphasis on that which is underlined, generating interpretations, 

generating interpretations based on interpretations and reading one-at-a-time but with added 

personal ad-lib comments. Each of these methods performs a function of transformative inquiry, 
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contemplating the meaning of a passage, but doing so with differing degrees of individuation and 

collectivity, vocality and silence, generation and repetition. The beauty and challenge in 

composing this piece was to allow the rhythm between the semantic and musical, the harmonious 

interpretation and the discordant interpretation, the individual and communal to striate. Each 

round places the participants in a different kind of togetherness which facilitates a different kind 

of textual interpretation. As the reading iterates, as we read again and again, the meaning of the 

text itself changes, and the way we come together changes alongside an altered mechanism of 

textual analysis. Each time we repeat, we can become closer or a new thought or feeling 

distances us. We come to know each other a bit more as our horizons intersect with the horizons 

of a textual encounter. As each iteration proliferates new ideas and interpretations, we undergo a 

transformation in the way we find ourselves together. 

 

A Few (more) Silences 

 

In A Few Silences by Douglas Barrett, musicians observe a five minute “silence” and write down 

worded observations of any sounds heard within this silence, and the time at which these sounds 

occurred. These written observations then become a score for musicians to perform during the 

following five minutes playing (this time on instruments) the indicated sounds at the indicated 

time. In this playing-back, the sounds themselves transform when they are transferred from their 

original environment into an environment musically constructed by humans. The piece plays 

uncannily with time and memory, as it allows for the “re-creation” of a five-minute span of time 

by carrying-forward sonic content from one moment to the next. This re-played time span is both 

the same and yet uncannily different. In my translation of the piece, this iterative re-production 

of a span of time was retained as I altered the sonic content to semantic observations.  
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Figure 21. Douglas Barrett. A Few Silences (2008) 

 

A Few (More) Silences (Figure 22) follows a similar structure to Barrett’s piece, but does so 

through verbal and written observations, questions and dialogue. Writing, speaking, silence, and 

breaking from silences are utilized strategically to generate a reflective and reflexive space. The 

piece pivots along an axis of silence – sometimes awkward, anxiety-filled, at other times calm 

and reflective. The participants begin with silence, and silence punctuates the rounds as 

participants make observations in writing or speaking regarding states of mind, feelings or ideas 
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which come out of this silence. The piece begins as participants are divided into two groups. The 

first group (group A) vocalizes their observations, but these spoken words are not recorded or 

transcribed and therefore are not explicitly carried onwards to the next rounds. While this occurs, 

the second group (group B) writes down their observations, thereby not immediately influencing 

group A in that moment; however, these observations persist onward to the next round (as will 

shortly be seen). In the second round, we start to see the magic of the piece. Group B reads aloud 

their observations at the exact time in which they occurred from the prior round, thereby “re-

creating” via re-telling and describing the moments from the prior round. This can include the 

awkward sneezes, breaths, ambient sounds, feelings and thoughts. While this is happening, group 

A is now writing their own observations. In the later rounds this simultaneous generation of 

observations turns to questions as groups generate and recite questions. Finally participants 

select a few questions to be openly discussed by participants.  

 

A Few (More) Silences alters the dialogical conditions of inquiry itself. Participants are not really 

dialoguing, for there is no possibility of being interrupted and no direct response to another. 

Everyone is producing monologues, yet the monologues are receiving input from other 

monologues that are simultaneously occurring (one set of monologues given orally, the other 

written), folding each voice into the other and allowing utterances to influence one another, but 

indirectly and without the direct possibility of responsiveness and interruption. In this sense the 

piece breaks down the divide between monologue and dialogue, and creates a unique merger of 

self and other. The communal space is colored by the utterances of the entire group, but this 

happens in a setting where no single individual is forced to withhold their interiority.104 In this 

tranquility, offsetting conversational anxiety, one is able to more fluidly find one’s voice and 

observations achieve a greater degree of lucidity. An inquiry emerges which is transformed by 

the way in which we come to find each other. We are able to be in relation to each other, and ask 

questions about this relationality without dangerously stepping into the discursive space of 

another. We are able to speak and respond, think and think-with others without interruption, all 

without the isolating social dynamics of most conversations. A new mode of inquiry is made 

                                                
104 This “withholding of one’s interiority” is the exact situation that occurs in typical dialogue where we 
must wait for another to speak and even while speaking we are always beset by the anxious potential of 
another’s interruption. 
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possible, one that rests on an in-between of dialogue and monologue, presence and absentive 

reflection.  

 

A Few (more) Silences (inspired by “A Few Silences” by Douglas Barrett) 

by Aaron Finbloom & Sandeep Bhagwati 

 

Notes: For 4-12 players divided into 2 groups (A and B). Materials: stopwatches and writing material. 

When recording or vocalizing observations, only do 3-5 per round. Read through the instructions 

thoroughly before beginning 

 

1) Set a timer for 5 minutes. Both groups spend 5 minutes making observations about the environment 

they are in. Observations may be about: sounds, movements, moods, thoughts, one’s self, other persons, 

another group’s observations, etc. Group A writes down their observations silently and the time in which 

they occurred. Group B vocalizes their observations and writes nothing down. 

 

2) Re-set the timer for another 5 minutes. Group A verbalizes their observations at the moment they 

were given. While this is occurring Group B is now making written notes about their observations with 

corresponding time signatures. 

 

3) Re-set the timer for another 5 minutes. Group B verbalizes their observations at the moment they 

were given. While this is occurring Group A writes down questions that arise during these 5 minutes. 

 

4) Re-set the timer for 5 minutes. These questions are read aloud and repeated until 5 minutes is over 

(The reading should happen sequentially. In other words, Person A reads question 1, then Person B reads 

question 1, then Person C reads question 1, then Person A reads question 2, etc). While this is 

happening, Group B writes down questions that arise during these 5 minutes.  

 

5) Re-set the timer for 5 minutes. Group B reads aloud their questions, sequentially, and repeats them 

until 5 minutes is over. While this is happening each member of Group A picks one question they want 

to talk about in the next round  

 

6) Re-set the timer for 5 minutes. Members of Group A read aloud their questions. Members of Group B 

pick one question to answer and try to answer it. At any point, members of Group A can ask a new 

question. 

Figure 22. Aaron Finbloom & Sandeep Bhagwati. A Few (more) Silences (2015) 
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A Few (more) Silences is not a conversation piece that transforms beliefs, for it doesn’t penetrate 

deeply into any particular path of thought; rather what is transformed in this piece is the structure 

that holds inquiry itself. A Few (more) Silences transforms the way we inquire. It begins with 

silence, and captures the latent content brought up out of this silence to start a process of inquiry. 

The attitudes, thoughts and feelings contained in the unique encounter of our shared togetherness 

are foreclosed into a five-minute span of time, and then repeated and repeated again, each time 

re-seen, re-articulated, and re-expressed. The altered mode of dialogic quasi-responsiveness 

creates a greater capacity for openness for the expression of thoughts and feelings. The 

temporality of the piece allows these thoughts and feelings to then iterate, again and again, each 

time unfolding another layer of reflection. The very temporality of inquiry is itself transformed, 

allowing us to re-see, to re-observe, to re-inquire. Alongside this, our proximity to another is also 

transformed, as the structure of the piece allows us to be close and question together, but to not 

lose ourselves in the interruptibility of dialogue. 

 

IV. Systematic Aspects of My Practice 

 

I would now like to discuss four conversation pieces made between 2015 and 2018. Question 

Animals (2015) is a four-person, thirty-minute performance performed at matralab and 

constructed as part of my independent study with Sandeep Bhagwati (Figure 23). Deictic 

Dialectics (2016) is a six-person, forty-five minute performance performed at matralab for my 

research-creation comprehensive examination (Figure 24). Guidelines for Reflective Intonations 

(2017) is a five-person, thirty minute performance, performed at The School of Making 

Thinking. Oscillations of One to Many (2018) is a five-person piece devised in collaboration 

with Hannah Kaya, rehearsed and revised numerous times, but yet to be performed in full 

(Figures 25). These pieces reflect the next stage of development of my practice. They are not 

translations of other scores, nor are they pieces which focus on a singular philosophical text or 

discourse. They each contain complicated sequences that must be learnt, studied, and rehearsed 

extensively before activation. Moreover, in the creation of all these pieces, I began with very 

little content or sense of what would occur – sometimes starting with a single passage of a text, 

sometimes a single technique or game. Each of these pieces developed significantly through trial 
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and error, through rehearsals and experimentation. Instead of offering a detailed analysis of each 

piece, I will explicate systematic aspects that cut across these four pieces.105 

 

 

 

 
Figure 23. Aaron Finbloom & Sandeep Bhagwati. Question Animals (2015) 

 

Conversational Content 

 

In an “organic” conversation of inquiry, interlocutors are drawn into subject matter which 

develops emergently alongside negotiated interests, gestures, and affective states. Think of a 

dinner conversation about politics, or a long walk discussing one’s life plans. The subject matter, 

                                                
105 The scores of all pieces mentioned in this section (with the exception of Question Animals listed 
below) are included in the appendix. 
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while not being entirely linear, still holds the attention of the interlocutors and contains a 

cohesive logic. Within conversation pieces, this organic flow of conversational content can be 

barraged by instructions which jeopardize this flow. For example, a direction could instruct 

people to change moods, intonations or positions, and after each of these instructions is enacted 

the content of the conversation could end up shifting as well. The instructions themselves 

foreclose a cohesive conversational topic from developing, and therefore close off the potential 

for a cohesive inquiry.

 

 
Figure 24. Aaron Finbloom. Deictic Dialectics (2016) 

 

A key to moving past this obstruction in conversational content has been the discovery that in 

these moments too much is being asked of a conversationalist. As when one learns a new 

language, one can be overwhelmed when asked to perform a conversational move that is beyond 

one’s skill set, or asked to perform moves simultaneously or in rapid succession. One solution 

has been to divide up the roles in a given instance of conversation. For example, in Question 

Animals, I decided to use a technique of “only asking questions.” But instead of having everyone 

ask questions, I employed an “observer role” who would pick a question to carry forward to the 
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next round. Employing an observer in this fashion was done to an even greater extent later in the 

piece where the director themself, observing the entirety of the piece, would come in at certain 

key points and give a conversational instruction. Those who were “within” the conversation 

could focus more upon the content, or upon their unique contributions at that precise moment. 

This relieved those within from having to think about which part of what they were talking about 

would be utilized in a further round, and from having to think about what instruction would 

come next. The observer might silently observe or write down thoughts, but in either case, this 

provided a contrast between fast, conversational, in-the-moment utterances, and slower, more 

observational contributions which allowed a particular utterance to gain traction and gestate. By 

shifting who is “inside” the conversation (i.e. who is closely following the conversational 

content) and who is “outside” (i.e who is observing this happening) one can create conditions 

which simultaneously build conversational content and provide instructions that develop this 

content. 

 

 
Figure 25. Aaron Finbloom & Hannah Kaya Oscillations of One to Many (2017) 

 

Another facet which aided conversational content was the realization that certain instructions can 

pull conversational content astray. In Deictic Dialectics, a director instructs players to perform 
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certain gestural or embodied prompts, such as holding hands, or closing eyes. In some of the 

rehearsals of this piece the director would instruct participants to enact behaviors related to the 

conversational content. For example, if we were discussing fear, players would be instructed to 

hide under a chair, or if we discussed animality, they would be asked to engage in animalistic 

behaviors. These behavioral instructions, while relating to the conversation itself, nonetheless 

pushed the conversational content away from the topic the inquiry was developing. They tended 

to create a conversation where the content of what was said was less important than behavior 

occurring alongside the spoken words. It became clear that certain types of conversational 

prompts would distract from a conversation, and it seemed as though the prompts which were 

most responsible for this were those requiring either a great deal of attention on the part of the 

performers, or which created large, active gestures. For Deictic Dialectics, through much trial 

and error, I eventually created a list of embodied prompts that seemed to have a greater efficacy, 

and I then further revised this list in Guidelines for Reflective Intonations, and finally utilized 

many of these in Oscillations of One to Many. In Guidelines for Reflective Intonations, the list 

includes the following: repetitions of words, repetitions of gestures, slow bodily movement, slow 

walking, pauses, expressions of feeling, guidelines for reflective intonations, role play, altering 

of identity, eye gazing at a particular object or person, eye closure, tone, mood, atmosphere. 

Unsurprisingly, many of these prompts rely on the performative functions of transformative 

techniques discussed in Chapter 2.  

 

Role-play 

 

The line that distinguishes technique and role-play is somewhat grey and hard to determine. 

While not all roles utilize conversational techniques, many conversational techniques have the 

potential to develop into roles (for example: the technique of questioning can develop into the 

role of questioner, the technique of clarification into the role of clarifier). The movement from 

technique to role-playing which utilizes a given technique involves extending the duration of a 

technique, but also implies an identification with one’s technique – “I am this function.” As my 

practice developed, so did my considerations of how one would move from technique to role-

play, and how such role-play could be facilitated.  
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Deictic Dialectics was my first piece that assigned roles to participants. In the piece the roles 

were identified and explored in rehearsals, but were only assigned within the piece while it was 

being performed. The advantage to this was that a conversationalist could choose a role that 

would fit the emergent conversational needs (for example, if the conversation develops such that 

a participant is desiring to ask many questions, they can take the role of questioner). In Deictic 

Dialectics these roles were represented by objects – a skull for the questioner, a book for the 

archivist, etc. The advantage to this was that these material objects created a singular visual-

theatrical element materially representing each role, which helped participants to choose roles, 

and helped the audience to distinguish them. However, the role-play utilized in Deictic 

Dialectics was too brief, and the transition into roles was too abrupt and jarring. Working on 

Deictic Dialectics taught me that roles take time to solidify and become integrated into a 

conversation. Moreover, not knowing one’s role prior, and having to immediately adopt it within 

a performance, can create excessive anxiety.  

 

In Reflective Intonations, these same roles were given prior to the performance, thereby allowing 

performers to know their roles before the piece began. The playing of these roles was greatly 

enhanced, and participants were more comfortably able to adopt roles. The disadvantage to this 

approach was that I removed the agentic quality of performers being able to choose their role, 

and I removed the possibility for this choice to be made in the moment of conversation, chosen 

by the demands of the conversation itself. I was presented with the directorial choice of having to 

choose between giving greater emphasis on the emergent quality of conversational choices, or 

giving greater emphasis to a more substantial playing of roles. I could create the best possible 

questioner, or I could let the conversation determine who would question at exactly the right 

moment. In Reflective Intonations one transforms more deeply into a role, whereas in Deictic 

Dialectics identity is freely adaptable and presents participants with the radical excitement of 

multiplicitous transformative potentials. Problematically this sheer delight in switching roles can 

foreclose the development of a conversation’s topic, as the energy required to move into a new 

role can upset the delicate balance of a conversational topic from taking hold within the 

collective. There must be a balance between these two possibilities – between a solidified role 

that is exciting in its depths but cumbersome in its stagnation, on the one hand, and a endless 

role-switching on the other that is exciting in its heights, but tiresome in its groundlessness. 
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This raises several related questions: how do our roles solidify? Where precisely does the 

transformative inquiry in role-play lie? Do I choose someone who is good at clarifying because 

they have already been trained in this role throughout their life? If so, then this “life training” in 

this role is a pre-given context which informs the conversational content and the conversation is 

deepened not by one’s role-play in the conversation piece, but by the skilled activation of a role 

learned throughout one’s education. In this case one is not exactly becoming other-than what one 

already is (i.e. one’s transformation is not a radical transformation), but one is merely enacting a 

potential already performed consistently throughout one’s life. On the other hand, if one is given 

a role that one rarely performs in one’s life, then a more radical intrapersonal transformation is 

made possible. Perhaps this will not significantly impact the conversational content (for it seems 

unlikely that one who is new to a role will be able to perform that role in such a way to make an 

important contribution); but it will alter the relationality within the conversation by creating a 

more dramatic transformation of an interlocutor’s identity. All conversations where role-play is 

active (or for that matter, where any new techniques are activated where one performs behaviors 

that do not conform with one’s pre-established identity) are conversations whereby participants 

undergo experimentation with who one is, and who one can become. In a conversation where 

everyone is trying on new roles or techniques, this trying-on is shared by the entire interlocutory 

community. The conversation itself becomes a shared experiment in identity. The transformative 

inquiry is non-conceptual, in that it matters less what is discussed, than it does who discussed it. 

We are transformed in the speaking, not by what we say; we inquire through testing out new 

behavioral possibilities and their limits, not by testing the boundaries of a concept.  

 

Monologues / Dialogues 

 

All conversations require turns – a back and forth switching between participants each of whom 

utter content and listen to the utterances of others. Conversations are rarely polyphonic106, but are 

                                                
106 Conversational polyphony does occur, but briefly and rarely. This mainly happens in-between turns 
when multiple people speak at once, momentarily, in a kind of vying for conversational power, which 
usually ends a few seconds after it starts with one person speaking. Think of a moment in a dinner party 
where someone says something contentious. The conversation explodes into a momentary polyphony 
with all sorts of half-formed sentences and exclamations until one person’s speech miraculously catches 
the attention of others and we return to monophony.  
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predominantly monophonic. As the number of interlocutors within a conversation increases, 

fewer and fewer interlocutors are able to speak, and we are forced to wait. There is a complicated 

dance of networks of power, deliberation, intonation, and gesticulation which determines who 

gets to come in, when, how, and how long they are allowed to speak. In the introduction, I 

specify these aspects as being required for dialogue – a situation of responsiveness and 

interruptibility, where we do not know what one will say, how one will say it, and when it will be 

said. On the other hand, in certain highly structured conversational contexts, this indeterminate 

field of power dynamics becomes more determinate as clear turn-orders are established 

(conferences, classrooms, AA meetings, etc). These highly structured contexts move 

conversation towards monologues in that: interruptibility is reduced, the anxiety of not knowing 

when one will say something is also reduced, and one is given time to think about what to say 

(although the exact content of one’s speech need not be precisely pre-determined). Much of my 

conversation pieces are attempts to find conversational modalities of inquiry which disrupt the 

neat binary of these two discursive practices; i.e. I am invested in creating modes of speech that 

are neither monologues nor dialogues, and which are both monological and dialogical. We have 

already seen this above in A Few (more) Silences, as the monologues of interlocutors in this 

piece were non-interruptive but responsive. As my practice has developed I have been attempting 

to find new ways to disrupt this binary.  

 

One method of exploration has been simultaneous monologues; i.e., attempting to create a 

dialogue which eliminates turn-orders as everyone speaks simultaneously and listens at the same 

time, eliminating the need to wait for another to speak. This creates an activity of simultaneous 

speaking-listening-responding, and transforms the foundational mechanics of the dialogic 

encounter. I believe this mode of speech has the potential to radically transform inquiry as the 

cohesion and unity between interlocutors can be greatly enhanced. 

 

My first attempt at simultaneous monologuing was in Question Animals. After reading a quote, 

interlocutors started speaking aloud responses to the quote while pacing around the room. I 

thought that the pacing would enable each interlocutor to focus in on their own monological 

world, in distant proximity to one another, and then respond to others when needed when in close 

proximity to other participants. I repeated this attempt in Deictic Dialectics, this time for a longer 
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duration, to help interlocutors feel more comfortable in this unfamiliar mode of speech. 

However, I realized that in both pieces I was evading the potential for simultaneous talk, merely 

creating the illusion that this was occurring for the audience. The pacing created either distinct 

moments of speaking or listening, or precluded the ability to focus on another’s speech because it 

flitted in and out of auditory range too quickly. In Deictic Dialectics I attempted to remedy this 

by introducing a moment when one interlocutor would be the focus of everyone’s attention by 

having the interlocutor move to the middle of the room and speak louder than everyone else, and 

all the other interlocutors would speak in whispers. Problematically, this created a omni-

directional speaking, whereby the main interlocutor's speech would influence others but other 

interlocutors, being too soft to be heard, would not be able to influence each other, and instead 

produced a wash of inarticulate sounds. 

 

It was only in Reflective Intonations that I finally perfected this technique. In this piece all 

performers are situated around a table, stationary and in close proximity to one another. The 

round of simultaneous monologuing begins with only two interlocutors speaking at the same 

time, both of whom are given a guiding question to focus speaking. While this is occurring, the 

other three participants silently observe, and after a few minutes one of them attempts to deepen 

the conversation by asking a new guiding question. This participant is then added to the group as 

another simultaneous speaker. After a few minutes another observer asks a new guiding 

question, and this process repeats until all six participants are speaking together. The results were 

staggeringly impressive. A community of speakers was created whose speech organically bled 

into each other's. One could seamlessly follow one’s path of thought and “free associate”, but 

this free association was now in harmony with others. This was accomplished via a fluid shifting 

of focus. At times focus was inwards, but even then there was always the other’s words on the 

periphery of attention. This peripheral focus subconsciously unified the content of conversation, 

but also resulted in moments where another’s words would enter another’s directed attention, and 

this participant would then alter their monologue accordingly and begin responding to the other 

person’s thoughts. This required players to always be talking, to always speak and listen, and 

never stop speaking and listening. While this mode of speech was incredibly generative, it was 

also challenging, because sometimes one would not have anything to say, but would have to 
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keep speaking. In these moments players would repeat words or phrases several times, or say 

sentences like “I’m not really sure,” or “I wonder.”  

 

Simultaneous monologuing wasn’t able to hold conversational focus on a subject matter that 

would allow for an inquiry to penetrate a desired depth. Perhaps this was because the mode of 

speech required too much energy and could not be sustained for long durations. Perhaps this was 

because this mode of speaking was so new and uncanny that it was hard to focus on the content; 

the modality itself demanded too much attention. Or perhaps this is because reflection requires 

silences and pauses where one can think “inside one’s head.” In any case, the importance of this 

activity did not necessarily lie in the content, but rather on the type of relationality it afforded. 

This form of speech is an experiment to reveal how much of myself can be here while I am with 

another. It places us into a mode of speech where the bounds of myself are altered and where the 

voice of the other permeates my own thinking. It creates a radical communion of thinking-

speaking-listening with others, or at the very least it creates a disruption in one’s self-guided 

thoughts. It helps interlocutors inquire together, or at the very least it pushes thinking into a 

collective inquiry about what kind of relationality can be present. 

 

Inspired by this rupture in dialogue-monologue duality, I attempted another procedure of 

disrupting this duality in Oscillations of One to Many which involved creating monological and 

dialogical rounds with highly structured interruptions. For the monological rounds, one player 

spoke in an improvised monologue, while other players held cards they could use to interrupt the 

monologuer. These interruptions began quite simply as players could only: 1) ask the 

monologuer to alter one word; 2) speak a sentence stem which the monologuer must then repeat 

and then “fill-in;” 3) state an observation. Similarly for the dialogical rounds, interlocutors would 

have to point to cards on the table that conditioned how they would speak. In the beginning of 

the piece, these instructions were quite simple, such as asking a question, giving clarification, 

etc. For both rounds the complexity of the cards increased until finally the participants and 

audience created their own cards. 

 

Oscillations plays with the boundary zones between dialogue and monologue. Much like 

psychoanalysis, the improvised monologue of a client is never entirely without interruptions, as 
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the therapist sometimes nods with agreement and at other times asks leading questions. The 

monologuer is the person “driving the conversation,” as they are in charge of how and where the 

conversation moves. However, as the potential for interlocutory interruptions increases, the 

communal quality of the conversation begins to sway towards dialogue. This is also the case in 

the dialogical rounds. In the beginning, the dialogue is rather limited and one must wait, reflect, 

and consider what to say based on cards that dictate how one can speak. As the number of cards 

one can choose from increases, and as one familiarizes oneself with this new mode of speech, it 

becomes easier and easier to dialogue freely, to quickly come in without needing to consciously 

guide one’s thoughts towards the appropriate card. The transitions between dialogical and 

monological rounds helped deepen the inquiry by using semantic techniques of inquiry in both 

rounds, and by structuring these techniques around a larger container of dialogue or monologue.  

 

Like the other pieces, this potential for transformation was not merely conceptual nor affective. 

Participants are not only playing with ideas and feelings; they are playing with the rules that 

structure them. Participants are not only utilizing monologue and dialogue to have a 

transformative inquiry; they are consistently transforming the boundaries between monologue 

and dialogue to aid this process. Within monologue rounds, participants must decide which 

interruptions to make, all of which still retain monologue’s quality of letting one person lead, 

while balancing this with interruptions that push the monologuer to inquire deeper, and pull 

conversation towards the interests of those listening. Within a dialogue round, participants have a 

shared pool of prompts which obstruct the ability to “merely speak” – to implicitly utilize 

conversational rules, rather than consciously decide how to speak before uttering. In this sense, 

prompts push up against dialogue’s emergent quality; yet, with a wider proliferation of prompts, 

and with greater experience in this round, one gains the ability to move more fluidly and 

integrate observations about how one speaks with the content of what is said. This creates the 

ability to have a dialogue grounded on the particular stage one is at within the piece (as the later 

rounds imply one has greater experience), and the particular choice of prompts interlocutors 

choose to integrate into a given round. What is transformed in both cases are the linguistic 

thresholds that allow or obstruct conversation. What is played with are the spacings between 

ourselves and others, and who controls the ability to adjust these spacings – a player, the game 

designer, mere chance, or language itself?  
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Live-Scoring 

 

Any technique, instruction or prompt within a conversation piece is always limited by the fact 

that it is predetermined – it is pre-given when and how it will occur. In opposition to this, the 

great advantage of conversational practices is that these techniques are not-predetermined – an 

expert facilitator determines when and how they occur. One way of bypassing this dichotomy is 

to give a certain degree of control to participants within the piece to implement a technique and 

devise their own techniques. In music, this process is called “live scoring,” and I believe it is 

critical for developing an effective conversation piece of transformative inquiry.  

 

I have discussed above how I attempted this in PCG and in Question Animals, where a director 

observing the entire piece generates instructions while the piece is happening and then gives 

these instructions to performers. Additionally, I discussed how in Deictic Dialectics I had a 

director give instructions to conversationalists while they were discussing. In the pieces which 

followed chronologically, I moved away from this live director role, attempting to give more 

autonomy to participants themselves, and attempting to imbue live scoring with more structure 

that would affect when and how a particular instruction could occur. In Reflective Intonations (as 

discussed above) guidelines were given to performers regarding the type of prompts they should 

use to construct a score for a reflective monologue that another performer would enact. Not only 

were participants responsible for constructing techniques, but they were responsible for their 

sequencing as well. Reflective Intonations created scores within its score, as six participants 

created minor conversation pieces towards the end of the piece. Each of these minor pieces was 

an attempt to deepen the conversation carried over from the first part of the larger piece. In 

Oscillations, like in PCG discussed above, as the game progressed, the participants and audience 

were able to write their own cards which guided interlocutors in their monologues and dialogues. 

In both instances, I found it critical to give this agency only after interlocutors familiarized 

themselves with the rules of the game. This allowed players to understand how the piece utilized 

techniques of transformative inquiry, and not create techniques that diverged too sharply from 

this type of conversation.  
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In all these pieces live scoring creates a piece of comprovisation (as discussed in Chapter 3), 

although the aspect under consideration are techniques themselves, rather than words. In 

conversation practices, the facilitator is the master improviser, able to make quick in-the moment 

decisions as to what technique to use and when. In my conversation pieces, techniques are pre-

given, which limit the capacity for a participant to act as a facilitator. Participants can’t use any 

technique they choose, whenever they choose. The performative power of the techniques rests 

less on the expert skills of a master facilitator, but it does not lie entirely within the expertly 

designed sequence of techniques. The power to create rules is dispensed conditionally and 

strategically in an effort to create a delicate balance of power between artist and performer, or 

conversationalist and conversation piece designer. Much like Zorn’s Cobra, my pieces create 

opportunities for this balance to be navigated within the piece itself. In these cases, successful 

design does not merely rely on determining what technique to put where, but in determining 

what level of control to give over to participants and where to place this level of control. A 

successful design will be one that balances who has the power, how much power they have, and 

how this power assists with the piece’s overall aim of transformative inquiry. The question then 

becomes one of who controls the transformative inquiry? And while all conversation pieces, 

even if they do not implement live scoring, implicitly ask this question, a piece with live scoring 

emphasizes this question by giving participants not only the power to implement a scored 

technique, but the power to design and score techniques as well. Moreover, witnessing a piece 

with live scoring reveals this shifting nature of conversational control, and so the question of 

control is made more explicit. Live scoring puts the question before the audience of who the 

agent of transformative inquiry actually is? The answer is constantly shifting: at times it is 

myself, at times the player, at times the techniques, and at times it is an emergent structure that is 

a combination of these forces and other contingent factors such as who is in the room, what kind 

of room is it, and even what happened to us this week.  

 

Training, Skill Sets 

 

What kind of training, skill or rehearsals are necessary to perform my pieces? In conversation 

practices that rely on a skilled facilitator, such as Socratic dialogue, talk therapy, or P4C, years or 

even a lifetime of training is required to achieve a successful conversational transformation. In 
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traditional theater, actors have years of training which allows them the ability to effectively 

perform a piece learned over the course of a few weeks or months. Even in less traditional 

pieces, such as Tino Sehgal’s This Progress, interpreters with unique skill sets learned over 

many years were utilized during the weeks of training that Sehgal required for the piece's 

implementation. As contexts shift from conversation practice, to performance art practice, or to a 

constructed situation, so do the skill requirements. 

 

As a result, a question to ask is what kind of skills are required for the performance of my 

pieces? Some techniques within my pieces are extremely uncomfortable (for example role-play 

and simultaneous monologues). Other techniques, even if not uncomfortable, may require a great 

amount of learnt skills to be able to activate them effectively (for example, being able to uncover 

underlying assumptions within a conversation). Generally, my pieces require specific 

conversational skills. For example, my work calls for a performer able to improvise 

conversationally, able to be open-minded and listen, and who has some familiarity with 

conversational inquiry. Participants must also possess moderate rhetorical skills. The performer 

should be someone who will not be too shy in front of a large group of people, someone who can 

speak loudly and articulately. They also require certain emotional and relational skills: someone 

who will not take up too much space, someone who is able to carefully monitor not only what 

they say but how they say it, someone who is comfortable with strange new modalities of being-

together and speaking together.  

 

What is critical to note is that all of these qualities are not so much as necessary or required, but 

merely make the piece more easily performable. The presence of these skills imply a piece will 

take less time to rehearse, and help create a work that more effectively performs the indicated 

score. However, an underlying question is what amount of these skills do I require? Asking this 

question exposes my underlying pedagogical motivations, for I am not confident that I desire 

performers who are the most skilled in the aforementioned qualities. As a pedagogue, I am 

invested in making these conversation pieces accessible to a wide audience of interested 

participants, despite the fact that they have only been performed with a small group of 
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participants.107 Ideally, my pieces contain the potential to be presented in multi-modal 

formats.108A group of less “skilled” participants could learn these conversation pieces on their 

own without the help of a facilitator and practice them in a casual social setting without any 

audience. A teacher in a classroom, with a greater level of skills from the list above, could teach 

the scores to his/her students and make key choices regarding roles, timings and topics that 

would yield a more successful performance, given this person’s skill set. In other settings, where 

participants possessed an even greater level of skills from the list above, these conversation 

pieces could be performed in front of audiences who would be impressed and moved by the 

masterful movements and deepened insights delivered from skilled practitioners.109  

 

In this sense, I believe my conversation pieces can disseminate themselves in a manner similar to 

that of games. Games have the potential to be played in various settings with varying skill sets. 

When expert players (players who have mastery in the skills a game requires) play a game, the 

game becomes something worth watching, something an audience can gain pleasure in 

witnessing. However, unlike most games, I believe that an audience would gain more than just 

sheer pleasure in watching performances of my conversation pieces. It helps to compare my 

pieces to Zorn’s Cobra, which is not a piece that is innovative for its tonal or perhaps even 

musical content. To witness Cobra is to observe performers undergo structural transformations, 

                                                
107 This problem stems predominantly from dissemination. As I am not currently teaching, nor currently 
published in pedagogical publications, my work has not rapidly disseminated to traditional pedagogical 
community (schools and classrooms). That being said, all of my works are open-access and available 
online, and I have consistently encouraged interested persons to use my scores, adapt them, and 
implement them as they see fit.  
108 I take inspiration from the collaborations between Susan Howe and David Grubbs as they create 
pieces (“Melville’s Marginalia”, “Thorow”) which are part CD, part publication, and part live-performance.  
109 This distribution of skill-sets across different performances of my pieces can also be applied within my 
pieces as well. This is best seen in Game #2 of Deictic Dialectics where two interlocutors in the center of 
a circle are conversationalists, and where interlocutors on the outer rings of the circle have roles of: 
clarifier, questioner, thought-keeper, director. These roles differ in the degree to which they demand 
active, attentive and skilled participation. Likewise, each roles requires different amount of training and 
expertise.  
 
This distribution of degrees of participation is discussed by Thomas Turino in Music as Social Life. Turino 
analyzes a variety of musical traditions which implement participatory performance and states that these 
traditions, “usually include a variety of roles demanding different degrees of specialization, so that people 
can join in at a level that offers the right balance of challenge and required skill” (Turino 31). As I continue 
to develop my practice, I look forward to creating a greater variety of degrees of specialization in my 
pieces, such that my performances can be highly designed, specialized and nuanced, while 
simultaneously allowing audience members to contribute in a variety of roles that compliment this central 
performance.  
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playing not with rules of music, but with rules of when and how to enter the improvisation. If 

Cage’s 4’33 famously extends the phenomena of music to include the shuffles and sneezes of the 

audiences, then Zorn’s Cobra extends the phenomena of music to include the power dynamics 

by which one improvises. This is precisely what my hope is for my pieces – that audiences are 

not awed by the conversational content, but awed by the innovative form that conversation is 

taking, a form which expands the act of conversation to include the implicit rule structures that 

govern it.  

 

Throughout the development of my practice I have also learned much about the rehearsal process 

required for my pieces. For A Lecture on Play, the rehearsals consisted only of myself. For 

Memory Pharmacy, no rehearsal was necessary because the countless hours of dialogical 

“rehearsals” had been carefully folded into the transcription of the piece itself. PCG, much like 

the game of Dungeons and Dragons, contains a process of “rehearsal” that extends to multiple 

iterations of play – one rehearses by playing and re-playing the game over and over which 

advances one’s skills at gameplay. A Few (more) Silences and Exegetical Reading Machine both 

require only minimal training, approximately 15 minutes to go over how the score works and 

then it can be performed.  

 

My recent pieces require much more training. These pieces, as they all necessitate complicated 

sequences of techniques, resemble the methodology of theatre rehearsals. A crew of participants 

require multiple days of rehearsal to learn the complicated movements so that they can be more 

easily performed. These rehearsals often involve playing with components of the piece, 

practicing more complicated techniques, and rehearsing the structure of the piece through 

multiple iterations so that it can be memorized and the structure can fade away so that performers 

can concentrate on what the structure does. Again, this can be likened to learning a new 

language, where after much practice one can speak about something without having to think 

about how to speak. Like many theatre rehearsals, the exact sequencing of techniques can 

undergo an almost endless process of re-scripting, re-devising and re-sequencing. This makes it 

so the language that is learnt is not only specific to each conversation piece, but specific to each 

iteration of a piece, and to each performance. Each iteration requires new words, new grammars 
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and new rules as the group of participants, their backgrounds and skills, and the larger socio-

cultural context of a piece’s performance change from iteration to iteration.  

 

V. Conclusion - Transformation, Inquiry, Technique 

 

While all my pieces have the potential to transform an interlocutor's beliefs, attitudes or affective 

states, I do not believe this type of transformation reflects the strength of my practice. While 

one’s beliefs may sway and alter within the course of one of my conversation pieces, and while 

one’s beliefs may also be called into question, my pieces do not guide interlocutors into an 

involved dialectical consideration drawn from a topic’s particular historical, intellectual and 

conceptual lineage. Such guidance is required for a transformation of belief that has longer 

durational potential and is precisely what occurs in good philosophical texts, Socrates’ elenctic 

method, and perhaps also in my earlier works drawn from philosophical texts such as A Lecture 

on Play and Memory Pharmacy.110  

  

My later works explore methods of transforming the nature of transformative inquiry itself. 

These pieces involve a collective inquiry into discursive structures which facilitate 

transformation, thereby creating an additional level of reflexivity. We are not merely questioning 

together, and not only questioning who we are together – we are questioning how we question. 

This “how” is omni-directional, for interlocutors question: 1) the techniques that move their 

questions and transformations; 2) how these techniques are sequenced; 3) how (and to whom) are 

these techniques presented, and 4) how techniques are remembered and transcribed. In this sense, 

the questioning begins to include the implicit dialogical assumptions of all conversational 

transformation, namely the way in which we come together and exist in relation.  

 

Each of my pieces is a unique experiment for activating these questions. Within them, 

interlocutors are poised, waiting not only for what will be said, but waiting to see how they will 

be in relation to each other differently, and how much control over the structure will be given to 

them so they can become, if only partially, instruments of an altered relationality. Interlocutors 
                                                
110 A similar argument can be made for my pieces inability to produce lasting attitudinal or affective 
transformation. Involved psychotherapeutic practices that take place over months or years are much 
more effective towards achieving this.  
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play with (and are played by) the rules of discourse which consistently brings before them the 

question of who (or what) is playing or being played. Is it the interlocutors? The designer? The 

conversational techniques, and the structuring of the techniques? Who will determine what to say 

next and how will this be determined? How will all of these come together in the play of the 

moment? The answers to these questions are determined by the following factors. Firstly, by 

changing the way in which language works in conversation through techniques of relationality 

which alter our implicit habitual behaviors replacing them with linguistic and paralinguistic rules 

by which the conversation operates. Secondly, by designing these techniques in such a way to 

structure a unique form, a conversational “piece”, a sequenced movement through techniques 

and behaviors which transforms the way we come together into a unique practice of inquiry via 

conversation. Thirdly, by the delicate balancing of rules and spontaneity, self and other, chaos 

and deliberation that is both determined by us and for us.  

 

The challenge in all my pieces is not just to create a structure that brings an inquiry about inquiry 

– but to do this in such a way that this reflexivity is in service to the inquiry itself. In this regard 

my work is engaging with the nature of theory.111 Distanced observation is itself a kind of 

practice – located in a site, engaged with a body, and containing underlying linguistic and 

behavioral rules or techniques. One cannot engage with these rules, bring them to light, question 

them or explore a greater diversity of techniques by continuing to have a distanced observational 

stance towards these elements (i.e. via a talk or book written about them). This type of critique 

merely utilizes the traditional format of distanced observation in an effort to challenge the format 

of distanced observation. In order to effectively challenge this format one must act upon it, 

playing with the very rules of conversation we are using to discuss. The greatest risk of this play 

is that this level of reflexivity will prevent the inquiry from establishing its grounds. This is so 

not only because this play introduces new rules which demand an attention that shifts our focus 

away from the subject matter; not only because playing in language risks radical departures from 

conversational practices of inquiry; but because this reflexivity itself can be debilitating. We can 

be caught in an anxious mental loop of speaking about something while simultaneously thinking 

about how we are thinking about that thing. In other words, the reflexivity can prevent fluidity of 

thought. 

                                                
111 The Greek origins of the word “theoria” is a practice of distanced observation.  
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This is precisely why my practice must find ways to navigate (or oscillate between) distance and 

play. Playing Gadamer allowed those witnessing this performance to follow both the play of 

inquiry and the questioning of this inquiry’s form – for the reflexive question was located in the 

role itself. Playing PCG divides up moments for inquiry (when a player is speaking) and 

moments for reflexive inquiry (when a player is deliberating how to speak). In Question Animals 

there was perhaps a too rapid rate by which rules needed to be implemented for enacting inquiry, 

and to be deliberated upon in order to enact reflexive inquiry. The piece’s dizzying structure 

didn’t allow enough space or time for interlocutors to rest in either state. In Game #1 of Deictic 

Dialectics this reflexivity was tied to objects, each imbued with a role which interlocutors would 

look towards peripherally to deliberate on the type of desired conversational move. In Game #2 

of Deictic Dialectics two interlocutors could freely inquire, imbuing other players with the task 

of reflecting on their inquiry (literally standing outside of it). In Reflective Guidelines the 

moment of reflexive inquiry was isolated mainly to one moment of the piece where the 

interlocutors consciously constructed (and then implemented) a conversation score out of 

suggested guidelines. In Oscillations each round changed the distribution of these two inquiries: 

in the monologue rounds the main monologuer inquired while the other players engaged in a 

reflexive inquiry, and in the dialogue rounds each player looked around to determine which 

dialogue card they wanted to utilize while almost seamlessly integrating this decision with the 

desired content of their utterance. 

 

Each conversation piece redistributes decisions of what to say with decisions of how to say it. In 

most conversations we frequently oscillate between deliberations of what we will say with 

deliberations of how we will say it and when. In this sense, all conversations, to a certain degree, 

endow an interlocutor with both thinking and thinking about this thinking. In my pieces, these 

deliberations are materially embodied, structured and gamified. The decision of “how to speak” 

exists on a card, as a rule, in an object or within role. My entire practice is aimed towards 

altering the implicit mechanisms which govern the oscillations between our thinking “what to 

say” and “how we are saying what we say.” My work makes these implicit mechanisms known, 

as an act of revealing underlying assumptions – one of the hallmarks of philosophy as critique. 

Additionally, my practice plays with these mechanisms and invites others to do so as well. The 
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goal is not merely to call attention to the ways in which how we talk conditions how we think; 

but to play in the field of these relations, rules, and techniques. Why? Foremost because of a 

hope that we may find other distributions of these relations, other ways of talking and thinking. 

Unlike Freud or Socrates, I am not attempting to create a singular innovative conversation 

methodology that will redistribute the rules of speaking in such a way as to produce a new 

discourse (philosophy or psychoanalysis). Rather, my goal is to create a new field of 

conversational play such that more people can be empowered to take up the reigns of their own 

thinking methodologies. It is my hope that participants in my pieces may discover a technique 

(or a way of combining techniques) that helps them transform through inquiry. It also my hope 

that individuals will be inspired by this type of work and go on to design their own conversation 

scores, experiment with their own methods of combining techniques, and discover 

methodologies of transformative inquiry that work for them. In a pedagogical-ethical move 

similar to Nietzsche’s Thus Spoke Zarathustra, I am hopeful that my practice can show a way, 

not so that it may be taken up without reflection, but that it may show one possible path of 

discovery which enables the development of further, unique practices. My practice is implicitly 

guided by a Nietzschean ethico-aesthetic of radical play – of delighting in the destruction of old 

ways, and of speaking through ludic experimentations with the very rules by which 

conversations of transformative inquiry perform.  
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POSTSCRIPT – THE QUESTION OF PHILOSOPHY 

 

The focus of this dissertation has been on conversation practices of transformative inquiry. And 

while I carved out this term to hold a great many practices and techniques, the main practice that 

keeps coming in and out of focus throughout is that of philosophy. It makes sense that this is the 

case, for my intellectual heritage is in philosophy, and philosophy was the discipline I was 

studying which I felt to be not addressing the question of its own performativity and “mode of 

address.” It was this dissatisfaction which motivated the aesthetic expansions mentioned in the 

previous chapter. Until recently, I was calling my practice an expanded philosophical practice, a 

way of “performing” philosophy, or improvising philosophy. As this study comes to a close, I 

thought it necessary to explicitly address this connection, and ask to what extent this study 

relates directly to the practice of philosophy? 

 

I. Philosophy Recognizing its Margins 

 

What has always attracted me to philosophy is its ability to question its own methodology, its 

concern with deepening the field upon which questions are asked, and its ability to identify 

underlying assumptions that lie concealed beneath a given discourse. However, critical 

reflexivity can extend beyond methodological examinations towards a questioning of its own 

format – the material, embodied, spatio-temporal orientations that occur when and where 

philosophy is practiced. All philosophy is always already a performance in that it is a living, 

embodied and material act; however, not all philosophy involves a reflective and attentive stance 

towards its performative dimensions. Philosophy’s lack of attention to its own performative 

dispositions points to a larger story than that of western philosophy, and brings in an entire 

history of textuality and literary culture. The scholastization and becoming-textual of 

philosophical practice is a movement that has occurred over the past thousand years in the west. 

While one can argue that writing deadens presence and removes spatio-temporality in a 

becoming immaterial, these arguments must always be located within particular socio-historical 

movements of textuality and literature. In other words, textuality itself doesn’t necessarily 

implicate a removal of performativity, for every text is material and alongside every text is a 

reader and writer. Yet, the culture of contemporary philosophical practice is located within a 
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history of literary practices where text is estranged from its site (Ong) (Rasula 303). This is a 

culture of de-emphasis on a text’s encounter, and an emphasis placed instead on a text’s 

ubiquitousness, its de-materialization and disembodiment. This textual movement away from 

context can be placed alongside a structuralist linguistic theory of prose. Contemporary, 

academic philosophy utilizes language that makes denotative, eidetic statements (Suber 188), 

which is made possible by language’s disembodied, de-materialized, iterative potential 

(Saussure).  

 

This has changed significantly with certain contemporary movements of philosophy. 

Philosophers are beginning to take note of philosophy’s “mode of address” and have begun 

critical examinations of the site and context upon which philosophical utterances are performed. 

Erin Manning and Brian Massumi in Thought in the Act draw on Rancière to describe how 

various contemporary theoretical encounters such as the “conference, artist’s talk, demo, 

exhibition, festival” all assume dominant spatio-temporal parameters, combinations and 

“transitional formattings” which combine to create particular “economies of attention.” 

(Massumi and Manning 113). Laura Cull, in Encounter in Performance Philosophy, explains that 

in the last decade, and particularly in the past few years, there has been a “gaining momentum” 

in the meeting point and relationship “between philosophy and performance (including theatre, 

but also music, dance, visual art performance and performance in everyday life)” which has 

resulted in a new field inaugurated by Cull called “Performance Philosophy (Cull 17). Eva Maria 

Gauss and Rainer Totzke’s On Performative Philosophy claims that “the rhetorical formation of 

a philosophical thought (it might be in text, embodied, or visual) could be productively 

conceptualized as part of philosophizing and the production of theory” (Gauss and Totzke 91). 

These thinkers are taking part in a contemporary movement which pushes up against an implicit 

claim within Western Philosophy, perhaps since Aristotle, which deems rhetorical techniques or 

the consideration of modes of address as ancillary to rational or scientific discourses (Aristotle, 

Rhetoric Book III). 

 

But along with these changes in philosophical practice, there must also exist a new linguistic 

framework which supports these shifts. Arno Böhler in Staging Philosophy: Toward a 

Performance of Immanent Expression expresses this quite succinctly, saying that:  
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Most philosophers still think that the meaning of an idea exists independently of the 

spatial context of its expression. These kinds of philosophers do not stage ideas, since 

they still believe that the ‘empirical conditions’ under which they utter their ideas are 

entirely external to the meaning of the utterance. Thus they do not perform philosophy 

from the perspective of the arts. (Bohler 191) 

 

The recognition of the importance of site necessitates a different understanding of language – the 

notion that a given idea which is linguistically represented can come to mean something different 

depending on the context in which it is uttered and received. And while I do not necessarily 

agree with Bohler’s particular formation of this linguistic shift,112 I do think it represents a 

growing appreciation for contextuality. This heightening of contextuality extends not only to the 

act of disseminating an idea, but to the generation of an idea as well – not only to the journal 

which contains a philosophical essay, but to the writer’s room in which the idea germinates. 

 

The process by which language communicates meaning is imbricated with contextuality. We can 

see this by noticing that a sentence does something different when it moves from being written to 

being spoken; however, this difference changes the emotional, connotative and performative 

elements of an utterance and leaves the denotative quality of the utterance unaffected. We see a 

more pronounced contextuality in the phenomena of deixis, where some words have referents 

that change depending on the context, hinting at the possibility that all language itself can be 

contextual, and that words themselves are empty vessels to be filled-in by the context in which 

they are uttered (Rasula 66-67). This expanded question of contextuality is seen in thinkers such 

as Austin, Derrida, Butler and Sedgwick, who analyze the very term “context” itself to see how 

far one linguistic context extends, to see how much can be enclosed, included or occluded within 

a given context. A Derridean contextuality, contests Butler, consists of a limitless iterability 

which doesn’t speak to the socio-historical iterability of particular utterances, and doesn’t help 

make sense of differentiated degrees of contextuality, or how some words travel differently than 

                                                
112  The disagreement stems from the fact that Bohler’s account assumes a hierarchical framework of 
creation where the lone philosopher creatively fashions an idea into an amorphous shape that requires 
one to pick from a “shelf” of empirical conditions (or contexts) with which to stage that idea, such that it 
coheres into a solid shape. 
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others.113 While Butler is invested in the question of why particular utterances break from a past 

context more easily than others, and while Sedgwick is invested in the question of who 

periperformativly lies around a given utterance, my investigation concerns the particular 

embodied, material and spatial elements that lie within and around utterances and their 

formation. Which contexts support philosophical discourse, and how can these contexts be 

extended in such a way that philosophical discourse is itself extended?114  

 

II. Contemporary Philosophical Alternatives and Expansions 

 

Rather than merely call attention to the given cultural formats of contemporary, academic, 

philosophical utterance and practice – readings, classrooms, lectures, conferences, talks – a 

second step is to question the validity of these formats, and to argue that alternative 

performances are another valid way of doing philosophy. One more radical method of this work 

involves eroding the boundary between philosophy and its outside. These movements call for 

philosophical expansion into the performative, repositioning performance “as” philosophy in 

such a way where performance becomes philosophy and philosophy becomes performance. 

Laura Cull, Isabelle Stengers, Erin Manning and Brian Massumi are a few contemporary 

theorists immersed in these boundary zones between philosophy and performance who view this 

“as” approach as perhaps too radically destabilizing, unjustifiably ungrounding the strengths of 

the techniques of either side. These thinkers value a heterogeneous ecology of practices, where a 

given practice is not flattened or absorbed into another, but rather each practice (and perhaps 

more importantly each meeting point between practices) is considered on its own terms. Cull 

states that she is much more sympathetic to an “and” that can hold the difference between 

practices, and enrich the concepts of either terms (Cull 26). She simultaneously cautions against 

an openness which “risks expanding the meaning of terms – such as philosophy – to the point 

that they are rendered meaningless, no longer useful for thinking through the relationships 

between different practices (if everything can be called philosophy),” but also holds a counter-

                                                
113 “Derrida’s account tends to accentuate the relative autonomy of the structural operation of the sign, 
identifying the ‘force’ of the performative as a structural feature of any sign that must breed with its prior 
contexts in order to sustain its iterability as a sign. The force of the performance is thus not inherited from 
prior usage but issues forth precisely from its break with any and all prior usage” (Butler 148). 
114 For a more detailed explication of these different accounts of contextuality see Finbloom’s “Linguistic 
Contextuality: Deixis, Performance, Materiality.” 
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position, questioning “why disciplinary divisions – such as the distinction between 

‘performance’ or ‘theatre’ and ‘philosophy’ – are the privileged categories here.” (ibid) She asks 

whether we can simultaneously, “resist the homogenization of practices, to resist the reduction of 

everything to x, but with new terms, new categories?” (ibid) 

 

Manning and Massumi explore this hybridity through the concept of technique. Like Cull, they 

are sympathetic to the boundary zone between performance and philosophy, seeing it as a 

“mutual interpenetration of processes rather than a communication of products” (Massumi and 

Manning 88-9). They employ the term “technique” to capture a “thinking-in-action” that plays 

across both the performative and the philosophical, the artistic and the theoretical. Techniques 

come to be defined by the set of conditions that allow them to enfold; conditions which are 

always imminently and processually configured (89). In SenseLab, the process philosophy lab 

catalyzed by Massumi and Manning, some examples of techniques which have been utilized for 

events have included: “a ban [that] was set in place as regards presenting already-completed 

work of whatever kind” (95); a requirement that all participants read the same selection of 

philosophical texts before arriving (ibid); and a dialogical game or score called “conceptual 

speed dating” (97). While these techniques would not be called “philosophical” by Manning and 

Massumi, because they identify philosophical techniques as writing techniques (vii), nonetheless, 

these techniques “reconnect with philosophy’s outside” (ix) and create expanded techniques for 

theoretical inquiry and research. 

 

Gauss and Totzke also present a prominent voice in favor of this pedagogical expansion. They 

explicate various expanded philosophical techniques such as: Dead Philosopher’s Cafe, lecture 

performances, theatrical philosophizing, Philosophy Slams, visualizations in space and image, 

and conversational performances and installations (Gauss and Totzke 84-85). They argue that 

philosophical thinking occurs when we undergo medial translation, when we switch from one 

mediated form to the next, and thereby create multi-valenced performances that strengthen one’s 

competence in thinking (89). They claim claim that these new, hybrid, philosophical 

performances, “demonstrate and insist that philosophy must continually reinvent itself, which 

means it has to find contemporary forms” (90).  
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Philosophy For Children (P4C), which has made brief appearances throughout this dissertation, 

is another practice that is expanding the practice of philosophy. P4C creates structured 

conversations for philosophical investigations. These conversations typically open with some 

form of stimulus (a book, a media clip, etc), draw out questions that relate to this stimulus, vote 

on a central question, and then begin a highly facilitated dialogue around this core question. 

David Kennedy claims that this dialogue co-implicates five structural dimensions – gesture, 

language, mind, love and interest – which are expressions of a “communicative, interpretive 

process, converging on a common body of signs” (Kennedy 192-3). The facilitator skillfully 

navigates the emergent system of philosophical conversation by using techniques such as, 

“restating the positions of others, summarizing, calling for clarification, asking for or offering 

examples and definitions, pointing out contradictions, connecting and distinguishing ideas, 

building on another’s idea, attempting to delineate the steps of the argument so far” (Kennedy 

146). These techniques help participants better follow the inquiry, and look “for the limits, the 

boundaries, the gray or fuzzy areas of a concept” (98) which pushes the philosophical inquiry 

deeper through greater openings and extensions.115  

 

Needless to say, these philosophical enterprises which hold open the “and” between philosophy 

and an extended array of performative practices exist on the margins of philosophical practice. 

Most academic philosophers (for linguistic, institutional, professional or personal reasons) would 

not even recognize these activities as somewhat “philosophical.” However, what concerns this 

investigation are not the personal, socio-historical or economic reasons for why a given person or 

institution fails to recognize these practices as philosophical, but rather, a more complicated and 

nuanced question, namely: to what degree are these extended practices justified in being called 

“philosophical”. One may clearly object that any investigation of this sort that attempts to bypass 

socio-historical considerations will be doomed from the start for all disciplines exist within 

socio-historical conditions. “Philosophy,” like many other disciplines, has no singular center, 

because in different cultural contexts the practice of philosophy alters its shape, widening to 

include certain behaviors, or collapsing to disavow them. However, this doesn’t prevent one 

from identifying elements of philosophical practice that persist across these changes, thereby 

                                                
115 For a more in-depth explication of this practice, and the techniques utilized see Matthew Lipman’s Thinking in 
Education (especially 158-60, 151-2, 164). 
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constructing a positivistic account of a center around which the various manifestations of 

philosophical activity can reside. In doing so, we can begin to see where this center of 

philosophical practice loosens its grips, and where a collapse of this center bleeds into a wider 

practice of transformative inquiry (or merely a widened practice of philosophy, depending on 

one’s terminology). In such an account, the question “is this philosophy?” becomes less 

important than that of “what happens when a core element of philosophical practice is altered?” 

 

III. My Practice as Para/Pata Philosophy 

 

I am not insisting that one should regard my creative practice as a philosophical practice; I am 

content with it being situated between philosophy and performance. When navigating this 

nebulous “in-between” in my practice one of the foremost considerations is oral conversation’s 

relation to philosophical practice. Given that contemporary academic philosophy is 

predominantly textual, one must make a large methodological and discursive leap when 

considering philosophical practice as oral and dialogical. Therefore, to do justice to the question 

of whether my practice is or is not philosophical would necessitate an in-depth engagement with 

the question of textuality and its connections to philosophical practice. This is an enormous task, 

and therefore one that I cannot conduct here; however, I would like to note that there are others 

performing this task, most notably Dmitri Nikulin in his book Dialectic and Dialogue, but also 

the writers and practitioners of Philosophy for Children, such as Matthew Lippman and David 

Kennedy.  

 

In situating my work as in-between philosophy and performance I would like to designate my 

practice as para-philosophical. The center of contemporary, academic, philosophical practice is 

textual, producing concepts whose traces reside on pages as static signifiers. This practice aims 

towards truth acquisition by rationally engaging in ontological and epistemological discourses. It 

is practiced by experts, trained in the nuanced language and problems that frame this practice’s 

history. My practice is “para” in that it resides on the outskirts of this center, resisting but not 

rejecting many of these central philosophical elements. But it is also a pata practice. What 

metaphysics is to physics, pataphysics is to metaphysics. Pataphysics challenges methodological 

assumptions of metaphysics, one of these being the very linguistic structure upon which sense is 
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made. In this regard my practice is pata-philosophical, as I lucidly extend philosophy’s own 

reflexivity to include the context around its utterances and the very embodied, linguistic and 

paralinguistic rules that are used to generate philosophical utterances.116  

 

Skill Displaced: Structures as Experts 

 

As we saw in the first chapter, Socratic dialogue contains a core set of techniques, but also 

requires a skilled practitioner to implement them. Philosophers aren’t merely those who seek 

wisdom, but those who have enough training in this practice to be able to seek it well. In much 

contemporary practice this skill is textually mediated. In a philosophical dialogue this skill is 

partially dispersed amongst its participants. This is much less the case for Socrates, who 

masterfully manipulated conversation in directions he saw fit. When we examine contemporary 

philosophical dialogical practices, for instance “Philosophy For Children” (P4C), we see a very 

different picture of the facilitator – one who, while still being expert, does not have pre-planned 

moves they execute, nor conceptual frameworks they are hoping to disseminate. However, P4C 

facilitation still contains hierarchy, as the facilitator is granted a greater degree of conversational 

power used to deepen the inquiry at hand. 

 

But (as discussed in the introduction) a masterfully skilled philosophical facilitator is only one 

method of pushing a discourse into a deepened and extended process of inquiry. If P4C practices 

begin to chip away at conversational hierarchy, in my work I create a further de-stabilizing of the 

skilled expert. David Kennedy and other practitioners of P4C argue that, “the moves of the 

language game of philosophy – moves like offering and evaluating categorical statements, 

exemplifying, and reasoning syllogistically, analogically, and conditionally – are implicit in the 

semantic and syntactical structures of language, and therefore always implicit among those who 

use language” (Kennedy 56). Rather than assuming that rank in culture and social positioning 

give one the capacity for philosophical thinking, this position implies that everyone has a certain 

                                                
116 I can think of no better quote regarding pataphysics to emphasize this ludic reflexivity than Christian 
Bok paraphrasing Baudrillard. He states: “Metaphysics is a supreme ruse because it makes us believe in 
the true; 'pataphysics is a superior ruse because it lets us pretend to be untrue. Truth implodes upon itself 
and reveals an aporia at it centre--the "[d]ead point [...] where every system crosses this subtle limit of [...] 
contradiction [...] and enters live into non-contradiction” -- the ecstasy of thought: "[h]ere begins a 
[‘]pataphysics of systems (1990:14).” (Bok 13) 
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“philosopher potential” if only language can be activated in the right way. The foundational 

claim of my practice is that this burden on the individual can be offset by structure, game 

mechanics and choreographies. My practice is radically de-humanizing and de-individualising in 

this regard, for it attempts to place the weight of success upon a system that successfully 

activates implicit, syntactic structures. The individual is never eradicated, but their privileged 

position as knowledge bringer (or knowledge facilitator) is displaced or deemphasized. As such, 

this lessens the possibility that a transformative inquiry will achieve a philosophical inquiry and 

this lessening of philosophical depth is sacrificed in order to create an inquiry whose process 

involves a dynamic interaction between persons, system, game and circumstance.  

 

While a general disavowal of philosophical skill is part of my work, it is also crucial to note 

which specific skills are being deemphasized. I choose to discard reliance on one’s pre-

established knowledge of philosophical systems, concepts and problems which allows the 

conversation to achieve more radical unknowing and immance. I also deemphasize expertise in 

rational discourse which allows the conversation to investigate more affective and relational 

modes of thought by not becoming overly attentive to logical reasoning which can cause one to 

ignore affective content. Finally, there is in my work a disavowal of one’s skills as a facilitator 

which prevents any single person from directing a conversation knowingly and preemptively, 

thus exaggerating the collective level of unknowing and uncertainty. This creates a more shared 

(or fluid) distribution of power such that a conversation topic and ways of talking are determined 

more by a collective emergent system or the pre-set sequence of techniques meant also to 

distribute roles and power.  

 

Belief Ecologies: Eidos, Affect, and Relationality 

 

Philosophical practice relies upon conceptual transformations. Even in ancient Greece, where 

philosophy was used therapeutically, it was through a rational means of argumentation (of 

displacing some ideas and strengthening others) that psyches were healed. Utilizing the term 

“transformative inquiry” opens up inquiry to other non-conceptual explorations, most notably 

affective or emotional explorations or explorations of one’s psyche, and the behavioral patterns 

which condition it. As I argued in Chapter 4, my practice also opens transformative inquiry itself 
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into an expanded reflexivity, whereby each conversation piece becomes an investigation of the 

very means by which we come to have a conversation of transformative inquiry – an 

examination of how techniques transform and inquire. While one may argue that these inquiries 

are no longer philosophical as they heighten the focus on non-conceptual content – affect, 

relationality, technique; however, I would argue that my works also trouble the very center by 

which philosophical belief is constituted. 

 

Systems of thought which radically separate belief from affect are classical relics in our 

contemporary theoretical landscape. For instance, John Dewey established that knowledge was 

predicated on emotion,117 and Heideggerian ontology implicates mood alongside every 

existential state of being in the world.118 Affective and conceptual inquiries are co-implicated; 

but this does not mean that one must necessarily investigate emotion. This co-imbrication of 

emotion and belief typically merely requires one to find a suitable emotional state for conceptual 

investigations, which usually involves calmness, stability and a lessening of the impact of 

emotions which may overwhelm rational discourse. Most rationalistic discursive systems 

recognize the role of emotion and attempt to control or isolate it by various means. Moving in 

opposition to this, my work destabilizes the very notion of a belief through an ungrounding of 

belief. Beliefs become inchoate and malleability as they shift from person to person, and change 

the degree to which they are believed (for the force of a belief is tied to the force of a feeling). 

While reading a book a similar destabilization of belief may also occur; however, in my practice 

this malleability of belief is mitigated by the immediate relational context that exists alongside a 

belief’s generation and reception. Because beliefs in conversation are generated one sentence at 

at time, to react to any given belief will necessarily ripple this reaction outwards to all the further 

beliefs of the conversation. Because conversations contain interruptibility, this reaction can 

happen at all moments, and thereby constitutes the very nature of conversational philosophy. 

 

                                                
117 “In a noteworthy recollection, a student of Dewey’s reports an exchange in a large evening class at 
Teachers College (Columbia University) in the mid-1930s. Responding to this student’s questioning about 
the role of emotion in thinking, Dewey- after a silence lasting “for the better part of two minutes”- tells his 
student, “Knowledge is a small cup of water floating on a sea of emotion.” (Fishman, 21) 
118 “Every mood is unified with cognition or understanding, and every understanding with its mood.” 
(Crosswhite, 33)  
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We already have seen the seeds of this belief fluidity in Socratic dialogues, as Socrates and his 

interlocutors constantly shifted the degree to which a belief was one’s own. Implicit within the 

transformative foundations of philosophical practice is the notion that transformation transforms 

one’s own beliefs; however, the nice boundary that separates one’s belief from another’s is not 

so easy to discern. At one moment I say something that seems to be true, but at another moment 

I’m not sure to what degree I deem it such. My goal is not to use this dynamic interchange of 

beliefs to eventually come upon eternal immutable truths; my goal is merely to follow this 

dynamic interchange in order to push thinking further. Beliefs in my works can never concretize 

into a fixed signifer; neither can they concatenate into a chain of undisputed arguments, 

connected together to form a systemic whole. Conversational interruptibility forecloses these 

possibilities. As soon as a belief is uttered it has the potential to be questioned, disagreed with, 

clarified or revised. Immediately after a belief is generated and received by one’s interlocutors it 

is subjected to countless relational factors which determine degrees of acceptance or rejection of 

this given belief, and which determine if and how this belief will be integrated into the rest of the 

conversation.  

 

This emergent and fluid system of belief propagation alters the predominant philosophical 

mechanism by which a belief is held or resisted – the truth value of a belief is no longer 

ascertainable through a rational, linguistic analysis upon that individual claim but is now 

contained within a wider set of relations. Kennedy argues how Peirce’s semiotics show that 

within conversation there exists an interrelationality between signs such that any given sign is 

“determined by both its antecedents and consequents” (Kennedy 106). This temporal extension is 

further extended to include the spatial and relational context of a given conversation; meaning is 

now tied to the “ontic structure of the community itself” (212). This community is defined not 

only by the affective-conceptual aggregates of interlocutors in conversation, but also by the 

unique site with its set of persons, bodies and spatio-temporal relations. Belief hinges on context 

not just in that our context conditions what we believe, but in that our context conditions the very 

meaning of a given belief, and that context determines how much (and to what degree) a belief is 

our own. 
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This play of context relates intimately to the contextual and deictic linguistic considerations 

discussed above, yet takes on another level of play in my work. These spatio-temporal contexts 

are not only determined by cultural milieus, institutions or conversational practices; they are 

determined by artists and interlocutors. Playing with context, technique and the way in which 

these are structured is a play that plays with our relationality, the way in which we are together, 

and therefore is a way of playing with belief. As we play with who speaks, when and how, so too 

do we play with what beliefs are generated and how much they are believed and by whom. 

 

Unpredictable Immanence 

 

In line with Manning and Massumi, my work partially enacts immanent critique, defined as that 

which “engages with new processes more than new products, from a constructivist angle [...] 

seek[ing] to energize new modes of activity, already in germ, that seem to offer a potential to 

escape or overspill ready-made channelings into the dominant value system” (Massumi and 

Manning 87). My work seeks to de-emphasize philosophical knowledge as something that is 

attained, prescribed and semiotically transferred. In doing this, I hope to energize new modes of 

activity (linguistic or paralinguistic techniques) implicitly contained within philosophical 

practice, or alternate modes of activity with degrees of likeness or adhesive capacities such that 

they can be grafted onto a philosophical practice. While it is true that my work does contain 

products – structures, games, performances and the inscriptive traces of these (scores, 

instructions, documentation) – these traces function as a mere waystation for the next iteration, 

the next processes of enactment and discovery. The specific type of textuality that I utilize, the 

score or instruction manual for practices and performances, does have a marginal, yet important, 

status within the history of philosophy. Not only does it include the Platonic corpus (as argued 

by Hadot and discussed in Chapter 1), but also includes Descartes’s and Marcus Aurelius's 

Meditations and potentially Nietzsche’s aphorisms as well.  

 

Part of this orientation towards process comes from a displacement away from textuality towards 

conversationality. However, it must be noted that many conversational formats uphold 

transcendent modes of knowledge production (most academic conferences) and that some textual 

formats can offset this mode of knowledge production as well (Derridean deconstruction, some 
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works of electronic literature, etc). In my work, dialogue is enacted in such a way that its only 

real product is its process. In other words, “its product is a dynamic semiotic structure in which 

an ever changing network of concepts, feelings, and judgments emerge chaotically” (Kennedy 

47). Because this dialogic process contains no permanent trace of its content and because it 

doesn’t end in any conclusive “take away”, winner or conclusive statement, it is nearly 

impossible to know how or if truth has been achieved, to judge or evaluate whether or not an 

inquiry has succeeded, and leaves us empty-handed without tangible traces of the inquiry that 

can be shared with others. This conversational system enacts a truth hidden behind the nature of 

all communicative exchange – namely that ideas can never be transferred from one setting to the 

next. Dewey explains: 

 

"No thought, no idea, can possibly be conveyed as an idea from one person to another. 

When it is told, it is, to the one to whom it is told, another given fact, not an idea. The 

communication may stimulate the other person to realize the question for himself and to 

think out a like idea, or it may smother his intellectual interest and suppress his dawning 

effort at thought. But what he directly gets cannot be an idea. Only by wrestling with the 

conditions of the problem at first hand, seeking and finding his own way out, does he 

think.” (Democracy and Education 166) 

 

The best of textual philosophy constructs vibrant stimulations that help establish conditions for a 

reader to wrestle with the problems of which an author writes. In other words it is processual, 

enacting its discourse via sparking a creative process in another, which then sparks a creative 

process in another, in an unending process. Facts are merely a means to a process of discovery, 

and in that regard only one possible means towards that discovery. All texts involve a degree of 

unpredictability, as one doesn’t know if and how they will spark this wrestling. They also 

involve immanence, as every time the “facts” are encountered, they are measured up to their very 

immediate ability to spark one’s “wrestling”.  

 

So while philosophy is always already unpredictable and immanent in these regards, my work 

expands these terms. In my work the unpredictability is not merely pedagogical, i.e. regarding 

the degree to which a work will or will not assist a reader’s “wrestling”; the unpredictability is 
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brought to bear upon the very content that will be discussed. In my work the conversational 

content is immanent to a conversation in that it is not predetermined, and neither is it determined 

by what is immediately in front of those who are discussing. One cultural referent for this 

process-oriented methodology is psychoanalysis – a practice where neither participants nor 

facilitator ever know where or how a session will begin. Unlike many other conversational 

practices or discursive paradigms, psychoanalysis contains no formulaic beginnings meant to 

activate a particular concept, subject matter or way of knowing. Moreover, psychoanalysis is 

located within the “here-and-now”. This information of the here-and-now, the immediate 

affective, relational and conceptual data in the room, is always where the inquiries of my practice 

begin, always holding currency while inquiries are occurring.  

 

While all conversations have this quality of live moment-by-moment temporality, not all 

conversations call attention to what is happening in the present. In a recent study by Daniel Stern 

and others, they claim that relational in-the-moment occurrences deeply affect psychotherapeutic 

process. They elucidate a certain kind of relationality called “Now-Moments” (a term borrowed 

from Walter Freedman) which are “lit up” with affect as “shared implicit relationship” are made 

explicit (Stern et al. 910). These now-moments are announcements of “potential emergent 

propert[ies] of a complex dynamic system” (911). The explicit calling attention to relationality 

opens up emergent properties in the system of the conversationalists, but also of larger systemic, 

relational, political and social systems. The moment is always pregnant with this data, as each of 

my conversation pieces creates a unique ecology of structured structurelessness, an open 

structure by which this data of a moment can be explored.  

 

In my work, philosophical skill and conceptual focus are disavowed along with any 

predetermined system whereby content can be directed or prescribed. Discussing philosophical 

content is still possible, but this content must be at least partially determined by what is 

immediately present. Like a Socratic dialogue, philosophical conversation can emerge from 

within any given context, as all contexts contain imbedded claims that can be philosophically 

challenged. Philosophical conversations can momentarily derail because of the immediate 

relations (interlocutors silently fuming or growing discontent with the rules of discourse) and 

these derailments can frequently enhance the conversation itself. Both facets enable a 
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personalized discourse, a personalization required for transformation. A conversation that begins 

with a prefabricated entry will always fail to intimately relate to the particular beliefs, 

motivations and dispositions of a given interlocutor. A conversation that barrels on with rational 

discourse, ignoring relational and affective content, will always fail to relate to the interlocutor’s 

attitudes, intentions and feelings that can eventually (through further discussion and disputation) 

allow an interlocutor to accept claims and thereby be transformed. By sacrificing predetermined 

content-based entry points and a discursivity able to proceed rationally outside of contextual 

demands, my work is able to bring interlocutors into a shared community of personal investment 

that greatly increases the potential for a conversation to transform. What Socrates teaches us 

(through his persuasive failures) is that logic and rationality are not the only ingredients 

necessary for transformation. To conduct philosophy effectively, one must connect with who is 

there. This necessitates a constant negotiation with the person’s immediate affects and concepts 

that relate to what is being said. In other words, my pata-philosophical practice involves building 

arguments immersively within the unpredictable situation of the other. 

 

Philosophical texts can perform personal transformations because they respond to philosophical 

problems contained within a common socio-cultural sphere. A reader can recognize themself and 

their problems in the text. However, one never knows if a text will transform a reader. A text’s 

transformative techniques are pre-set, and so if a reader is not responding to a text’s 

transformative designs, a reader may stop reading and disengage. There is a nothing a text can do 

to adapt itself to a reader’s disengagement or rejections which can prevent them from 

transformation.119 Conversational transformations operate in conjunction with a specific 

interlocutor in the moment of transformation. Transformative techniques can be redistributed and 

realigned to match the needs of the person conversing, and conversations can change their 

parameters to more effectively catalyze a transformation if things aren’t going well (as Socrates 

had to do when his interlocutors were not satisfied with his method of elenctics).  

 

                                                
119 It is of course conceivable that an author revises their book according to the feedback of their peers.  
The proliferation of multiple editions of a given book is evidence of conversation existing amongst literary 
communities.  However, I would argue that this is a point in my favor. Only by engaging in a para-textual 
encounter (i.e. a reader writing back to an author, or discussing with an author) does this text respond to 
the reader. 
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My creative practice plays with this radically unpredictable immanence, bringing back in a 

degree of textual predetermination. The scores of my work, the instructions and games learnt, do 

not erase this unpredictability, but rather play within it. Each piece re-negotiates the balance 

between transcendence (techniques placed in a pre-set order) and immance (techniques 

determined by the immediate “now” of the conversation). What my pata-practice performs is a 

reflexive play that plays with the mechanisms of transformation; artists and interlocutors 

negotiate the line that demarcates presence and trace, unknowable immediacy and habitual 

techniques. This play occurs while concepts and affects are generated, uttered and received 

thereby personalizing this transformative play to a constantly changing subject, whose beliefs 

and feelings change alongside the changing context of communal relationality. 

 

From Repetition to Rehearsal 

 

From Plato, Nietzsche and Deleuze, the concept of repetition has been a central philosophical 

concern. Much philosophical activity aims to produce (or manipulate) immutable concepts, 

whose atemporal status delimit their potential to repeat. The signifiers contained within a book 

cannot repeat because their identity remains the same (and a necessary ingredient for repetition is 

the potential for difference). Conversations, on the other hand, have the opposite problem. When 

we have one conversation, and then another, there is no formal similitude that connects the two 

conversations. Each conversation is a separate entity, and so we do not repeat conversations, but 

rather have different conversations. When philosophy is considered as an action, a practice or a 

performance, it then gains the potential for repetition. A conversation practice can repeat and so 

too can a conversation piece.  

 

What then occurs through this repetition? There are two formal elements. One is the notational 

device that depicts the context-independent elements of a piece or practice (for the sake of 

simplicity, the score). The score is the means by which a piece can be repeated, it tells one the 

structural center of a piece such that this center can either be strictly adhered to or resisted. It is 

possible for any given director or facilitator to disavow this center, but at some point, this 

process of disavowing will result in a different piece. There is a hazy and fluid threshold that if 

one crosses, i.e. if one performs a piece without a certain amount of context-independent 
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elements, then audiences will no longer agree that this work is the same, and it will no longer be 

a viable repetition. The score is what allows for enough similitude in a given piece or practice 

such that it has enough of itself to repeat. 

 

The second formal element is that which facilitates difference. This is seen best in the process of 

revision that a given piece or practice undergoes across decades or millenia of iteration. A cycle 

of repetition allows for participants to experiment with new sequences, sites, techniques and 

choreographies. It allows for a piece to be displaced and replaced, dislodged and rebound, 

dematerialized and reset. An iterable piece itself is never truly finished, because there is an 

infinite amount of contextual potentialities, or of context-dependent aspects that one can adhere 

to a piece’s center, and so any given piece can be infinitely re-deployed utilizing a different set 

and sequence of these aspects. In the testing of new possibilities, a piece’s boundaries ebb and 

flow as one work changes slightly into something it wasn’t before. This allows for a piece or a 

practice to mould and shape to variegated cultures, societal functions and intentions. This is what 

allows the practice of Socratic dialogue to be used in both ancient Athens and in the 

contemporary P4C classroom, and it is what enables this practice to shift so dramatically, yet 

remain fundamentally the same.  

 

But repetition also functions within a singular performance of a piece in the process of rehearsal, 

which assists in achieving a more successful performance. A rehearsal helps participants to learn 

a piece. By repeating the same techniques in the same sequence, with the same bodily 

movements in the same place, with same people in the same durational container, participants 

can more easily and fluidly enact the given structure of a piece, learn better who the other 

persons are that are in conversation with each other and gain familiarity with techniques. This 

not only allows a piece to be performed before an audience, but increases the successful 

performance of the piece whether or not it is witnessed. Learning a language is a good analogy. 

One may rehearse language skills through conversation so that one can eventually give a 

presentation or talk, but this conversational practice also deepens and expands the conversations 

themselves. The more one speaks, the better one speaks. The more one speaks with another, the 

more one gains ease and comfort and is able to speak with greater fluidity and expressiveness. 

Since each piece is a language unto itself with new grammars of technique, syntax of movements 
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and relation being learned, each practiced iteration of the piece allows this language to increase 

its performative capacities. 

 

The process of rehearsal in my pieces helps all other aforementioned qualities activate more 

effectively. It helps participants push an immersive non-predetermined conceptual, affective or 

relational conversation towards greater depth and transformation. Of course the techniques 

themselves help with this process of transformation, but techniques are always contained within 

the spatio-temporal context in which they occur. This context and its connection to the 

techniques is what is worked on in the rehearsal. The rehearsal allows for a greater cohesion 

between these two aspects (context and technique), which in turn allows for a transformative 

inquiry to achieve a dynamic “communion” between players, techniques and context that more 

greatly enhances transformative functions.  

 

Mixing Terms: Techne, Poesis, Sophos, Theoria 

 

The division between theoria and poiesis, although an old division with Western philosophy, has 

been called into question perhaps most notably by Nietzsche and Heidegger, who have dispelled 

the notion that theoria is a practice of pure distanced speculation. All philosophers are poets; all 

theorists creatively fashion their beliefs; sophos is poesis. However, this move can also be 

somewhat problematic, because it eradicates the nuanced dispositions of these actions. In other 

words, by reducing the five virtues of thinking (dianoia) – techne, episteme, phronesis, nous, 

sophos – (Aristotle Nicomachean Ethics 1139b15) to acts of poiesis, the distinctions between 

these terms are de-emphasized.  

 

So what is the classical relation between these terms and their relation to poiesis? For Aristotle, 

all acts of making (poesis) involve a specific kind of knowing (techne). A pot is created via the 

techniques responsible for such making; health is made via techniques of healing. While poesis, 

scientific knowledge and philosophy are united in that they all “show forth” being (Gracia and 

White 20), scientific knowledge is based on demonstration, which is ultimately based on 

principles (nous), and philosophy concerns the “supreme form of knowing” which unifies and 

relates all forms of knowing to one another (24). Here we find a center by which philosophy has 
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operated for thousands of years. Sophos is purportedly distinct from techne in both its method, 

its ability to make rational demonstrations, and its content, the forms and methods by which 

other disciplines operate. However, I do not see how these requirements for sophos necessarily 

distance it from techne. This distancing only comes with a third characteristic of sophos – the 

requirement that philosophical activity must not contain a telos, i.e., its aim must be its own 

activity. However, this requirement that philosophic activity be atelic is Aristotelian and is not 

found in Socrates. Philosophy had a very clear practical function for Socrates – transformation. 

And to achieve this transformation a poesis and corresponding techne were used (Socrates 

constantly compared his craft to that of the physician as discussed in Chapter 1). In this regard, 

my practice undergoes a return to considering philosophy as a poesis imbricated with the techne 

of transformation. 

 

But Socratic practice hints at an even more radical offsetting of these tradition categories. For 

although Socrates (or Plato) wants techne to be immutable (i.e. for the knowledge of how to 

make a pot, or how to cure a sickness to be unchanging), this is only partially true. While 

techniques are discovered, practices are invented. In other words, techniques may obey certain 

linguistic and paralinguistic laws that exist outside of any specific context which allows for them 

to be discovered (not fashioned ex nihilo); however, the way in which techniques are used is 

designed and constructed. Socrates not only created spiritual health via elenctic techniques; he 

created the form by which these techniques were deployed. Socrates is an artist not primarily for 

his sophistry (he even himself declared that he abandoned this practice to be a midwife of others 

ideas); nor is he even an artist for his midwifery (only in a very few of the dialogues is Socrates 

depicted as helping give birth to “live” ideas, and not stillbirths); nor is he primarily an artist in 

his ability to remove diseases (rare are the interlocutors whose views were really changed at the 

end of a dialogue); he was an artist in his ability to fashion a cohesive practice out of techniques.  

 

What the Socratic dialogues show us is that while the techniques themselves contain a certain 

non-specific knowledge (techne) that connects to transformative functions, the way in which 

techniques cohere and are facilitated is designed, and can always be improved. If Socrates 

instituted techniques A, B, C in order to eradicate irrational belief X, then the para-philosophical 

activity I am undergoing is one that plays with the ordering of these techniques (also adding 
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some, and taking other away) not to eradicate X, but to see what kind of relational structure will 

result that is capable of propagating belief X with varying degrees of rationality. The knowledge 

that is acquired in this practice is indeed a techne resulting from a poesis of technique 

construction and facilitation. This poiesis is a discursive poiesis that creates potentialities for 

interlocutors to come to, via discussion, other forms of knowledge – episteme (demonstrable 

truths) or sophos (ontological, epistemological, ethical truths).  

 

But these arguments above, which come from specific dillineations between techne and sophos, 

can be further complicated by looking at Gadamer’s interpretation of the distinction between 

techne and poiesis in Plato and Heidegger. Here, Gadamer locates a common nexus of logos as 

answerability between the two terms. According to Gadamer, techne and the theoria of 

philosophical activity share a common logos – “being answerable” or “giving an account by 

stating a reason or cause” (Dialectical Ethics 27). Techne provides an “anticipatory disposition” 

over a given thing and therefore has the character of necessity and universalizability (ibid). 

Philosophy provides answerability towards a given problem, but does so through explicit 

statements that provide reasons which are then tested against the agreement or disagreement of 

another. Both techne and sophos produce reasons; but philosophy does this through a denotative 

linguistic act. This specific act of presencing, the very manner in which philosophy conducts its 

activity of disclosing universalized truths, is only one manner of truth disclosure (and as 

Heidegger later came to believe, this was perhaps not even the best manner of disclosing truth).  

 

My para-practice does not radically depart from logos in this regard (i.e. of using language to 

produce reasons that can be tested via agreement or disagreement) but aggregates other modes of 

production on top of it. Conversations in my practice explicitly discuss causes, reasons and 

conceptual connections between entities. While this is happening, the conversation continually 

touches upon what is imminently occurring – there is an emergent system of beliefs, affects and 

relations co-determining what is talked about and how it is discussed. But this is just an initial 

operative dimension of my practice, shared by philosophical dialogical practices like P4C. In my 

work the techniques of discourse are made explicit and played with by both artist and participant. 

Typically this creates a feedback loop of reflexive discursivity – the play of how we speak 

(poiesis), and the techniques responsible for this play (techne) condition the reasons or causes 
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that are discussed (sophos). As one continues to play one’s technical knowledge increases – one 

begins to understand better how a given technique can be used and how it performs (for instance, 

what does a question do, or an eye closure, or an embellished gesture). The performativity of 

these techniques is nuanced, for much of their transformative function depends on the context of 

a particular conversation. But through each piece’s iteration, participants gain more knowledge 

of this specific context – they understand better who they are with and they can more easily 

decipher the affective and relational cues of those around them. Participants gain techne of how 

linguistic and paralinguistic behaviors can be used to think philosophically. These philosophical 

discussions can never quite get underway, and they are prevented from doing so by the 

constantly changing affective states, the limited duration of a given piece, and by the fact that we 

are always tempted to dive back into the feedback loop of reflexivity. However, this lack of 

philosophical “depth” does not concern me. There are plenty of other cultural formats for 

conversations about metaphysics and epistemology. My work opens the work of philosophy into 

a widening expansion of its material, spatial and performative surroundings – surroundings that 

can never fully be ignored, and surroundings which are ripe with affordances (material, 

behavioral, technical) that condition a given inquiry. These are typically set in place by culture, 

or in some instances designed (poiesis) by a person or practice. In my work they are designed by 

both artist and interlocutor, working within a structured improvisation that involves examining 

and creating discursive modalities alongside the central discourse.  

 

I will end with a note concerning rhetoric. Much ink has been spilled as to how, and to what 

extent rhetoric can be distinguished from dialectics. Much of this concerns the difference 

between persuasion based on reason, vs. persuasion based on other non-rational means. 

Classically, it would seem that rhetoric is a perfect discipline to situate this entire project, for it is 

concerned with contextual and paralinguistic devices around and within the speech act (mood, 

intonation, etc). It may be useful to point out that rhetoric is also an art that implicates logos, 

which also must account for separation and division in order to know exactly what are the parts 

of speech and parts of the soul (Gadamer, Dialectical Ethics 88-89) and which thereby 

implicates technical knowledge as well concerning “techniques of speech” (89). However, I must 

admit that I have always viewed rhetoric as an art very much at a distance from my own practice. 

Rhetoric is the art of persuasion, which in its classical formation involves persons who utilize 
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rhetorical devices to convince audiences, or in its more contemporary usage studies how non-

human entities can hold persuasive dispositions. In either case, I do not see rhetoric or persuasion 

itself as a ground by which inquiry begins or takes hold. It is true that discursive, material and 

performative forces (either rational or irrational) will always persuade no matter what the 

discourse, and no matter how “pure” the conversational inquiry; however, if rhetorical devices 

are consciously utilized, i.e. if one consciously administers a particular intonation or mood to 

induce persuasion in one’s interlocutor, then this radically precludes the potential for conjoined 

discovery in a conversational inquiry. It is almost as if doing such a thing is to misunderstand the 

game of inquiry, and to think of inquiry as a game to be won. As discussed in the introduction, a 

closed inquiry is an ended inquiry, which is a non-thinking inquiry. The goal of an inquiry is to 

always keep opening and to question further, exploring and discovering reasons, causes and 

connections. Rhetorical units of persuasion will always be present, and they too are elements of 

the exploration, more fodder for a para-philosophical inquiry turned relational. When you speak 

in this way, what does it do to our beliefs? When you change the way you speak, how are we 

also changed? 
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APPENDICES: SELECTED SCORES 

I. Cage, John. Solo for Voice 6 
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II. Finbloom, Aaron. Deictic Dialectics (2016)  

 

 

Deictic Dialectics: 
A Practice in Constructed Philosophical Conversation 
 
Players: 6-10 
Time: ~60 minutes 
 
General Aim: Everyone is working together in service of the conversation — a conversation that 
keeps changing, that is never settled, that is always fluid and becoming. The conversation is 
somewhat akin to a delicate animal that needs nurturing and food and attention and love. All 
decisions made in the entire performance are done with a deep sense of care for the development 
of this conversation creature — only together can we infuse our dialogue with importance, 
urgency, curiosity, complexity, play.  
 
General Note on Rules: The conversation rules for each game are meant as a center that can be 
adhered to, but need not be adhered to rigidly. You are encouraged to find an aesthetic and 
dynamic interplay between rule following and rule breaking.  
 
Materials: Small booklets of paper and markers (1 for each player), chairs (1 for each player), 
table, podium (or music stand) portable keyboard connected to a computer connected to a 
projector, xeroxed copies of one paragraph of a philosophical text (1 for each player), 
timer/stopwatch, Objects for Game 1 — stuffed animal, fabric, skull, old book, jacket (these can 
be substituted for other objects if needed) 
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GAME 1 Instructions Notes 

 
(0) Each player is sitting back to back in the center of a room, in silence, 
reading from a xeroxed page of philosophical text, reading and thinking 
until someone says a word from the text. This word is then repeated by 
everyone 3 times.  
 
 
CAMP- Backs to each other, rapid generation of thought, disregarding 
rules of politeness and interrupting each other whenever one feels like 
speaking.  
 
 
WALKING - All walk around the room, muttering to oneself trying to 
make sense of things that were said, REALLY thinking, but doing it sotto 
voce. 
 
 
OBJECTS - One at a time people take an object from a table and sit down 
in the center of the room and adopt the object’s corresponding role and 
conversational directives. The first role chosen must be the lecturer. The 
last role chosen must be the archivist. In every round  
 
LECTURER Soft/thin fabric- gives monologues (until with others, then 
they become a conversationalist)  
LIBRARIAN Stuffed animal- connects thoughts to examples, persons, 
other ideas/concepts 
ENCYCLOPEDIAST Book- asking/supplying definitions of terms and 
giving clarifications  
ARCHIVIST Keyboard writing down important thoughts, such that they 
are not lost 
QUESTIONER Skull- can only ask questions 
PHILOSOPHER Jacket- attempting to disclose foundational 
questions/issues, ontological, epistemological, aesthetic, trying to “meta” 
the conversation 

 
The person who said this word 
initiates the transition out of this 
round by choosing to stand up 
 
The text is meant as a prompt for 
conversation and doesn’t need to 
be adhered to rigidly.  
 
 
 
 
 
Chose a path and stick to it. The 
trajectory of walking around 
should convey that you are 
actually thinking.  
 
 
 
The movement to take an object 
should be decisive, as should be 
the walk to the table. Once the 
object is chosen, begin your 
utterance while walking to the 
center thereby interrupting the 
people talking.  
 
For the people who are still 
walking around while the 
conversation in the center is 
going on, your role is to listen to 
the conversation while 
simultaneously giving your own 
thoughts, view opinions (sotto 
voce).  
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GAME 1 SEQUENCING / TRANSITIONS / TIMINGS 

ROUND TRANSITION TO NEXT ROUND TIMING 
(approximate) 

0-SILENCE 
W/ QUOTES 
 

After word is spoken 3 times 
 

2 minutes 

1-CAMP Person who spoke initial word decides to stand 3 minutes 

2-WALKING Someone decides to be a lecturer 3 minutes 

3-OBJECTS  The archivist (w/ the keyboard) sits down 1-2 minutes prior 
to each 
interruption 

4-CAMP The archivist decides to stand up and continues writing at a 
podium. Objects are re-set on the table. 

3 minutes 

5-WALKING The archivist returns the keyboard and they take the fabric and 
become the lecturer, sitting down in the center of the room, 
reading their notes on the screen. Once they finish reading the 
text, they can improvise a monologue until the next player sits 
down with an object.  

3 minutes 

6-OBJECTS  The archivist (w/ the keyboard) sits down 1-2 minutes prior 
to each 
interruption 

7-CAMP The archivist decides to stand up and continues writing at a 
podium. Objects are re-set on the table. 

3 minutes 

8-WALKING At this point the archivist is the only one writing, and then 
reading aloud their notes. As soon as the archivist begins reading 
aloud the notes everyone begins setting up GAME 2, choosing 
their roles, getting into position, and waiting until the archivist 
stops speaking and then begins GAME 2. The archivist of GAME 
1 becomes the Question-Master of GAME 2.  
 

3 minutes 
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GAME 2 Instructions Notes 

2 chairs in the center 
Conversationalist (2ppl) - Conversing (all other instructions will be 
given imminently) 
 
Second Ring (slowly circumambulating, words burst out)  
Clarifiers (2ppl) - MAIN ROLE - repeat lines (inquisitively & 
enthusiastically) AND can say the following: 
“Can you repeat x?”  
“Can you say that again but differently?”  
“What do you mean by x?”  
“I’m not sure I understand x”  
“Can you say that again in 5 words?” 
“Wow, X sounds super interesting, can you say more about that?”  
 
Third Ring (standing on chairs) 
Question-Master (1ppl) - Three Main Roles 
-Prod center of circle conversationalists to re-tie in the conversation to 
the given Question OR Determine a new question which deepens the 
conversation. 
-Call for roles to switch (during role switch, the Question-Master stays 
the same) 
-Taking notes on key ideas spoken, important shifts in the conversation 
(using the keyboard) 
 
Director (1ppl) - Prod center of circle conversations to alter the 
modality of their speech. You can say the following: 
-More gaps in speaking/silences 
-Faster paced interruptions / Longer statements 
-Speak with: enthusiasm, curiosity, criticality, certitude, uncertainty, 
ambiguity 
-Speak louder/softer 
-Use less/more jargon 
-Sit, Stand 
-Hold hands, hold heads, hold shoulders, 
-Move closer, Move farther away 
-Close eyes, Open Eyes 

 
Conversationalists don’t need to 
stop your conversation, but do 
take heed (somewhat) to what is 
spoken to you (especially if it 
comes from the third ring) 
 
 
The movements of the clarifiers 
should be natural and yet also 
inquisitive. You are really 
thinking, and questioning, and 
wondering. Sometimes seated, 
sometimes crouched, sometimes 
pacing, sometimes 
circumambulating, usually 
staying close to the 
conversationalists.  
 
 
 
The question-master has a 
timer/clock which they are 
checking to see how long Game 
2 should last. (and how long 
each round should last).  
 
 
 
 
Be careful dramaturg -- you 
have the most potential (more 
than any point in the entire 
game) to derail the 
conversation. Make sure that all 
your decisions are in service of 
the conversation. 
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SEQUENCING / TRANSITIONS / TIMINGS 
 

ROUND TRANSITION TO NEXT ROUND TIMING 
(approxima
te) 

First Iteration Question-Master calls for roles to switch (this is done by saying the 
name of the role or the persons in the role) 

5 mins 

Transition - 30 seconds of silence  

Second 
Iteration 

ibid 5 mins 

Transition - 30 seconds of silence  

Third 
Iteration 

ibid 5 mins 

Transition - 30 seconds of silence  

Fourth 
Iteration 

During this round the Question-Master is calling out conversational 
centering-topics much more frequently/frenetically, and as this occurs 
the clarifiers and the dramaturg likewise increase the frequency of their 
instructions. This increases in craziness and frenetic-ness until the 
game begins breaking down. At a high point of intensity, the Question-
Master QUICKLY puts his keyboard on the card table and moves the 
table to the center of the room, and everyone moves their chairs into 
position for GAME 3 and gets the cards and markers. As soon as 
everyone is seated the game begins.  

5 mins 
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GAME 3 Instructions 

All seated around table. Each player has a stack of cards. The game begins as each player thinks 
back to all the topics / subject matters from the entire performance. The initial task is to generate 
one question that unifies (coheres) the entirety of the topics of thought that were discussed. 
Everyone writes this down on a card. 
 
Everyone looks around at each other to see that everyone has finished writing. Then one person 
places their card on the table face up and reads it aloud. Then things progress (clockwise) with 
each player reading their card aloud and placing it on the table until all cards are placed.  
 
Once all cards are placed, players look around at each other, readying their pen caps, ready to cast 
a vote on which topic they want to explore (i.e. which card is worthy of conversation). Then, all at 
the same time, pen caps are cast on the card of choice, each casting their vote. (if there is a tie, the 
two which tied are re-voted on).  
 
As soon as the vote is cast, the pen caps are pushed aside slightly, and a cacophonous conversation 
builds and builds and builds, slowly, until it reaches a maximum level of intensity and volume. 
This occurs in 3 stages: 
 

1) Players sit back in their chair and speak softly 
2) Players sit upright and speak regularly 
3) Players stand up and speak loudly 

 
Then the player whose card was chosen sits down, and this cues everyone to advance to the next 
round which mimics these instructions precisely except for the guiding thought behind what is 
written on the card (see below). The player who sits down, takes the keyboard writes down the 
content of the card that was chosen, and then joins the rest of the players in the next round.  
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SEQUENCING / TRANSITIONS / TIMINGS 
 

ROUND TRANSITION TO NEXT 
ROUND 

TIMING 
(approximate) 

Central Question - A central question that 
links the entirety of the conversation prior 

Sitting down after standing w/ a 
rising intensity 

2 mins 

Sub-Question - A question which deepens 
the chosen “central question” 

ibid 2 mins 

Answer - An answer to the “sub-question” ibid 2 mins 

Clarification - A clarification of that answer ibid 2 mins 

Final Word -a final word that concretizes that 
clarification  

Instead of building the rising 
intensity for this round, once the 
final word is voted on all players 
repeat that word 3 times and then 
the performance is finished. 

2 mins 
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III. Finbloom, Aaron. Guidelines for Reflective Intonations (2017) 

 

Guidelines for Reflective Intonations 

Persons: For 5 Participants (Persons 1, 2, 3, 4, 5) 

Equipment: Timer, Notecards, Pens (for all timing use a silent timer and a glass/metallic object) 

Space: Around a table, next to a small open area that allows for mild movement 

Aim: To generate an interesting, thoughtful and creative conversation, both in content and method. To 

follow questions down their thought paths. To lead with curiosity and generosity.  

 

I. Round 1 – Questions 

A. Persons 1-4 speak together by only asking questions 

B. When moved Person 5 selects one question that was asked and speaks it aloud 

 

II. Round 2 – Togetherness  

A. Persons 3, 4, 5 are silently observing (paper/pen optional) 

B. Persons 1 & 2 speak simultaneously (answering the question Person 5 asked) 

C. When moved, Person 3 asks a question  

D. Persons 1, 2, 3 speak simultaneously  

E. When moved, Person 4 asks a question 

F. Persons 1, 2, 3, 4 speak simultaneously 

G. When moved, Person 5 asks a question 

 

III. Round 3 – Decision 

A. Silence. Each person picks up a notecard and writes a few sentences about what they want 

to talk about (building off of the question Person 5 asked)  

B. Person 1 reads their card aloud and places it on the table. 

C. Person 2 reads their card aloud and places it on the table. 

D. Person 3 reads their card aloud and places it on the table. 

E. Person 4 reads their card aloud and places it on the table. 

F. Person 5 reads their card aloud and places it on the table. 

G. At the exact same time, all persons place their pen on the notecard with the conversation 

path they want to keep talking about (a player cannot vote on their own card) 

H. This card is read aloud 3 times, together, slight staggered, by all persons, placing emphasis 

on different words with the attempt to gain greater understanding 
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IV. Round 4 – Dialogical Diving 

A. All persons are seated, speaking about the voted on question in their given roles. 

B. Person 1 (the explainer). Develops explanatory hypotheses 

C. Person 2 (the clarifier). Clarifies and defines ill-defined concepts/ideas. 

D. Person 3 (the analyst). Seeks to uncover hidden/foundational assumptions. 

E. Person 4 (the storyteller). Provides clarity via examples, stories, images. 

F. Person 5 (the collaborator). Builds on the ideas of others. 

G. When any player feels satisfied, bored, or ready to move on, they may stand up.  

H. Once standing the player is no longer in their role; but is now an observer who is writing 

and considering the conversation. Any standing player may sit back down and return to 

their role 

I. When all persons are standing the round is over. 

 

V. Round 5(a) – Monologues (setup) 

A. For 3 minutes each player composes guidelines (all at the same time and in writing) for 

another player to conduct a 3-minute monologue. 

B. The guidelines are meant to help the other player achieve an utterance that is: articulate, 

expressive, profound, insightful and creative. Guidelines should guide, not over-prescribe. 

Guidelines should mainly guide method, and minimally guide content.  

C. Guidelines will incorporate (and mildly modify) any of the following elements: repetition 

of word, repetition of gesture, slow bodily movement, slow walking, pauses, 

expressions of feeling, guidelines for reflective intonations, role play, altering of 

identity, eye gazing at a particular object or person, eye closure, tone, mood, 

atmosphere. 

D. Player 1 composes for Player 2 

E. Player 2 composes for Player 3 

F. Player 3 composes for Player 4 

G. Player 4 composes for Player 5 

H. Player 5 composes for Player 1 

 

VI. Round 5(b) – Monologues (activation) 

A. At any point while a person is humming they may change the word of their hum to a word 

that was spoken by the player giving a monologue 
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B. Person 1 performs their 3-minute monologue (other persons hum 1 note softly “oo”) 

C. Person 2 performs their 3-minute monologue (other persons hum 1 note softly “ooh 

D. Person 3 performs their 3-minute monologue (other persons hum 1 note softly “eh”) 

E. Person 4 performs their 3-minute monologue (other persons hum 1 note softly “ee”) 

F. Person 5 performs their 3-minute monologue (other persons hum 1 note softly “ah”) 

 

VII. Round 6 – Conclusion 

A. Each person moves to a part of the room where they can talk to themselves aloud and not 

clearly hear the words of others 

B. Each person should begin speaking aloud assessing and evaluating the monologue of the 

person they wrote a monologue for 

C. When moved, begin to gravitate towards another person (thereby forming two groups: one 

of 2 persons, another of 3 persons) and continue talking simultaneously about the 

assessment of various monologues 

D. When moved, begin to gravitate towards a large group and continue talking about a final 

assessment of the monologues as a whole 

E. When each player feels moved, they should, individually, pick up a notecard and 1) on one 

side of the note card write “rubric” and then write 3 words that they are using to evaluate 

the monologues 2) on the other side of the note card write “evaluation” and then write one 

number between 1-10 that ranks the value of all the monologues combined 

F. When all persons have stopped writing, each person reads aloud their cards, one at at a 

time (first the side with words, then the side with the number) 
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IV. Finbloom, Aaron & Hannah Kaya. Oscillations of One to Many (2017)  

 

Practicalities: For 2-4 Participants. Required materials are: “Monologue and Dialogue 3x5 

Cards” (see next page), ample blank 3x5 cards for rounds 7-8, writing implements  

 

Monologue Phase: During Monologue phases the monologuer speaks about anything they 

desires trying not to have any long drawn-out gaps in their speech. While this is happening other 

participants can only interject by holding up a card in their hand and speak using the card’s 

directive. Cards can be used any number of times. And when used, each card has maximum 

duration of 5 seconds or 2 sentences.  

 

Prior to each monologue phase, all participants simultaneously hold up their hands to indicate 

their level of interest in monologuing (as low as possible indicates no interest, as high as possible 

indicates great interest). The person with the greatest interest is the monologuer for the 

forthcoming round. If someone has already been the monologuer in a prior, they can only 

monologue again if all other participants have had a turn to be the monologuer.  

 

Dialogue Phase: During Dialogue phases all cards are shared and placed in the middle. In order 

for anyone to say anything, they must point to a card in the shared pile and speak using its 

directive. There is no pre-set order. Cards can be used any number of times. You are allowed to 

interrupt someone if they are speaking; however, as stated above, interruptions must occur by the 

interrupter pointing to a card and following its directives.  
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SEQUENCE 

 

#1 Monologue:  no cards       [2 minutes] 

#2 Dialogue:   no cards       [2 minutes] 

#3 Monologue:  4 card hand, traditional set    [3 minutes] 

#4 Dialogue:   8 card shared pile, traditional set   [3 minutes] 

#5 Monologue: 4 card hand, all cards to choose from   [4 minutes] 

#6 Dialogue:  8 card shared pile, all cards to choose from  [4 minutes] 

 

BREAK         [5 minutes] 

-Each performer writes 2 monologue cards 

-Each audience member writes 1 dialogue card 

-Each performer selects their 4-card hand for the following round 

-Each performer eliminate 2 dialogue cards (original or audience-made) 

-The monologuer for Round #7 choses 2 participants to give their monologue cards to 

 

#7 Monologue: 4 card hand, custom set    [6 minutes] 

#8 Dialogue:  all non-eliminated dialogue cards in shard pile [7 minutes] 
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Monologue Cards 

 

Dialogue Cards 

 

Traditional Set 

 

-Sentence (speak the beginning of a sentence and the 

monologuer repeats your sentence and fills in the end 

of the sentence and keeps talking) 

-Word (repeat one word that the monologuer has just 

said and the monologuer now must replace this word 

with another word of their choosing)  

-Story (speak about some event or idea that relates) 

-Observation (make an observation) 

 

Additional Cards 

 

-“That makes me feel _____.” 

-Repetition w/ Difference 

(Could you say that again, but differently?) 

-Dynamics (louder/softer) 

-Speed (slower/faster) 

-”What are you feeling right now?” 

-Eyes Closed/Open (for the monologuer) 

-Hold Hands/Let go (yours and the monologuer) 

-5 second humming break (all hum) 

 

Traditional Set  

 

-Negate 

-Clarify 

-Question 

-Example 

-Analogy/Metaphor 

-Observation 

-Definition 

-Build 

 

Additional Cards 

 

-Support 

-Judge 

-Appease 

-State what is really happening 

-State underlying assumptions 

-Find flaws in the argument 

-”That reminds me of” 

-Affirm 

-Expression of feeling/desire 
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V. Finbloom, Aaron. The Philosophy Conversation Game (2018).  

 

AIM	
To	create	an	adventure	of	thought	in	which	all	are	led	through	conceptual	depths,	breadths	and	
methodological	unknowns.	A	well	played	game	will	create	a	dynamic	experience	that	moves	between	
the	two	opposing	poles	of	1)	a	philosophical	conversation	which	uses	logical	and	descriptive	language	to	
analyze	ideas	2)	a	playful,	experimental	activation	of	pedagogy	which	perhaps	departs	from	theoretical	
language	and	activates	ideas	through	theatricality,	embodiment,	or	other	immersive	methodologies.		
	
GAMEBOARD	
-VERY	large	piece	of	paper,	or	computer	program	(Scapple),	or	small	pieces	of	paper	that	can	
continuously	expand.	Each	game	space	is	a	node/bubble	of	a	mind	map	(created	by	the	Conversation	
Guide)	
	
GAMEPLAY	(for	3-4	players)	
-Designate	1	Conversation	Guide.	This	player	will	not	take	part	in	the	conversation	directly,	but	will	be	a	
guide,	rule	arbiter,	and	conversation	therapist	for	the	game.	The	rest	of	the	players	are	
Conversationalist.	Each	Conversationalist	should	pick	a	Philosopher	they	want	as	their	avatar	(see	
special	abilities	below).		
	
PRIOR	TO	(AND	ENDING)	EACH	CHAPTER	
1)	Create	any	necessary	cards	as	Chapter	instructions	indicate	below		
2)	Shuffle	Yellow	Cards	and	draw	designated	number	of	cards	at	random	(randomness	is	offset	if	
Chapter	instructions	indicate	or	if	the	Conversation	Guide	indicates)	
3)	When	all	players	have	run	out	of	cards,	the	chapter	is	over.	At	the	end	of	each	chapter	the	
Conversation	Guide	speaks	to	the	conversation	development	(what	is	missing,	needed,	going	well,	
encouraged,	etc)	
	
CHAPTER	GAMEPLAY:	each	chapter	is	composed	of	x	number	of	rounds	where	x	=	the	total	number	of	
cards	in	play	at	the	beginning	of	the	chapter.		
	
ROUND	GAMEPLAY	
1)	Conversationalist	rolls	dice	to	determine	possible	spaces	of	movement	on	the	game	board	(each	
space	is	one	node/bubble	of	the	mind	map.		
2)	Conversationalist	moves	their	game	piece	to	an	appropriate	game	space	and	activates	a	card	from	
their	hand.	Activation	=	speaking/acting	for	less	than	1	minute	in	the	indicated	way	(on	the	card)	about	
the	given	idea	written	on	the	gamespace	(node).		
3)	While	this	is	occurring	the	Conversation	Guide	is	adding	new	game	spaces	to	the	board.		
4)	The	cards	used	are	discarded	and	removed	from	the	game	(not	to	be	used	again	until	chapters	5-6	
indicate)	
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SET	CARDS	(yellow)	-	Drawn	at	random	at	the	beginning	of	each	chapter	
Build	(2)-	Building	means	to	positively	work	with	a	claim	to	develop	it.		 	
Negate	(2)	Go	against	a	claim	by	opposing	it,	playing	devil’s	advocate,	or	finding	areas	in	need	of	
evidence.	
Define	(2)	You	must	give	a	definition	or	clarify	a	term	or	idea.	
Why	(2)	Explain	why	a	particular	idea/concept	is	what	it	is,	or	seek	to	uncover	underlying	assumptions	
Example	(2)	Give	an	example,	counter-example,	story	or	metaphor	
Complicate	(2)	Add	complexity	or	complication	to	a	question	or	idea	
Togetherness	(2)	Set	a	timer	for	3	minutes.	Conversationalists	can	talk	together	generally	(no	need	to	
take	turns)	about	the	main	topic	of	conversation	(no	need	to	follow	any	one	game	space).	During	this	
time	the	Conversation	Guide	is	free	to	give	short	verbal	prompts	to	guide	the	conversation	as	they	see	
fit.	Also,	during	this	time	the	Conversation	Guide	is	encouraged	to	take	notes	on	a	separate	sheet	of	
paper.	After	the	3	minutes	is	over	the	Conversation	guide	can	add	3	game	spaces	to	the	game	board	
which	express	key	points	articulated	during	this	round.	
	

PLAYER	GENERATED	CARDS	(green)	
To	be	written	by	each	player	at	the	beginning	of	a	chapter.	
	
GUIDE	GENERATION	CARDS	(blue)	
To	be	written	by	the	Conversation	Guide	beginning	of	a	chapter.		
	
FINAL	ROUND	CARDS	(red)	
Text-	Each	player	silently	and	legibly	writes	a	conclusion	to	the	conversation	on	a	sheet	of	paper	and	
hands	this	to	the	player	to	the	right	who	then	reads	it	silently	
Perform-	Players	collectively	imagine	an	actual	situation	or	occurrence	that	would	help	clarify	and	give	
depth	to	the	conversation.	This	situation	is	then	congealed	into	a	1	minute	performance.	
Surrealism-	Players	have	a	conversation	using	mainly	words	or	phrases	from	the	game	board	BUT	
players	can	only	speak	1	word	at	a	time	(i.e.	you	have	to	wait	until	the	next	player	says	a	word	before	
you	can	speak,	BUT	you	don’t	have	to	go	in	any	specific	order).	Also	please	try	to	speak	quickly,	or	at	
least	alter	the	dynamics	of	your	speech	considerably	as	you	go.	
	
END	TALLY	(after	the	game	has	ended)	
1)	Collectively	agree	to	eliminate	one	of	these	elements:	Fulfillment,	Urgency,	Curiosity,	Complexity,	
Play		
2)	Each	player	writes	down	another	element	that	will	be	used	to	judge	the	success	of	the	game		
3)	There	should	now	be	a	total	of	seven	elements	(four	original,	three	new)	that	will	be	used	to	judge	
the	success	of	the	game		
4)	Each	of	these	is	said	aloud,	and	pause	occurs,	and	then	each	player	says	aloud	a	number	between	1-
10	which	ranks	the	given	element	(1=	not	present,	10=	very	present)	
5)	These	amounts	are	tallied	together	to	generate	a	final	score	
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ON	THE	CONVERSATION	GUIDE:	A	good	conversation	guide	can	make	or	break	a	game.	You	are	the	
facilitator,	the	game	master,	the	therapist,	the	final	arbiter	of	all	rules.	Any	of	the	above	rules,	you	can	
bend.	Anytime	a	player	is	speaking,	you	can	tell	them	to	stop	speaking,	to	abbreviate,	to	extend,	etc.	But	
you	must	use	your	power	wisely,	minimally,	and	judiciously.	Above	all	else,	your	powers	should	always	
be	used	in	accordance	with	the	AIM	of	the	game.		
	
NOTES:	The	Conversation	Guide	is	the	final	arbiter	of	how	any	green	or	red	card	should	be	interpreted	
or	played.	Written	Cards	(green/blue)	can	only	create	conditions	for	the	round	they	are	played.	Their	
effects	go	away	once	the	next	round	commences.		
	

	

	

CHAPTERS	

PRELUDE		
Choose	who	will	be	Conversationalists	and	who	will	be	the	Conversation	Guide	
Conversationalists,	choose	your	philosopher	avatar	
	

INTRO	
Step	1:	Each	player	crosses	out	1	undesired	quote	from	the	quote	sheet		
Step	2:	Each	player	circles	1	desired	quote	from	the	quote	sheet	(you	cannot	circle	a	crossed	
out	quote)	
Step	3:	First	quote	=	1/2	|	Second	quote=	3/4	|	Third	quote	=	5/6	
Step	4:	Roll	the	dice	to	determine	the	quote	
Step	5:	Read	the	quote	aloud	
Step	6:	Players	only	ask	questions	back	and	forth	(6	questions	each)	
Step	7:	Guide	writes	1-2	questions	of	their	choice	onto	the	game	board	
	

CHAPTER	1	
Conversationalists:	2	yellow	cards	each	(one	player	must	be	Togetherness	which	must	go	first)	
	

CHAPTER	2		
In	Play:	Philosopher	Power	#1	
Conversationalists:	2	yellow	cards	each	(cannot	draw	Togetherness	in	this	Chapter)	
	
	
CHAPTER	3	
In	Play:	Philosopher	Power	#1	
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Card	Construction:	Guide	makes	1	blue	card	for	each	player	
Conversationalists	Cards	in	Play:	1	yellow	cards	each	(drawn	at	random),	1	green	cards	each,	1	
blue	card	each		
Guide	Extra	Powers:	Guide	can	choose	which	game	space	is	landed	on	(2	times)	

	

INTERLUDE	
Step	1:	Each	player	and	guide	reads	aloud	a	game	space	of	their	choice	
Step	2:	Players	and	guide	only	ask	questions	back	and	forth	(10	questions	each)	
Step	3:	Guide	writes	1-3	questions	of	their	choice	onto	the	game	board	
	
CHAPTER	4	
In	Play:	Philosopher	Powers	#1	&	#2	
Card	Construction:	Conversationalists	make	1	green	card	for	the	other	player,	Guide	makes	1	
blue	card	for	each	player.		
Conversationalist	Cards	in	Play:	1	yellow	card	each	chosen	intentionally,	1	green	card	each,	1	
blue	card	each	
Guide	Extra	Powers:	Guide	can	decide	a	Conservationist's	card	choice	(2	times)	
	
CHAPTER	5	
In	Play:	2	Philosopher	Powers	#1	&	#2	
Conversationalist	Cards	in	Play:	1	yellow	card	each	chosen	randomly	(from	discard	pile),	1	
green	or	blue	card	each	(chosen	from	random	from	the	discard	pile)	
Guide	Extra	Powers:	Becomes	a	Conversationalist	
	
ENDING	
Step	1:	The	Guide	writes	1	additional	endgame	card	
Step	2:	The	4	endgame	cards	are	placed	face	up	on	the	game	board.	
Step	3:	Each	player	takes	two	blank	cards	and	writes	the	numbers	1	and	2	(representing	1st	
choice	and	2nd	choice)	
Step	4:	Each	player	puts	the	numbers	face	down	on	2	endgame	cards	of	their	choice	
Step	5:	Cards	are	turned	up.	
Step	6:	Players	decide	if	they	want	to	enact	both	1st	and	2nd	choices	and	in	what	order.	
Step	7:	Activate	endings.	
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PHILOSOPHER	POWERS	
	

Nietzsche	
#1	-	Aphorism	You	can	speak	one	sentence	at	the	end	of	the	other	play’s	utterance.		
#2	-	Will	to	Power	Roll	a	dice	when	the	other	player	rolls.	If	your	role	is	higher	than	theirs,	you	
move	their	game	piece	to	a	space	of	your	choice	as	determined	by	the	#	on	your	dice	roll	
	
Deleuze	
#1	-	Rhizomes	While	the	other	player	is	speaking	you	can	write	one	Conversation	Node	(i.e.	
what	the	Guide	is	only	able	to	do).	This	Node	is	inserted	randomly	into	the	Game	Board.	
#2	-	N+1	You	get	double	dice	rolls.		
	
Socrates	
#1	-	Aporia	For	each	round	you	can	question	the	legitimacy	of	one	node	written	by	the	
Conversation	Guide.	The	Conversation	Guide	is	then	bound	to	alter	the	node	accordingly.		
#2	-	Socratic	Method	You	are	allowed	1	interruption	per	round,	while	another	Conversationalist	
(or	Guide)	is	speaking		
	
Butler	
#1	-	Cultural	Construction	During	your	turn,	discard	a	card	from	your	hand,	and	then	choose	
any	conversational	node	to	analyze.	Discuss	how	this	ideas	within	this	node	are	constructed	
solely	based	on	the	existence	of	the	ideas	from	the	nodes	surrounding	it.	
#2	-	Iterability	During	your	turn,	discard	a	card	from	your	hand,	and	then	choose	any	
conversational	node	to	analyze.	All	other	plays	(including	the	guide)	must	repeat	the	contents	
of	this	node	aloud	while	you	add	on	words	and	ideas	(feel	free	to	act	as	a	conductor	and	
indicate	which	words	others	should	say	and	how	they	should	say	them).		
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