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LEARNING  
TO THINK

Live mindfully

Zeitgeist

AT A TIME WHEN YOU CAN GOOGLE JUST ABOUT EVERYTHING, IT’S EASY

TO FORGET TO THINK FOR YOURSELF. DUTCH PHILOSOPHER MINKE TROMP

ENCOURAGES US TO EXERCISE OUR THINKING MUSCLES A BIT MORE.

How do you see the times we live in?
Today we are expected to be so driven and result-oriented 
that we forget to stop and think now and then. I call it the 
‘success paradox’: The more success you have, the less 
space you have to reflect, and the more trapped you become 
in your own ambition. But reflection actually becomes 
even more important when you’re successful at what  
you do. This applies to the work people do in organizations, 
but also to their private lives. We’re hardly able to tell the 
difference anymore between the good feeling you get 
when you’re doing well and the adrenaline boost that just 
keeps you going, actually hollowing yourself out from the 
inside without even being aware of it.

Why do you think this has happened? 
Efficiency is seen as the most important thing in our time. 
We tend to constantly think in terms of goals and means:  
I have to do this to achieve that. And when things succeed, 
that only serves to confirm and amplify that form of goal-
oriented thinking. This is logical, because when we’re  
on to a good thing we generally like to have more of it.  
The upshot is that result-driven thinking is growing and 
growing, in individuals and also in society at large. We 

have achieved enormous successes over the past 50 
years: we’ve put a man on the moon, we’ve witnessed a 
huge increase in general prosperity, and technology is 
developing at an insanely rapid pace. Success makes  
us want more of the same and that’s how this way of 
thinking—targeting efficiency and speed—has gotten the 
upper hand.

So we’re trapped in our own thinking.
We are so enchanted by our own success that we often 
don’t even really know why we do the things we do. This 
leads to a sense of dissatisfaction at the very least, and a 
burnout in the worst case, but also to poor decision-making, 
which can eventually harm the organization or company. 
My role is to get people to think about it more deeply by 
asking them why they are doing what they are doing. Often 
their first response is to question what good can come of 
thinking about it; what can it possibly lead to? These are 
all result-driven questions. Only when I link a promise to 
the question—for example, that they will feel happier or 
more purposeful or more satisfied—are people willing to 
think about the question. But these questions often go 
unasked. And they are so important. >
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‘IF YOU WANT TOO MUCH AND  
WANT IT TOO BADLY, WANTING  

BECOMES A PROBLEM’ 

is a line of thinking in the conversation we are having right 
now, and we are shaping it together. You can make a 
conscious choice about the kind of conversation you want 
to have. I very much like to practice changing gears: a bit 
of philosophy, then asking some interesting questions or 
just letting some silence in for a bit.

So it’s actually about achieving freedom of mind.
Well, that is indeed my ideal, for as long as you are caught 
in your thinking, you are not free. Before you know it, ‘your 
will’ becomes your opponent. If you want too much and 
want it too badly, wanting becomes a problem. Then you 
have projected something in the future that prevents you 
from looking further, or around you in the now. You seize 
upon your goal and it has to happen. That prevents you 
from being patient and blocks openness. Sometimes I 
think that ‘wanting in a good way’ has much more to do 
with being able to receive. I think we have become a little 
too masculine in our wanting. We are very result-oriented, 
want to enforce things—may even demand them. And we 
identify ourselves with any failure we suffer. If you could 
succeed in wanting from a willingness to receive, it would 
lead to more gratitude and appreciation. 

Can you give an example?
There was a situation when I was becoming increasingly 
annoyed by the plethora of emails I was receiving from a 
client. We had to meet up at one point, and he proposed 
that we meet in my hometown, but that I be the one to 
arrange the location. This also annoyed me, because I 
wanted to deal with this as quickly as possible and didn’t 
want to spend time on such logistical matters. Only when  
I thought about it in a quiet moment did I realize the other 
side of it: Here is a client willing to travel to the other side 
of the country at whatever time suits me, and all I have  
to do is arrange a nice location for us to meet. Looking at 
it that way, I realized it was actually everything I wanted. 
But when you’re feeling really busy and like there’s no time 
to handle anything, you don’t see what’s actually already 
there. To be open to this ability to receive is a different 
form of wanting.

And how can you open up like that?
Good question. It might sound a little vague, but in the  
end it is truly a leap of faith. It’s having faith, not knowing 
exactly what’s going to happen, surrendering control and 
giving up having a grip on things. This allows you to create 
space so things can happen to you. It also requires you to 
let go without expecting some form of pay back. If that 
succeeds, then suddenly you can look at things differently. 
And you may just receive something that you’ve wanted 
for a long time.

That’s not easy.
No, because that road is full of discomfort. And tolerating 
discomfort, that’s something we really need to get better 
at. We always move away from anything uncomfortable.  
I do it, too. What happens if you let yourself experience the 
discomfort, if you tolerate it? It depends on what your 
purpose is in tolerating it. If you do it with the idea that it 
will bring you something good, it will not give you anything 
besides more discomfort. But if that is not the case, you 
will gain a richer connection to reality—to how reality really 
is. And then you start noticing lots of things around you 
that you didn’t see before, but actually are all part of—and 
even the path to—what you desire. As a result, you’ll be 
amazed when you suddenly see the wealth of everything 
that is already there. And keep asking questions instead of 
searching for answers. Because if you get good at seeing 
interesting questions, what’s happening is also always 
interesting, whatever it is. 

Minke Tromp is a Dutch philosopher and 
organizational expert. She is a proponent 
of more reflection and thinking space in 
organizations and in personal life. 

How can we break the pattern?
This might sound a bit convoluted, but the solution can  
be found in the thinking itself. Thinking has a bit of a bad 
reputation nowadays: We’re supposed to feel more, and 
thinking is blamed for all sorts of problems. But thinking  
is far more than the stream of thoughts that pass through 
your head all day, or the production of an intellectual 
thought. You can also see thinking as observing, that is to 
say, as a registration of the thoughts in your head, like in 
mindfulness and meditation. So you go for a conscious 
walk through your mind. And in addition to thinking being 
a form of observation, you can employ it as a mode of 
action: ‘I’m going to think about something’. That’s 
something you can learn; you can train your thinking 
ability. And in the end, you can surrender yourself to your 
own thinking process. That’s maybe a bit further down the 
line, but that is my ideal: that you’ve developed a mind in 
which the right thought comes up at the right moment. 
Thinking properly creates space in your mind. Once you 
have that space, you’ll be more successful at achieving 
your goals. I’m not at all against achieving goals or 
performing well; I’m only against the imbalance that can 

occur when people are trapped in the drive to achieve.  
Maybe your goal is to achieve more harmony in your 
family, or to be happy. It can be anything you choose.  
As long as you think in a way that allows your mind to  
be your friend in achieving your goal.

How does my mind become my friend?
By practicing your thinking. Look, if you weren’t very good 
at reading in school, you were never told to just forget 
about reading. Instead you’d get extra tutoring and 
practice. The same applies to thinking. Learning to think 
often begins with asking questions. For example: Why are 
you doing what you do? What is its purpose? I give my 
clients exercises that help them think about themes such 
as gratitude, courage or regret. They take about half an 
hour to complete, at least. Which brings me to another 
success paradox: People often think the exercises sound 
good, but that they don’t have time. The point is to make 
the time and space to be able to think about things like 
this. You can also help each other to rise above the 
paradox of success in conversations; a conversation 
affords you a moment to think together. For example, there T
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Thinking about thinking?

✻  Have there been moments recently where you would have liked to have had a bit more time 
and space to think? When was this?

✻ What prevented you from taking the time and space to think at that time? 

✻ How do you feel taking the time and space to think could benefit you? In what areas of your life?

✻ What do you have to do or change in your life to be able to have more time and space to think?


