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Language Games, Postmodernism and Deconstruction: On Socratic Method and Questioning as "Therapy"
Raymond Aaron Younis

Socrates’ uses of dialectics – the plural senses here are crucial - have been analysed and discussed in great detail over the years. Dialectics has been linked to the elenchus (Robinson, 1953), aporias (Derrida, 1993 and Burbules, 2000), enlightenment (Coby, 1987, among many others), irony (Vlastos, 1991 among many others) psychotherapy (Chessick, 1982), and a certain “dialectical requirement” and a critique of such thins (Benitez, 1996, among others) and much else besides these.

Yet few accounts emphasise sufficiently the plurality and diversity of Socrates’ uses of dialectics or the links between these uses and Wittgenstein’s conception of philosophy as “therapy”. Gina Marie Lunsford examines the link with emphasis on the attainment of happiness and in relation to a kind of agreement with Wittgensteinian forms of life, or somewhat more problematically, to “bringing a person into agreement with themselves” (2005, p. 50).  Certainly, many have noted the connections between Socratic dialectics and “method”, questioning, ignorance, reversal, knowledge, ethics, metaphysics, epistemology, logic and so on. “Therapy” has Greek etymological roots: therapeia pertains to finding a cure or to healing. Therapeutes or therapon refer to one who attends to, one who takes care of, another. The curative function is perhaps the critical one here. It will be argued that Socratic dialectics must be understood in their complexity; that is that they cannot be reduced to a single homogeneous method, nor can they be attacked validly as a monolithic or homogeneous whole. It will also be argued that there are significant links between the things that Socrates was aiming for in his uses of dialectics, and Wittgenstein’s insistence over two thousand years later, on the therapeutic functions of philosophy, and further, that this great trajectory in western philosophy, which is relatively under-researched, raises important questions for educators today, not least of which is the question of the connection between philosophy, and therapy or the question of the connection between dialectics, ignorance and knowledge.
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It is possible to find no less than eight ways of understanding dialectics without even going beyond a small number of works by Plato, particularly those in which Socrates is a participant. In Protagoras, for example, Socrates warns against a kind of sophistry:

Surely, I said, knowledge is the food of the soul; and we must take care, my friend, that the Sophist does not deceive us when he praises what he sells, like the dealers wholesale or retail who sell the food of the body; for they praise indiscriminately all their goods, without knowing what are really beneficial or hurtful: neither do their customers know, with the exception of any trainer or physician who may happen to buy of them (313C-D)
He goes on to draw an analogy between an ignorant buyer and an informed that is to say, wiser, buyer: the first buys “wares” without knowing if they are genuinely beneficial or harmful to the “soul”, that is, to one’s being; the latter consults those who have knowledge of these “wares” and seeks guidance and advice. Socrates added:

But you cannot buy the wares of knowledge and carry them away in another vessel; when you have paid for them you must receive them into the soul and go your way, either greatly harmed or greatly benefited; and therefore we should deliberate and take counsel with our elders; for we are still young-too young to determine such a matter (314B-C)
In a sense these passages encapsulate some of Socrates’ deepest misgivings about the sophoi  (these senses shall be captured in the term “dialectics-S” – dialectics as a critique of the strategies and aims of the sophoi; similar terms will be used throughout the essay). In Euthydemus, dialectics is identified as an art at which some excel, though they fail to grasp some questions deeply (“dialectics-A”). In Cratylus, Socrates begins the dialectic with an admission of ignorance, before asking a series of questions (on how, properly, to give a thing a name) in order to gain a deeper knowledge of the true nature of names (“dialectics-i”). He also spoke of aporia:
Deilia signifies that the soul is bound with a strong chain (desmos), for lian means strength, and therefore deilia expresses the greatest and strongest bond of the soul; and aporia (difficulty) is an evil of the same nature (from a not, and poreuesthai to go), like anything else which is an impediment to motion and movement. (69A-B))

- suggesting that dialectics is not  always about conflict and resolution, or contradiction and its dissolution (“dialectics-AP”), but rather about no way through the problems at hand, so to speak, no way of resolving the dispute or of arriving at a dialectical reversal.

In Phaedrus, those who love processes of division and generalization are called dialecticians but with some uncertainty (“dialectics-GU”). It is clear in such dialogues that “dialectics” as a means or, as a method, is implicitly distinguished from the term that is used for some who sell knowledge as a “ware” or who profess to teach “knowledge” for a price, literally, that is to say, the “dialecticians”. Even at this early stage it becomes necessary to uphold a distinction between dialectics as a questioning process that begins in a profession of ignorance and proceeds, without financial gain as a motive or goal, towards knowledge on the one hand, “dialectics-A”, and an art practised for profit, gifts and glory, and at least in part, motivated by financial gain, and named by Socrates, with some uncertainty, the way of the dialectician) 

The Meno also helps: the dialectician’s way (“dialectics-N”) means that the questioner attempts to speak the truth, but employs the premises that the listener is likely to accept. In Phaedo, “dialectics-A” is a skill that allows one to discern true arguments from false arguments unlike the “disputers” who are proficient at dialectics-N, who

at last [see themselves as] the wisest of mankind; for they alone perceive the utter unsoundness and instability of all arguments, or, indeed, of all things, which, like the currents in the Euripus, are going up and down in never-ceasing ebb and flow. (89C-90D) 
In Gorgias, Plato provides an implicit analogy between the dialectician and the rhetorician. Socrates asks questions of a rhetorician and gets the latter to admit that he can be as brief as anyone or as long winded as anyone for that is part of their profession! In Republic, Book VII, dialectics is identified with the intellect; it is concerned with the search for the absolute good by the light of reason with no assistance from observation. The paths of dialectics, and the plural is crucial here, lead the ignorant out of the cave towards an understanding of first principles, and knowledge of reality, in the sense of having a concept of the essence of each thing. “Dialectics-A” is the “coping stone of the sciences” in this context. In terms of education and pedagogy, calculation, geometry and so on, are taught as preparations for instruction in “dialectics-A”, which offers a way to comprehensive knowledge. “Dialectics-A” in this sense is distinguished from the “eristic” or the sophoi, as the dialectician is motivated by the search for truth, whereas the eristic likes to contradict others for frivolous or less than honourable purposes.

In Theaetetus, “dialectics-A” is linked to Socratic midwifery and proceeds on the understanding that one who holds opinions and notions must grant the possibility that these are incorrect, that is, the subject of “dialectics-A”, which Socrates insists is “earnest”.  “Dialectics-N” is used to trip up and make fun of the inquirer; in other words it is not earnest and it involves a kind of game with questionable motives and ends. The proper use of dialectics is to point out errors only when it is necessary to do so (this form shall be called for the sake of convenience, “Dialectics-E”) and the causes of these errors, which Socrates argues are twofold: the first cause is ignorance and the second cause is incorrect advice or unreliable counsel. In other words, errors are one’s own fault or a fault that stems from the company one keeps. 

In Sophist the understanding of dialectics is further complicated. It is a net in which to trap the unwary so that they cannot escape from a certain position. The reader is offered a distinction between the dialectician and the philosopher:

[Str.] And the art of dialectic would be attributed by you only to the philosopher pure and true? 

[Theaet.] Who but he can be worthy? 

[Str.] In this region we shall always discover the philosopher, if we look for him; like the Sophist, he is not easily discovered, but for a different reason. 

[Theaet.] For what reason? 

[Str.] Because the Sophist runs away into the darkness of not-being, in which he has learned by habit to feel about, and cannot be discovered because of the darkness of the place. Is not that true? 

[Theaet.] It seems to be so. 

[Str.] And the philosopher, always holding converse through reason with the idea of being, is also dark from excess of light; for the souls of the many have no eye which can endure the vision of the divine. 

[Theaet.] Yes; that seems to be quite as true as the other. (253-254)

In Statesman, we gain three further clues: “dialectic” reveals the truth of things (“dialectics-T”), that is the end that is sought, and as a method, makes one more capable of expressing the truth of things (“dialectics-TE”)

In Philebus Plato offers a clue about the origins of dialectics (in the sense of forms “A”, “T” and “TE”):

This, as I was saying, is the way of considering and learning and teaching one another, which the gods have handed down to us. But the wise men of our time are either too quick or too slow, in conceiving plurality in unity. Having no method, they make their one and many anyhow, and from unity pass at once to infinity; the intermediate steps never occur to them. And this, I repeat, is what makes the difference between the mere art of disputation and true dialectic (16)
 “Mere disputation” will not do, for there is no method by which to proceed carefully towards knowledge. Knowledge in this sense refers to a true understanding of being and reality. And a true understanding of being and reality, Socrates argued, must be predicated on a clear grasp of the difference between the one and the many. In this way, “dialectics-OM” enables one to recognise the differences that exist, for example, between one science and another science; to not confuse physics for example, with biology, even though they are both sciences. In this sense, dialectics facilitates division, more precise differentiation and in an important sense, clearer thinking.

In summary, one finds in Plato’s dialogues alone that dialectics is employed and understood in manifold and complex, that is to say, multi-dimensional, and not always reconcilable, ways. This much is apparent in any detailed reading of Plato’s Socratic dialogues. And one has not even begun to examine the dialectical modes employed and reflected upon in the work of Heraclitus, Zeno of Elea, Aristotle, Augustine, Plotinus, William of Ockham, Anselm, Kant, Hegel and the many modern philosophers and thinkers who extended this long set of traditions. What this means then logically is that an understanding of dialectics in one or two-dimensional ways, or the suggestion that dialectics can be collapsed into a simple unity, or that it can be commented upon authoritatively using a handful of qualities, is possible, but problematic. 
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Now, it is not uncommon to find simplified or impoverished concepts of dialectics in the work of some of its modern and postmodern critics and commentators. Jean Francois Lyotard, for example, linked dialectics to a kind of displacement from a negative quality to an assertive modality (1994, p. 128). Some critics of dialectics who speak in the name of a deconstructive reading, for example, Derrida, seemed to think of it in terms of contradiction, conflict or antinomy, at times, and at other times, in terms of appropriation and alienation. He offered a critique of dialectics in order to affirm a multi-linear understanding of its histories and a polyglot existence in what he called a “European” cultural “memory” (though he did not elaborate on, or clarify, the point) (Derrida, 2005). And yet Derrida, like Habermas, spoke of the “dialectic of enlightenment” that supposedly characterises European secularised society (Habermas and Derrida, 2003, p.295). 

Some follow Derrida in seeing deconstruction as a set of reading strategies for challenging dichotomies (Clarke, 2001). And in this context AJP Thomson argues that Derrida was seeking a non-dialectical approach to difference and this note is repeated in analogous forms in numerous works on deconstruction. But the point that needs to be noted about such claims, and in relation to Derrida’s ostensible aim, if that is what it is, is that these thinkers do not set out just what a comprehensive dialectical account of difference might look like, and where it would presumably fail (if all of the logical and actual forms of dialectics available to us could be brought into view, so to speak); they do not even set out what dialectical accounts of difference look like in the narrowed contexts of Plato’s works. In the absence of such accounts of dialectics, its forms, functions and significations, the affirmation of non-dialectical versions of difference seems somewhat presumptuous and premature. It is difficult to see how one can generalise from the dialectics of Marx and Hegel (to name two examples) in order to form a judgment about dialectics as a whole without committing the fallacy of composition.

Moreover, even if comprehensive accounts could indeed be given, as a preliminary step in the investigations there remains the question of just what might make such accounts of dialectics sufficient. Although many hundreds of essays and books have been written, in part or in whole, in support of the type of claim that Clarke and Thomson make and indeed Derrida, before them, made - for example, in speaking of the eluding of the “movement of opposition” or to leaving open the “position-affirmation” and the “position- negation”, 1973, pp. 57-59) - it is still the case that there is no comprehensive or clear account of dialectics that gives due attention to, and captures and preserves, dialectics’ own complex trajectories - some of which may turn out to be less uni-linear than Derrida, Clarke and Thomson pre-suppose. It is in this sense that dialectics seems to be reduced to a straw man, at times, in such works. 

It is important to remember that  in the history of western philosophy from the Pre-socratics to Socrates and Plato to Ockham, Anselm, Aquinas, Descartes, Kant, Hegel, Marx, Kierkegaard, Nietzsche, Sartre, Wittgenstein, Kripke and Habermas, to name a few, dialectics embodies significantly different structures,  employs significantly different methods and is directed at significantly different ends. This much is apparent from a relatively short study of the forms, structures and ends of dialectics in a handful of Plato’s works alone! (One can only imagine at this stage what a truly comprehensive account might look like, if one assumes that it is possible.)
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Wittgenstein saw good philosophy, famously, as “therapy”, perhaps best understood in terms of “healing” or curative interventions and responses, or in the terms used in Culture and Value, in terms of the need to “work on oneself”(16). How? In what sense? Well, in several senses and ways. In the Blue Book, he wrote of pseudo-statements which exercise a kind of bewitchment (p. 71) upon our understanding; one of the obstacles or problems, traps if one likes, here which the philosophico-therapist, so to speak, uncovers, is the extent to which the expression in question differs from the actual use which “our ordinary language makes of the words” (p.56).  One then would need to work on oneself in the sense of seeing the traps as such and attempting to avoid these in subsequent philosophical discourse.

He also wrote of how what we say, the form of expression employed, sometimes misleads us (for example he noted that psychoanalysts had been misled by their expression into believing that they had  “done more than discover new psychological reactions; that they had, in a sense, discovered conscious thoughts which were unconscious” (p. 57).   He referred to recurrent “superstitions” in philosophy (Brown Book, p. 143) which the linguistic analyst needs to dispel, just as he referred to a “kind of general disease of thinking which always looks for (and finds) what would be called a mental state from which all our acts spring as from a reservoir” (p. 143). These obstacles to sound or clear thinking are the things philosophy must focus on now and the things that the linguistic analyst attempts to dispel. Or he spoke of curative philosophy in terms of its effect: namely, the “vanishing of the problem” (Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (6.521). 

All of this is of critical importance: Wittgenstein understood good philosophy as a cure to the “diseases” that beset thinking, so to speak, particularly the “disease” of adopting an essentialist position on complex matters or of assuming that there is some “basic reservoir” out of which of all our acts spring (Brown Book p.143). Disease would then not just refer to fallacious processes, but also to assumptions and presuppositions that exercise a sort of hold on our thinking and give it a shape that seems to be sound but which is at its foundations, invalid or fallacious or untrue. 

First of all, it is inaccurate to attribute this kind of thinking to his later work; as we have already seen, the Blue and Brown Books. In the “Tractatus” (5.61), for example, he linked philosophy to an activity concerned ‘essentially” with elucidation: if the activity is undertaken properly, what is cloudy or hazy becomes clear; what is confused or indistinct can have sharp boundaries. In these senses there is a link with Socratic dialectics (particularly “dialectics-E”, “dialectics-OM” and “dialectics-TE”). 

He argued that what cannot be thought cannot be said. One might understand this proposition as the product of reflection on the limitations of language and its forms or on the limitations of thought and consequent limitations on expression. But it is also possible to interpret this as a reflection on where one should draw the line so to speak in philosophical investigations. In other words, read as a positive affirmation, it expresses the unavoidability of certain kinds of limits; read therapeutically, it expresses a limit so to speak that should not be crossed (though some may persist in trying to cross it). In such propositions it becomes clear that Wittgenstein had already begun to think about “therapy” in the early works. Proposition 6.41 states that the “sense of the world must lie outside the world”. Once again this could be taken to mean that our investigations into sense (and “nonsense”, with no value judgment implied) must be oriented in the context of this limitation in order for some progress to be made. Read therapeutically, it means that some kinds of investigations, for example a metaphysical inquiry into the sense of the otherworldly, so to speak, may well lead to frustration or a kind of Socratic aporia.

The closing propositions of the Tractatus further support this reading:

6.44 It is not how things are in the world that is mystical, but that it exists.
6.54 He who understands my propositions recognizes them as senseless. (He must so to speak throw away the ladder, after he has climbed up it.)
7 What we cannot speak about we must pass over in silence.

A detailed exposition is outside the scope of this paper but it is notable that in each case, one can read these propositions as therapy (one might recall Kant’s sense of “propaedeutic”): proposition 6.44 is an attempt to clarify the notion of the “mystical” by resolving a confusion- the existence of the world is what is “mystical”, not “how” things are in the world that exists. In this context, a “knot” seems to be untied- a more focussed, or a clearer, understanding results. In proposition 6.45 the sense of progress is conveyed; one has climbed the “ladder” and reaches a place where the ladder is no longer needed (a kind of ladder of knowledge, one might say, or of understanding, where greater clarity is attained, for example). Proposition 7 has attracted a great deal of commentary; suffice it to say here that the call to silence, so to speak, would be a sign of understanding in a deeper sense; or negatively understood, an untying of a “knot” that might otherwise create some obstacles for the philosophical investigation. Several problems then, “vanish”: the problem of the ‘ineffable” which some nonetheless try to describe or evoke; the problem of trying to speak of what cannot be thought (which is enough to give any metaphysician a headache!); the problem of trying to find the sense of things in the wrong place, so to speak; the problem of persisting with a method that has become obsolete or redundant or is simply unsuitable now; the problem of the ineffable as a genuinely philosophical problem, where the latter signifies a discursive process. And so on.

The Philosophical Investigations (PI) offers no less than 15 senses of, and clues to the meaning of, the term “therapy”. Therapy identifies illusions such as the illusion “that what is… profound, essential in our investigation, resides in its trying to grasp the incomparable essence…” (97). It identifies sources of conflict which become “intolerable”, for example the conflict between language and our requirement “the more narrowly we examine actual language” (107). It helps us to work in spite of “an urge to misunderstand” the “workings of our language” (109); one might think of its bewitching powers here and of philosophical therapy as the struggle against the “bewitchment of our understanding be means of language”. Therapy reminds us that when we sue a word such as “knowledge” we should not be lead to assume that what we need to understand is some essence of the thing, but rather how the word is actually used. Therapy in this sense de-metaphysicalises language; it helps one to clear up the grounds, to see the sense more clearly (118).  It helps to identify why we fail to understand by reminding us that we do not “command a clear view of the use of our words… our grammar is lacking in just this sort of perspicuity” (122). Therapy should bring more perspicuity, which will allow us to see connections. It uncovers “bumps”, things which seem to make sense but which are pieces of nonsense produced by the “understanding… running its head up against the limits of language” (119).

The target of therapy is the identification of a problem in philosophy as something that takes the form, "I don't know my way about" (123).  Therapy then is partly an identification of a loss of direction, or a loss of orientation. This is why Wittgenstein wrote of philosophy as a way of showing “the fly the way out of the fly bottle" (309) and of alleviating the confusion caused by language and syntax, so that "the philosophical problems should completely disappear" (133). That is to say, that the problem should vanish as a problem entirely, once the bewitchment caused by the expression is revealed for what it is. It is a little like seeing for the first time that an act that had always seemed magical, bewitching, is really the product of concealed sleights of hand; once enlightened, so to speak, in this way, one never sees the form of expression in the same way again. The fly has been shown the way out of the fly bottle.

It is important to note that Wittgenstein’s philosophy has a diagnostic as well as a therapeutic function: diagnostic in terms of untying, uncovering or revealing the sources of the problems; therapeutic in the sense of freeing, disentangling (125) or disabusing one of the bewitchments of some language games, or avoiding such errors in future; the attainment of clarity or of a state where one’s thinking is in a state of peace, where problems dissolve (like sugar in water), and one knows where the investigation ceases- “we” can “demonstrate a method, by examples; and the series of examples can be broken off” (133), though he added that there is not just one method here. Wittgenstein realised to his immense credit, that pursuing a problem that is interminable, for example, in some metaphysical or non-empirical sense, is itself a problem - to extend two of his metaphors, the fly remains in the bottle without ever realising that a solution to the so called problem lies precisely in seeing it as a pseudo-problem, thus facilitating the fly’s release and at the same time the disappearance or vanishing of the very problem. It is in this context that one ought to read his later insistence on the therapeutic approach: a solution to the problems one perceives in life is to live in a certain way that will cause the problem to vanish, the “torment” caused by some questions to cease. Therapy posits questions like illnesses; things that must be solved or healed so to speak, permanently.
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This is not the place, or the time, to offer a critical assessment of Wittgenstein’s “therapeutic” approach or of Socratic dialectics, or the validity or otherwise of many commentaries that have already been published. It is important to note though that the reduction of Socratic dialectics to a straw man is always problematic. It is important to note also that certain forms of dialectics, such as dialectics-AP, point the way to the possibility of dialectics without synthesis, or mere contradiction or the movement of sublation and the logic of negation. Derrida once wrote of the necessity of remaining open to difference, to that “which is not, never was, and never will be" (1992, p.76) Well, if one grants, at least, that openness to what is not, and to what never was, are worthy goals in education, it is not at all obvious that dialectics, captured in all of its complexities, makes such open-ness impossible. The same point applies in relation to Derrida’s discourse on the “responsibility to think, speak, and act within aporetic situations” (p. 77)

It is important to note that it is not clear whether all of the questions and problems of metaphysics, or of philosophy more broadly, can be fruitfully analysed from dialectical angles. Moreover, it is not at all clear whether all metaphysical problems or metaphysical problems in general lend themselves to the kind of linguistic analysis that Wittgenstein posited with its diagnostic intentions and therapeutic functions. What does seem defensible is the thesis that Socratic dialectics and Wittgensteinian “therapy” have a number of things in common: they facilitate a kind of liberation (from ignorance, from pseudo-statements and pseudo-problems, from bewitchment caused by expressions, from sophistical rhetoric and so on) for the benighted prisoner in the cave or the trapped fly in the bottle. 

Both would seem to offer greater clarity, for example, in relation to conceptual analysis and in relation to the uncovering of a “knot” to be untied in language. Both encourage closer analysis, clearer thinking, greater caution in the pursuit of knowledge or genuine understanding. Both link such approaches with deeper insight and a more fulfilling life, a life of greater emancipation with regard to reflection, a richer philosophical life. A teacher could be guided by far less worthy things.  

Even if non-dialectical accounts of difference are pursued it does not follow that dialectical accounts are less valid or less true. Socrates did not claim, as far as we know, that dialectics is all-encompassing or has unlimited applications. In this sense, it would be a great pity to see such valuable analytical, diagnostic and therapeutic tools ignored or abandoned in the philosophical, and indeed the pedagogical, techniques that are pursued in our ongoing quests for knowledge through problem solving, clear thinking and analytical and evaluative reflection.
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