IASC in the 21st World Congress of Philosophy

Istanbul, 10-17 August, 2003

IASC Session:

“Controversy and Negotiation”
Four IASC members represented our association in a special session organized by IASC in this huge congress, organized by the Fédération Internationale de Societés de Philosophie (FISP) and attended by about 2000 philosophers from all over the world. More members of IASC would have participated were it not for the high cost of travel, accommodation, food, and registration fees (U.S. $200.-).

Unlike in many other sessions of the congress, all IASC participants showed up. Unfortunately, the congress organizers did not publish the contents of the session, so that attendance was too low for the quality of the papers presented by Marta Spranzi, Varda Dascal, Shay Frogel and Quintín Racionero in Room Dolmabahçe-C of the impressive Istanbul Convention Center with a magnificent view of the Bosphorus.

Even though the speakers did not coordinate their topics and approaches and addressed quite different domains such as the “contract” between patient, physician and hospital, the overcoming of resistance to belief-change in psychotherapy, the nature of philosophical discourse, and key problems in the epistemology of history, there was a surprising coincidence in what emerged as a basic assumption from all the four presentations. For all of them, ultimately, vindicated the non-eliminable role of the subject in each of the phenomena they discussed.

Shay Frogel showed how philosophical discourse is fundamentally anchored in the trustworthiness of the philosophical speaker or author as a “man of truth”, and proposed a preliminary typology of “philosophical speakers” which he exemplified through the classical texts of Descartes, Spinoza and Nietzsche.

Quintín Racionero argued that there cannot be history without a “historical memory” that suffuses every historical narrative – including those that purport to be detached accounts of “the facts”. Instead of an unattainable ideal of a non-contingent objectivity, Quintín proposes to face and accept head on the contingency of historical memory and to adopt an epistemological stance he dubs “pragmatic history”, which is free of transcendentalist illusions.

Marta Spranzi analyzed the evolution of the treatment of patients suffering from anorexia, which shows a progress from an authoritative imposition of treatment by doctors and hospitals, to a “contractual” approach, where the patient is allowed to negotiate to some extent the conditions of the treatment and to express her special needs and worries.

Varda Dascal focused on the difficulty of “unstucking” a patient that feels stuck and searches psychotherapeutic help, due to the entrenched character of the conceptual framework that governs the patient’s beliefs, attitudes, and conception of possible alternative courses of action. She exemplified her claims with a number of clinical cases and argued that it is possible to overcome entrenchment through a process of re-framing.

Although only Quintín Racionero explicitly mentioned polemics (as being a key phenomenon in the new epistemology he proposes for history), in fact all the papers implicitly linked the vindication of the role of the subject with the fact that only if such a subject is allowed to and indeed prompted to express the particularity of his or her point of view is s/he acknowledged as a “real”, i.e., autonomous subject. But then, in so far as it would be strange to expect that different autonomous and substantively different subject would always or in most cases reach a large measure of agreement, it is only too natural to expect that full acknowledgment of the subject should rather lead to controversies or other forms of disagreement, thus highlighting the centrality of this phenomenon.
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