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1. Introduction

Dichotomies are ubiquitous in deliberative thinking, in decision making and in arguing in all spheres of life.
 Sticking uncompromisingly to a dichotomy may lead to sharp disagreement and paradox, but it can also sharpen the issues at stake and help to find a solution. Dichotomies are particularly in evidence in debates, i.e., in argumentative dialogical exchanges characterized by their agonistic nature. The protagonists in a debate worth its name hold positions that are or that they take to be opposed; they argue against each other's positions; and they defend their positions from the adversary's attacks. In some cases, this may lead to a polarization of the debate through treating it as grounded on one or more dichotomies. In others, the contenders may construe the opposition as non-dichotomous and therefore less irreconcilable. Whereas the former attitude, which leads to ‘dichotomization’, is likely to radicalize a debate, rendering it difficult – sometimes impossible – to resolve, the latter, which leads to ‘de-dichotomization’, opens possibilities of solution of the debate other than all out victory of one side and defeat of the other.
In addition to its effect on the outcome of a debate, the contenders’ attitude(s) towards dichotomies in the debate’s management has further, important implications. It is intrinsically connected with the typology of debates and their typical argumentative moves. For the appropriateness of one or the other of these attitudes for best capturing the nature of the antagonism that underlies a debate is in fact an indicator of the kind of debate it actually is or is perceived by the contenders to be. Furthermore, such ‘attitudes’ are expressed by the contenders’ preferred choices of argumentative moves; and these, in turn, can be recognized, in a given debate context, as subservient either to a dichotomizing or to a de-dichotomizing strategy vis-à-vis a dichotomy (or ‘family of dichotomies’) taken to be at the root of the divergence. Consequently, the identification of the type to which a debate belongs, of its rules, assumptions, procedures, and supposedly successful moves seem to be tightly related to attitudes and argumentative strategies vis-à-vis dichotomies. Moreover, insofar as such a meta-level identification largely determines the contenders’ conceptualization of the debate in which they are engaged, their attitude towards dichotomies has indeed a strategic role in their debating behavior.
It is this cluster of inter-relations, which reveals the intimate connections between using dichotomies in debates and the nature of the latter, as well as of the former, that this article seeks to explore. I begin with a logical definition of dichotomy, which the informal use of this notion not always respects (Section 2). Plato, the originator and great enthusiast of the method of dichotomous division is then considered, showing that he was aware of the problems raised by this method (Section 3). These problems, it is argued, may be circumvented by shifting from a semantic to a pragmatic approach; for this purpose working definitions of the strategies of ‘dichotomization’ and ‘de-dichotomization’ are proposed (Section 4) and their uses in contemporary debates are exemplified (Section 5). The last three sections consider the role of dichotomization and de-dichotomization at the theoretical meta-level, especially the typology of debates, and discuss its effects on debating behavior. 
2.  Dichotomy and division
Logically, a dichotomy can be defined as an operation whereby a concept, A, is divided into two others, B and C, which exclude each other, completely covering the domain of the original concept. That is, if x ε A, then either x ε B or x ε C, and if x ε B then ~(x ε C) and vice-versa – which implies that C = ~B. The appeal of dichotomies lied, for Plato, in the fact that they provided a rigorous method of defining forms or ideas through a succession of dichotomous divisions of concepts. Plato attributed so much importance to this method that he makes Socrates declare in the Phaedrus (see quote below) that he loves it because it is what makes him “able to think and to speak”. Perhaps one of the reasons for Socrates-Plato’s enthusiasm is that the ‘method of division’ (diaeresis) consists in a very simple logical procedure, which can be displayed by a diagram in the form of a tree that transparently and completely represents the conceptual composition of concepts subaltern to a higher genus:
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The method of division in fact defines a concept only up to a point: D, for example, is defined in the above diagram as an A, which is a B, which is a C – three components it shares with ~D, of course. In order to distinguish D from ~D a further component is required, the so called differentia specifica, which – of the two subdivisions of C – only D possesses. To be sure, the series of divisions can be pursued further: for instance, if the specific difference that singles out humans amongst all other animals is ‘rationality’, one can further dichotomize the concept “human” by distinguishing between ‘practical’ and ‘theoretical’ rationality. In principle, there is no end to this process of conceptual subdivision. But as a method of identifying an entity, it comes to an end once one reaches the so called infima species. At this point, according to traditional logic and metaphysics, categorical or conceptual divisions as such no longer differentiate between the entities subsumed in a minimal species, namely the individuals that belong to it; the reason is that all of them share all the minimal species’ definitional traits. This limitation of diaeresis implies thus that it cannot support – as Plato believed – a purely ideational or conceptual account of the whole or reality.
This is not the only problem of the logical conception of dichotomy and its use in the Platonic method of division, as we shall see in the next section. Prior to that, however, it is important to recall that not every opposition usually regarded as a dichotomy in fact possesses the corresponding logical traits. Consider the following groups of familiar ‘dichotomies’.

· OBJECTIVE/SUBJECTIVE, OBSERVATION/INTERPRETATION, JUSTIFICATION/ DISCOVERY, CONTEXT-FREE/CONTEXT-DEPENDENT, ABSOLUTE/RELATIVE
· FACT/VALUE, IS/OUGHT, DESCRIPTIVE/NORMATIVE, COGNITIVE/EMOTIVE

· REASON/FAITH, KNOWLEDGE/BELIEF, LOGIC/MYSTICISM, RATIONAL/SUPERSTITIOUS, FREEDOM/FATALISM

· SELF/OTHER, FRIEND/FOE, BROTHER/STRANGER, JEW/GENTILE, BELIEVER/ATHEIST, IN/OUT
· MALE/FEMALE, OPPRESSOR/OPPRESSED, ARGUMENTATIVE/ASSOCIATIVE

· LEFT/RIGHT, EQUALITY/INEQUALITY, JUSTICE/INJUSTICE, COLLECTIVISM/INDIVIDUALISM, PACIFIST/BELLIGERENT, LIBERAL/CONSERVATIVE, TOLERANT/INTOLERANT

· BODY/MIND, MATERIAL/SPIRITUAL, BRUTE/INTELLIGENT, ANIMALITY/HUMANITY, MECHANICAL/CREATIVE

· THEORY/PRAXIS, KNOWLEDGE/POWER, PURE SCIENCE/APPLIED SCIENCE, SCIENCE/TECHNOLOGY, LAW/LAW ENFORCEMENT
Notice, first, that the links connecting the members of each group are not strictly logical, and that the groups overlap. The ‘dichotomy’ body/mind does not entail nor is necessarily associated with brute/intelligent; and left/right may well be parallel, for some, with intolerant/tolerant rather than the other way around. Consequently, whether these oppositions are viewed as dichotomies or not by someone depends upon a variety of factors – e.g., socio-cultural framework (discipline, culture, hierarchy, age-group), basic beliefs (ideology, metaphysics, epistemology, religion), personal interests, argumentative needs and purposes, historical circumstances, etc. That is to say, a list containing only universally undisputed members of the extension of the logically defined concept “dichotomy” is likely to include very few items. Ultimately, the reason for this is that few – if any – candidates are unquestionably grounded on the logical relation of exclusion. Even the apparently unassailable true/false ‘dichotomy’, according to which p is true entails that not-p is false, turns out to be liable to dispute, which has yielded non-bivalent logics. This is not to deny that there is ‘opposition’ between the members of the pairs usually considered dichotomous; it is to reject the presumption that such an opposition is of the insurmountable, formal kind. And the conclusion is that to treat the usual concept of dichotomy formally is perhaps a serious mistake, for it is rather informal in nature, i.e., relative and open-ended. Alternatively, if one prefers to persist in conceiving dichotomy logically, one must admit that the mistake is to identify so many oppositions around us as dichotomies. That we persist in doing so, as we will see, is quite revealing about the aims and practices of various types of debate.
3. Plato’s predicament
The difficulty of determining where to stop division (be it dichotomous or not) while at the same ensuring it provides a full account of reality, though perhaps its main metaphysical problem, is not the only one plaguing diaeresis. Plato himself was aware of other problems with his method. One of them, closely related to the difficulty just mentioned, is how to prevent the use of unrestricted generalization that disregard qualifications or modifiers of a predicate, as a means to generate neat B vs. ~B dichotomies. This problematic move is beautifully illustrated in the following passage of the Euthydemus (293b-d), a dialogue where the sophist brothers Euthydemus and Dionysodorus undertake to teach Socrates, among other things, the wonders of dichotomization:

Is there anything you know? 
Yes, many things, though trivial ones.

Do you suppose it possible for any existing thing not to be what it is?

Heavens no, not I.

And do you know something?

Yes, I do.

Then you are knowing, if you really know?

Of course, as far as concerns that particular thing.

That doesn’t matter, because mustn’t you necessarily know everything if you are knowing?

How can that be, when there are many other things I don’t know?

Then if there is anything you don’t know, you are not knowing.

In just that matter.

Are you any less not knowing for all that? And just now you said you were knowing, with the result that you are the man you are, and then again you are not, at the same time and in respect to the same things.
Socrates rightly stresses the internal unity of each of the predicates ‘knows p’ and ‘knows q’, which are not dichotomous (since they do not exclude each other), whereas the sophists dismember them in order to obtain the more general, dichotomous pair ‘is knowing’ vs. ‘is not knowing’. Although the non sequitur of some of the latter’s formulations are evident (e.g., “if you are knowing you must know everything”), the logic of the inferences here involved had not been developed by Plato’s time,
 so that they must have been at least puzzling for his readers and for the sophists’ clientele. Hence their eventual persuasive power, which the two brothers exploited systematically as a general strategy of creating dichotomies and making at least rhetorical profit out of them: “All our questions are of this same inescapable sort, Socrates” (Euthydemus 273e). In spite of Socrates’s commonsensical, justified and at times quite persuasive resistance to the brothers’ inferences underlying these questions, Plato in fact did not have an “inescapable” strategy capable of getting rid of them once and for all.

Nor did he have a solution to another problem he raises concerning the criteria for cutting a concept in two. All he provides by way of solution is informal guidance in the form of an anatomical metaphor that speaks of ‘natural joints’ along which the appropriate cuts should be made:
SOCRATES: […] to cut up each kind according to its species along its natural joints, and to try not to splinter any part, as a bad butcher might do (Phaedrus 265e).
An instance of not following this guidance, recurrently given by Plato, divides the human race into Greeks and all the rest (sometimes called ‘barbarians’); he suggests that the mistake lies in the blatant asymmetry of the two classes. This problem is overcome in the following instances:
VISITOR: the division would be done better, more by real classes and more into two, if one cut number by means of even and odd, and the human race in its turn by means of male and female, […] (Statesman 262e).

A more elaborate analysis of the virtues of an instance of division of the kinds of madness discussed in the Phaedrus, immediately after the anatomical metaphor quoted above, gives further hints – though not definite criteria – concerning what makes a division good or bad:
SOCRATES: In just this way our two speeches placed all mental derangements into one common kind. Then, just as each single body has parts that naturally come in pairs of the same name (one of them being called the right-hand and the other the left-one one), so the speeches, having considered unsoundness of mind to be by nature one single kind within us, proceeded to cut it up – the first speech cut its left-hand part, and continued to cut until it discovered among these parts a sort of love that can be called “left-handed”, which it correctly denounced; the second speech, in turn, led us to the right-hand part of madness; discovered a love that shares its name with the other but is actually divine; set it out before us, and praised it as the cause of our greatest goods.

PHAEDRUS: You are absolutely right.

SOCRATES: Well, Phaedrus, I am myself a lover of these divisions and collections, so that I may be able to think and to speak. And if I believe that someone else is capable of discerning a single thing that is also by nature capable of encompassing many, I follow “straight behind, in his tracks, as if he were a god”. God knows whether this is the right name for those who can do this correctly or not, but so far I have always called them “dialecticians” (Phaedrus 265e-266c).
Nevertheless, neither this enthusiastic mature Socrates, who enjoys the unrestricted support of Phaedrus, nor the Visitor in the Statesman, whom the young Socrates prompts to spell out the proposed criterion in more precise terms, seem to be able to deliver the goods:
YOUNG SOCRATES: Quite right; but this very thing – how is one to see it more plainly […]?
VISITOR: An excellent response, Socrates, but what you demand is no light thing. We have already wandered far away from the discussion, and you are telling us to wander even more. Well, as for now, let’s go back to where we were (Statesman 263a).

These and other problems detected and left unsolved by Plato himself show that the use of the notion of dichotomy as the flagship of his dialectical method is far from being able to provide this method with a rigorous formal foundation as that use was presumed to do. They reveal in fact loopholes in the method and its central tool, which its opponents will try, time and again, to exploit in their de-dichotomizing moves, and its practitioners will try to block by ever more stringent dichotomizing demands.   
4. Dichotomies as strategic argumentative tools


Plato’s approach to dichotomies is ‘realist’ and ‘semantic’, in the sense that they correspond to a conceptual reality that must be unveiled and properly described, independently of the argumentative uses they can be put to. This approach might be adequate if the logical condition of exclusive disjunction were both sufficient and necessary for discovering, describing, and using dichotomies. Yet, we have seen that this is not the case. Plato’s own condition of ‘proportionality’ between the two halves of a dichotomous division shows that exclusive disjunction is not sufficient for identifying a ‘real’ conceptual ‘joint’, not to mention a useful one; and the fact that the oppositions underlying generally accepted ‘dichotomies’ do not imply exclusive disjunction shows this is not a necessary condition either.

On the other hand, the phenomenon par excellence in which dichotomies, whatever their conceptual underpinnings, are invoked and therefore play some observable role are argumentative episodes. This suggests that an empirically based approach to them should be based on the observation and analysis of that role, i.e., not on what dichotomies are assumed to be, but on how arguers construe and use them for their argumentative purposes; in other words, instead of a realist and semantic approach, what I am suggesting is a constructivist and pragmatic one.

On this approach, the question is not to determine what are ‘true dichotomies’ whose use is legitimized by their being true, but rather to investigate the argumentative aims and moves that either construct or deconstruct an opposition as a ‘dichotomy’. Notice that, from this perspective, the deconstruction of any dichotomy is always possible. Socrates’ technique of predicate qualification in his replies to Euthydemus illustrates nicely this possibility.  

Since in the proposed approach priority is thus granted not to dichotomies qua entities, but to the strategies that create such entities and make use of them, let us conclude this section with a proposal of working definitions of these strategies, for which I have been using the general tags ‘dichotomization’ and ‘de-dichotomization’ – before we examine some recent debates where these strategies loom large:
DICHOTOMIZATION:
 radicalizing a polarity by emphasizing the incompatibility of the poles and the inexistence of intermediate alternatives, by stressing the obvious character of the dichotomy as well as of the pole that ought to be preferred.
DE-DICHOTOMIZATION: showing that the opposition between the poles can be constructed as less logically binding than a contradiction, thus allowing for intermediate alternatives; actually developing or exemplifying such alternatives.
5. Dichotomization and de-dichotomization in debate

5.1 Natural right vs. historicism

In the first example here analyzed, dichotomization is the central move, but one of the contenders prepares the ground for avoiding its power through a well-known preliminary move: distinguishing between the position attacked by the adversary (the ‘extreme’ or ‘strong’ version) and his own position (the ‘moderate’ or ‘weak’ version). This preliminary move is designed to set the ground for de-dichotomizing the debate, as we shall see.

The Strauss-Stern confrontation that took place in mid-twentieth century concerns a basic issue in the philosophy of history. This debate is in fact a variant of the absolutism vs. relativism debate, which in this case deals with the alleged contradiction between the idea of a-historical natural right and the historicist critique of a-historical universalism. Leo Strauss defends the former and Alfred Stern the latter, in a series of texts addressed at each other. Here are two quotations that succinctly present the two poles of the dichotomy that, according to these authors, polarizes their positions:
Historicism is an antithesis; in order to understand it, one has to know the thesis which it denies; namely, natural right, and its presupposition, the concept of a human nature or a human reason considered as unchangeable, eternal, identical throughout the ages, the nations, the civilizations, the social classes (Stern 1962, p. 139).
Natural right isn’t possible if all that men can know about it is that the question about the principles of justice allows for a variety of answers none of which can be proved as better than the others. Natural right is not possible if human thought, though imperfect, is unable to solve the problem of the principles of justice in a true way, hence in a universally valid way (Strauss 1953, p. 26).
In these statements, each of the protagonists defines his position as incompatible with and antithetic to that of his opponent. Furthermore, no mention of a third possibility is made by either. Therefore, both seem to unquestionably accept the dichotomous nature of the issue, as well as its consequence, namely, that one has no option but to adopt one position or the other. Under these conditions, none of the contenders needs to further dichotomize the debate. Both can rather try to exploit particularities of the dichotomous positions as arguments in their favor or against the adversary.

Strauss, for example, makes use of alleged self-defining features of historicism in order to show its absurd consequences – viz., its self-defeating character. This is apparent in the following tu quoque move:
Historicism claims that all human thoughts or beliefs are historical and therefore bound to die; but historicism itself is a human thought; therefore historicism can only have limited validity, or else it cannot be true. To assert the historicist thesis means to doubt it and, thus, to transcend it. […] Historicism thrives on the fact that it inconsistently exempts itself from its own verdict on all human thought (Strauss 1953, p. 26).
The same is the case in the slippery slope move through which he claims that historicism leads to nihilism (ibid.). Both moves, in their eagerness to demonstrate the unworthiness of the opposite pole, in fact present it as not being a real, weighty contender; the dichotomy is thus tendentiously presented as unbalanced (like the Greeks vs. barbarians one); rather than a difficult problem to be solved, it is virtually pre-decided in favor of the arguer’s party. In this context, the tu quoque and slippery slope are, nevertheless, dichotomization moves in so far as they exaggerate the polarity and take advantage of such an exaggeration for facilitating the arguer’s argumentative task. 

Stein, on the other hand, replies in a spirit of moderation, albeit without giving up the dichotomy which is the axis of the debate. He begins by conceding Strauss’ point that historicism’s claim to validity cannot be universal:
[…] let us rather admit that historicism cannot claim timeless validity without violating its very principle. […] By virtue of the categories at our disposal at this moment of history, human thoughts, belief and values appear historically conditioned […] Since, besides the categories of our epoch, we have no others at our disposal […] we must say that, in our epoch, historicism appears to be a well established theory. The fact that we cannot affirm the eternal, timeless, trans-historical validity of historicism does not exclude the possibility of its being valid for the present historical epoch which gave birth to it (Stern 1962, pp. 182-183).
He then re-describes the radicalized dichotomy as opposing ‘extreme’ relativism and absolutism, none of which corresponds to the version of ‘moderate’ historicism he actually defends. From this point of view, ‘extreme historicism’ is nothing but a figment of the imagination of opponents like Strauss, designed for simplistically dichotomizing the issue and winning the battle, rather than solving a thorny problem. Thus dichotomized, however, the polarity becomes in fact easier to de-dichotomize thanks to the existence of a reasonable intermediate alternative such as ‘moderate historicism’.
5.2 Fact vs. value

As our second example, let us consider Putnam’s (2002) head-on attack on an old and entrenched philosophical dichotomy. In addition to his critique of a specific dichotomy, Putnam also criticizes the excesses of dichotomization as a strategy and suggests how to avoid them without falling in the opposite exaggeration of suppressing altogether distinctions.

Putnam’s specific target encompasses Hume’s famous is vs. ought dichotomy, as well as its 20th century counterparts, such as Stevenson’s (1963) fact vs. value and the logical positivists’ scientific vs. unscientific. Putnam prepares his onslaught by a critique of the analytic vs. synthetic dichotomy, which is essential to logical positivism.
 Up to a point, he sides with Quine’s (1961) argument, especially in that it shows that the positivist notion of ‘analytic’ is ill defined. Yet, he does not go all the way with Quine in denying any sense whatsoever to this notion and adopting the latter’s holistic position.
 This, according to Putnam, would amount to throwing the baby with the bath’s water. The baby is, in Putnam’s terminology, a useful distinction, which we understand and use, between two kinds of meaning. Although attempts to define precisely this distinction – employing, among other means, its polarization into a dichotomy – have failed, this is no justification for throwing it out.
 What one must reject are not valuable distinctions (among which Putnam ranges also fact vs. value) but their transformation into strict dichotomies:
This is undoubtedly the case, just as it is undoubtedly the case that there is a distinction to be drawn (and one that is useful in some contexts) between chemical judgments and judgments that do not belong to the field of chemistry (Putnam 2002, p. 19).
What worries Putnam is that, when a distinction becomes a dichotomy it usually acquires, in addition to presumed logical precision, also a metaphysical import it does not have as a mere distinction.
 Hence, the warning:

But nothing metaphysical follows from the existence of a fact/value distinction in this (modest) sense (ibid.).

It is the overlooking of such a warning by logical positivism, in spite of their apparently cautious formulations such as the one below, that particularly irritates Putnam:

All statements belonging to metaphysics, regulative ethics, and (metaphysical epistemology) have this defect, are in fact unverifiable and therefore unscientific. In the Viennese Circle, we are accustomed to describe such statements as nonsense (after Wittgenstein). This terminology is to be understood as implying a logical, not say a psychological distinction; its use is intended to assert only that the statements in question do not possess a certain logical characteristic common to all proper scientific statements; we do not intend to assert the impossibility of associating any conceptions or images with these logically invalid statements. Conceptions can be associated with any arbitrarily compounded series of words; and metaphysical statements are richly evocative of associations and feelings both in authors and readers (Carnap 1934, p. 22; quoted by Putnam 2002, p. 18).

Formulations such as are typical examples of what Putnam calls ‘inflated’ distinctions. As opposed to this, he recommends ‘disinflation’:
If we disinflate the fact/value dichotomy, what we get is this: there is a distinction to be drawn (one that is useful in some contexts) between ethical judgments and other sorts of judgments (Putnam 2002, p. 19).

‘Disinflation’ is thus needed when a distinction dichotomized to the point of becoming an absolute, uncritically applied dichotomy. Distinctions require, Putnam suggests, sensitiveness to the context where they are applied, whereas dichotomies’ charm lies precisely in the fact that they are applicable without such a relativization. Combatting this disinflation temptation is thus a typically de-dichotomizing strategy. It involves a number of moves Putnam’s argumentation in this particular case illustrates, moves that can be easily emulated in analogous cases.
5.3 Combining dichotomization with de-dichotomization?

Our next example is peculiar in that one of the contenders – whose moves I will discuss in some detail – undertakes the critique of a dichotomy both ‘from within’ and ‘from without’, as it were; in this way, he places himself in a position to propose an alternative that ‘transcends’ the criticized dichotomy both through reforming and through side-stepping it – a quite original form of de-dichotomization or some strange form of combining it with dichotomization?
We are talking about a ‘participatory’ approach to social science that has provoked intense controversy. It has been dubbed in the 1940s ‘action research’, a term that designates the attempt to merge research and action in the study of social phenomena. Important projects following this approach have focused on work procedures, which aim to investigate systematically “the way in which the activity of the staff or workers in a given enterprise contributes, or fails to contribute, to its outcomes”. One of its characteristic features is that it is ‘participatory’ in the sense that “the staff whose work is being studied themselves plays a part in the research” (Toulmin 1996a, p. 2). Action research is further described as a ‘clinical art’, whose objective is not just description but improvement – a parallel that “reminds us that the outcome of action research is phronesis not episteme: practical wisdom not theoretical grasp” (Toulmin 1996b, p. 210).


One of the critics of action research, Aage Bödger Sorensen, is reported to have said “It may be OK in its own way, but don’t call it Research” (Toulmin 1996b, p. 203). This and, presumably, similar reactions provoked a fierce counterattack on ‘mainstream social science and philosophy of science’, which are charged with making the wrong choice on a series of grounding dichotomies – theory vs. practice, universal vs. particular, general vs. local, eternal vs. timely, abstract vs. concrete:
More radically, we shall go on to counterattack the objections from mainstream social science and philosophy of science. As we shall argue, the subject matter of social research is not just practice rather than theory: its focus is also particular not universal, local not general, timely not eternal, and – above all – concrete not abstract (Toulmin 1996a, p. 3).

The debate between the proponents of participatory action research and the representatives of mainstream social science, viewed as representatives of ‘High or Pure Science’ (Toulmin 1996b, p. 205) becomes, then, nothing less than a debate about the nature of science and scientific method. Toulmin’s stand in this debate is decidedly against the mainstream position on all counts, as he forcefully puts it: “The overall theories social scientists pursued for much of the 20th century turn out, indeed, to be dreams” (p. 215). As a defender of participatory action research, in particular, he stresses the priority of practice over theory, on the grounds that “appeals to theory are themselves just one practice among others” (Toulmin 1996a, p. 3).


Up to this point, the debate seems to take place within the space defined by a family of dichotomies, with each contender accusing the other of being wrong in their allegiance to one of the poles. Attacking the ‘mainstream’ position for adopting B, C, D, etc., whereas it should adopt, instead, ~B, ~C, ~D, etc. is not de-dichotomizing the debate, but rather at least preserving its dichotomous nature and perhaps even radicalizing it.

It is only when the “outcome of our reflexions” on the cluster of problems he identifies in the debate
 is depicted by Toulmin as converging towards one particular issue that “underlies the whole methodological debate” that de-dichotomization emerges as his dominant strategy. For, the underlying question he raises is:
[D]oes the phrase ‘scientific method’ cover a single universal set of procedures, applicable in investigations of all kinds, regardless of the subject matter or interests involved? Or can scientific inquiries with different subjects – human institutions (say) rather than subatomic particles – or with different interests at stake – clinical techniques rather than physiological theories – employ different sets of procedures, depending on the special nature of the particular inquiry? (Toulmin 1996b, p. 204).

Obviously, the mere act of ‘asking’ whether scientific method might not be plural rather than unitary amounts to suggesting an alternative to the poles of the dichotomies that remained unquestioned so far. As soon as this step is taken, the de-dichotomizing orientation of Toulmin’s argument prevails and the debate’s arena is not any more within the space of options defined by the dichotomies with which the ‘mainstream’ view operates, but rather questions this space and proposes to enrich it with alternatives it excludes. Elements for constructing one or more of such alternatives are successively presented and become the bulk of the argument: ‘Methodological democracy’ (pp. 207-208), ‘participant observation’ and ‘thick descriptions’ in anthropology (p. 209), the contextualizing of the choice of methodology to concrete cases and particular circumstances (pp. 210-213), the variability of the notion of ‘objectivity’ (pp. 215-218), etc. Ultimately, through this concerted attack it is the idea of the unity of science
 – again, a major tenet of logical positivism – that is called into question via the de-dichotomization of the fundamental dichotomous belief upon which it rests: either there is one method whereby the reliability of science can be recognized whatever the objects and circumstances of inquiry or there is no such a thing as ‘science’.
 

If I am not completely off the mark in identifying de-dichotomization as the basic strategic line of Toulmin’s argumentation, it is quite puzzling why he should introduce the book through an argumentative move that is naturally understood as a dichotomizing one. Should we consider that, for Toulmin, these two directions can be somehow coherently combined, and that this was his intention? If this is the case, it is no doubt worth examining as a possibility, because it would demonstrate that dichotomization and de-dichotomization are not incompatible, i.e., they do not constitute a dichotomy in the strict logical sense and the opposition between them is rather of the informal kind.

This interpretation is supported by the use of the spatial metaphor ‘Beyond X’ in the book’s title, where X = Theory.
 A title such as this highlights the idea that X is an obstacle that blocks the way towards reaching some worthy aim, and as such must be overcome. A book bearing this kind of title, therefore, is expected to contain both, a critique of X and at least a sketch of what lies ahead, once X is removed. In our case, the obstacle to be criticized and overcome in order to unblock the way to a proper social science is the traditional view that science means theoretical science. The most direct way to achieve this seems to be a frontal attack on ‘Theory’. But such an attack would be liable to present the book as accepting an extant dichotomy and adopting its opposed pole – presumably ‘Practice’. This would be, however, a rather meager ‘beyond’ achievement for a book that attempts to overcome the theory/practice and other dichotomies, creating instead hybrid concepts such as ‘action research’. Since this is what the book actually tries to do, its main task is to remove not only one pole, but the whole dichotomy and its key strategy is de-dichotomization. But then, the title is misleading, from an argumentative viewpoint. It should contain, next to the X, a Y making thus clear – as in Nietzsche’s Beyond Good and Evil – what is the dichotomy that must be de-dichotomized in order to open radically new horizons. Therefore, Toulmin’s  ‘metaphorically and argumentatively correct’ title should have been ‘Beyond Theory and Practice’.

6. Dichotomization at the meta-level
A theory of debates, i.e., the meta-level that deals with debates qua objects of investigation, is not free of debates, of course. As such, it should be expected to find at this level too dichotomies in the conceptualization and typology of debates and, consequently, dichotomizing and de-dichotomizing strategies in defending or attacking these theoretical proposals. In this and the following sections, we move to the meta-level, focusing in particular on the taxonomy of debates. However, as we have seen, a reasonable case can be made for de-dichotomizing the theory/practice opposition (see Section 5.3); therefore, it should be expected that the meta-level categorization of a debate will influence the actual conduct of that debate.

Such an influence can be observed with respect to the dichotomization of the types of debate and the application by the contenders of the resulting dichotomy in interpreting the adversary’s moves and deciding about their own following steps. In the terminology I have adopted, the two ideal types of debate traditionally viewed as dichotomously related are ‘discussion’ and ‘dispute’.

A discussion is the idealized form of a scientific debate. Its aim is determining which of the positions in confrontation is true, the other being perforce mistaken; a procedure accepted by the (community of) discussants is assumed to be able to yield an unquestionable decision, to whose truth winner and looser, qua rational debaters, are committed in advance; and the privileged argumentative move in this procedure is logical, mathematical or experimental proof. A dispute, at the other pole of the dichotomy, is the idealized form of a battle of wits. Its aim is victory over the adversary; no procedure capable of deciding the issue so as to fully and decisively convince the (community of) disputants is available; and no constraints limit the kinds of argumentative stratagems designed to lead to the desired victory, however momentary it may be.
Several dichotomies underlie and yield support to the dichotomization of the pair discussion/dispute, both at the theoretical level and its use in actual debates:

Discussion


Dispute
The truth


My truth
Issue can be decided

Issue cannot be decided
Logical


Rhetorical
Rational


Irrational
Debate about contents

Debate about attitudes
Yields opinion change

Does not yield opinion change
Once contenders perceive the concepts of discussion and dispute as radically opposed on so many grounds, i.e., as mutually exclusive and exhaustively covering all possible debates, they are compelled to view the particular debate in which they are involved as either a discussion or a dispute; and this choice will determine their expectations, interpretations, and behavior in the debate. A contender may stick to his/her initial choice of category or, in the light of eventual violations by the adversary of his/her expectations or interpretations of the adversary’s moves, shift to the other and react accordingly. This flip-flop effect that admits no intermediate alternative is not unusual.

A notorious example of this phenomenon is the clash between Isaac Newton and Robert Hooke. These renowned scientists, both members of the Royal Society, both mathematically oriented experimentalists, engage in a violent debate about the theoretical interpretation of Newton’s prism experiment, which becomes a decade long all-out confrontation on many fronts. According to Newton, there can be no doubt that his observations demonstrate the truth of his theory of light’s composition. But Hooke, who does not question Newton’s observations, does question his claim that all theories other than his are ruled out by such results. Hooke argues that his own hypothesis is compatible with the results and criticizes Newton’s notion of experimentum crucis as capable of providing decisive experimental proof of a theory. Newton, derisive of hypotheses, dismisses Hooke’s arguments as unscientific. If the debate begins as a civilized discussion between truth-searching scientists, it soon becomes a bitter dispute, where hidden motives and abuse are not rare.


The lack of at least one theoretically justified and generally acknowledged intermediate category legitimizes a pattern of conceptualizing debates that induces a procrustean simplification of the alternatives in the debated issues, a reductionism that cuts down details, complexity and precision, and the illusion of easy understanding and equally easy choice between the dichotomous options. In public debates, especially under the additional constraint of time limitations in assemblies, professional congresses, or the media, this pattern is fully operative and recognizable. Yet, public debates also bear witness, occasionally, to the need to overcome the narrow, dichotomization-imposed pattern: for a while – typically in ‘open discussion’ time – yes/no questions are no longer heeded to, in spite of formal announcements, requests of previous preparation, and insistence by the chair or the interviewer; unforeseen alternatives are improvised on the spot and non-conventional answers become thus suddenly possible; it is as if complexity erupts from nowhere, revealing the ersatz character of ready-made simplified dichotomous options.

In a large professional congress, where I had the opportunity to speak and observe (as a controversies researcher), the First World Congress on Controversies in Neurology (Berlin, 6-9 September, 2007), the sessions dealing with the currently most controversial issues in the field – e.g., multiple sclerosis (MS) – were structured in a clear dichotomized form: a yes/no question and two speakers picked up as defenders of each of the possible answers. But the debaters not always complied with this format’s constraints. For example, to the question “Clinically Isolated Syndromes (CIS): To treat or not to treat?”, one of them replied “Start early” and the other “Don’t hurry”. They thus employed a well known pragmatic device to convey both their agreement (as a presupposition) and disagreement, thereby foregrounding the question of timing and circumstances of the treatment as the issue worth debating. In another case, a compound question, “Is MS a single nosologic entity due to an auto-immune mechanism?”, became the occasion to focus the debate on one of its components: the causal claim. Again, neither the “Yes” nor the “No” answers denied the presence of inflammatory brain or spinal chord auto-immune responses in MS; but both shifted the issue to whether these processes can explain the clinical syndrome and the course of the disease, and therefore can be considered the main target of drug development and treatment. In both examples, the ‘complexification’ of the issue prevents the easy dichotomization of the debate.
7 De-dichotomization at the meta-level

The examples above clearly indicate the insufficiency of a dichotomous conception of debates for handling complex scientific – and certainly also practical – issues. That is, they show that the models of discussion and dispute alone are not sufficient for an account of all varieties of debates. Yet, although examples such as these are quite common in the history of debates, it is only recently that the de-dichotomization of the still dominant meta-level umbrella, the discussion/dispute dichotomy, has begun.

In my own case, besides the descriptive inadequacy of this dyadic scheme and the unnatural flip-flop effect it forces upon debaters, what prompted my search for at least one additional ideal type to add to the taxonomy was the encounter with a different approach to controversy in the work of G. W. Leibniz – an approach virtually ignored by a tradition that highlighted, instead, his project of developing an algorithmic procedure for solving all controversies.
 This hitherto overlooked approach suggested a type of controversy where not the decision (be it the determination of the truth or of the winner) is the primary goal, but rather the construction or emergence of a solution through the dialectic cooperation of the debaters.
Retrospectively, I now see the move that resulted from these briefly described circumstances as a classical de-dichotomization move, which led to the elaboration and mise en valeur of the concept of a new ideal type of debate and to the transformation of an earlier dyadic taxonomy into a triadic one. Though the new category, christened ‘controversy’, owes some of its features to Leibniz, neither it nor the taxonomy of which it is part and parcel, is to be found in his writings. What actually defines controversy is the set of substantial differences that distinguish it from both discussion and dispute. And its justification and value must be judged by its descriptive and explanatory power.

In a controversy, unlike in a dispute, the objective is not victory, but rational persuasion; each contender does not assume a priori that the adversary is entirely wrong while he is entirely right, thus abandoning from the outset any hope of rationally persuading the other to change his mind. External intervention (e.g., by a tribunal) can dissolve the dispute, but usually does not change the contenders’ belief in the correctness and justice of their positions. On the other hand, controversy differs from discussion in that, while it is predicated upon the possibility of rational persuasion, it does not assume that this can only be achieved through the acceptance by the contenders of the unquestionable results of the application of a method they unconditionally accept. In controversy, the questioning of basic assumptions of all sorts is always possible. This leads to a wide span of disagreements that can be quite radical – including doubts about the alleged certainty of the decision procedures. Hence, rational persuasion in controversy has not the power of the dramatic revelation of the truth as it is supposed to have in discussion.
In sum, controversy differs from dispute and from discussion in its aim and in the details of each of its key parameters; but from the point of view of this paper, the fundamental difference to be stressed is the fact that its defining parameters, contrary to those of its partners in the triad, are all non-dichotomous in nature. This feature of controversy grants it a flexibility, an open-endedness, a challenging attitude vis-à-vis established beliefs and practices, a non-dogmatic rationality that account for its special contribution to the growth of knowledge and its explanation: the creation of a space where radical innovation within rational boundaries becomes possible. 
8. Re-dichotomizing a de-dichotomized triad?
If the very distinction between the definitional properties of the pair discussion/dispute and of controversy turns out to be based on whether these properties are dichotomous or not, and if dichotomization and de-dichotomization play indeed a determinant role in the structure and conduct of debates at the theoretical, strategic, and tactical levels, it is natural to incorporate them in the triadic scheme, at least as an additional parameter for characterizing the types of debate (as in the table below):
	DISPUTE
	CONTROVERSY
	DISCUSSION
	

	 VICTORY
	PERSUASION
	TRUTH
	AIM

	 LOCALIZED
	GENERALIZED
	LOCALIZED
	EXTENSION

	NO INTERNAL METHOD
	METHOD QUESTIONABLE
	DECISION METHOD
	PROCEDURE

	STRATAGEM
	ARGUMENT
	PROOF
	TYPICAL MOVE

	DICHOTOMIZ.
	DE-DICHOTOMIZ.
	DICHOTOMIZ.
	STRATEGY

	DISSOLUTION
	RESOLUTION
	SOLUTION
	ENDING


The addition of the “strategy” row is both suggestive and puzzling. On the suggestive side, it leads one to inquire whether there are not two kinds of controversy which employ different forms of de-dichotomization, just as there are two types of debate that employ different forms of dichotomization; in fact, a positive answer is not far fetched, for indeed de-dichotomization may lead to one or more discrete alternatives or to a continuum of possible alternatives between the poles of the criticized dichotomy. Furthermore, since – as we have seen – the choice of strategy naturally organizes the types of debates in a new dichotomy, whose criterion is a property underlying these types’ features as described in the other rows, such a choice surely occupies a higher hierarchic position than the other rows. The graph below depicts these heuristic explorations:

[image: image1]


But this graph also calls attention to the puzzling side of the exploration it helps to picture. Haven’t we ended up re-dichotomizing what we undertook to de-dichotomize? On the face of it, yes, of course. But in the course of our investigation, we learned something about dichotomies in general and about the dichotomization/de-dichotomization one in particular, something that might help to overcome this apparent circularity. We learned that dichotomies are not absolute givens, but purpose-dependent constructs, i.e., pragmatic, not semantic entities. As such, they can always be de-dichotomized, provided someone finds such an undertaking of sufficient interest in order to spend in it the required energy. Suppose, however, the puzzle is pursued and it is further suggested that it is an inevitable feature of our thinking that we cannot get rid altogether of dichotomies, especially at the higher (or deeper) levels of abstraction. To this I, for one, would reply that these levels are too far from my reach as yet, and I am perfectly happy with living in a pragmatic conceptual universe populated by dichotomies we are still able to de-dichotomize.
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�  The basis for this article is my keynote speech, “Dichotomy in Debate”, at the Sixth Conference of the International Society for the Study of Argumentation (ISSA), held in Amsterdam, June 2006. I am grateful to Frans van Eemeren and the other members of the committee that granted me the Argumentation Award for 2004 and the opportunity to address the participants in the Conference and to benefit from their enlightening comments. I wish to thank also my colleagues of the International Association for the Study of Controversies (IASC) for their continuous support. To my students at the graduate seminar on “Dichotomies in Philosophy”, held at Tel Aviv University in the fall of  2005-2006, I am grateful for the exciting materials they brought into focus and for the quality of the discussion. In this paper I have made use in particular of the presentations in the seminar by Erez Firt, Eli Amit, and Nitzan Meital. I extend my thanks also to Geoffrey Lloyd for making available to me his work on both Greek and Chinese modes of argumentation and for engaging with me in a fruitful, ongoing critical dialogue on the taxonomy of debates, dichotomies, and related topics. My thanks are also due to an anonymous referee, whose remarks and puzzles contributed much to the improvement of the text you are about to read. Last but not least, Varda as always was of great help in sharing with me her insights on this complex subject.


� Socrates is reporting his conversation with Euthydemus to Crito. I suppress the reported speech “he said”, “I said”, so as to make the clash more crispy. 


� Not even in Aristotle’s syllogistic logic, which treats predicates as single units that cannot be partitioned. This disallows any inference from ‘knows p’ to ‘knows’ or ‘is knowing’, as well as from ‘knows p’ to ‘knows t’ (even when p entails t). Within such a framework, the relational inference “3 > 2, 2 > 1, therefore 3 > 1” cannot be proven, because it involves two different, unrelated predicates (‘> 2’ and ‘> 1’). Nor can the inference “Mary is Christ’s mother, Christ had twelve disciples, therefore Mary is the mother of someone who had twelve disciples” be proven. Throughout the Middle Ages logicians discussed the problems such inferences – involving steps leading from the ‘direct’ to the ‘oblique’ or vice-versa – raised for Aristotelian logic. Seventeenth century logicians, such as Jungius and Leibniz, were still concerned with them (cf. Leibniz 2006: Chapter 31G).  


� The anonymous referee asks why not use, instead of the awkward ‘dichotomization’, the shorter and familiar ‘polarization’ (and its corresponding ‘de-’), which is anyhow used in the definiens. And s/he suggests part of the answer: ‘polarization’ does not have “the heavy associations that dichotomies have in logic”. I would add the impact of the neologism to achieve the desired effect of the strategy, namely, to make full use of these “heavy associations” so that the argument seems to be strictly logic


�  It should be recalled that logical positivism had in fact re-dichotomized the opposition between ‘analytic’ and ‘synthetic’, which Kant had de-dichotomized through the introduction of the tertium ‘synthetic a priori’.


� Grice & Strawson (1956), in their reaction to Quine’s article, adopt a similar strategy. They accept Quine’s criticism of the definitions of analyticity proposed in the positivists’ writings, but stress that, even though this notion resists formal definition, it corresponds to an intuition shared by speakers of natural languages, and hence is meaningful and ought to be preserved.


�  Another – not unrelated – example of a logical positivist concept that resisted attempts of formal definition is the concept “empirical significance”. For an analysis of this failure, see Dascal (1971). The intuitive idea that a theoretical statement is about the world if there are observation statements that are “relevant” either to its justification or to its refutation, a basic intuition of empiricism, which logical positivism (also called ‘logical empiricism’) attempted to develop into a formal criterion of (empirical) meaningfulness or verifiability, proved to be resilient to these attempts – in part due to the logically ‘soft’ nature of the notion of relevance. However, this fact did not make this idea lose its meaning nor its usefulness, although it should certainly have made it lose its appeal as the basis for the rigid dichotomy between scientific and non-scientific statements.


�  Of course one could be worried as well by other sorts of significance – e.g., political, ethical, religious, epistemological, etc. – a distinction might acquire when conceived as a dichotomy.


�  Notice the inclusion of ‘regulative ethics’ in the group of statements that are defective because they do not satisfy the criterion of verifiability. This position leads to the search of some other kind of meaning for ethical statements, e.g., ‘emotive’ meaning (Ayer 1967; Stevenson 1963), ‘recommending’ rather than ‘stating’ (Hare 1952).


�  The list includes: “1. the claims of High Science, with its goal of abstract, universal theories; 2. the distinction between (abstract) Theory and (concrete) Practice; 3. the contrast between the general, timeless laws of (say) Physics, and the ‘local’ or ‘timely’ concerns of (say) Anthropology or History; 4. the varying demands of objectivity, in different research fields; and 5. the implications of participation in research projects by the very subjects of the research” (Toulmin 1996b, p. 204).


�  See the section “The dream of a unitary theory” (Toulmin 1996b, 213-215).


� The development of the ‘social sciences’ has, since its inception by the end of the 18th century, posed a challenge to the notion of a unitary science: can Netwonianism, the paradigmatic method of the natural sciences, be simply applied to the social sciences, requiring only slight adaptations? The history of this debate, which continues to this day (as Toulmin himself points out), is a good example of the mutations dichotomies can undergo in evolving dialectical contexts. Recall, for instance, the following significant episodes in the debate in question: the controversy between Malthus and Ricardo that, beyond the foundations of political economy, has in view the very nature and method of a social science (see Cremaschi & Dascal 1996, 1998); the erklären vs. verstehen debate, initiated by Dilthey, and rekindled by von Wright and the positivists (see von Wright 1971); and the “two cultures” dispute (see Snow 1963). For a comprehensive discussion of the unity of science, see Pombo (2006).


� I have analyzed this ubiquitous spatial metaphor, with special reference to titles of (mainly) philosophical works, in Dascal (1996), to which I refer the reader for the details.


� “What I am suggesting is, simply, that we regard social science as a clinical science, and action research as one corresponding clinical practice” (Toulmin 1996b, p. 212). This statement comes close to my suggestion, but it is somewhat ambivalent: on the one hand, the modifier ‘clinical’ substantially changes both the concepts of science (notice that Toulmin does not employ ‘theory’ here) and of practice, and thus contributes to weakening the theory vs. practice dichotomy; on the other, the statement relies on this dichotomy as a means of explaining the proposed distinction. Perhaps this ambivalence is unavoidable when de-dichotomization operates by hybridization of the poles of the dichotomy it seeks to suppress. 


� For this terminology and the typology to which it belongs, see Dascal (1998a, 1998b).


� Here are some excerpts of their correspondence (see Newton 1978, passim). Newton: “For this is to be decided not by discourse, but by new tryal of the Experiment”; “But this, I conceive, is enough to enforce it, and so to decide the controversy”; “There are yet other Circumstances [i.e., other experiments, M.D.], by which the Truth might have been decided”. 


Hooke: “But, how certain soever I think myself of my hypothesis (which I did not take up without first trying some hundreds of experiments), yet I should be very glad to meet with one experimentum crucis from Mr. Newton, that should divorce me from it. But it is not that, which he so calls, will do the turn; for the same phaenomenon will be solved by my hypothesis, as well as by his, without any manner of difficulty or straining: nay, I will undertake to shew another hypothesis, differing from both his and mine, that shall do the same thing”. I analyze another example of flip-flop between the poles of this dichotomy, the debate between the analytic philosopher John Searle and the post-modern philosopher Jacques Derrida, in Dascal (2001).


�  For details of Leibniz’s hitherto overlooked approach, see the Introductory Essay and the Leibnizian texts translated and commented in Leibniz (2006). 





