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Dieter Krohn

Welcome to the Third International
Conference on the Socratic Dialogue — And
a Short Introduction to the Socratic Method

In 1996, the Society for the Furtherance of Critical Philosophy,
supported by the Philosophisch-Politische Akademie, organised the First
International Conference on the Socratic Dialogue, which was held in
Hillcroft College near London. Participants mainly from Great Britain,
the Netherlands and Germany met to engage in Socratic Dialogue and to
discuss topics of the Critical Philosophy.

Two years later the Dutch Socratics, supported by the Society for the
Furtherance of Critical Philosophy and the Philosophisch-Politische
Akademie, organised the Second International Conference on the
Socratic Dialogue, which took place in Leusden near Amersfoort. The
emphasis was on the Dutch Experience, the application of the Socratic
Dialogue in different forms and, amongst others, in the context of
business consultancy. The number of participants and the number of
nationalities present had increased.

Two years later again, in the year 2000, after some decades of Socratic
Dialogue in the tradition of Leonard Nelson and Gustav Heckmann in
Germany, we are meeting in Loccum to attend the Third International
Conference on the Socratic Dialogue. Even more participants this time,
not only from different countries in Europe but also from different
continents. Welcome everybody!

For the conference in Hillcroft College in 1996 the three facilitators,
Rene Saran, Pieter Mostert and Dieter Krohn, had agreed on a statement
on the Socratic Dialogue that was given to the participants as a kind of
introduction to the method. It comprises some fundamental ideas,
information about the procedures and the rules for participants and
facilitators as well as criteria for suitable examples. This statement may
serve here as a first introduction for those who are not so familiar with



the Socratic Dialogue and as a starting point for a critical review of the
ideas presented:

What is a Socratic Dialogue?

A Socratic dialogue is a joint attempt to find the answer to a fundamental
question. The question is the centre of the dialogue. It is applied to a
concrete experience of one or more of the participants that is accessible
to all other participants. Systematic reflection upon this experience is
accompanied by a search for shared judgements and underlying reasons
for these.

The dialogue aims at consensus. Whilst it is possible to achieve
consensus, this is not a simple or casy task. Effort, discipline and
perseverance are required. Everyone’s thoughts need to be clarified in
such a manner that participants understand cach other fully.
Explanations and reasons are analysed and weighed-up carefully. The
discourse moves slowly and systematically so that all participants gain
insight into the substance of the dialogue.

The Socratic dialogue proper is a discourse about content, in which the
central question is at stake. Heckmann in addition developed the mefa-
dialogne which is about the process and atmosphere of the dialogue. Some
facilitators also distinguish a dialogne abont strategy to determine pathways
of the dialogue. Others see strategy questions as an integral part of the
Socratic dialogue proper or of the meta-dialogue.

The Socratic dialogue derives its name from Socrates, but it is not an
imitation of a Platonic dialogue. What is basically Socratic is the method
of rigorous inquiry into the thoughts, concepts and values we hold as
true. The Socratic dialogue is a joint investigation into assumptions we
make when we formulate our thoughts.



Procedures

The Socratic dialogue normally uses the following procedures:
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A well-formulated, general question, or a statement, is set by the
facilitator before the discourse commences.

The first step is to collect concrete examples experienced by
participants in which the given topic plays a key role.

One example is chosen by the group which will usually be the basis
of the analysis and argumentation throughout the dialogue.

Crucial statements made by participants are written down on a flip
chart or board, so that all can have an overview and be clear about
the sequence of the discourse.

Rules for Participants

There a seven basic rules for participants in the Socratic dialogue:
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Each participant’s contribution is based upon what s/he has
experienced, not upon what s/he has read or heard.

The thinking and questioning is honest. This means that only
genuine doubts about what has been said should be expressed.

It is the responsibility of all participants to express their thoughts as
clearly and concisely as possible, so that everyone is able to build on
the ideas contributed by others earlier in the dialogue.

Participants should not concentrate exclusively on their own
thoughts, they should make every effort to understand those of
other participants and if necessary seek clarification.

Anyone who has lost sight of the question or of the thread of the
discussion should seck the help of others to clarify where the group
stands.

Abstract statements should be grounded in concrete experience in
order to illuminate such statements.

Inquiry into relevant questions continues as long as participants
either hold conflicting views or have not yet reached clarity.

9



Rules for Facilitators
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The main task of the facilitator is to assist the joint process of
clarification so that any achieved consensus is genuine. Consensus is
only achieved when contradictory points of view have been resolved
and all arguments and counter-arguments have been fully
considered; the facilitator has to ensure this happens.

The facilitator should not ‘steer’ the discussion in one particular
direction nor take a position in matters of content; s/he should
ensure that the rules of the dialogue are upheld.

Criteria for suitable examples

)

)

€)

)

®)
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The example has been derived from the participant’s own
experience; hypothetical or ‘generalized’ examples [‘quite often it
happens to me that ...’] are not suitable.

Examples should not be very complicated ones; simple ones are
often the best. Where a sequence of events has been presented, it
would be best for the group to concentrate on one aspect or one
event.

The example has to be relevant for the topic of the dialogue and of
interest to the other participants. Furthermore, all participants must
be able to put themselves into the shoes of the person giving the
example.

The example should deal with an experience that has already come
to an end. If the participant is still immersed in the experience it is
not suitable. For example, if decisions are still to be taken, there is a
risk that group members might be judgmental or spin hypothetical
thoughts.

The participant giving the example has to be willing to present it
fully and provide all the relevant factual information and answer
questions so that the other participants are able to understand the
example and its relevance to the central question.



Loccum 2000

We can use this statement above as a point of reference or as a stumbling
block. This conference in Loccum gives us the chance:

to share our experience in the Socratic Dialogue,
- to sharpen our awareness of details,
- to review theoretical assumptions,
to put old believes to the test,
- to develop new ideas,
- to promote understanding and cooperation among the “Socratics”,
to enjoy the week and
to have fun together.

Last but not least: Thanks to the planning group: Rene Saran for the
Society for the Furtherance of Critical Philosophy; Dries Boele, Erik
Boers, Hans Bolten, Jos Kessels and Pieter Mostert alternately for the
Dutch Socratics; Horst Gronke, Dieter Krohn, Rainer Loska, Kirsten
Malmquist, Klaus Rof3, and Nora Walter for the Philosophisch-Politische
Akademie and the Gesellschaft fir Sokratisches Philosophieren
respectively.

And many, many thanks to Peter Brune and Uwe Nitsch for their
masterpiece of organization so far. Let us hope and make sure that things
go smoothly.

11
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Erik Boers

On Our Duty to Use the Socratic Dialogue in
Business Organizations'

1.

Introduction

Within the community of people working with Socratic Dialogues,
following the traditon set by Nelson and Heckmann, there are some
major concerns about the use of this method within the context of
business organizations:

)

b)

Some fear that the method might be used as an instrument for
secondary purposes, like problem-solving or manipulating
employees, instead of searching for the truth.

Consultants offering Socratic Dialogues professionally, could be
tempted to please the client by reducing the extent of fundamental
critical thinking.

Time pressure sometimes requires that Socratic Dialogues in
organizations be shortened. This raises the question whether these
conversations still deserve the predicate ‘Socratic Dialogue’. Should
we then not reserve this predicate for sessions held in a more
contemplative setting?

We talked about these concerns during the International Conference on
Socratic Dialogue and Ethics, July 2000 in Loccum (Germany). This article is
an elaboration of the short improvised talk I held there. Referring to the
title of this conference my proposition is:

‘Ethics’ requires us to extend conducting Socratic Dialogues from
the customary contexts to business organizations and to adjust the
method to these specific circumstances.

In the title I refer to business organizations, but everything I write can also be
applied to governmental and other ‘not-for-profit’ organizations.
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2. Philosophy as a way of life

I am a philosopher, which means that for me it is not satisfying to live
my life without examining it. To inform this examinaton I chose to
acquaint myself with and follow the tradition of Western Philosophy and
I stand in a tradition founded by thinkers like Socrates, Epictetus,
Anselm, Hume, Kant, Nietzsche, Wittgenstein, Popper, Levinas, Nelson
and Heckmann. I have been inspired by their writings and by the records
of their lives. To them and to the people 1 work and live with I try to
account for my own thinking and acting.
These philosophers saw philosophy as a way of life. As an illustration
I would like to quote Epictetus, a famous Stoic philosopher from the
first century.
“Philosophy comes down, in the first place and inevitably, to the
application of fundamental moral theorems, such as, “We ought not to
lic”. In the second place philosophy concerns itself with proof, or
demonstration, for example “Why is lying wrong?” And finally
philosophy concerns itself with the foundations, the fundamental
analysis: “What makes this a proof? What is demonstration? What is a
conclusion? What is contradiction? What is true and what is false?”
The third topic, then, is essential for the second, and the second for the
first, which cannot be circumvented and which requires quiet
deliberation and discussion. But we usually turn matters around. We
spend all our time and focus all our attention on the third topic and
neglect entirely the first. As a consequence we lie, and simultaneously
have an abundance of arguments at our disposal to explain why lying is
wrong.” (Epitectus, Encheiridion, 51)

For me this quotation means that we philosophize in order to live a good
life, or rather, to establish a good life for all. Epictetus makes clear that
philosophy is a practice ‘using moral theorems’. The proof of our
understanding is to be found in our acts. True understanding leads to
right behaviour. If we fail to act in accordance with our comprehension,
we do not really know the truth. And it is from our own acts that we can
learn the truths we cherish.

16



3. The misleading distinction between ‘search for
ttruth’ and ‘practical application’

In my first lines I paraphrased Socrates’ motto ‘an unexamined life is not
worth living’. The counterpart is ‘it is useless to examine our lives
without checking our knowledge by trying to live according to our
conclusions’. Truth cannot be sought other than within a practical
context. The proposed distinction between the Socratic Method as a
search for truth and the practical application of this method in the
business environment is illusory. There always has been a practical
context in which the Socratic Method was employed: the educational
context, the political context or the environment of everyday life. We
have become used to identify the method with these contexts and with
the routines which fit there best. But we should not limit the method to
these contexts and routines. The method can be used in many contexts.
The business organization is one of them, and a very important one.

4. Our lives in organizations

As a follower of the Western philosophical tradition I am inclined to
practice philosophy in the context of everyday life. After all, where else is
the good life to be found? Nowadays we live in an age dominated by
organizations. People spend most of their time, attention, energy and
creativity in their organizational lives. Occupation and profession largely
determine our identity. Our lives and our views about the ‘good life’ are
dominated by organizations. That is why we must philosophize with
employers, employees and managers: we want to learn about the good
life from their experience and we want them to examine critically their
ways of living and working together.

For this reason I have chosen to work as a philosopher-consultant in
organizations, both profit and non-profit. Eleven years of management
consulting have taught me to see organizations primarily as learning
environments for all concerned. Having finished their formal education
employees start to define their professional goals and style while learning
to take into account the interests of their colleagues and competitors.
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Later on in their careers they might choose to supervise or provide
leadership to their colleagues. They then need to explore, for example,
the boundaries of their responsibilities and the meaningfulness of the
formulated collective ambition.

In these different phases of personal and professional development
all kinds of fundamental questions arise; questions concerning integrity,
responsibility, flexibility, success, motivation, effectiveness, mutuality,
leadership, empowerment, openness, autonomy and so on. And that is
where my work as a philosopher-consultant starts.

5. The Socratic Method and our duty as philosophers

Since my first encounter with it some ten years ago 1 have learned to
value the Socratic Method, based on the critical philosophy developed by
Leonard Nelson and Gustav Heckman, as a genuine and fertile way of
philosophizing in everyday life. It encourages participants to take
responsibility for their own thinking and at the same time stimulates
them to think together. There is a profound question (touching the
cornerstones of our lives) at stake, which always gets connected to
participants’ personal experience. The method constitutes an ethical
practice: we think about philosophical issues and try to behave in
accordance with the way we think together.

The method is extremely suitable for the questions referred to at the
end of the preceding section. The questions are fundamental and closely
related to issues of everyday life. The people involved need not only to
come to grips with these questions, but they are also forced to practice
the insights gained during the inquiry and learn from them. If these
people ask for guidance, we as philosophers have the obligation to offer
our experience. If we do not answer their call, they will be at the mercy
of dogmatic management gurus. These sophists of our age all have the
tendency to transform any sincere question to their universal answer.
Any attempt to think critically for oneself is suffocated in a cloud of
success stories.

But there is more at stake. We as philosophers, searching for the good
life, can learn a lot about the practical wisdom developed by managers
and employees. If these people invite us to talk and think with them, we

18



should seize the opportunity to learn from their experiences in dealing
with all kinds of dilemmas while working and living together in
organizations.

6. Instrumentalism and outdated views on
organizations

Leonard Nelson not only developed a philosophical method but he also
founded a political, social democratic movement, called the
Internationale Sozialistischer Kampf-Bund. Many of its members lost
their lives resisting the Nazi regime. I have not studied this honourable
part of political history, but I imagine that the hesitation to be hired by
business organizations can be related to this particular aspect of the
background of the Nelsonian tradition, which is still shared by many
Socratics. Their warnings (instrumentalization in order to manipulate
people; corruption of the method by commercial interests) seem to be
inspired by a specific perception of the concepts of ‘instrument’ and
‘business organizations’.

To address the first: is it wrong to see and use the Socratic Dialogue
as an instrument? I do not think so. It is one of the instruments — in
addition to reading, writing, contemplating or debating — a philosopher
has. Can it be used to manipulate people for one’s own benefit? 1 do not
believe that is easily done if we stick to the rules and guidelines which
have been handed down for participants. Besides, the way we use the
Socratic Method in business organizations helps and indeed forces
people to clarify their own aims and goals (their true interests). But are
employees really free to think critically about these? I would certainly
think so. We are living in an information society. Most of the employees
and managers I meet are knowledge workers with professional
responsibility for determining their own objectives and the methods they
employ. They are asked to think critically about the foundations of their
profession, though they have rarely been educated to do so. If we take a
close look at the world of business organizations, we see that compared
with the first half of the 20 Century it has changed dramatically.
Classical distinctions between owner and employee, labour and control,
structure and strategy, inside and outside, profit and non-profit, private
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and public, competitor and partner, customer and supplier have become
blurred. To obtain a clear view on the need for dialogue and the
possibilities for the Socratic Method in business organizations, we have
to shake off our 19% century ideas about privately owned companies and
the subordinate role of employees. The roles of organizations have
changed and it is unwise to stick to the initial choice of developing the
Socratic Method merely in educational and political organizations.

In principle, therefore, it is both possible and advisable to conduct a
Socratic Dialogue in business organizations. In practice, of course, all
kinds of tensions appear. People working together in organizations,
including consultants, inevitably develop all kinds of interdependencies.
There are many interests at stake. Do these make us less free as
facilitators and participants? I do not think so. Our freedom depends on
the way we deal with our own interests (as facilitator, as client or as
participant). If we let them dominate us and use the Socratic Dialogue,
for example, for ‘problem solving’, ‘conflict mediation’ or ‘policy making’
than we are misusing the method. But if we acknowledge our interests
and create some distance towards them, we can conduct a genuine

inquiry.

7. The necessity to adjust the method

It is not easy to conduct a Socratic Dialogue. It is undoubtedly more
difficult to do so in an organizational setting. People in business
organizations, like others, are simultancously attracted and deterred by
the precision and slow pace of the Socratic Dialogue. As facilitators we
have the responsibility to find ways of helping them to endure this
ambiguity.

In order to succeed we need to make some adjustments. I still use the
traditional procedure (question — example selection — enquiry in basic
assumptions) and the traditional rules for participants. But I work with
different kinds of groups, e.g. management teams (after a merger,
thinking about common values) or groups of professional colleagues
(examining the core of their profession). The number of participants
varies from 4 to 30 people. And the duration of the sessions varies a
great deal: sometimes I conduct a Socratic Dialogue in one day or in a

20



sequence of two-hour sessions with homework in between or in a two-
day session alternated with dedicated exercises to improve the dialogical
skills or even in a session of three hours with a lot of preparation in
advance. It even occurs that I facilitate a dialogue together with a
Socratic colleague, one of us writing, the other conducting the dialogue,
every now and then interviewing each other about the progress.

These are clear deviations from the usual format: groups of 4 to 12
people, one facilitator, duration of 20 hours in the course of a week or a
long weekend. But these are not the first adjustments in the Nelsonian
tradition. Let me give two examples.

a) Nelson and Heckmann themselves started their dialogues in an
educational, classroom setting. It was only later on that the week-
long or long-weekend versions appeared.

b) The rather authoritarian way Nelson conducted his Socratic
Dialogues at the beginning of the twentieth century is nearly
impossible nowadays. Because of the changing relation between
teacher and student, around 1965 Heckman and others introduced
the meta-dialogue as a crucial element of the method. Participants
wanted to deal openly with their feelings of (dis)comfort and they
were not willing to follow a method without proper understanding.

These examples demonstrate that the adaptation of the method to
changing circumstances is not only necessary, but that it is common
practice in the Nelsonian tradition.

8. The inappropriateness of protecting the method

Of course we will want to assess whether the variations we develop in
business organizations still meet the criteria for a Socratic Dialogue. That
is no easy matter. In order to protect the essence we find ourselves
inclined to define a standard practice, generate formal criteria, design
compulsory courses, entitle certain practices to carry the predicate
‘Socratic Dialogue’ and even register this name officially. But as I have
stated before: there is no standard practice of the Socratic Method. There
is only a standard or preferred context (educational or political). And
even in this standard context, every facilitator has his or her own style
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which has a great impact on the proceedings and on the result.
Participants do not choose only for the method but also for the person
who conducts the dialogue. In the way in which the facilitator works they
experience the integrity and sincerity of his/her philosophy. Moreover,
my life as a consultant and management trainer has taught me that it is
impossible to protect a method from improper use. Anyone who gets
excited about it will be inclined to experiment with it. There is no (legal)
way you can stop them.

There is no standard practice and there is no way to legally protect a
method (or parts of it). I even think that it is not desirable to protect the
Socratic Method by standardization and registration. I consider every
Socratic Dialogue as a worthwhile attempt to philosophize. We can learn
from the failures and successes of ourselves and of others. To keep our
ideals alive, the method should not be fenced in. It needs to be fed by
new experiences. Instead of excluding people who experiment on their
own behalf, we should form a community to exchange experiences, work
together and account for our attempts. The Socratic Method is not to be
treated like a patented product or a registered trademark. We would do
better to think of it as a living tradition, handed down from one person
to another, with no clear boundaries but with a recognizable practice and
a common language. This shows us the way to keep our tradition alive:
organize a community of practitioners to share experience, develop a
common language, maintain rules of conduct and initiate newcomers.
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Horst Gronke

Socratic Dialogue or Para-Socratic Dialogue?

Socratic-Oriented Dialogue as the Third Way of a
Responsible Consulting and Counselling Practice

“One who advises a sick man, living in a way to injure his health, must
first effect a reform in his way of living, must he not? And if the patient
consents to such a reform, then he may admonish him on other points?
If, however, the patient refuses, in my opinion it would be the act of a
real man and a good physician to keep clear of advising such a man —
the act of a poltroon and a quack on the other hand to advise him
further on those terms. The same thing holds in the case of a city,
whether it have one master or many.

If a government that proceeds in orderly fashion along the right
course, secks advice about its advantage in some matter, it would be the
act of an intelligent man to give advice to such a community. In the case,
however, of those who are altogether astray from the path of right
government, and will by no means consent to go on the track of it, who
on the other hand give notice to their adviser to keep his hands off the
constitution under penalty of death if he disobeys, and order him to
cater to their wishes and desires by pointing out the easiest and quickest
method of attaining them permanently, in that case 1 should think the
adviser who consented to such conditions a poltroon — the one who
refused, a real man.” (Plato, Letter VII, 330c-331a)

In the following I will discuss the question of how it is possible for
consultants and counsellors to carry out Socratic dialogues in ‘outside
organizations’ (organizations in the practical world ontside of the pure
theoretical world) in a responsible manner. First, I will say a few words
about Socratic Dialogue and its use in general (1). Then, I will try to give
a definition of Socratic Dialogue (2). After that, I will describe ethical
problems which are likely to arise if a Socratic Dialogue is carried out in
an outside organization (3). Finally, I will turn to my main point which is
to outline an ethical theory of a responsible use of Socratic Dialogue (4).
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1. The use of Socratic Dialogue

In an abbreviated way of speaking we can say: Socratic Dialogue is not
only 2 method but also an attitude — and a principle.

As a method (i.e. starting with a general question and an example,
proceeding step by step, writing on a flipchart etc.) Socratic Dialogue can
be used for different purposes — ethically good or bad purposes.

As an attitude Socratic Dialogue is grounded in values and value-based
virtues (tolerance, patience, discipline, integrity, responsibility, sincerity,
solidarity etc.) judged by most of us as ethically good. But these values
and virtues are not necessarily and not in all circumstances good values
and virtues.

As a principle Socratic Dialogue is grounded in reason. That means
Socratic Dialogue is the medium of reason in which reason recognises
itself and the principle of reason.

Socrates was the first philosopher who discovered and formulated
such a principle, the so-called /ogos-principle, in the dialogue with his friend
and pupil Kriton who advised him to escape from the death penalty:

“You know that this is not a new idea of mine; it has always been my
nature never to accept advice from any of my friends unless reflection
shows that it is the best course that reason offers.” (Platon, Kriton, 46b)

It is not tradition, not common sense, not authority, not feeling, not
religion, not God, not institutions, not established values, not the
majority view, not the ideal personality (vir bonus, spoudaios,
phronimos), not the inner perception of a wise person or the inner voice
that have the right to decide about truth and justice. All of them are
objects of reasonable critique, of critical examination at ‘the court of
reason’ (Kant).!

Socratic Dialogue (SD), as established by the German philosophers
Leonard Nelson and Gustav Heckmann, is part of the post-Kantian
movement of the ‘Critical Philosophy’ (CP). Therefore, this kind of Socratic
Dialogne® is not introduced primarily as a pragmatic means to help
people and organizations to reach their several aims (i.e. success,
happiness, self-confidence, good teamwork etc.). Originally, a Socratic

1 This makes the difference of the Platonic to the Aristotelian and Ciceronian
tradition.
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Dialogue® was not a dialogue offered by consultants and counsellors.
Socrates, Nelson and Heckmann were not consultants and counsellors.

On the contrary, the Socratic Dialogue®® is introduced by them to
clarify people’s claims in matters of truth and justice in a radically critical
manner. Originally, a Socratic Dialogue®® was a ‘court of reason’,
Socrates, Nelson and Heckmann were reasonable critics.

Nevertheless it is a fact that today Socratic Dialogues are offered
‘outside’, to people and organizations as a means to overcome their
difficulties in reaching their aims. And we can see that at least sometimes
this succeeds. It’s obvious that a Socratic ‘think audit’ can influence
personal and organizational practice in a good way. Socratic Dialogue
has become a new product on the consulting market and the demand for
this product is increasing little by little.

Under these circumstances it is understandable that some
philosophers, and other intellectuals who work as freelancers or are out
of work, try to earn their living by offering this philosophically grounded
product to firms and organizations. The intention of earning money they
and some of us have is not bad in itself but can be a source of the misuse
of Socratic Dialogue, especially if it leads to the original intention of
Socratic Dialogue, critical thinking, being pushed back or even destroyed.
In short: Socrates may go on the market, but he must not become part of the
market.

The question I try to answer now is: under which circumstances is
using a Socratic Dialogue in the wider society, especially in the
administration and business world, ethically responsible? 1 think the
answer to this question will help the Socratic consultants and counsellors
to get a clearer idea of their ethical room for manoeuvre and give them
greater confidence to act. Socratic facilitators with high claims to quality
must be willing to inquire into and legitimate their own practice;
otherwise they cannot convincingly offer a concept of consulting which
calls for self-inquiry on the part of the managers and staff of an
organization.

To identify the ethical problems Socratic Dialogue may raise I start
with a short definition and an overview of the essential elements of the
Socratic Dialogue®P,
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2. Definition of Socratic DialogueC?

In a Socratic DialogueC? a group of dialogue partners try to answer a
Socratic Question (SQ) in a Socratic Manner (SM).

SQ + SM = SD

A Socratic question is a philosophical question (or a question which can
easily be transformed into a philosophical question) which is so general
and fundamental that it can almost exclusively be answered — in the
frame of common experience — by pure thinking. Socratic questions are
questions like “What is truth?’ ‘Are there universal human rights?” “What
are we responsible for?” Socratic questions are neither questions the
answering of which needs empirical knowledge nor questions that are
related to concrete situations. They are neither so-called ‘How’ questions
like ‘How to improve teamwork?’ ‘How to persuade people?” ‘How to
reach happiness?’ nor situation-related questions like ‘Shall I study
philosophy or science?” ‘Was the Kosovo intervention of NATO
responsible or not?” ‘Should Great Britain join the European union or
not?”

A Socratic manner is a particular form of dialogical argumentation
between at least two dialogue partners in which all of them, with the help
of a Socratic facilitator, try to find the best possible knowledge about the
true answer (truth) to a Socratic question.

In my opinion there are four essential elements of such a Socratic Dialogue:

First, a dialogue conducted in a Socratic manner is primarily oriented in
the finding of truth, not in self-experience, not in good interpersonal
relations, nor in intellectual amusement.

Second, thinking Socratically means fo think concretely. All remarks
should be related to real experience. Otherwise the dialogue could
raise a lot of meaningless speculation.

Third, a participant in a Socratic Dialogue should only accept the
argument which — as Socrates said — ‘appears to him to be the
best’ (Platon, Kriton, 46 b). Thinking for yourself means to raise your

2 Though the preceding discussion of a Socratic question can hefp answering empirical
and situation-related questions in a more reasonable and more sustainable manner.
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3.

own questions, doubts and arguments and to trust in your own
ability to obtain reasonable insight.

Fourth, a Socratic group is a group of common thinkers where each
has confidence in the ability of their dialogue partners to find the
truth. Therefore they are interested in mutual understanding and
mutual agreement to a presented statement. To seek the truth means
to try to reach a reasonable consensus between the group participants.

Ethical problems which are likely to arise if a
Socratic Dialogue is carried out in an outside
organization

On the basis of this definition of a Socratic Dialogue®® we can list
possible ways in which ethical misuse of the Socratic method might
occur. In this I distinguish between a misuse of the Socratic method that
is obviously ethically irresponsible and a misuse that could be but is not
necessarily ethically irresponsible, it may even be ethically responsible.

In any case irresponsibility is for example:

28

offering a Socratic Dialogue for problems which cannot be solved
by a Socratic dialogue;

instrumentalising a Socratic Dialogue for an obviously ethically
problematic purpose (i.e. improving the teamwork of a group of
racists);

posing a Socratic question (SQ) which embraces an ethically
problematic purpose (i.e. how can I manipulate people?);

offering a Socratic Dialogue as an unqualified Socratic facilitator;
pushing desired results, blocking undesired results;

siding with some participants, supporting hierarchy;

playing with people’s emotions, offending participants;

betrayal of trust (i.e. passing on information about participants);
intentional misrepresentation of the results of the dialogue in the
rcport.



To prevent such kinds of misuse we need:

(1) a clear definiton of what a Socratic Dialogue®? is;

(2) national and internatdonal agreements of qualified Socratic
facilitators about ethical codes of Socratic facilitating — and maybe (if
possible)

(3) protection of Socratic Dialogue®” by patent.

But more interesting for my purpose is that use of Socratic Dialogue
which seems to be but is not necessarily and not in all respects ethically
irresponsible, for example:

- giving wrong or incomplete information on the potential
consequences of a Socratic Dialogue;
excluding people who ate concerned with the decisions that are to
be influenced by the Socratic Dialogue;
guiding instead of facilitating;
pushing or blocking particular methods of argumentation;

- offering a dialogue which is not to all intents and purposes a
Socratic Dialogue as a Socratic Dialogue.

Let us see why this kind of misuse of the Socratic Dialogue® seems at
first sight to be irresponsible. What does it imply to offer a Socratic
Dialogue to outside organizations which employ Socratic facilitators as
paid outside consultants in order to help solve a pragmatic problem in
these organizations?

I think it implies at least that one has to present the Socratic Dialogue as an
instrument, namely as an instrument that can be utilised for a change of
consciousness and attitude, which could be of use for the various
purposes of the customer.

The Socratic consultants who want to sell their product say things —
must say things —- like ‘Socratic Dialogue trains teamwork, that’s good
for the work of project teams’, ‘Socratic Dialogue improves mutual
understanding, that’s good for knowledge and information transfer in
your organization’, ‘Socratic Dialogue helps clarify the value attitudes of
the staff, that’s good for their motivation and involvement’, etc. In short,
to sell their product the Socratic consultants must emphasise its
instrumental character. In my opinion these sentences are not false. In
most cases such consequences do occur. And probably Socratic Dialogue
is the best method to fulfil these kinds of aims in organizations which do
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not strongly reflect psychodynamic and hierarchic problems and have
reached a sufficient level of reasonable behaviour among the staff.

But because Socratic Dialogue® is orginally and essentially not an
instrument, the Socratic consultants tend to hide the main aspect of the
Socratic dialogue, namely its critical aspect. That can lead to behaviour
like the following:

not telling the customer of the possibility that it is not merely his
situation-related aims and values that will be criticised, but also his
fundamental aims and values;

- formulating a starting question the structure of which prevents
critique of the fundamental orientation of an organization;
excluding elements (i.e. a group of staff, types of examples) which
could raise fundamental critical questions;
conducting the dialogue in such a way that fundamental critical
questions cannot arise;
blocking critical results which are not ‘savoury’ for the customer.

These are some ethically problematic kinds of Socratic consulting
practice. But are they ethically irresponsible? 1 would say: yes and no. It
depends. It depends on the circumstances of the situation.

Here we have a typical problem of the ethics of responsibility, a
conflict between idealistic and pragmatic orientations. At first sight this
problem seems to lead to a Socratic aporia: On the one hand we feel the
duty to support the efforts at cultivating the fundamental critical thinking
in more or less ideal Socratic Dialogues (corresponding to the Socratic
logos principle), on the other hand we must accept that establishing
Socratic Dialogues in the world of practical life implies a pragmatic
reduction of fundamental critical thinking.

In the last few years I have experienced some fruitless discussions
about this conflict. Some discussions among the Socratic facilitators were
characterised either by an antagonistic dispute of contrary positions or a
denial and diminution of this problem. Therefore I have thought and am
still thinking about a constructive concept which takes both sides into
account: a third way between pragmatism and idealism for the Socratic
consulting practice.
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