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Excerpt from: “Notes on Dialogue” by St ringfellow Barr (St. John's College) 
 
. . . . The many dialectical conversations in Plat o's Dialogues sugges t severa l rules of thumb that 
might be profitably used by [stude nts], or at least more freque n t l y followed. One hesita t e s to 
sugges t rules of thumb for a kind of discussi o n that  is essenti a l l y spontan e o u s. But it is hard to 
see how these partic u l a r rule s could stifle spontaneity: 
 
    * The exchang e of declarat i v e monolo g u e s tend s to be dialecti c a l l y unp roductive. The effort to 
be too comp le t e is often self-d efeating. An adumbratio n often contrib u t e s more to dialecti c than 
a rotund speech. Brevity stimulat e s dialectic. 
    * I take it that Herodotus' "anecdote" th at the Persians deliberated while drunk and decided 
while sober impli e s that in the early stage s of a dialect i c excha n g e a "wild idea" is often more 
fruitful that a prematu r e l y pr udent opinion. The imagina t i v e and the unexpec t ed are frequent 
ingredients of Socrates' style, though they are often introduced w ith an (ironic) apology. Since 
[students are] trying to see more deeply into curren t proble ms but are free of the burden of 
immi nen t, practic a l, politic a l action, they might profitably stay "drunk" longer than the King of 
Kings and his royal counsellors could risk staying. 
    * The Socratic dialectic has another code of manners than the dinne r party, where religio n and 
polit i c s are so met i me s forbidden for fear that ri sing passions may damage  "social" intercou r s e, 
and where interr u pt i n g a speake r and even a long-winded empty speech, is forbidden. In 
dialectic, a quick question is analogou s to "poi nt of order" in politica l assembli e s. "Do I 
understand you to be saying . . . ?" always has the floor. 
    * Even these thumb-rules may seem guaran t e ed to produce bedlam. And, indeed, when they 
are first tried, they genera l l y do produce it. But inexper i e n c ed dancers on a ballro o m floor and 
inexpe r i e n c ed skater s on an ice ri nk also collide. Experience bri ngs a sixth sense in Socratic 
dialec t i c too. The will of self-insist e nc e gives way to the will to lear n. 
    * In dialectic, "particip a t i o n a l democrac y" consist s in ev erybody's listeni n g intentl y; it does 
not consist in what commerc i a l televi s i o n call s equal time. When a good basket b a l l team has the 
ball, its member s do not snatch the ball from each  other but suppo r t the man who ha s it, and the 
man who ha s it passes it to a teamma t e whenev e r a pass is called for by the common purpose of 
the team. But in dialecti c, as opposed to basketball, the "opposing team" is compos ed only of the 
difficultie s all men face when they try to understand. The point is that, in dialecti c, it does not 
matter whose mouth gets used by the dialecti c a l pr oces s, provided all are liste n i n g inten t l y and 
exercis e the freedom to interr u p t with a quest i o n if they do not unders tand. On the other hand, 
reading or writing while "in di alogue" is a grave offense agains t the common purpos e of all, not 
becaus e they diminis h the number of speaki n g m outh s but becaus e they diminis h the number of 
listenin g ears. (Doodling and smoking ar e permis s i b l e aides to listen i n g!) 
    * Whatever the touted me rits of plural i s m in democra t i c  society today (and pluralism is, 
mini ma l l y, better than shooti n g ea ch other with mail-order sub-machine guns or even than 
legisla t i n g on religio u s beliefs), the agreeme n t to  disagree is a disgrace ful defeat if it means 
surrendering the hope of agreement through furthe r dialecti c. Even Socrates, on rare occasio n s, 
countena n c ed postpone me n t of the str uggl e to a more propiti o u s occasion. 
    * Perhaps the first rule of Socratic dialec ti c was laid down by Socrates: that we should follow 
the argume n t where v e r it leads. Presumab l y, this means that some sorts of releva n c e that a cour t 
pleading should exhibit (and, even more the fo rensic eloquence that pl eading encourag e s) are 
irreleva n t to dialectic. The deliber a t e manner, and even more the ponderous manner, are mere 




