- Lymebig, -

Volume 1, Number 5 Thanksgiving 1996

A function of intelligence in any species is survival.
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THE ART OF CONTROVERSY

Excerpts from Arthur Schopenhauer

Controversial Dialectic is the art of disputing, and of disputing in such a way as to hold one’s own, whether one is
in the right or wrong - per fas et nefas. A man may be objectively in the right, and nevertheless in the eyes of bystanders,
and sometimes in his own, he may come off worst. For example, | may advance a proof, and thus my adversary may refute
the proof, and thus appear to have refuted the assertion, for which there may, nevertheless, be other proofs. In this case, of
course, my adversary and I change places: he comes off best, although, as a matter of fact, he is in the wrong.

If the reader asks how this is, I reply that it is simply the natural baseness of human nature. If human nature were
not base, but thoroughly honourable, we should in every debate have no other aim than the discovery of truth; we should
not in the least care whether the truth proved to be in favour of the opinion which we had begun by expressing or of the
opinion of our adversary. That we should regard as a matter of no moment, or at any rate, of very secondary consequence;
but, as things are, it is the main concern. Our innate vanity, which is particularly sensitive in reference to our intellectual
powers, will not suffer us to allow that our first position was wrong, and our adversary’s right. The way out of this  diffi-
culty would be simply to take the trouble always to form a correct judgement. For this a man would have to think before he
spoke. But, with most men, innate vanity is accompanied by loquacity and innate dishonesty. They speak before they
think; and even though they may afterwards perceive that they are wrong, and that what they assert is false, they want it to
seem to the contrary. The interest in truth, which may be presumed to have been their own motive when they stated the
proposition alleged to be true, now gives way to the interests of vanity: and so, for the sake of vanity, what is true must
seem false, and what false must seem true.

However, this very dishonesty, this persistence in a proposition which seems false even to ourselves, has  some-
thing to be said for it. It often happens that we begin with the firm conviction of the truth of our statement; but our  oppo-
nent’s argument appears to refute it. Should we abandon our position at once, we may discover later on that we were right
after all; the proof we offered was false, but nevertheless there was a proof for our statement which was true. The argu-
ment which would have been our salvation did not occur to us at the moment. Hence we make it a rule to attack a counter-
argument, even though to all appearances it is true and forcible, in the belief that its truth is only superficial, and that in
the course of the dispute another argument will occur to us by which we may upset it, or succeed in confirming the truth of
our statement. In this way we are almost compelled to beome dishonest; or at any rate, the temptation to do so is very
great. Thus it is that the weakness of our intellect and the perversity of our will lend each other mutual support; and that,
generally, a disputant fights not for truth, but for his proposition, as though it were a battle pro aris et focis. He sets to
work per fas et nafas; nay, as we have seen, he cannot easily do otherwise. As a rule, then, every man will insist on  main-
taining whatever he has said, even though for the moment he may consider it false or doubtful.

The only safe rule, therefore, is that which Aristotle mentions in the last chapter of his  Topica: not to dispute with
the first person you meet, but only with those of your acquaintance of whom you know that they possess sufficient  intelli-
gence and self-respect not to advance absurdities; to appeal to reason and not to authority, and to listen to reason and yield
to it; and, finally to cherish truth, to be willing to accept reason even from an opponent, and to be just enough to bear  be-
ing proved to be in the wrong, should truth lie with him. From this it follows that scarcely one man in a hundred is worth
your disputing with him. You may let the remainder say what they please, for every one is at liberty to be a fool -  desipere
est jus gentium. Remember what Voltaire says: La paix vaunt encore mieux que la verite . Remember also an Arabian
proverb which tells us that on the tree of silence there hangs its fruit, which is peace.
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