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Usin g Argumentatio n Analysi s t o Examin e Histor y an d 

Statu s o f  a  Ma jo r  Debat e i n Cognitiv e Scienc e 
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Proble m 
Issue s o f  importanc e hav e a  lon g histor y tha t  furnishe s th e 
matri x i n whic h w e thin k ou r  bes t  thoughts .  Yet ,  i t  get s 
increasingl y harde r  t o kee p u p wit h one' s o w n fiel d o f 
scholarship ,  le t  alon e wit h th e "bi g questions "  i n othe r 
fields.  Students ,  scholar s an d intereste d laypeopl e wonde r 
t o themselves ,  "Wha t  i s  th e detaile d statu s o f  th e debat e o n 
th e questio n i n cognitiv e scienc e theor y a s t o whethe r 
computer s ca n o r  wil l  eve r  b e abl e t o thin k lik e humans? " 
an d othe r  pivota l  questions .  The y almos t  immediatel y 
giv e u p i n despair .  I t  i s  har d t o ge t  a  quick , 
understandabl e answer . 
•  Ther e i s n o plac e the y ca n -  eve n wit h persistenc e an d 
resource s — ge t  a  m a p an d a n up-to-dat e briefin g o f  th e 
majo r  issues . 
•  I t  i s  eve n harde r  t o tr y t o obtai n al l  o f  th e obscur e 
journal s i n whic h th e argumen t  actuall y i s  takin g place ,  s o 
tha t  particula r  position s ca n b e inspecte d i n depth . 
•  Ther e i s n o eas y wa y o f  linkin g position s t o rebuttal s (s o 
tha t  propose d refutation s o f  dat a an d position s ca n b e 
easil y  compared) . 
•  Ther e i s n o rapi d visua l  wa y o f  navigatin g throug h th e 
argumen t  — n o wa y o f  inspectin g it s  structur e an d 
direction . 

T h e Projec t 
Th e projec t  ha s bee n activel y engage d i n designin g 
technique s tha t  woul d addres s thes e problems .  W e bega n 
wit h a  metho d o f  argumentatio n analysi s develope d b y 
Stephe n Toulmi n (1958) .  Thi s ha s involve d th e refinin g o f 
method s t o summariz e briefl y eac h "move "  i n th e 
argument ,  suc h a s claim s an d counterclaims ,  an d th e 
developmen t  o f  wa y o f  linkin g claim s t o rebuttals ,  s o 
position s ca n easil y b e compared .  W e hav e worke d o n 
method s o f  visua l  displa y o f  debate s s o tha t  navigatin g 
throug h th e argument s t o discove r  structur e an d directio n 
i s possible .  Then ,  w e hav e focuse d o n usin g th e 
methodolog y t o m a p th e debate s o n th e question :  "Ca n 
Computer s Thin k (o r  wil l  the y ever y b e abl e to)? "  A  tea m 
of  fou r  ha s bee n developin g si x larg e wal l  charts ,  eac h o f 
whic h contain s a  "map "  o f  th e principa l  claim s an d 
rebuttal s i n th e debate ,  n o w totalin g almos t  60 0 an d ar e 
derive d fro m approximatel y 30 0 source s world-wide . 
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Result s 
T h e "mapping "  approac h describe d ha s wid e 
applicabilit y an d th e capabilit y o f  handlin g comple x 
argumentation.  Th e approac h s o fa r  ha s show n h o w 
majo r  issue s ca n bette r  b e "seen "  a s a  whole .  Observer s 
easil y trac k ho w th e debate s hav e develope d historically . 
The y ca n se e wher e th e leadin g edg e o f  a  debat e is . 
Participant s i n th e debat e ca n shap e thei r  nex t  move s 
fro m th e weaknesse s o f  certai n argument s i n th e debates . 

New Tools for Teaching 
Preliminar y us e o f  ou r  approac h b y professor s an d 
student s foun d that ,  eve n i n thei r  preliminar y an d 
incomplet e stage ,  the y hav e man y advantages ,  allowin g 
student s t o engag e issue s i n way s no t  possibl e wit h 
curren t  methods .  Th e projec t  tea m continue s t o b e 
inspire d b y Lewi s Thomas' s observations : 

"College students, and for that matter high school 
students ,  shoul d b e expose d ver y early ,  perhap s a t  th e 
outset ,  t o th e bi g argument s currentl y goin g o n amon g 
scientists .  Bi g argument s stimulat e thei r  interest ,  an d 
wit h luc k engag e thei r  absorbe d attention.. .  Bu t  th e 
youn g student s ar e tol d ver y littl e abou t  th e majo r 
disagreement s o f  th e day ;  the y ma y b e taugh t  somethin g 
abou t  th e argument s betwee n Darwinian s an d thei r 
opponent s a  centur y ago ,  bu t  the y d o no t  realiz e tha t 
simila r  dispute s abou t  othe r  matters ,  man y o f  the m 
touchin g profoun d issue s fo r  ou r  understandin g o f 
nature ,  ar e stil l  goin g on ,  and ,  indee d ar e a n essentia l 
featur e o f  th e scientifi c  process. "  (Thomas ,  1981 ,  49 ) 
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