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Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1 Thought experiments as academic disputes 

Academic disputes are the bread and butter of scholarly life. An academic dispute begins when 
one scholar claims to have found the answer to an academic question and another scholar 
challenges the acceptability of this answer. The two scholars defend their views through 
specialized articles, commentaries, essays, books etc. Other scholars might intervene and 
help dissect the matter further. The dispute can end relatively quickly with an agreement 
between all or most participants or it can continue for a long period of time. Whatever its 
lifespan, the dispute will result in a more or less substantial corpus of scholarship containing 
the written contributions of the participating scholars. 

In some academic disputes, the participating scholars make use of an imaginary 
scenario in order to decide the acceptability of the claim under discussion. An imaginary 
scenario is a more or less detailed story about fictional entities and events. The story is 
employed as a testing ground for the claim under discussion. If based on the claim one 
can correctly predict what would happen in the imaginary scenario, the claim is deemed 
acceptable; if the claim fails to yield these correct predictions, it is discarded as unacceptable. 
Disputes in which imaginary scenarios are employed in this way are referred to as ‘thought 
experiments’. 

The term ‘thought experiment’ goes back to Ernst Mach’s 1897 essay titled “On 
thought experiments” (Mach, 1976). A comparable term, namely ‘ideal experiment’, appears 
in Bradley’s Principles of Logic (1883, p. 85). Although these terms are of relatively recent 
coinage, academic disputes in which scholars employ imaginary scenarios can already be 
found in ancient philosophy (Rescher, 1991; Mišćević, 2012; 2013). One of the earliest 
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examples of thought experimentation appears in Plato’s Republic. Being asked about the 
nature of justice, Socrates places it “among the finest of goods” as a value that is to be sought 
“both because of itself and because of what comes from it” (Plato, 1997, Republic 358a). 
Glaucon, one of Socrates’ interlocutors in that dialogue, uses an imaginary scenario to show 
that Socrates’ claim about justice is unacceptable. According to Glaucon, individuals act 
justly not because justice has some inherent value but because they cannot afford otherwise. 
Glaucon’s imaginary scenario begins with a story about a magic ring that has the power of 
making its wearer invisible. He then continues: 

Let’s suppose, then, that there were two such rings, one worn by a 
just and the other by an unjust person. Now, no one, it seems, would 
be so incorruptible that he would stay on the path of justice or stay 
away from other people’s property, when he could take whatever he 
wanted from the marketplace with impunity, go into people’s houses 
and have sex with anyone he wished, kill or release from prison anyone 
he wished, and do all the other things that would make him like a god 
among humans. Rather, his actions would be in no way different from 
those of an unjust person, and both would follow the same path. This, 
some would say, is a great proof that one is never just willingly but 
only when compelled to be. 

(Plato, 1997, Republic 360b-c)

The events described by Glaucon are fictional and are recognized as such by the parties 
involved. Glaucon explains later in the dialogue that the idea of a magic ring comes from a 
legendary story about a shepherd who found such a ring and used it to become the king of 
Lydia. The parties agree, thus, that Glaucon is not reporting true facts but rather depicting 
a possible course of events. This depiction serves then as a basis for examining Socrates’ 
claim about justice. Glaucon draws upon the alleged similarity between the just and the 
unjust person once the magic rings make them invisible. If justice is indeed a good in itself, 
as Socrates would have it, the just man would “stay on the path of justice” in the imaginary 
scenario. Since this is not the case, Glaucon claims, the nature of justice must be different – 
just acts are the result of coercion, not the result of some philosophical appreciation of justice. 

Since antiquity, thought experiments have occurred in various periods in the 
development of the natural sciences and the humanities (Frappier, Meynell, & Brown, 2013; 
Horowitz & Massey, 1991; Sorensen, 1992). In the natural sciences, noteworthy imaginary 
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scenarios appear in the works of Simon Stevin, Galileo Galilei, Isaac Newton, Gottfried 
Leibniz, James Clerk Maxwell, Albert Einstein and others; in the humanities, they can be 
found in the works of John Rawls, Hilary Putnam, John Searle, Judith Thomson, Frank 
Jackson, Derek Parfit and others. One way or another, each of these scholars has stepped 
into the shoes of Glaucon. In all of these cases, the scholar starts from a certain claim 
advanced by the other party, depicts a more or less improbable imaginary scenario, and, 
based on that scenario, argues that the claim in question is unacceptable. Compare for 
instance Glaucon’s intervention quoted above with the following passage in Frank Jackson’s 
article “Epiphenomenal qualia” (1982). The academic claim under examination involves 
in this case a thesis known as ‘physicalism’. According to physicalists all our knowledge of 
reality is physical knowledge, that is, knowledge of the kind one acquires when studying 
mathematical physics (Poland, 1994, p. 14). In going against this view, Jackson proposes 
the following imaginary scenario:

Mary is a brilliant scientist who is, for whatever reason, forced to 
investigate the world from a black and white room via a black and 
white television monitor. She specializes in the neurophysiology of 
vision and acquires, let us suppose, all the physical information there 
is to obtain about what goes on when we see ripe tomatoes, or the sky, 
and use terms like ‘red’, ‘blue’, and so on. She discovers, for example, 
just which wavelength combinations from the sky stimulate the retina, 
and exactly how this produces via the central nervous system the 
contraction of the vocal chords and expulsion of air from the lungs 
that results in the uttering of the sentence ‘The sky is blue’ […] What 
will happen when Mary is released from her black and white room or 
is given a color television monitor? Will she learn anything or not? It 
seems just obvious that she will learn something about the world and 
our visual experience of it. But then is it inescapable that her previous 
knowledge was incomplete. But she had all the physical information. 
Ergo there is more to have than that, and Physicalism is false.

(Jackson, 1982, p. 130, emphasis in original)

As in the previous dispute, where the ring-wearer’s unjust behavior is taken to disprove 
Socrates’ thesis about justice, in this discussion, Mary’s experience of colors upon release, 
i.e., the fact that she learns what it is like to see colours, is taken to disprove physicalism. 
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In both cases, the proposer of the imaginary scenario aims to show that predictions drawn 
from the claim at issue turn out to be incorrect. The just ring-wearer is predicted to act 
justly but fails to do so; Mary is predicted not to learn anything new but, upon release, learns 
what it is like to see colors. 

Once a scholar has contributed to an academic dispute by introducing and employing 
an imaginary scenario, other scholars can respond. Some might agree with the conclusion 
reached on the basis of the imaginary scenario, others might disagree. In this sense, Glaucon’s 
confident reference to his case as being “a great proof ” and Jackson’s unambiguous ending 
“Ergo … Physicalism is false” should not be taken at face value. What one scholar designates 
as a great proof, another scholar might reject as misjudgment. Scholars who disagree with the 
conclusion drawn by the proposer of the imaginary scenario might produce a contribution 
of their own. A lively interaction can then ensue in which the participating scholars try 
their best to argue in favor of their own position and against that of their peers. The thought 
experiment known as the Chinese room is a clear exemplification of such a development. 

The imaginary scenario used in the Chinese room thought experiment is the story of a 
person who, completely ignorant of Chinese, can respond correctly to Chinese questions by 
following a very sophisticated computer program. The proposer of this imaginary scenario, 
the philosopher John Searle, claimed that the man’s lack of understanding of Chinese while 
successfully implementing the computer program shows that even the most sophisticated 
(digital) computers will never have intelligence in the way humans have (Searle, 1980). At 
a time when artificial intelligence was a blossoming field, Searle’s article was not received 
particularly well. Some twenty-two extremely critical replies were published in the same 
journal issue in which Searle’s original article appeared. Hofstadter referred to Searle’s case 
as a “religious diatribe […] masquerading as a serious scientific article” (Hofstadter, 1980, 
p. 433). Searle responds to Hofstadter as well as other critics in a brief follow-up article that 
was published in the same issue and concludes that his argumentation “has survived the 
assaults of its critics” (Searle, 1980, p. 456). 

The Chinese room is a somewhat extreme case, one in which the disagreement between 
the participating scholars is inflated by a strong use of language. Nonetheless, the exchange 
of contrary views in this dispute gives prominence to the fact that a thought experiment is 
a form of argumentative interaction. One scholar advances a claim; another one builds an 
imaginary scenario and attacks this claim; other scholars further respond by defending or 
by attacking the attack; the proposer responds back and so forth. 
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Though it might not come easily, an agreement is sometimes reached as a result of 
the scholars’ interaction. For example, for all his initial opposition to physicalism, Jackson 
eventually became convinced that physicalism is acceptable. 

On the face of it, physicalism about the mind across the board cannot 
be right. Any purely physical account of what goes on in us and of 
how we relate to our surroundings leaves out the phenomenal and 
conscious side of psychology. […] I now think that what is, on the face 
of it, true is, on reflection, false. I now think that we have no choice 
but to embrace some version or other of physicalism.

(Jackson, 2004a, p. xvi, emphasis in original)

Of course, Jackson’s reconsideration of his position does not mean that all those who once 
supported his 1982 view will follow him in his 2004 view. But it does show that it is possible 
for two scholars to resolve their difference of opinion regarding an academic claim by making 
use of an imaginary scenario.

The use of an imaginary scenario in a thought experiment might be called argumenta-
tive, given that the story is used in the attempt to convince an interlocutor of the acceptability 
(or unacceptability) of a claim. The argumentative use of imaginary scenarios must be 
contrasted with their heuristic use. When employed heuristically, imaginary scenarios are 
devised for the purpose of clarifying an idea or a concept. Academic discussions in which 
imaginary scenarios are employed heuristically are not typically referred to as ‘thought 
experiments’. In such discussions, the imaginary scenario is just a convenient illustration. 
Consider, as an example, one of the many imaginary scenarios devised by Austin (1962, 
pp. 12-53) in order to illustrate the concept of ‘infelicity’. In this particular scenario, Austin 
imagines himself performing the infelicitous act of christening a ship without having the 
authority to do so. 

Suppose, for example, I see a vessel on the stocks, walk up and smash 
the bottle hung at the stem, proclaim “I name this ship Mr. Stalin” 
and for good measure kick away the chocks: but the trouble is, I was 
not the person chosen to name it (whether or not – an additional 
complication – Mr. Stalin was the destined name) […]

(Austin, 1962, p. 23)
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The infelicitous declaration “I name this ship Mr. Stalin” is thus intended as an illustration 
of the more general concept of an infelicitous act. The use of the imaginary scenario in this 
case is heuristic as opposed to being argumentative. 

In the present study, I am interested exclusively in the argumentative use of imaginary 
scenarios, i.e., their use in instances of thought experimentation. More specifically, I focus 
on what is called the ‘reconstruction’ of thought experiments, a topic to which I now turn. 

1.2 The reconstruction of thought experiments

In general, the reconstruction of a piece of communicative interaction involves carrying 
out a series of transformations meant to bring to surface that which is, according to one’s 
theoretical approach, significant in that interaction (van Eemeren, 1986; van Eemeren, 
Grootendorst, Jackson & Jacobs, 1993, p. 37). To reconstruct a thought experiment involves 
subjecting the original publications of the interacting scholars to various transformations 
given a certain analytical perspective (see, e.g., Norton, 1996; Gendler, 2000; Häggqvist, 2009; 
Picha, 2011). Norton’s (1996) study of a thought experiment known as the Falling bodies 
offers a good example of what it means to reconstruct a thought experiment. 

The imaginary scenario in the Falling bodies, was proposed for the first time by Galileo 
in his 1638 treatise, Dialogues Concerning Two New Sciences (Galileo, 1954). As the title of 
the treatise suggests, Galileo’s work is written as a dialogue. Three characters take part in the 
dialogue: Salviati, who is the proponent of Galileo’s own views, Simplicio, who represents the 
common (chiefly Aristotelian) views of the time, and Sagredo, a craftsman with intellectual 
preoccupations. The three discuss a topic within a field we would nowadays categorize as 
physics or, more precisely, mechanics. After announcing that he will “prove clearly” that 
“a heavier body does not move more rapidly than a lighter one,” Salviati introduces the 
imaginary scenario.

SALV: But tell me, Simplicio, whether you admit that each falling 
body acquires a definite speed fixed by nature, a velocity which 
cannot be increased or diminished except by the use of force 
or resistance. 

SIMP: There can be no doubt but that one and the same body moving 
in a single medium has a fixed velocity which is determined 
by nature […]
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SALV: If then we take two bodies whose natural speeds are different, 
it is clear that on uniting the two, the more rapid one will be 
partly retarded by the slower, and the slower will be somewhat 
hastened by the swifter. Do you not agree with me in this 
opinion?

SIMP: You are unquestionably right.
SALV: But if this is true, and if a large stone moves with a speed of, 

say, eight while a smaller moves with a speed of four, then 
when they are united, the system will move with a speed 
less than eight; but the two stones when tied together make 
a stone larger than that which before moved with a speed of 
eight. Hence, the heavier body moves with less speed than 
the lighter an effect which is contrary to your supposition. 
Thus you see how, from your assumption that the heavier 
body moves more rapidly than the lighter one, I infer that 
the heavier body moves more slowly

(Galileo, 1954, pp. 62-63)

According to Salviati (i.e. Galileo), when the speed of the composite body is measured 
following Simplicio’s (i.e. Aristotle’s) theory of motion, two distinct and inconsistent answers 
can be given. The composite body will namely appear to move both more rapidly and more 
slowly than the heavier of its components. Later in the dialogue, after Simplicio’s replies 
are dealt with, Salviati concludes that “large and small bodies move with the same speed 
provided they are of the same specific gravity” (Galileo, 1954, p. 64).

This is then the original, ‘raw’ version of the thought experiment. Galileo, through 
Salviati’s voice, is discussing with the Aristotelians, represented by Simplicio, whether speed 
of fall is indeed as Aristotle would have it, namely, proportional to weight. Norton (1996) 
reconstructed this thought experiment as follows. 

1. Assumption for reductio proof: The speed of fall of bodies in a 
given medium is proportionate to their weights. 

2. From 1: If a large stone falls with 8 degrees of speed, a smaller stone 
half its weight will fall with 4 degrees of speed. 

3. Assumption: If a slower falling stone is connected to a faster falling 
stone, the slower will retard the faster and the faster speed the 
slower. 
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4. From 3: If the two stones of 2 are connected, their composite will 
fall slower than 8 degrees of speed.

5. Assumption: the composite of the two weights has greater weight 
than the larger. 

6. From 1 and 5: The composite will fall faster than 8 degrees
7. Conclusions 4 and 6 contradict. 
8. Therefore, we must reject assumption 1. 
9. Therefore, all stones fall alike.

(Norton, 1996, p. 342)

If we compare Norton’s reconstruction with the original text, we can note that Norton’s 
version contains statements that Galileo’s version lacks and vice versa. This is the result of 
Norton’s own interventions in the text, interventions by means of which he aims to bring out 
that which is significant about this thought experiment. As he remarks, “the workings and 
achievements of any thought experiment can be revealed and captured fully in an explicit 
argument” (1996, p. 339). For Norton, then, what is significant about a thought experiment, 
and thus about the Falling bodies thought experiment, is the reasoning of the scholar who 
proposes the imaginary scenario. This reasoning is given in the case at hand in the form of 
a logical inference from statements 1 to 9.

Norton’s reconstruction is representative of what might be called the logico-episte-
mological approach to the reconstruction of thought experiments. In this approach what 
is significant about a thought experiment (and thus what the reconstruction must bring to 
surface) is a scholar’s cognitive process in using an imaginary scenario argumentatively. 

Some scholars working within the logico-epistemological approach seek to understand 
what kind of cognitive process is involved in using an imaginary scenario argumentatively. 
For example, Norton’s position is that the cognitive process in question involves deductive 
reasoning. Norton shares this view inter alia with Häggqvist (1996, p. 108) and Atkinson (2003, 
pp. 219-21). Brown disputed this view and proposed that the cognitive process involved is in 
fact a form of “perception”, namely, the intuitive perception of a priori natural laws (1991, p. 
53). Gendler disagrees with both these views on various points and identifies the cognitive 
process in question as “imagistic reasoning” (2004, p. 1161). These are all different answers 
to the same question: ‘What is the nature of the cognitive process involved in arriving at a 
conclusion based on an imaginary scenario?’ (see Moue, Masavetas & Karayianni, 2006).

Other scholars working within the logico-epistemological approach are more 
interested in the quality of the results obtained when using an imaginary scenario 
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argumentatively. More important than the nature of the cognitive process are in this case 
the results obtained from it and the reliability of these results. For instance, when examining 
the Falling body thought experiment, the scholar asks: ‘What kind of knowledge has Galileo 
produced by means of his imaginary scenario and how reliable is this knowledge?’ The 
studies of, e.g., Popper (1959), Kuhn (1977a), Brown (1991), Janis (1991) and McAllister 
(1996) are representative for this strand. They all seek to determine whether the knowledge 
obtained when employing the imaginary scenario is new, whether it is empirical, and under 
what conditions it is reliable.

The logico-epistemological approach to the reconstruction of thought experiment has 
several limitations. The following two are the most relevant ones in view of the alternative 
approach proposed in this study. 

First, the reconstruction of a thought experiment in a logico-epistemological 
approach dispenses with the interactional dimension of thought experiments. As academic 
disputes, thought experiments are communicative activity types involving an argumentative 
interaction between two or more scholars. In Plato’s Republic and Galileo’s Dialogue, the 
interaction is quite literally depicted as a conversation in which one character represents 
the party defending a thesis while the other character represents the party attacking this 
thesis. It is true that publishing one’s research in the form of a dialogue is nowadays obsolete. 
But the modern academic article remains part of a larger interaction that involves other 
scholars and their contributions. For example, Searle’s (1980) article about the intelligence 
of computers, while not written as a conversation, is part of an argumentative exchange that 
started before Searle’s intervention and continued long after it (Preston & Bishop, 2002). A 
comprehensive reconstruction of this thought experiment and others like it should take into 
consideration not just the particular fragment that includes a participant’s first use of the 
imaginary scenario, but also the interaction preceding and following that use. Taking into 
consideration the interactional element means examining the full range of communicative 
acts by means of which the participants attempt to reach a decision regarding the academic 
claim under discussion. 

Second, reconstructions advanced within the logico-epistemological approach 
have been conspicuously silent about the relationship between the original and the 
reconstructed versions of a thought experiment. The transformations that lead from the 
‘raw’ discourse to the reconstructed version of that discourse, as well as the grounding of 
these transformations, are typically left implicit. This prevents a proper assessment of the 
accuracy of a reconstruction. 
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Consider again Norton’s (1996) reconstruction of the Falling bodies. The nine 
statements contained in the reconstruction (statement 8 being sometimes given as a 
conjunction, i.e., 8a-d) are simply presented without any explanation. Norton announces that 
“what Galileo gives us here is simply an argument” and that this argument “is a reductio ad 
absurdum” (1996, p. 341). Immediately after this, the above-quoted statements are presented. 
The reader is left to speculate about the relationship between ‘what Galileo gives’ and Norton’s 
reductio argument. That this is a limitation becomes more apparent if one notes that other 
scholars have presented other reconstructions of the same thought experiment. For example, 
Häggqvist (1996, p. 114) reconstructs the Falling bodies as an argument containing just 
four statements. Arthur’s (1999, p. 226) reconstruction also contains four statements, but 
these are different from Häggqvist’s. Gendler’s (2000, p. 41) reconstruction contains three 
statements, none of which corresponds to any of those already mentioned. In all four cases, 
the reconstructive transformations applied on Galileo’s original text as well as the basis for 
carrying out these transformations are left implicit. This makes it virtually impossible to 
assess the accuracy of each reconstruction and to explain the differences between them. 

The logico-epistemological approach is thus characterized by two limitations. The 
first one concerns the discount of the interactional dimension of the practice. By reducing 
complex academic argumentative interactions to the cognitive process of one participant, 
scholars have set aside key elements that can contribute to our understanding of concrete 
thought experiments and the practice of thought experimentation in general. The second 
one concerns the relationship between the ‘raw’ and the ‘processed’ versions of a thought 
experiment. By leaving the basis of the reconstructive transformations implicit, one produces 
a reconstruction whose merits are unclear, one that might ascribe too much or too little to 
the participants in a thought experiment.  

1.3 Aim and approach of the study

The general aim of the present study is to develop a set of analytical instruments for a 
reconstruction of thought experiments that does justice to the interactional dimension of 
the practice and that proceeds in a systematic way from the original to the reconstructed 
version of a thought experiment. These analytical instruments will be developed within the 
argumentation-theoretical framework of pragma-dialectics (van Eemeren and Grootendorst; 
1984; 1992; 2004; van Eemeren, Grootendorst, Jackson, and Jacobs, 1993; van Eemeren and 
Houtlosser, 1999; 2000; van Eemeren, 2010). 
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A pragma-dialectical approach to the reconstruction of thought experiments will 
differ on several important points from the logico-epistemological approach described in 
the previous section. These points of difference can best be elucidated by looking at the 
four meta-theoretical principles that lie at the basis of the pragma-dialectical theory. These 
are: functionalization, socialization, externalization and dialectification (van Eemeren & 
Grootendorst, 2004, pp. 52-57; van Eemeren, 2010, p. 27-30). I will explain in what follows 
what it means to approach thought experiments according to these meta-theoretical 
principles.

The principle of functionalization involves representing a thought experiment as 
a resolution process carried out by the participating scholars through the performance of 
communicative acts. The analyst thereby concentrates on the scholars’ communicative acts 
and treats these acts as functionally related to the scholars’ aims during the resolution process. 
A discussant engaged in a thought experiment is assumed to direct his communicative acts 
towards realizing the following two aims: the dialectical aim of resolving a difference of 
opinion through a joint examination of the claim at issue, and the rhetorical aim of resolving 
that difference of opinion by convincing other participants of the acceptability of one’s own 
position (van Eemeren, 2010, p. 39). This simultaneous pursuit of dialectical and rhetorical 
aims is referred to in pragma-dialectics as strategic maneuvering (van Eemeren & Houtlosser, 
2000; van Eemeren, 2010). Compared to the logico-epistemological approach, which focuses 
primarily on a scholar’s cognitive process when engaged in thought experimentation, a 
pragma-dialectical approach focuses on the scholar’s behavior, more specifically, those 
communicative acts that are functionally related to the scholar’s pursuit of dialectical and 
rhetorical aims.

The principle of socialization involves representing thought experimentation not as 
the (internal) monologue of one individual but as an interaction between individuals that 
fulfill different roles during the resolution process. In pragma-dialectics, a distinction is made 
between the role of protagonist and the role of antagonist (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1984, 
p. 10). These two roles are distinguished based on the position each party takes with respect 
to the academic claim at issue. The protagonist advances the claim and is thus committed 
to defend it if called to do so; the antagonist expresses doubt regarding that claim and is 
committed to respond to the protagonist’s defense. During the discussion, both discussants 
can assume both roles: for example, one might assume the role of protagonist with respect 
to one’s own point of view and the role of antagonist with respect to the other party’s point 
of view. By examining thought experimentation as an interaction between individuals 
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fulfilling the roles of protagonist and antagonist, the analyst goes beyond the monological 
construction of the (modern) academic text. An academic article is of course monological 
in the sense that there is no turn-taking involved. But approaching the author’s discourse 
according to the principle of socialization means reconstructing that discourse as part of 
an interaction in which the aforementioned discussion roles are assumed (van Eemeren & 
Grootendorst, 2004, p. 59). 

The principle of externalization involves focusing the reconstruction of a thought 
experiment on the commitments that the participants acquire through performing 
communicative acts in the institutional context in which the thought experiment takes 
place. Terms such as ‘disagreement’, ‘acceptance’, ‘doubt’, ‘point of view’, and ‘convince’ are 
externalized, meaning that they are defined in terms of commitments acquired by the scholars 
during their context-situated argumentative interaction. For example, when two scholars are 
said to ‘disagree’ on the acceptability of a claim, this is not understood as referring to their 
psychological states; rather, the disagreement is understood in terms their communicative 
behavior, i.e., one scholar puts forward a certain assertive while the other one expresses his 
doubt regarding that assertive. Unlike the logico-epistemological focus on the cognitive 
aspects of thought experimentation, a pragma-dialectical approach bases the analysis on 
something palpable, namely, commitments that are acquired through the performance of 
speech acts in a concrete institutional context. The principle of externalization implies that 
the grounding of a reconstruction is not to be sought in what the discussants are thinking 
(or what they might have thought) during the interaction, but rather in textual, intertextual 
and contextual resources that can be employed in identifying their commitments (van 
Eemeren, 2010, pp. 17-19). 

The principle of dialectification involves representing thought experimentation as 
a regulated procedure in which the acceptability of an academic claim is decided through 
an exchange of argumentation and critical reactions. Acceptability is thereby given a 
dialectical definition. The acceptability of a claim, and the corresponding reasonableness 
of maintaining that claim, is made relative to the result of following a regulated procedure 
for exchanging argumentation for that claim and critical reactions against it (van Eemeren 
& Grootendorst, 2004, pp. 131-133). As far as this principle is concerned, the contrast with 
the logico-epistemological approach boils down to the following. The logico-epistemological 
scholar departs from a conception of science as primarily a form of individual inquiry. In 
this conception, it is the thinking of the scientist and the knowledge thereby produced that 
matters. Tellingly, the terms ‘thought experimentation’ and ‘armchair inquiry’ are sometimes 
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used interchangeably (e.g., Sorensen, 1992, pp. 74-90; Mišćević, 2012). A pragma-dialectical 
approach will depart from a conception of science as a joint form of critical scrutiny, a rule-
governed procedure by means of which two or more discussants seek to establish the worth 
(i.e., acceptability) of an academic claim.

In pragma-dialectics, the meta-theoretical principles of functionalization, socializa-
tion, externalization and dialectification are integrated in the theoretical model of a critical 
discussion (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004, pp. 57-68). The model of a critical discussion 
can be employed for reconstructing argumentative interactions in which two or more 
participants aim to resolve their difference of opinion by jointly examining the acceptability 
of the claim(s) at issue. In a critical discussion, four discussion stages are distinguished: the 
confrontation stage, the opening stage, the argumentation stage and the concluding stage 
(van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004, pp. 59-62; van Eemeren, 2010, p. 11). In each of these 
four stages the discussants perform various speech acts that are instrumental for resolving 
a difference of opinion. In the confrontation stage, the discussants express their different 
positions with respect to the claim (or claims) at issue, thereby externalizing their difference 
of opinion. In the opening stage, the discussants establish a set of propositions as starting 
points on the basis of which the acceptability of the claim at issue is to be examined. In 
the argumentation stage, the discussants put forward argumentation and respond to this 
argumentation in order to examine whether the positions advanced with respect to the claim 
at issue are tenable in light of criticism. In the concluding stage, the discussants establish 
the result of the examination process by reaching an agreement on whether their initially 
expressed positions are to be maintained or retracted.

It is crucial to distinguish between the ideal model of a critical discussion and real-
life argumentative interactions that occur in institutional contexts such as political debates, 
juridical trials and academic disputes (van Eemeren, 2010, p. 4). The ideal model is not a 
description of a certain kind of practice, but rather a theoretical instrument that can be 
employed in order to reconstruct various argumentative practices that occur in different 
institutional contexts. Due to the norms and conventions that operate within these contexts, 
real-life argumentative interactions can be expected to differ in various ways from the 
ideal model. For example, in thought experimentation (as in other forms of institutional 
interaction) scholars can be expected to leave implicit various parts of the agreed-upon 
common ground given the convention that one must not make explicit or repeat that which 
is obvious to all the parties involved. The task of the analyst is not to determine whether a 
particular argumentative interaction ‘is a critical discussion’, but rather to reconstruct that 
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argumentative interaction by using the ideal model of a critical discussion as a theoretical 
point of departure.

The difference in status between the ideal model of a critical discussion and the 
argumentative reality of thought experimentation will be highlighted by distinguishing 
between, on the one hand, the four stages of a critical discussion and, on the other hand, 
the empirical counterparts of these four stages as manifested in an instance of thought 
experimentation (van Eemeren, 2010, p. 146). These empirical counterparts are: the initial 
situation (corresponding to the confrontation stage), the starting points (corresponding to 
the opening stage), the argumentative means (corresponding to the argumentation stage) 
and the outcome (corresponding to the concluding stage). When the dialectical aim of 
resolving a difference of opinion and the rhetorical aim of obtaining a favorable resolution 
are specified according to these four empirical counterparts (van Eemeren, 2010, p. 45), one 
obtains an overview of the aims towards which the participants in an instance of thought 
experimentation will direct their argumentative discourse. These aims, specified for each 
empirical counterpart, will be discussed in more detail in the chapters to follow. 

In view of its meta-theoretical and theoretical traits, pragma-dialectics offers an 
approach from which the aim of the present study can be attained. A pragma-dialectical 
reconstruction method can do justice to the interactional dimension of thought experiments. 
Through such a method, a thought experiment can be reconstructed as a context-situated 
argumentative practice in which the participants hold dialectical and rhetorical aims and 
direct their communicative behavior towards these aims. A pragma-dialectical reconstruction 
method can also provide a way of establishing a theoretically and empirically motivated link 
between the ‘raw’ and the reconstructed versions of a thought experiment. This link will 
be established with the help of textual, intertextual and contextual information that can be 
used to warrant the reconstruction of a thought experiment in terms of the ideal model of 
a critical discussion. The aim of this study can thus be specified as follows:

(1) To develop a set of analytical instruments for reconstructing the 
argumentative discourse by means of which scholars pursue their dia-
lectical and rhetorical aims in an instance of thought experimentation.

(2) To specify the empirical resources that can be employed in order to 
warrant the reconstructive transformations carried out on the scholars’ 
argumentative discourse in an instance of thought experimentation.   
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1.4 Organization of the study

The study begins with a discussion of the analytical instruments and the empirical 
resources necessary for the reconstruction of the scholars’ pursuit of dialectical aims in 
a thought experiment (Chapters 2, 3, 4 and 5). The method is then further developed in 
order to include the reconstruction of the scholars’ simultaneous pursuit of dialectical and 
rhetorical aims (Chapter 6). Each of these chapters has a similar structure. I begin with a 
brief introduction of the specific analytical task under consideration. I then characterize 
the theoretical instruments and empirical resources necessary for carrying out the task in 
question. Based on a series of concrete examples, I then illustrate the use of the developed 
analytical instruments and empirical resources. Finally, I explain what results from the 
reconstruction and how these results fit together in what is called an ‘analytic overview’ of 
a thought experiment. In the final chapter of this study, the resulting reconstructive method 
is summarized and its implications are discussed (Chapter 7).

In Chapter 2, I discuss the analytical instruments and empirical resources necessary 
for the reconstruction of the initial situation in a thought experiment. The initial situation 
is characterized by a certain proposition that is ‘at issue’ between the participants in the 
thought experiment and by the participants’ position with respect to that proposition. 
In order to clarify the various positions that can be taken in a thought experiment with 
respect to the proposition at issue, I introduce a distinction between three ‘institutional 
roles’. The reporter is the scholar who advances a positive standpoint with respect to the 
proposition at issue; the reviewer is the scholar who advances a negative standpoint with 
respect to the proposition at issue; the peer is the scholar who maintains a neutral position 
by advancing doubt with respect to the positive and negative standpoints advanced by the 
first two. A reconstruction of the initial situation in a thought experiment is thus a process 
of reconstructing the proposition at issue, and the positions advanced with respect to it, in 
that thought experiment.

In Chapter 3, I focus on the reconstruction of the starting points that are agreed 
upon by the participants in a thought experiment. The agreement to make use of an 
imaginary scenario in order to examine the acceptability of the academic claim at issue 
distinguishes thought experiments from other academic disputes. I will thus concentrate 
on the reconstruction of this particular agreement. The agreement will be shown to arise as 
a result of proposal-acceptance exchanges in which one scholar proposes to discuss based 
on an imaginary scenario and the other scholar accepts this proposal. The reconstruction 
of such proposal-acceptance exchanges is based on the opening stage of the ideal model of a 
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critical discussion. In this chapter, I explain and illustrate how the starting points regarding 
the imaginary scenario can be reconstructed in an instance of thought experimentation.

In Chapter 4, I focus on the reconstruction of the argumentative means employed in 
a thought experiment. The argumentation stage of the ideal model of a critical discussion 
functions in this chapter as a theoretical point of departure. Having agreed upon the use of 
the imaginary scenario, the scholars proceed to examine the acceptability of the academic 
claim at issue based on that imaginary scenario. The scholar assuming the role of protagonist 
advances argumentation based on the imaginary scenario. The scholar assuming the role 
of antagonist either accepts this argumentation or reacts critically to it. Depending on the 
antagonist’s response and depending on whether the scholars maintain or switch discussion 
roles, the examination process can develop in various ways. In this chapter I explain and 
illustrate the reconstruction of these developments. 

In Chapter 5, I focus on the reconstruction of the outcome of a thought experiment. 
The outcome consists of an agreement regarding the result of the exchange of argumentation 
and responses to argumentation reconstructed in the previous chapter. The scholars might 
agree, for instance, that one of them is to maintain the advanced standpoint while the 
other is to retract the expressed doubt. Agreement upon a result is achieved by means of 
proposal-acceptance sequences similar to the ones discussed in Chapter 2. In this chapter, I 
explain and illustrate how these proposal-acceptance sequences can be reconstructed in an 
instance of thought experimentation. The reconstruction is based on the concluding stage 
of the ideal model of a critical discussion. 

In Chapter 6, I focus on the reconstruction of the scholars’ strategic maneuvering, 
i.e., their simultaneous pursuit of dialectical and rhetorical aims in an instance of thought 
experimentation. At all times during an instance of thought experimentation, a scholar is 
assumed to direct his argumentative discourse simultaneously towards the dialectical aim of 
resolving the difference of opinion and towards the rhetorical aim of resolving the difference 
of opinion in his favor. For each participant in a thought experiment, a ‘favorable’ outcome 
refers to an agreement that the scholar may maintain the initial position he expressed with 
respect to the academic claim at issue while the other participants are to retract their initially 
expressed positions. In this chapter, I explain and illustrate the reconstruction of various 
ways in which scholars maneuver strategically in an instance of thought experimentation.

In Chapter 7, I provide a brief outline of the instruments that make up the reconstruc-
tion method developed. I then discuss the implications of this method for the study of thought 
experimentation and the pragma-dialectical reconstruction of academic disputes in general. 
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Chapter 2

The initial situation

2.1 The claim at issue in a thought experiment 

A first step in analyzing a thought experiment is to determine what is at issue between 
the participating scholars. The analyst thereby seeks to identify the proposition(s) whose 
acceptability is a matter of disagreement. If the scholars disagree on more than one 
proposition, the analyst must also examine how these propositions are related. Having 
identified the proposition(s) at issue, the analyst must also determine the position each party 
takes with regard to it. The term ‘position’ is used here in the singular because, as a rule, a 
scholar will not maintain that a proposition is, under the same interpretation, at the same 
time acceptable and unacceptable. For each participant, thus, the analyst must identify the 
one commitment expressed with respect to the proposition at issue. 

In the present chapter, I discuss the analytical instruments and the empirical resources 
that can be employed for reconstructing what is at issue in a thought experiment and how 
each discussant positions himself in the dispute. Specifically, I will focus on the following 
analytical questions: (1) Is there a difference of opinion between the discussants?; (2) What 
is the proposition at issue in the identified difference of opinion?; and (3) What are the 
positions expressed by the discussants with respect to the identified proposition? Although 
I will discuss these three questions in the indicated order, I do not mean to suggest the 
presence of a hard and fast rule to that effect. 

The theoretical point of departure for answering these three questions is provided 
by the confrontation stage of the ideal model of a critical discussion (van Eemeren & 
Grootendorst, 2004, p. 59). The use of these instruments and the associated resources will 
result in an analytic characterization of the initial situation (van Eemeren, 2010, p. 146) of 
the thought experiment under analysis. 
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In §2.2.1, I provide a detailed characterization of the confrontation stage of the ideal 
model of a critical discussion. In §2.2.2, I specify the textual, intertextual and contextual 
resources that can be employed in reconstructing the scholars’ interaction in a thought 
experiment in terms of the confrontations stage. In §2.3.1, §2.3.2, and §2.3.3 I tackle each 
of the three aforementioned questions with respect to concrete thought experiments. In 
§2.4, I explain how the results obtained from carrying out the discussed reconstruction 
processes are to be integrated in an analytic overview that will include all the analytically 
relevant elements of the process of resolving a difference of opinion.

2.2 Reconstructing the initial situation of an academic dispute

2.2.1 The confrontation stage as a theoretical basis

The confrontation stage of a critical discussion is the stage in which the discussants 
externalize their difference of opinion regarding the acceptability a certain proposition (van 
Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004, p. 60; van Eemeren, 2010, pp. 1-2). This proposition will be 
labeled ‘p’ henceforth. The proposition p can be simple, such as ‘The universe is finite’, or 
complex, such as ‘Bodies in the same medium fall at speeds proportional to their weight and 
bodies in different media fall at speeds inversely proportional to the density of the medium’. 
The proposition p can also be characterized in terms of its content. It can describe matters of 
fact, e.g., ‘Computers cannot think’, it can prescribe a certain course of action, e.g., ‘Scholars 
should not plagiarize’, or it can contain an evaluation of the qualities of a certain object or 
state of affairs, e.g., ‘This marketing strategy is not very effective’ 

The externalization of a difference of opinion is a necessary step in the process of 
resolving that difference of opinion. Unless the parties observe that they disagree with respect 
to the acceptability of a certain proposition, there is neither need nor basis for engaging in a 
resolution process (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004, p. 60). Discussants externalize their 
difference of opinion through the performance of specific discussion moves (van Eemeren 
& Grootendorst, 2004, p. 67). 

The first discussion move performed in the confrontation stage of a critical discussion 
is the expression of a standpoint regarding proposition p. From a speech act perspective, 
expressing a standpoint is to be placed within the Searlean category of assertives (Searle, 
1979, p. 12; van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1984, p. 95). A standpoint advanced with respect 
to a proposition p can be positive or negative. The expression of a positive standpoint entails 
the commitment to justify p by means of argumentation if requested to do so; a negative 
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standpoint entails the commitment to refute p by means of argumentation if requested to 
do so (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1984, p. 96; Houtlosser, 2001, p. 32). The following 
notation is used for marking this distinction: a positive standpoint is notated as ‘+/p’ while 
a negative standpoint is notated as ‘-/p’ (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1984, p. 79). When 
relevant, the constituent propositions that make up p can be represented separately as in ‘+/
(p1 & p2)’, if the standpoint is positive, or ‘-/(p1 & p2)’, if the standpoint is negative. 

The discussant who advances a standpoint, whether this is positive or negative, 
assumes the discussion role of protagonist. This means that the discussant is obligated to 
defend the advanced standpoint if requested to do so by the other party (Houtlosser, 2001, 
p. 32). In case both discussants advance a standpoint, then they must additionally decide 
the order in which each fulfills his role as protagonist. 

In reaction to a protagonist’s expression of a standpoint, the other discussant can 
expresses doubt regarding that standpoint or express the opposite standpoint (van Eemeren & 
Grootendorst, 1984, p. 95). From a speech act perspective, the expression of doubt belongs 
to the Searlean category of commissives (Searle, 1979, p. 14; van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 
1984, p. 57). Through an expression of doubt, a discussant becomes committed to acting as 
a reasonable critic in response to the argumentation advanced by the other discussant. The 
expression of doubt with respect to a positive and a negative standpoint is represented as ‘?/
(+/p)’ and ‘?/(-/p)’ respectively (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1984, p. 81). In expressing 
doubt or advancing the opposite standpoint, a discussant assumes the discussion role of 
antagonist.

When a protagonist advances a positive or negative standpoint with respect to a 
proposition p and the antagonist expresses doubt regarding the protagonist’s standpoint, 
a non-mixed difference of opinion results (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1992, p. 21). A 
non-mixed difference of opinion with regard to, e.g., a positive standpoint is the result of 
the following discussion moves:

Discussant1: +/p

Discussant2: ?/(+/p)

A more complex situation arises when each discussant advances both a standpoint and 
(implicitly) doubt with respect to the other party’s standpoint. In this case, both discussants 
assume both discussion roles and it remains to be decided (in later stages of the critical 
discussion) who will fulfill the discussion role of protagonist first. This is referred to as a 
mixed difference of opinion (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1992, p. 21). In a mixed difference 
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of opinion, both parties are committed to defending the (positive or negative) standpoint 
regarding to the proposition at issue and both are committed to responding to the other 
party’s argumentation. A mixed difference of opinion results from the following discussion 
moves:

Discussant1: +/p, ?/(-/p)

Discussant2: -/p, ?/(+/p)

The analytical characterization of the confrontation stage in a critical discussion indicates 
which elements need to be reconstructed when analyzing the initial situation of a thought 
experiment. First, the analyst must determine whether there is a difference of opinion 
between the participants in the interaction. Second, the proposition p that constitutes the 
object of the difference of opinion (in the sense of parties disagreeing with regard to its 
acceptability) must be identified. Third, the positions the participants take with respect to 
p must be determined. 

2.2.2 Empirical resources 

In a pragma-dialectical reconstruction of the initial situation of a thought experiment, the 
confrontation stage as characterized in the previous section serves as a theoretical point 
of departure. In order to determine whether there is a difference of opinion between the 
participants in a thought experiment, to identify the proposition at issue, and the parties’ 
positions with respect to it, a series of empirical resources can be employed. 

The term ‘empirical resource’ refers to inter-subjectively accessible pieces of infor-
mation regarding the communicative event under study and the institutional context in 
which that event takes place. By combining the ideal model of a critical discussion on the 
one hand with empirical resources on the other, the reconstruction of a thought experiment 
can be both theoretically and empirically warranted (van Eemeren, Grootendorst, Jackson & 
Jacobs, 1993, pp. 39-50; van Eemeren, 2010, pp. 8-16). The empirical resources that can be 
used in reconstructing the initial situation of a thought experiment are divided into textual, 
intertextual and contextual resources. This threefold distinction is a simplified version of a 
more complex typology presented by van Eemeren (2010, pp. 17-19). 

Textual resources include the speech acts performed by the scholars participating 
in a thought experiment. Intertextual resources include the speech acts by means of which 
scholars who observe and report on a certain dispute recount the participants’ argumentative 
behavior. Contextual resources include conventions and norms that are operative within the 
institutional context under investigation and can be indicative of the commitments acquired 
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by the participants and the observers. This three-fold distinction between resources is not 
meant to suggest that reconstructive transformations must always be based exclusively on 
one type of resource. Preferably, the analyst seeks to combine various resources and check 
whether they converge towards the same reconstruction (van Eemeren, 2010, p. 19). 

A first category of textual resources that can be employed in the reconstruction of the 
initial situation of a thought experiment comprises argumentative indicators of confrontation 
(van Eemeren, Houtlosser, & Snoeck Henkemans, 2007, pp. 21-63). In general, argumentative 
indicators are words or expressions that indicate the function performed by a particular 
utterance within the process of resolving a difference of opinion (van Eemeren, Houtlosser, 
& Snoeck Henkemans, 2007, p. 1). The present chapter will focus on a sub-class of such 
indicators, i.e., argumentative indicators of confrontation. These indicators can be employed 
in reconstructing the initial situation of a certain interaction. For instance, the presence of 
force modifying expressions (e.g., ‘It is certain that…’, ‘obviously,’ ‘in fact’), and the presence 
of indicators of propositional attitude (e.g., ‘I don’t see why…’ or ‘On the contrary, I would 
say…’) can clarify whether the discussants are having a difference of opinion and, if so, what 
proposition is at issue in that difference of opinion (van Eemeren, Houtlosser, & Snoeck 
Henkemans, 2007, pp. 29-31). 

Another category of textual resources that can be employed in the reconstruction of 
the initial situation comprises direct or indirect evaluations of the quality of another scholar’s 
work. When a scholar describes a colleague’s past research as ‘unsatisfactory’, ‘unsupported’ 
or in some other way not up to standard, this can mark a scholar’s negative standpoint 
regarding the claims advanced by his colleague in the research referred. Conversely, when a 
scholar describes a colleague’s work as ‘sound’ or ‘convincing’ or in some other way worthy 
of recognition, this can mark a scholar’s positive standpoint regarding the colleague’s claims. 
These evaluations can be formulated in various ways. A scholar might forcefully advance 
that ‘The results obtained by scholars X are incorrect’ or he might express the same position 
less forcefully as ‘There are reasons to reexamine X’s results.’ Negative evaluations can also 
be couched in terms that have a negative connotation within an academic context, such as 
‘dogma’, ‘error’, and ‘speculation’. 

Intertextual resources that can be employed in the reconstruction of the initial situ-
ation of a thought experiment include reports of the participants’ argumentative behavior. 
Thus, reported standpoints and doubt but also reported evaluations can be employed in 
the reconstruction. If a scholar advances his position via an utterance of the form, e.g., ‘I 
believe p to be the case’, then the reported version of this standpoint can appear as ‘Scholar 
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X believes p to be the case’. Other intertextual resources include references to a certain 
scholarly discussion as being a ‘dispute’, a ‘debate’, or an ‘argument’ (e.g., ‘the Einstein-Bohr 
debates’, ‘the Chinese room argument’), the use of conventionalized labels that refer to the 
various positions taken within a dispute (e.g., ‘internalism vs. externalism’), and metaphori-
cal representation of an academic dispute as a war or a game (e.g., ‘Scholar X is attacking/
defending such-and-such position’). 

The macro context in which thought experimentation takes place is the institution of 
academia or Science, a complex social system in which individuals make public the solutions 
they discover to particular scholarly problems in exchange for various forms of reward such 
as recognition or funding (Merton, 1957; Hagstrom, 1965; Storer, 1966; Whitley, 1984). 
This view of the context highlights what Whitley calls the “mutual dependence” (1984, p. 
42) between scholars, that is, the dependence of a scholar’s success within the institution on 
rewards that are internally distributed and controlled. Because they are in this sense mutually 
dependent, scholars are not only out to publish what they have discovered, but also to defend 
this discovery as acceptable (i.e., rewardable) within a particular field of investigation.  

Within the institution of academia, academic disputes can be seen as distinct 
argumentative activity types (van Eemeren, 2010, p. 145). The institutional point of this 
activity type is for the participants to reach a decision regarding the reward that is to be 
associated with a proposed answer to an academic question. Based on the different positions 
taken with respect to the acceptability of the proposed answer, a distinction can be made 
between three institutional roles. First, there is a scholar who reports to have discovered p 
as an answer to an academic question; this scholar is committed to a positive standpoint 
regarding p and will be referred to as the reporter. Second, there is a scholar who rejects the 
claim that p is indeed the correct answer to the academic question; this scholar is committed 
to a negative standpoint regarding p and will be referred to as the reviewer. Third, there is the 
scholar who maintains a neutral position regarding the first two scholars’ standpoints. This 
scholar, who has not (yet) expressed either a positive or a negative standpoint regarding p, 
will be referred to as the peer. The commitments assumed by the reporter, the reviewer and 
the peer with respect to an academic claim p give rise to one mixed difference of opinion 
(between the reporter and the reviewer) and two non-mixed differences of opinion (one 
between the reporter and the peer, the other one between the reviewer and the peer). The 
distribution of institutional roles in the initial situation of an academic dispute is represented 
in Figure 2.1. 
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Each role is represented together with the dialectical commitments entailed by the fulfillment of 
the institutional role in question. Figure 2.1 also elucidates the relationship between discussion 
roles and institutional roles in an academic dispute, i.e., the reporter and the reviewer can fulfill 
both discussion roles since each advances a standpoint, while the peer can fulfill only the role 
of antagonist since he is not committed to any point of view. The simple arrow represents a 
non-mixed difference of opinion (the arrow top being directed at the discussant whose position 
is called into question) while the double arrow represents a mixed difference of opinion.

The three-fold distinction between institutional roles represented in Figure 2.1 is a 
contextual resource that can be employed in reconstructing the initial situation in a thought 
experiment. Since each institutional role is associated with a certain commitment regarding 
either p or the standpoints advanced with respect to p, the institutional roles are indicative of 
the scholar’s position regarding the proposition at issue. In establishing this reconstruction, 
one must take into consideration that more than one individual scholar can assume the 
same institutional role. For example, with respect to a reporter’s positive standpoint, two 
scholars might assume the roles of reviewers and advance a negative standpoint (thereby 
creating a mixed difference of opinion). Furthermore, two scholars fulfilling the same role 
of reviewer might defend their negative standpoints regarding the proposition at issue by 
advancing different acts of argumentation (see §4.4).

Figure 2.1 The participants and their diff erences of opinion in an academic dispute. 

 = mixed diff erence of opinion
 = non-mixed diff erence of opinion (from antagonist to protagonist)

+/p = positive standpoint regarding p; 
-/p = negative standpoint regarding p;
?/(+/p) = doubt regarding positive standpoint; 
?/(-/p) = doubt regarding negative standpoint.  

 
 
 

Reviewer 

-/p 
?/(+/p) 

Reporter  

+/p 
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Peer 
?/(+/p) 
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Aside from the distribution of institutional roles, other contextual resources can 
be employed in reconstructing the initial situation of a thought experiment. Empirical 
information regarding the type of publication under examination, whether it is an original 
research article, a commentary, or a handbook, can be used to establish whether the author of 
that publication is taking a certain position within a dispute or merely recounting positions 
that have already been taken in the past. Since not all types of academic publications are 
directed at resolving a difference of opinion, establishing the type of publication under 
examination can indicate the presence or absence of a difference of opinion between the 
author of that publication and other scholars. For example, a textbook is in principle an 
academic document directed at students or, more generally, at interested ‘outsiders’. The 
analyst can thus expect it to contain information that is more or less uncontroversial and 
not to contain any new information meant to resolve any state-of-the-art difference of 
opinion. By contrast, an original article published in a specialized journal (or in conference 
proceedings) is expected to advance a certain position with respect to a certain academic 
problem and to defend that position by argumentative means. 

Having identified the type of publication, the reconstruction can also be aided by 
contextual information regarding the conventional structure of that publication (e.g., Swales, 
2004, pp. 1-33). For example, one can expect to find the author’s expression of a standpoint 
at the beginning of an academic article, usually after a brief introduction of the topic. This 
expression might be repeated at the end of the article, either word-for-word or in a slightly 
different formulation. Studies of the evolution of academic conventions regarding academic 
communication and publication can be of use in placing the dispute under study in its 
proper historical context (e.g., Bazerman, 1988, pp. 59-80; Gross, Harmon & Reidy, 2002).

The textual, intertextual and contextual resources provided in this section can be 
employed in reconstructing the initial situation of a thought experiment. The following 
section will illustrate the use of the analytical instruments discussed in §2.2.1 and the 
empirical resources discussed in the present section based on concrete instances of thought 
experimentation. 

2.3 The initial situation of a thought experiment

2.3.1 The diff erence of opinion

The reconstruction of the initial situation of a thought experiment starts with the question 
of whether the interaction under examination is indeed argumentative, i.e., whether there 
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is a difference of opinion between the scholar who authored the publication under study 
and other scholars. 

Consider as an example the paper in which the imaginary scenario of the Violinist 
thought experiment appeared for the first time. The moral philosopher Judith Jarvis Thomson 
is the scholar who proposed the imaginary scenario in this thought experiment (Thomson, 
1971). The imaginary scenario is the story of a person who can save the life of a famous 
violinist by staying tied to it for nine months. A first indicator of Thomson’s intention to 
contribute to an academic dispute appears in the title of the paper in which the imaginary 
scenario is proposed, i.e., “A defense of abortion”. This title clearly indicates Thomson’s 
intention to make a case in favor of abortion (presumably against other scholars who reject 
or ‘attack’ it). Other textual indicators appear very early in Thomson’s text. For example, the 
first two statements of the article indicate the presence of a difference of opinion between 
scholars who support abortion and those who oppose it:

Most opposition to abortion relies on the premise that the fetus is a 
human being, a person, from the moment of conception. The premise 
is argued for, but, as I think, not well. 

(Thomson, 1971, p. 47)

The reference to there being scholars who oppose abortion, together with the argumentation-
theoretical references to “premises” that are “argued for” indicate the presence of a difference 
of opinion to which Thomson will presumably aim to contribute later in the paper. In 
addition, the phrase “as I think” is in this case a textual indicator of confrontation, marking 
Thomson’s position with regard to the claim that the fetus is a human being. 

These are first signals that Thomson’s text is not just an informative report of past 
literature on abortion, but that the author is taking a stance and aims to defend it. Indeed, 
the imaginary scenario in which one wakes up tied to an unconscious violinist is eventually 
employed by Thomson in order to support the claim that “nobody is morally required to 
make large sacrifices, of health, of all other interests and concerns, of all other duties and 
commitments, for nine years, or even for nine months, in order to keep another person 
alive” (Thomson, 1971, pp. 61-62, emphasis in original). 

Another textual indicator that can mark the presence of a difference of opinion is a 
scholar’s expression of dissatisfaction regarding other scholar’s research. This form of negative 
evaluation can be expressed in various ways. Some scholars will be particularly direct in 
their negative evaluation. For example, in the Chinese room thought experiment, Searle 
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announces that his colleagues’ claims about intelligence are “totally unsupported” (1980, p. 
417) while Hofstadter rejected Searle’s conclusions as “a religious diatribe […] masquerading 
as a serious scientific article” (1980, p. 433). The difference of opinion between these two 
scholars is thus made obvious by their sharp choice of words.  

A negative evaluation of past research need not be directed at individual scholars. 
That is, if the reader can be expected to make the necessary association between the criticized 
research and its originators, a scholar might direct his opposition towards abstract theories, 
approaches, paradigms etc. Consider as an example, Hilary Putnam’s paper in which he 
introduced the imaginary scenario in the Twin Earth thought experiment (Putnam, 1996). 
The imaginary scenario, as the name suggests, involves a planet that is exactly like Earth 
except for the chemical formula of water, which on Twin Earth is not H2O but XYZ. Putnam 
uses various formulations to express his dissatisfaction with what he calls the “traditional 
theory of meaning” (1996, p. 4). These expressions of dissatisfaction are highlighted below.

[T]he dimension of language associated with the word ‘meaning’ is, 
in spite of the usual spate of heroic if misguided attempts, as much in 
the dark as it ever was 

(Putnam, 1996, p. 3, emphasis added)

I regard traditional theories about meaning as myth-eaten […] 
(Putnam, 1996, p. 4, emphasis added)

The three centuries of failure of mentalistic psychology is tremendous 
evidence against [the assumption that meaning is a matter of mental 
states], in my opinion 

(Putnam, 1996, p. 8, emphasis added)

By referring to inanimate theories and approaches (as opposed to referring directly to those 
scholars who created or support these theories and approaches), Putnam externalizes a 
difference of opinion with a vaguely delineated group of scholars. The targeted group might 
loosely be referred to as ‘all those who still claim that traditional theories of meaning are 
acceptable’. 

Inter-textual resources can also play a role in identifying the presence of a difference 
of opinion. In particular, one can make use of observers’ accounts of the argumentative 
behavior of the participants in a thought experiment. These accounts can be given in the 
argumentation-theoretical jargon of ‘arguments’, ‘disagreement’, or ‘refutations’. Also, the 
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dispute can be represented as a battle or a competition, being described in terms of ‘attacks’, 
‘defenses’, and ‘strategies’. Consider, as an example, Noonan’s (1985) brief account of Putnam’s 
discussion with those who support the traditional theory of meaning. In the excerpt below, 
the argumentation-theoretical jargon occurs alongside the metaphorical representations 
of the dispute as a battle in which Putnam is attacking and the others are defending the 
traditional theory of meaning.

Putnam’s main concern […] is to refute the conjunction of two propo-
sitions. One, that the meanings of natural kind terms are determined 
by what is in the heads of their users, i.e. by their narrow psychological 
states. And two, that the meanings of natural kind terms determine 
their extensions. Taken together these two propositions entail that 
the extension of a natural kind term is determined by its users’ 
narrow psychology, and Putnam attacks the conjunction of the two 
propositions by attacking this consequence of it. Now Putnam’s strategy
in his argument is to point out that ‘water’, as used by me here on Earth, 
denotes H2O molecules while, as used by my Doppelgänger on Twin 
Earth, it may denote XYZ molecules. 

(Noonan, 1985, p. 286, emphasis added)

Based on Noonan’s account of Putnam’s behavior in terms of attacking, refuting and devising 
strategies, one can conclude that there is a difference of opinion between Putnam and those 
scholars who have supported (or are inclined to support) the traditional theory of meaning. 

Other useful intertextual resources are references to the competing isms engaged in 
a thought experiment. These references can be indicative of the presence of a difference of 
opinion. For example, the Twin Earth thought experiment is usually categorized as a dispute 
taking place between two camps: ‘semantic externalism’ and ‘semantic internalism’ (e.g., Rey, 
1992; Stalnaker, 1993; 1999, pp. 167-210). Similarly, Searle gives an account of this dispute 
as a discussion between internalists and externalists: 

Both the Fregean and [my] account of meaning are internalist […] At 
the time of this writing, the most influential theories of reference and 
meaning reject a Fregean or internalist analysis. There is a variety of 
reasons for which the anti-internalist position has become fashionable 

(Searle, 1983, p. 198)
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In the same work from which the quoted excerpt is taken, Searle contributes to the Twin 
Earth thought experiment. Nevertheless, as far as the quoted excerpt is concerned, he is 
examining the dispute from afar. The quoted excerpt appeared at the beginning of a chapter 
titled “Are meanings in the head?” (1984, p. 197). In these introductory passages, Searle 
is offering a bird’s-eye view of the dispute. What Searle describes here is the internalist/
externalist dispute within philosophy of language. The anti-internalist (i.e., externalist) 
position Searle mentions is Putnam’s philosophy, one according to which “meanings just 
ain’t in the head” (Putnam, 1996, p. 13).

In the analysis, textual and intertextual indicators of a difference of opinion can be 
combined with contextual information regarding the type of publication under examination. 
For example, an original research article such as Shaffer’s “A logical hole in the Chinese 
Room” (2009) can be expected to contain some side-taking on the author’s part. On the 
contrary, an encyclopedia entry such as Searle’s “The Chinese Room Argument” (1999), 
even if written by Searle who participates in the Chinese Room thought experiment, can be 
expected to contain only reports of the dispute and will not be intended as a contribution 
to resolving the difference of opinion. 

2.3.2 The proposition at issue

If a piece of scholarship has been reconstructed as a contribution to an instance of thought 
experimentation, the proposition that forms the object of the difference of opinion between 
the participating scholars must be identified. If we consider the previous reconstructive 
step a surface scan, the present one can be said to involve digging more deeply towards the 
core of the dispute. 

In simple cases, the participants in a thought experiment will unambiguously point 
towards the proposition that makes up the object of the difference of opinion. This occurs, 
for example, at the beginning of one of Putnam’s contributions to the Twin Earth thought 
experiment (Putnam, 1996). The two propositions that are at issue in that dispute are clearly 
mentioned in the following passage:

So theory of meaning came to rest on two unchallenged assumptions: 
(1) That knowing the meaning of a term is just a matter of being in 
a certain psychological state […] (2) That the meaning of a term 
determines its extension. I shall argue that these two assumptions are 
not jointly satisfied by any notion, let alone any notion of meaning. 

(Putnam, 1996, p. 4, emphasis in original)



The initial situation

39

In this case, the two propositions marked as ‘(1)’ and ‘(2)’ are at issue between Putnam (the 
externalist) and adherents of the traditional theory of meaning (the internalists). The negative 
evaluation of these two propositions (“unchallenged assumption”), together with Putnam’s 
announcement that they are “not jointly satisfied by any notion”, indicate that propositions 
(1) and (2) form the object of the difference of opinion in this discussion. This claim is also 
supported by Putnam’s negative evaluation of the traditional theory of meaning as “myth-
eaten” and “in the dark” (see §2.3.1).

In other cases, the proposition at issue must be reconstructed from a discourse in 
which the author of the text addresses a skeptical, or downright antagonistic, readership. 
Consider for example the way in which the Roman poet and philosopher Lucretius (99 
BC – c. 55 BC) introduces the imaginary scenario in the Spearman thought experiment. 

[…] just suppose that all the existing space were finite, and that 
someone ran forward to the edge of its farthest border and launched 
a spear into flight: do you favor the view that the spear, cast with 
virile vigor, would fly far and reach its target, or do you suppose that 
something could check it by obstructing its course? You must grant 
and adopt one or the other of these hypotheses, and yet both deny 
you a subterfuge and compel you to acknowledge that the expanse of 
the universe is infinite. For whether there is something to check the 
spear and prevent it from hitting its mark and lodging in its target, 
or whether it flies on, it did not start from the end of the universe. In 
this way I will dog you: wherever you locate the farthest border, I will 
ask about the ultimate fate of the spear. Our conclusion will be that 
nowhere can a boundary be fixed: no escape will ever be found from 
the limitless possibility of flight.

(Lucretius, 1969, On the nature of things 970-980)

The proposition at issue in this case is not so clearly singled out as in Putnam’s (1996) 
contribution. In determining what is at issue in this interaction, one can start by noting 
the contrast between the parts of the discourse in which the reader’s (assumed) point of 
view is mentioned and passages in which the author expresses his own point of view. In 
the excerpt above, for instance, there is a clear contrast between the two ways in which 
Lucretius describes the universe. At the beginning of the passage, he describes it from the 
perspective of his readers as “finite” and as having an “edge”. Later, it is described from 
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his own perspective as “infinite” and “limitless”. Additionally, Lucretius’ reference to “our 
conclusion” functions here as an argumentative indicator of confrontation: the proposition 
“nowhere can a boundary be fixed” is thereby marked as the claim whose acceptability is 
at issue. Combined, these textual indicators mark one and the same proposition as being at 
issue in this thought experiment, namely, ‘The universe is infinite.’ 

 In some cases, one and the same contribution will contain textual indicators that 
support different, inconsistent reconstructions. That is, some indicators mark a proposition 
p as the proposition at issue while others mark a different proposition p’ as the proposition at 
issue. I am not referring here to the situation in which both propositions form by conjunction 
the object of the difference of opinion (i.e., ‘p1 & p2’). Rather, I am referring to the situation 
discussed in van Eemeren (2010, p. 19) in which several indicators point to two different 
reconstructions: one in which p is at issue, the other one in which p’ is at issue.

The Chinese room thought experiment can serve as an illustration of this situation. 
The imaginary scenario was first introduced is Searle’s (1980) “Minds, brains and programs”. 
Searle begins by announcing explicitly that he is about to present a case against what he calls 
strong artificial intelligence or “strong AI”. The strong AI view is, in Searle’s terms, that “the 
appropriately programmed computer really is a mind” (1980, p. 417, emphasis in original). 
The object of the difference of opinion, p, is thus ‘The appropriately programmed digital 
computer is a mind’. Other indicators in Searle’s text also support this reconstruction. For 
instance, Searle announces clearly “I will argue that in the literal sense the programmed 
computer understands […] exactly nothing” (1980, p. 419) and finally “The whole point [of 
the Chinese Room scenario] was to argue that such symbol manipulation by itself couldn’t 
be sufficient for understanding Chinese in any literal sense” (1980, p. 419).

However, other textual indicators in Searle’s paper point into a different direction. 
Namely, they indicate that the difference of opinion between Searle and the “partisans 
of strong AI” (1980, p. 417) is the theory of mind that warrants the ascription of mental 
states to digital computers. That Searle is interested in this ascription can for instance be 
reconstructed from the opening question of his paper.  

What psychological and philosophical significance should we attach to 
recent efforts at computer simulations of human cognitive capacities? 
In answering this question, I find it useful to distinguish what I will 
call ‘strong’ AI from ‘weak’ or ‘cautious’ AI. 

(Searle, 1980, p. 417, emphasis added)
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If we take this as a textual indicator, Searle’s dissatisfaction would seem to pertain to the 
‘attached philosophical significance’ of computer simulations, not the computer simulations 
themselves, in other words, to what strong AI scholars say about their results, not the results 
themselves. The object of the difference of opinion is then p’, which is a proposition about 
the mind, not a proposition about computers. Various other textual indicators in Searle’s text 
support this alternative reconstruction. For instance, Searle repeatedly refers to strong AI as 
a theory of the mind, i.e., not a theory about digital computers and what digitals computers 
can do, but about mental states and whether they can be ascribed to such computers. 

One way to test any theory of the mind is to ask oneself what it would 
be like if my mind actually worked on the principles that the theory 
says all minds work on. 

(Searle, 1980, p. 417, emphasis added)

McCarthy, for example, writes, ‘Machines as simple as thermostats can 
be said to have beliefs, and having beliefs seems to be a characteristic 
of most machines capable of problem solving performance’ (McCarthy, 
1979). Anyone who thinks strong Al has a chance as a theory of the 
mind ought to ponder the implications of that remark.

(Searle, 1980, p. 418, emphasis added)

Both these excerpts refer to strong AI as a theory of the mind. More specifically, they ascribe 
to strong AI supporters a certain claim regarding how the mind works, namely, that it works 
on principles that a digital computer can instantiate.

The analyst is thus faced with two equally plausible reconstructions of the difference 
of opinion in the Chinese room thought experiment. In a first reconstruction, the proposition 
at issue in the difference of opinion is a claim about computers (p). In this variant, the parties 
are agreeing on the question of what the mind is and how the mind works; their difference 
of opinion concerns exclusively the question of whether a digital computer is the kind of 
machinery that can instantiate a mind. In a second reconstruction, the proposition at issue 
refers to the mind (p’). In this variant, Searle and the strong AI researchers agree on the question 
of whether a digital computer can think. Searle makes this explicit several times, e.g., “If by 
‘digital computer’ we mean anything at all that has a level of description where it can correctly 
be described as the instantiation of a computer program, then again the answer [to the question 
‘Could a digital computer think?’] is, of course, yes” (1980, p. 422). In this second variant the 
disagreement concerns the more fundamental question regarding the nature of mental states.
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If textual indicators point to two inconsistent reconstructions, one can draw the 
conclusion that the scholar whose discourse is examined (in this case, Searle) is not being clear 
about his difference of opinion with other participants. However, an appeal to intertextual 
and contextual indicators can dissolve this dichotomy in favor of one of the alternative 
reconstructions. In the case at hand, the great majority of scholarship about this dispute 
describes it as a dispute about mental states, i.e. with p’ being at issue. The proposition p is 
generally regarded as either accepted by the parties involved or simply a corollary of p’ to be 
decided once the difference of opinion regarding p’ is settled (e.g., Harnad, 1989; Preston, 
2002; Damper, 2004; Moural, 2003).

If a decision cannot be reached regarding the proposition at issue in a certain thought 
experiment, one might need to postpone the decision until further evidence is gathered in 
later phases of the reconstruction. For it may happen that an initial ambiguity regarding the 
object of the difference of opinion can be resolved after the argumentative means employed 
by the scholars in that dispute have been reconstructed. 

2.3.3 The expressed positions

The reconstruction of the initial situation of a thought experiment is concluded by identifying 
the commitments acquired by the scholars with regard to the proposition(s) at issue. Making 
use of the distinctions introduced in §2.2, three participants can be identified: the reporter 
who expresses a positive standpoint regarding p, the reviewer who expresses a negative 
standpoint regarding p, and the peer who maintains a neutral position by expressing doubt 
with regard to the standpoints advanced by the reporter and the reviewer.

In reconstructing the positions taken by participants with respect to the proposition at 
issue, each participant’s contribution to that discussion constitutes the primary resource. For 
example, in the Twin Earth thought experiment, one can get a clear picture of the participants’ 
positions by examining Searle’s (1983) contribution to that thought experiment. First, there 
are the scholars who support the traditional, internalist theory of meaning, including but 
not limited to Frege, Carnap and Searle himself (1983, p. 201). These scholars fulfill the roles 
of reporter, their internalist account of meaning being an answer to the age-old question 
‘How does language relate to reality?’. This internalist account of meaning can be given as a 
conjunction of two propositions notated this as ‘p1’ and ‘p2’ in what follows: “[p1] knowing 
the meaning of a term is just a matter of being in a certain psychological state” and “[p2] 
the meaning of a term determines its extension” (Putnam, 1996, p. 4). Second, and in direct 
opposition to the reporters’ account, there are externalist accounts of meaning. Putnam 
(1996) advances such an account, which results in his commitment to a negative standpoint 
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regarding the conjunction of p1 and p2. As Putnam clearly expressed it, the two propositions 
“are not jointly satisfied by any notion, let alone any notion of meaning” (1996, p. 4). 

Since this discussion is carried out within the field of philosophy of language, a 
field in which scholars are conventionally interested in questions regarding the nature of 
meaning, those philosophers of language that have not taken either the side of internalism or 
externalism can be considered the neutral peers in this thought experiment. These scholars 
can, without advancing a standpoint of their own, react critically both to the argumentation 
of the internalist and that of the externalist. The contributions of Stalnaker (1993; 1999) 
illustrate such critical accounts advanced from the institutional role of a peer. 

In Figure 2.2, the three participants in the Twin Earth thought experiment and their 
commitments regarding the propositions at issue are represented according to the scheme 
introduced in §2.2.2. 

Figure 2.2 The participants and their diff erences of opinion in the Twin Earth thought experiment. 

 = mixed diff erence of opinion
 = non-mixed diff erence of opinion

p1 = ‘Understanding a term is being in a certain mental state’
p2 = ‘Intension determines extension’
+/(p1 & p2) = internalists’ positive standpoint; 
-/(p1 & p2) = externalists’ negative standpoint; 
?/(+/(p1 & p2)), ?/(-/(p1 & p2))= doubt regarding both the internalists’ and the externalists’ standpoints.

Externalists 

-/(p1 & p2),  
?/(+/(p1 & p2)) 

Internalists  

+/(p1 & p2)  
?/(-/(p1 & p2)) 

Philosophers of 

language 
?/(+/(p1 & p2)) 
?/(-/(p1 & p2)) 

The distinction is made exclusively based on the scholars’ expressed positions with regard 
to the propositions at issue. Each of the three groups (internalists, externalists, and the 
neutral philosophers of language) can be further analyzed according to their argumentative 
behavior during the thought experiment. For example, within the group of reviewers, one 
might distinguish between various sub-groups according to the starting points they accept 
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or according to the argumentation they advance. One can thus decide to make a distinction 
between Putnam’s externalism (Putnam, 1996), Kripke’s externalism (Kripke, 1972) and 
Bruge’s externalism (Bruge, 1986) and study the differences between the two in terms of the 
different ways in which each of them attacks the traditional theory of meaning.

The Twin Earth thought experiment is an example of an academic dispute in which 
the participants’ positions could be reconstructed based on textual resources (i.e., the 
scholars’ own mentioning of the other parties in the dispute). Since scholars are not required 
to neatly identify their opponents every time they take up a position, it is useful to look at 
an example in which the participants in the dispute must be reconstructed based primarily 
on intertextual and contextual resources.

Consider again the Violinist thought experiment. At the beginning of her article, 
Thomson (1971) outlines a more or less standard version of an argumentation that is, 
according to her, advanced against abortion. This argumentation, however, is not attributed 
to any scholar in particular; rather, Thomson attributes it to “opposition to abortion” (p. 47), 
“opponents of abortion” (p. 48) and “people who oppose abortion” (p. 49). Based on these 
references, we can at most assume that there exist some scholars ‘out there’ who have either 
actively argued against abortion in the past or are expected to do so in the future. Since 
Thomson does not identify the anti-abortion accounts to which she is responding, the claim 
regarding the participants in this thought experiment cannot be made with precision. One 
can, for instance, identify in the papers of Noonan (1968) a distinct anti-abortion account to 
which Thomson presumably had access. Thomson does in fact quote Noonan’s monograph, 
The morality of abortion (1970), although she does not explicitly identify Noonan as part of 
the opposition (Thomson, 1971, p. 51). 

Aside from examining the dispute as it was before Thomson’s intervention, one might 
also examine the works of those scholars who have responded to Thomson’s defense of 
abortion and identify them as reporters. For instance, Marquis (1989) has maintained – contra 
Thomson – that abortion is immoral because it deprives the fetus of a potentially valuable 
future. While published after Thomson’s account, these accounts can still be reconstructed 
as accounts advanced by reporters, more specifically, reporters who are positively committed 
to the view that abortion is immoral. Aside from these accounts, we can further assume that 
there is a community of legal and moral philosophers who are interested in the question of 
the morality of abortion, and who maintain a position of doubt with respect to other parties’ 
standpoints. One example is Warren (1973, pp. 44-52), who offers a critical reading of the 
cases for and against abortion. 
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In identifying the participants in a thought experiment and their positions with 
respect to the proposition at issue, the analyst can also take into consideration the type 
of academic work under examination. In some cases, information regarding the type of 
academic work can lead to the need for a reexamination of the participants’ contribution 
to that thought experiment. 

Consider again Lucretius’ On the Nature of Things, the work in which the imaginary 
scenario used in the Spearman thought experiment is introduced. This work is written as 
an epic poem that combines artistic and academic purposes. Lucretius’ explicit aim is to 
present Epicureanism – a philosophical system developed by the Greek philosopher Epicurus 
(341 BC – 270 BC) – in such a way so that it “appeal[s] to the untutored” (Smith, 1969, p. 
xv). Himself “confident that Epicureanism gives the correct answers to major philosophical 
questions” (Warren, 2010, p. 19), Lucretius aims to bring this Greek philosophy to a Roman 
audience. While this does not mean that Lucretius is merely giving metrical form to the 
Epicurean works, it does put a question mark on Lucretius’ actual participation in the 
dispute on the boundedness of the universe. Epicurus (1926) defended the conception of 
an infinite universe in two of the letters attributed to him, namely, Letter to Pythocles and 
Letter to Herodotus. 

In his Letter to Herodotus, Epicurus explicitly defends the claim regarding the 
infiniteness of the universe with an argument that is very similar to the second horn of 
Lucretius’ dilemma. The dilemma was that the spear thrown by the imaginary spearman 
either flies through (the trivial case in which the ‘limit’ was but an apparent limit) or it is 
“checked” by some other object. In the latter situation, the object which checks the spear 
must itself exist in some space: in Lucretius’ words, “it [the object] did not start from the end 
of the universe”. This is precisely Epicurus’ point that boundedness can only be identified 
as such against a further limit based on which we determine where a certain object starts 
and where it ends, i.e., “that which is bounded has an extreme point and the extreme point 
is seen against something else” (Epicurus 1926, Letter to Herodotus 1.42c). 

Epicurus defended the standpoint that the universe is infinite against Aristotle, 
who, in On the Heavens, defended the view that the universe is finite. Guthrie summarizes 
Aristotle’s viewpoint on this issue as follows: “An infinite body is on general grounds an 
impossibility, and in fact our own spherical world contains all the body in existence and 
there is no possibility of even a finite plurality of worlds; beyond this all-embracing sphere 
is neither body nor place nor void nor time” (1939, p. xiii). We might conclude then, in 
modern parlance, that Epicurus is the one reviewing Aristotle’s monograph on cosmology 
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and that Lucretius’ work offers something like a textbook account of the arguments adduced 
by Epicurus against Aristotle. Lucretius remains, of course, the scholar who brings forth the 
imaginary scenario for the first time, but, aside from this, Epicurus is the scholar fulfilling 
the role of the reviewer.  

2.4 The initial situation in an analytic overview

The reconstructive transformations discussed in the previous sections covered three focal 
points formulated as questions: (1) Is there a difference of opinion between the discussants?; 
(2) What is the proposition at issue in the identified difference of opinion?; and (3) ‘What 
are the positions expressed by the discussants with respect to the identified proposition?’ 
The present chapter has provided a theoretical basis and a set of empirical resources that 
can be employed for answering these three questions. 

The discussion moves performed by two discussants in the confrontation stage of 
the ideal model of a critical discussion was taken as a theoretical point of departure (van 
Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004, p. 59). In the confrontation stage, the discussants externalize 
their difference of opinion by advancing standpoints (which can be positive or negative) 
and by expressing doubt with regard to the other party’s advanced standpoint(s). For the 
reconstruction of a piece of discourse in terms of the confrontation stage of the ideal model 
of a critical discussion, textual, intertextual and contextual information can be employed. 

Textual indicators can be employed in reconstructing various aspects of the initial 
situation. For instance, negative evaluations and expressions of dissatisfaction regarding past 
research can mark the presence of a difference of opinion between two scholars (§2.3.1). 
This category of textual indicators can include a variety of formulations by means of which 
scholars announce that what appeared to be a satisfactory answer to an academic question 
is in fact unsatisfactory. Negative evaluations can be directed at individual scholars or 
they can be more vaguely directed at entire groups (metonymically indicated as theories 
or approaches). In each case, the scholar advancing such a negative evaluation reveals the 
presence of a difference of opinion with the authors of the mentioned research. By looking 
at the content that is negatively evaluated, i.e., the claim that is rejected, the position that is 
condemned, one can also identify the proposition to which the difference of opinion refers.

Intertextual indicators can also be employed in order to carry out the reconstruction 
of the initial situation. For example, scholars can recount this dispute in argumentation-
theoretical terms, i.e., by describing the participants as being engaged in ‘arguing’, ‘debating’ 
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and the like. These accounts might also represent the dispute as a war or a game. Such 
references can point to the presence of a difference of opinion between the scholars 
participating in an academic interaction and they can also be of help in identifying the 
participants’ position (§2.3.2). An observer’s description of a scholar as ‘attacking’ a certain 
theory can be employed in order to reconstruct that theory as the proposition at issue in 
the dispute. 

Contextual information regarding the conventions that govern academic disputes 
can also be employed in the reconstruction. For example, the three-fold distinction 
between institutional roles in an academic dispute can be employed in order to identify the 
various participants and their positions with regard to the proposition at issue in a thought 
experiment. The reporter, the reviewer and the peer each take a particular position with 
regard to a proposed answer to an academic question: the reporter defends that proposition, 
the reviewer attacks it (or defends its opposite) and the peer maintains a neutral stance with 
regard to the positions advanced by the first two. The three roles mark all of the possible 
positions that can be taken in an academic context with regard to a certain academic claim. 
One can defend it, attack it, or respond critically to these defenses and attacks from a neutral 
position (§2.3.3). 

The answers to the three aforementioned questions can be integrated in an analytic 
overview (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004, p. 118) of a concrete instance of thought 
experimentation. An analytic overview contains those elements of an academic dispute that 
are relevant for the discussants’ resolution of their difference of opinion. These elements are 
not only key for understanding an argumentative discussion, but they also form a basis for 
formulating evaluative judgments of the participants’ contributions to that discussion (van 
Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004, pp. 96-97). The initial situation is thus the first component 
of the analytic overview of a thought experiment. This component mentions the scholars 
participating in the thought experiment, the proposition at issue between these scholars 
and each scholar’s position with regard to the proposition at issue. The scheme employed 
in the case of the Twin Earth thought experiment (see Figure 2.2 above) can be helpful in 
representing the initial situation as a three-way difference of opinion between reporters, 
reviewers and peers. 
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Chapter 3

The starting points

3.1 The imaginary scenario in a thought experiment 

The term ‘imaginary scenario’ refers in this study to a set of propositions that describe 
fictional entities and events. When employed in academic disputes, imaginary scenarios 
serve the scholars’ aim of resolving a difference of opinion regarding the acceptability of an 
academic claim. I have referred to this specific use as the argumentative use of imaginary 
scenarios (see §1.1). While it is clear that an imaginary scenario plays a central role in thought 
experimentation, it is less clear how exactly a set of statements about fictional events can 
contribute to the resolution of a difference of opinion. 

In the past, analytical questions concerning the place and function of the imaginary 
scenario in thought experiments have been typically dealt with by representing the scholars’ 
interaction in metaphorical terms. The pet metaphor of many scholars is that of the laboratory 
setting. The imaginary scenario is represented as a set of tools assembled as if in a laboratory 
for the purpose of running experiments. One of the proponents of this approach opens his 
monograph on thought experiments by declaring: “Thought experiments are performed 
in the laboratory of the mind” (Brown, 1991, p. 1). The laboratory metaphor also appears, 
with variation, in the works of Mach (1976, p. 136), and Popper (1992, p. 465). 

Another frequently used metaphor depicts the imaginary scenario in spatial terms. 
The imaginary scenario is in this case represented as a realm in which the scholars travel in 
order to see something new. For example, Sorensen distinguishes a certain realm of imaginary 
objects (Meinong’s realm of subsistence) and surmises that the use of imaginary scenarios 
might “constitute a broadening of science beyond the confines of existence to the neglected 
realm of subsistence” (1992, p. 49). The spatial metaphor also appears in Gendler’s study of 
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the Falling bodies thought experiment. In her account, the imaginary scenario is almost like 
a cage or a trap: Simplicio is lured into this space by Salviati’s presentation of the scenario 
and, before long, there is “no way out” (1998, p. 405). 

These metaphorical representations of the imaginary scenario are undoubtedly useful 
as first approximations of how a piece of fiction can play a role in an academic dispute. Yet 
they are less useful for reconstructing the exact communicative acts that are performed 
with regard to the imaginary scenario. When investigating the scholars’ communicative 
behavior, representing an imaginary scenario as a laboratory setting or an imaginary realm 
is not particularly illuminating, for it is unclear how to interpret the metaphor in terms of 
speech acts. It is unclear, for example, what in an academic dispute is the correspondent of the 
experimenter handling his laboratory instruments or the traveler’s arrival in the imaginary 
realm. The analyst interested in the reconstruction of an academic dispute in which the 
imaginary scenario is employed argumentatively has to focus on the communicative acts 
by means of which the imaginary scenario is introduced in that dispute and how these acts 
affect the resolution process.   

In the present chapter I focus on the reconstruction of the communicative acts by 
means of which the participants in a thought experiment agree to examine the acceptability of 
an academic claim based on an imaginary scenario. In §3.2.1 I explain how the opening stage 
of a critical discussion can serve as a theoretical point of departure in this reconstruction. 
In the ideal model, the opening stage is the stage in which the parties aim to reach an 
agreement regarding the manner in which the acceptability of the academic claim at issue is 
to be examined (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004, p. 60). In §3.2.2 I specify the empirical 
resources that can be employed in reconstructing a thought experiment in terms of the 
opening stage of a critical discussion. In §3.3 I explain and illustrate the reconstruction of the 
communicative acts by means of which the scholars participating in a thought experiment 
reach an agreement concerning an imaginary scenario. In §3.4 I explain and illustrate the 
reconstruction of the communicative acts by means of which the scholars participating in a 
thought experiment reject or modify an initial proposed version of an imaginary scenario. 
In §3.5 I explain how the illustrated reconstructions lead to results that are to be integrated 
in an analytic overview of the agreed-upon starting points in a thought experiment.
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3.2 Reconstructing the starting points of an academic dispute

3.2.1 The opening stage as a theoretical basis

The opening stage of a critical discussion is the stage in which the discussants aim to reach 
an agreement on how the acceptability of the standpoints advanced is to be examined 
(van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004, p. 60). Such an agreement is necessary, though not 
sufficient, for the discussants to resolve their difference of opinion. The statements that 
make up this ‘common ground’ between the participants in a critical discussion are referred 
to as starting points. 

In pragma-dialectics, the starting points that make up the discussants’ agreement in 
the opening stage are divided into procedural starting points and material starting points (van 
Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004, p. 60; van Eemeren, 2010, p. 11; p. 45). Procedural starting 
points prescribe how the discussants are to examine the acceptability of the proposition at 
issue. An agreement on a procedural starting point is tantamount to a shared commitment 
regarding the discussion moves permitted or prohibited by that starting point. Procedural 
starting points are for this reason also referred to as “discussion rules” (van Eemeren, 2010, 
pp. 241-242). Material starting points are propositions that can function as the propositional 
content of the argumentation advanced by the parties in the argumentation stage. An agreement 
on a set of material starting points allows a discussant to employ the agreed-upon propositions 
in his attempt to justify or refute the proposition at issue (van Eemeren, 2010, p. 241-242). 

I think the best way to employ the distinction between procedural and material 
starting points is by seeing the latter as a sub-category of the former. Specifically, material 
starting points can be seen as discussion rules that regulate a particular aspect of the scholars’ 
conduct during the resolution process, namely, they regulate the propositions that may be 
employed by the discussants in their argumentation for or against the proposition at issue. 
This way of understanding the distinction is motivated by the fact that the propositions that 
the discussants agree to employ in the argumentation stage are not themselves the object 
of the agreement in the same way the rules are the object of the agreement in the case of 
procedural starting points. An agreement concerns not the propositions themselves but 
the use of these propositions in one’s argumentation. Since this use is a form of discussion 
conduct, the agreement upon it is by definition an agreement upon a procedural starting 
point. In this way, a starting point can be given a general definition as a proposition that 
prescribes that the discussants are to take (or refrain from taking) a certain course of 
action. A starting point is thus a proposition of the form ‘We are to (avoid) such-and-such 
argumentative behavior.’ In what follows, I will use the variable ‘s’ to refer to starting points. 
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When relevant, I will make a distinction between two or more starting points by using 
indices, ‘si’, ‘sii’, ‘siii’ etc.  

In order for a starting point to be established in a discussion, both participants in 
that discussion must express their willingness to follow the prescription expressed in that 
starting point. Such an agreement can be reached by performing the following discussion 
moves: one of the discussants issues a proposal to establish s as a starting point and the other 
discussant accepts this proposal (van Eemeren, Houtlosser, & Snoeck Henkemans, 2007, p. 90; 
van Eemeren, 2010, p. 242). Establishing a starting point is thus the result of two discussion 
moves: a first discussant issues a directive regarding s (the proposal of a starting point), the 
other discussant responds with a commissive regarding s (the acceptance).

A directive regarding a starting point will be notated as ‘!/s’; the commissive by means 
of which s is accepted will be notated as ‘+/s’. The symbol ‘+’ is used in the notation of both 
assertives (see §2.2.1) and acceptances, the distinction between these two discussion moves 
appearing only at the level of the propositional content. For instance, a positive standpoint is 
notated as ‘+/p’, where p is the proposition at issue, while the acceptance of a starting point 
is notated as ‘+/s’, where s is a starting point proposed by the other party. The two discussion 
moves by means of which a starting point s is established can be given as follows:

Discussant1: !/s

Discussant2: +/s

As a result of this sequence, the starting point s is said to have been ‘established’ (or ‘agreed 
upon’). This means that, as far as that particular discussion is concerned, both discussants 
need to observe s. 

Not all proposals of starting points need be accepted. The proposal issued by one 
party can be followed by the other party’s refusal to take s as a starting point. The refusal 
of a starting point is a commissive by means of which a discussant expresses his lack of 
commitment regarding the course of action predicated in s. The sequence of argumentative 
moves in such a case would also consist of a directive regarding s (the proposal) followed by 
a commissive regarding s (the rejection). The rejection of a starting point will be notated as 
‘-/s’. This notation is similar to the one used for a negative standpoint, i.e., ‘-/p’, the difference 
between the two discussion moves appearing at the level of the propositional content. The 
rejection of a starting point occurs thus as a result of the following discussion moves:

Discussant1: !/s

Discussant2: -/s
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As a result of this sequence, the starting point s is said to have been ‘rejected’. This means 
that, as far as that particular discussion is concerned, neither party needs to observe s. 

The two sequences of argumentative moves described above can in principle be 
repeated until the parties decide that they share enough common ground in order to 
examine the acceptability of the proposition at issue. After discussant1 proposed a starting 
point si, regardless of whether discussant2 accepted or rejected si, discussant1 can issue a 
new proposal, this time with regard to a new starting point sii. An exchange of this kind, in 
which two starting points, si and sii, are proposed by discussant1 and accepted by discussant2 
will take place as follows:

Discussant1: !/si

Discussant2: +/si

Discussant1: !/sii

Discussant2: +/sii

After responding to discussant1’s proposal either with an acceptance or a rejection, discussant2 
can himself issue a proposal regarding a new starting point sii. An exchange in which one 
starting points si is proposed by discussant1 and another starting point sii is proposed by 
discussant2 will take place as follows:

Discussant1: !/si

Discussant2: -/si, !/sii

Discussant1: -/sii

The characterization of the opening stage of a critical discussion constitutes the theoretical 
basis for reconstructing the communicative acts by means of which scholars aim to establish 
starting points concerning an imaginary scenario in a thought experiment. A starting point is 
said to concern an imaginary scenario when the discussion conduct permitted by that starting 
point is the argumentative use of the imaginary scenario. Specifically, such a starting point 
allows the justification or refutation of the proposition at issue by means of claims in which 
the arguer describes what would happen in the imaginary scenario. Thus, when discussant1 
and discussant2 agree ‘to use an imaginary scenario argumentatively’, their agreement refers 
to a particular starting point s according to which the discussants are allowed to defend a 
positive or negative standpoint regarding p by expressing propositions in which something 
is predicated of the situation in which the scenario occurs.    
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3.2.2 Empirical resources

In reconstructing an instance of thought experimentation in terms of the opening stage of a 
critical discussion, various textual, intertextual and contextual resources can be employed. 
This three-fold distinction was introduced in §2.2.2 and it refers to the origin of the empirical 
information employed in each case. Textual resources are speech acts performed by the 
scholars participating in an instance of thought experimentation; intertextual resources 
are the speech acts by means of which observers recount the argumentative behavior of the 
participants in that dispute; contextual resources are conventions and norms that govern 
academic dispute and that can indicate the commitments acquired by the speakers through 
their performance of communicative acts.

A first category of textual resources that can be employed in reconstructing the 
proposal of a starting point consists of argumentative indicators of starting points (van 
Eemeren, Houtlosser, & Snoeck Henkemans, 2007, pp. 92-120). A scholar may propose 
a starting point by means of the performative formula ‘I propose (that) we + verb’. The 
same discussion move can be performed through a ‘let + pronoun + verb’ construction. 
This construction will appear either in the singular, ‘let + me + verb’, or in the plural ‘let + 
us + verb’. It is important to note that in such constructions the verb need not be a literal 
description of the prescribed conduct. A discussant may describe this conduct literally, 
e.g., ‘Let’s use only arguments of such-and-such kind’ or give a figurative description of the 
proposed course of action as in, e.g., ‘Let’s take a closer look at this objection’. Other textual 
resources that indicate a proposal of a starting point consist of expressions by means of 
which a discussant suggests that a certain starting point has been accepted (van Eemeren, 
Houtlosser, & Snoeck Henkemans, 2007, pp. 98-101). A scholar might write, e.g., ‘I will/shall 
in what follows proceed to x’ as a way of marking that the other participants in the dispute 
have agreed upon the permissibility of x within that discussion. 

Argumentative indicators of starting points can also refer to textual resources that 
indicate a scholar’s response to the proposal of a starting point (van Eemeren, Houtlosser, 
& Snoeck Henkemans, 2007, pp. 120-135). The ‘res-ponder’ might express his (un)
willingness to follow a proposed discussion conduct by means of a ‘I (don’t) agree to/with 
x’ formula. However, if a scholar’s response to the proposal can be deduced from the rest of 
his contribution, the explicit formula is unlikely to be used. 

As a way of accepting a proposal without making use of the explicit formula, a scholar 
may perform a series of speech acts that would not have been felicitous unless he agreed to 
follow the proposed starting point. The explicit “I agree to/with x” is in this case redundant. 
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For example, as a response to the proposal to use an imaginary scenario in examining the 
acceptability of a claim, a scholar might simply partake in such examination process, his 
argumentative behavior then counting as an acceptance of the proposal. As a way of rejecting 
a proposal, a scholar might argue against the proposed course of action. The argumentation, 
together with the obvious fact that the scholar is not following that particular course of action, 
are then taken as sufficient to indicate the rejection of the starting point. The explicit “I do 
not agree to/with” is in the latter case redundant. 

Intertextual resources that can be employed for the reconstruction of proposals, 
acceptances and rejections of starting points can be found in observer accounts of thought 
experiments. If ‘I propose that x’ is a textual indicator, then ‘Scholar A proposes that 
x’ or other variants such as ‘We are to x’ count as an intertextual indicator. Aside from 
this, reference to the scholars’ following an agreed-upon starting point can function as 
an indicator of that starting point being proposed and accepted within a certain thought 
experiment. More specifically, if the participants in a certain dispute are described as ‘using 
Gedankenexperimenten’ or ‘carrying out thought experiments’ this reference can mark 
the scholars’ agreement to the use of the imaginary to examine the acceptability of the 
proposition at issue.

The institutional context in which thought experimentation takes place can 
also provide resources for the reconstruction. A first contextual resource concerns the 
distribution of discussion roles in an academic dispute (see §2.2.2). Having identified the 
scholars participating in an academic dispute and their institutional roles – the reporter 
who proposes p as an answer to an academic question, the reviewer who challenges this 
answer and the peer who maintains a neutral position – one can expect reviewers (or 
peers) to propose imaginary scenarios and reporters to respond to this proposal. Since the 
reporter is already committed to the acceptability of a positive standpoint regarding p, an 
imaginary scenario in which p is the case would in fact be used heuristically – it would serve 
to exemplify p by describing a situation in which p is true. For instance, it makes little sense 
for the Aristotelian to propose an imaginary scenario in which a spearman travels to the 
outmost reaches of the universe. The story would simply have the spearman travel to the 
limit of the universe and, sure enough, discover the limit of the universe upon arrival. The 
job of constructing non-trivial imaginary scenarios can only be meaningfully carried out 
by a scholar who is not committed to the truth of p, that is, a scholar who aims to show that, 
despite expectations, the truth of p is not confirmed but rather disconfirmed in the imaginary 
scenario. The effort of constructing an imaginary scenario with a far-travelling spearman 
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only makes sense if the spearman finds upon arrival that the limit of the universe was but an 
apparent one. 

This does not mean, of course, that reporters cannot respond to the reviewers’ 
proposal to discuss an academic claim based on an imaginary scenario with a new proposal 
regarding a modified version of that imaginary scenario. Such an interaction would 
instantiate the last sequence discussed in §3.2.1, in which the rejection of a starting point 
concerning an imaginary scenario is followed by a new proposal (this time concerning a 
‘revised’ version of the imaginary scenario). Thus, reporters can themselves make proposals 
regarding an imaginary scenario, but they can do so only in response to a proposal coming 
from a reviewer or a peer. 

Another element of contextual information that can be employed in the reconstruction 
of a thought experiment in terms of the opening stage consists of conventions regarding turn 
taking in academic interaction. When scholars interact through academic publications, they 
do not take turns in performing discussion moves as in the ideal model of a critical discussion. 
Rather, a scholar must advance a monologue in the form of an article or a book and make 
various assumptions regarding the other party’s reaction to this monologue. It would indeed 
be particularly impractical if a scholar had to wait for the interlocutor to make his move, 
e.g., if a proposer of a starting point had to wait for a member of the academic audience 
to accept this proposal. Consequently, a scholar is conventionally allowed to develop his 
proposal of a starting point fully and proceed as if the proposal is accepted. A reviewer can 
thus be expected to introduce the imaginary scenario and then proceed directly to employ 
that imaginary scenario in examining the proposition at issue. The scholar’s proposal is 
not yet accepted, but the scholar is proceeding as if the starting point is already part of the 
common ground. Taking these conventions into consideration, the analyst might need to 
distinguish between situations in which a proposed starting point concerning an imaginary 
scenario is actually accepted and situations in which the starting point is proposed and 
observed but later rejected.  

The textual, intertextual and contextual resources described above can be employed in 
reconstructing the communicative acts by means of which scholars aim to reach an agreement 
concerning starting points in a thought experiment. in what follows, this reconstruction is 
illustrated based on concrete thought experiments.
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3.3 Agreement concerning an imaginary scenario 

3.3.1 Proposal to discuss an academic claim based on an imaginary scenario

An imaginary scenario makes its entrance in an academic dispute once a scholar proposes 
a starting point that grants the argumentative use of that particular imaginary scenario 
in that dispute. The scholar is thereby proposing a starting point s that predicates of the 
discussants that they are to examine the acceptability of the standpoints advanced with 
respect to p based on the imaginary scenario in question. I will henceforth use the variable 
I to refer to a particular imaginary scenario. Thus, fully explicitly, this proposal can be 
formulated as follows:

Discussant1: I (hereby) propose that we examine the acceptability of 
the standpoints advanced with respect to the proposition p by making 
use of the imaginary scenario I.

This proposal can be reconstructed based on various textual indicators. A typical linguistic 
indicator of a scholar’s proposal to suppose an imaginary scenario is the ‘let + pronoun + 
verb’ construction. Verbs that can be employed in such a formula are ‘suppose,’ ‘imagine,’ ‘say’ 
and ‘consider.’ This construction can precede the section of the text in which the imaginary 
scenario is described or it can be inserted in the description of the imaginary scenario. 

The first two excerpts quoted below illustrate the first variant in which the ‘let + 
pronoun + verb’ construction precedes the imaginary scenario; the third excerpt illustrates 
the second variant in which the ‘let + pronoun + verb’ construction is inserted in the 
description of the imaginary events. In the first excerpt, Glaucon issues a proposal in 
his discussion with Socrates about the nature of justice (see §1.1); in the second excerpt, 
Thomson (1971) issues a proposal regarding an imaginary scenario in the Violinist thought 
experiment; in the third excerpt, Jackson (1982) issues a proposal regarding the imaginary 
scenario central in the Mary the scientist thought experiment. 

Let’s suppose, then, that there were two such rings, one worn by a just 
and the other by an unjust person […]

(Plato, 1997, Republic 360b, emphasis added)

It sounds plausible. But now let me ask you to imagine this. You wake 
up in the morning and find yourself back to back in bed with an 
unconscious violinist […]

(Thomson, 1971, p. 48, emphasis added)
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She specializes in the neurophysiology of vision and acquires, let us 
suppose, all the physical information there is to obtain about what goes 
on when we see ripe tomatoes […]

(Jackson, 1982, p. 130, emphasis added)

In all these excerpts, the ‘let + pronoun + verb’ construction followed by the verbs ‘to suppose’ 
or ‘to imagine’ marks the fictional status of the described events as well as the illocutionary 
force of the scholars’ communicative acts. These acts are not assertives; they are to be taken 
as directives regarding a certain starting point, namely, the starting point concerning the 
argumentative use of the described imaginary scenario in that dispute. This illocutionary 
force can also be marked by expressing the proposal in the imperative mood. This happens, 
for instance, in Searle’s contribution to the Chinese Room thought experiment.

Suppose that I’m locked in a room and given a large batch of Chinese 
writing. Suppose furthermore (as is indeed the case) that I know no 
Chinese […] Now suppose further that after this first batch of Chinese 
writing I am given […]

(Searle, 1980, p. 418, emphasis added)

A scholar’s proposal will not always be marked by a ‘let + pronoun + verb’ construction. If 
the readership can work out the fictional status of the described events and the illocutionary 
force of the scholar’s communicative act, the imaginary scenario can also be flatly presented 
without any markers. The excerpt below is the very first paragraph of a paper called “What 
Mary didn’t know”, published by Jackson four years after the original publication of his 
imaginary scenario in “Epiphenomenal qualia” (1982). 

Mary is confined to a black-and-white room, is educated through black-
and-white books and through lectures relayed on black-and-white 
television. In this way she learns everything there is to know about 
the physical nature of the world. She knows all the physical facts […] 

(Jackson, 1982, p. 291)

This is an example of an unmarked imaginary scenario. In order for it to be part of a proposal 
(and not, e.g., as a description of actual events), the analyst must relocate the excerpt within 
the original discussion. At the beginning of an academic article, where a reader would 
normally expect indications regarding the subject of the paper and some background 
information, Jackson begins abruptly with a story about someone named Mary. In Gricean 
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terms, the author is flouting the maxim of quantity (Grice, 1975, p. 47). The story about Mary 
comes, so to speak, out of nowhere. The analyst must therefore connect this excerpt to an 
earlier part of the discussion where the scenario is originally proposed. The excerpt above 
is thus a reissue of a proposal that had been performed (and accepted) several years before. 
Assuming that the reader knows the context of this dispute, Jackson omits any markers of 
the actual illocutionary force of these acts. 

Intertextual references to the fictional status of events described in a certain dispute 
can also signal the proposal of a starting point concerning an imaginary scenario. For 
example, Putnam refers to the imaginary scenario in the Twin Earth thought experiment 
as a “science-fiction story” (Putnam, 1996, p. 9). Davidson (1987, p. 443) uses the same 
expression in referring to the imaginary scenario in the Swamp man thought experiment. 
While clearly marking the fictional status of the described events, such references play down 
the argumentative use of the resulting scenario. The stories of Putnam and Davidson are of 
course not just science fiction stories. They are not just designed to entertain, even though 
they incidentally might. Rather they are proposed as means of examining the acceptability 
of a certain academic claim. 

As opposed to referring to the imaginary scenario in an academic dispute as 
‘science-fiction’, a reference to the imaginary scenario as a ‘Gedankenexperiment’ is more 
clearly indicative of the argumentative use of the imaginary scenario. For example, when 
Bridgeman (1980, p. 427), Eccles (1980, p. 430), and Wilensky (1980, p. 447) refer to the 
imaginary scenario in the Chinese room as “Searle’s Gedankenexperiment”, their reference 
highlights not just the fictional status of the imaginary scenario but also the argumentative 
use of that scenario. 

Not every appearance of the verb ‘to suppose’ in an academic discussion will indicate 
a scholar’s proposal to discuss the acceptability of the proposition at issue based on an 
imaginary scenario. In some academic discussions, the imaginary scenario is meant merely 
as an illustration. In the example below, Donnellan employs the imaginary scenario as a 
way of introducing a distinction between the ‘referential’ and the ‘attributive’ use of definite 
descriptions. 

Suppose first that we come upon poor Smith foully murdered. From 
the brutal manner of the killing and the fact that Smith was the most 
lovable person in the world, we might exclaim, “Smith’s murderer is 
insane.” I will assume, to make it a simpler case, that in a quite ordinary 
sense we do not know who murdered Smith. […] This, I shall say, is 
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an attributive use of the definite description. […] Suppose that Jones 
has been charged with Smith’s murder and has been placed on trial. 
Imagine that there is a discussion of Jones’s odd behavior at his trial. 
We might sum up our impression of his behavior by saying “Smith’s 
murderer is insane.” If someone asks to whom we are referring, by 
using this description, the answer here is “Jones.” This, I shall say, is a 
referential use of the definite description.

(Donnellan, 1966, p. 285, emphasis added)

In this situation, the two imaginary scenarios are introduced merely as a complex referent 
for the deictic expression ‘this’ in the definitions “This, I shall say, is an attributive use” and 
later “This, I shall say, is a referential use”. To be sure, Donnellan’s paper as a whole was part 
of an academic dispute, but that does not necessarily mean that the acceptability of the claim 
at issue will be discussed based on his imaginary scenario. The imaginary scenario has in 
this case a heuristic function.    

3.3.2 Acceptance of the proposal

Agreeing to examine the acceptability of a proposition by making use of an imaginary 
scenario takes the form of a commissive having as a propositional content the same starting 
point s as the proposal. Fully explicitly, the acceptance of a starting point concerning an 
imaginary scenario can be given as follows:

Discussant2: I (hereby) accept that we examine the acceptability of 
the standpoint(s) advanced with respect to p by making use of the 
imaginary scenario I.

By the time the ‘responder’ gets to advance such an acceptance, the proposer has already 
assumed that the readership will accept the proposal and has acted upon this assumption 
(see §3.2.2). The situation being so, an explicit performance of the acceptance act is 
superfluous and thus unlikely to be encountered as such in a scholar’s contribution to a 
thought experiment. 

The acceptance to discuss an issue based on an imaginary scenario can nevertheless 
be reconstructed from the responder’s performance of communicative acts whose felicity 
depends on the agreement to discuss the issue based on an imaginary scenario. For example, 
if a scholar accepts a claim made by the other scholar about the imaginary scenario then this 
acceptance is ipso facto a way of discussing based on that imaginary scenario (see §4.4). Such 
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an acceptance appears in the following excerpt taken from Horgan’s (1984) reply to Jackson’s 
(1982) paper in which the imaginary scenario in the Mary the scientist thought experiment 
was proposed. Horgan indirectly accepts Jackson’s proposal to discuss based on the imaginary 
scenario by conceding an assertion made by Jackson about the imaginary scenario: 

I am quite prepared to concede […] that Mary does not know what 
seeing ripe tomatoes and seeing the sky are like, prior to her first 
colour-experiences, despite having a fully adequate physical account 
of human visual processes.

(Horgan, 1984, p. 149, emphasis added)

By referring to elements of the scenario and accepting an assertive made by Jackson about 
the imaginary scenario Horgan is implicitly following the rule proposed by Jackson, namely, 
the starting point that the two will examine the acceptability of physicalism based on the 
scenario with Mary the scientist locked in the black and white room. 

Another way of accepting the proposal to discuss an issue based on an imaginary 
scenario is to reject an assertive made about that imaginary scenario. In such a situation, the 
participating scholars disagree on one or more claims regarding the imaginary scenario (or 
regarding the implications of the imaginary scenario for the academic claim at issue), but 
they nonetheless agree to examine the acceptability of the standpoint(s) taken with regard 
to p based on an imaginary scenario. In the excerpt below, taken from Lycan’s contribution 
to the Chinese room thought experiment, Lycan accepts some of Searle’s claims regarding 
the imaginary scenario while rejecting others. Both the acceptance and the rejection are 
part of the examination of the claim at issue based on the imaginary scenario (see §4.4) 
and, as such, implicit acceptances of Searle’s proposal to discuss the acceptability of strong 
AI based on Searle’s imaginary scenario.

I accept his intuitive judgments about most of these cases. Searle plus 
rule book plus pencil and paper presumably does not understand 
Chinese, nor does Searle with memorized rule book or Searle with TV 
camera or the robot with Searle inside. Neither my stomach nor Searle’s 
liver nor a thermostat nor a light switch has beliefs and desires. But 
none of these cases is a counterexample to the functionalist hypothesis. 

(Lycan, 1980, p. 435)
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Lycan performs here two discussion moves. He first accepts Searle’s claims about the lack of 
understanding of Searle-in-the-room and then rejects the relationship between this claim 
and “the functionalist hypothesis”. I will leave aside for now the exact function of these 
communicative acts (see §4.4 for a more detailed discussion). For the present purposes it is 
important to note that both these communicative acts, both the acceptance and the rejection, 
are forms of discussing based on the imaginary scenario. When Lycan refers to “Searle plus 
rule book plus pencil and paper”, he refers to Searle-in-the-room and thus to an element in 
the imaginary scenario proposed by the real Searle.

Lycan’s contribution to the same thought experiment also contains an interesting 
reversal of the proposal/response sequence: a response to a proposal is namely performed as 
a proposal (i.e., via a ‘let + pronoun’ construction). Lycan writes: “Let us accept the proposal 
that, on an input-output basis, [the human] and [the computer] can be made to behave 
alike” (Lycan, 1980, p. 434, emphasis added). Lycan’s proposal can be reconstructed either 
as an indirect acceptance or as a proposal directed at some indefinite audience who, Lycan 
assumes, is inclined to reject Searle’s proposal. In either case, Lycan’s proposal to accept the 
proposal can be taken as an indicator of his agreement with Searle’s proposal to discuss an 
issue based on the imaginary scenario.

3.3.3 Consequences of the agreement

When two scholars agree on a starting point s that prescribes the examination of the claim at 
issue based on an imaginary scenario, their agreement creates a series of obligations within 
the dispute. Once an imaginary scenario has been proposed and accepted, the scholars 
cannot ‘leave it at that’: the effort of describing the fictional entities and events can only be 
vindicated by the scholars’ performance of speech acts that could not have been performed 
felicitously unless s was part of the common ground.

The scholar who issues a proposal concerning an imaginary scenario, assumes the 
obligation to defend his standpoint regarding p by putting forward argumentation that 
contains I in the propositional content. In case the scholar issuing the proposal is a reviewer, 
he must advance scenario-based argumentation for the negative standpoint regarding p, i.e., 
for -/p. If the reporter is the one issuing the proposal (after having rejected the reviewer’s 
initial proposal), then the reporter must advance scenario-based argumentation for the 
positive standpoint regarding p, i.e., for +/p. 

The scholar who accepts the proposal concerning an imaginary scenario undertakes 
the obligation to act as a reasonable critic with respect to the first scholar’s scenario-based 
argumentation (irrespective of whether this argumentation is advanced in defense of the 
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positive or the negative standpoint regarding p). The reconstruction of these follow-ups on 
the agreement to discuss the acceptability of a standpoint based on an imaginary scenario 
will also be discussed in Chapter 4. 

Scholars participating in a thought experiment sometimes make these obligations 
explicit. For example, before proposing the imaginary scenario, Searle announces that he 
will “attempt to show” (1980, p. 417) that the claims of strong AI are unsupported. Simi-
larly, before introducing the imaginary scenario, Putnam announces that he “shall argue” 
(1996, p. 6) against the traditional theory of meaning. These brief comments mark the 
scholars’ shared understanding that the person who comes up with an imaginary scenario 
in an academic dispute must justify his efforts by advancing scenario-based argumentation 
and the person who partakes in such an examination must respond to the first scholar’s 
argumentation. 

3.4 Refusing to discuss an issue based on an imaginary scenario 

3.4.1 Rejection of the proposal 

The rejection of a starting point concerning an imaginary scenario takes the form of a 
commissive by means of which the scholar expresses his lack of commitment regarding the 
use of that imaginary scenario. Explicitly, the rejection of the proposal to take s as a starting 
point can be formulated as follows:

Discussant2: I (hereby) reject that we examine the acceptability of 
the standpoint(s) advanced with respect to p by making use of the 
imaginary scenario I.

The rejection of a starting point can be reconstructed from the argumentation advanced 
by a scholar in support of the rejection, i.e. in support of the standpoint ‘The starting point 
s must be rejected’. This argumentation can come in two variants. It either relates to the 
particular imaginary scenario I that is being proposed or it relates to proposals regarding 
imaginary scenarios more generally. In the first case, the scholar mentions some alleged 
defect in the scenario as the reason for rejecting the proposal. In the second case, the scholar 
mentions the inapplicability (or unreliability) of an examination process based on fiction. 

The first variant, the rejection grounded in specific defects of the proposed imaginary 
scenario, is illustrated by Wilkes’ (1988) response to Glaucon’s proposal in Plato’s Republic. 
In this imaginary scenario, Glaucon describes a ring that has the power of making its wearer 
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invisible. Wilkes’ rejection of this particular scenario consists of formulating a series of 
questions that are vital for a constructive discussion based on Glaucon’s story:

We need more information about this ‘possible world.’ For instance, is 
the owner of the ring to be intangible as well as invisible? That makes 
a substantial difference to the issue at issue: if he is not intangible, he 
might by mistake bump up against, and get arrested by, a policeman, 
or get his hand slammed shut in the till-drawer. […] Is there anything 
that would count as ‘punishment’ for an invisible and intangible agent? 
If so, what – and how unpleasant would it be? If you are both invisible 
and intangible, could prison walls hold you? 

(Wilkes, 1988, p. 11, emphasis in original)

The series of rhetorical questions about the details of the scenario, together with Wilkes’ note 
that these details would make “a substantial difference” are markers of Wilkes’ rejection of the 
starting point proposed by Glaucon. More specifically, they are reconstructible as arguments 
in favor of the standpoint that ‘The starting point proposed by Glaucon must be rejected’. 

Aside from arguing that the proposed imaginary scenario is in some sense half-
baked, a scholar can also justify the rejection of a scenario by claiming that the scenario 
is deceptive. The excerpt below, taken from Hofstadter’s response to Searle’s “Minds, 
brains and programs” (1980) illustrates this variation, where the proposal is evaluated as a 
“ploy”.

Now this is what Searle is doing. He is inviting you to identify with a 
nonhuman which he lightly passes off as a human, and by doing so 
he asks you to participate in a great fallacy. Over and over again he 
uses this ploy, this emotional trickery, to get you to agree with him 
that surely, an intricate system of water pipes can’t think! He forgets 
to tell you that a water-pipe simulation of the brain would take, say, a 
few trillion water pipes with a few trillion workers standing at faucets 
turning them when needed, and he forgets to tell you that to answer 
a question it would take a year or two. 

(Hofstadter, 1980, p. 434)

By characterizing Searle’s proposal as a ploy (and by such using terms as “a great fallacy” 
and “emotional trickery”), Hofstadter is defending his choice to reject Searle’s proposal. 
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Although Hofstadter’s rejection is not explicit, his acerbic evaluation clarifies that he is not 
willing to discuss the value of strong AI based on that imaginary scenario. 

Wilkes’ and Hofstadter’s responses illustrated a first variant of the rejection of starting 
points, one in which the proposal is rejected because of the defects of the imaginary scenario. 
In the second variant, the proposal is rejected on a more general level, regardless of the 
details of a proposed imaginary scenario. A scholar might reject imaginary scenarios of a 
certain type, as is the case with the rejection of the so-called ‘fission thought experiments’ 
in which people are described as splitting like amoebas (Beck, 1992, p. 2). A scholar might 
also reject a certain class of imaginary scenarios due to the particularities of the standpoint 
whose acceptability is being discussed. For example, Stalnaker (1996) rejects the proposal 
to discuss the nature of meaning based on Putnam-style, Twin Earth imaginary scenarios. 
He does so by parodying Putnam’s imaginary scenario. 

Consider the concept of footprint. One might make the point that a 
footprint is not intrinsic to the sand or mud in which it is located by 
telling a Twin Earth story: imagine a beach on Twin Earth which is, 
at a certain moment on July 4, 1985, exactly like Jones Beach in every 
intrinsic detail. The difference is that the counterpart on Twin Earth 
of a certain footprint on Jones Beach was caused, not by a foot, but by 
the way the waves happened to fall some hours earlier. So something 
on Twin Earth that is intrinsically indistinguishable from a footprint 
is not a footprint. A philosopher with a gift for coining slogans might 
sum up the lesson of this [imaginary scenario] this way: Cut the pie 
any way you like, footprints ain’t in the sand.

(Stalnaker, 1996, p. 240, emphasis in original)

This imaginary scenario is obviously similar to Putnam’s imaginary scenario in his 1996 
contribution to the Twin Earth thought experiment; it even ends with Putnam’s famous 
adage, “cut the pie anyway you like” (1996, p. 13). Stalnaker goes on to warn against the 
dangers of leaping to a conclusion about the intrinsic property of a certain term by means 
of twin-earth imaginary scenarios. 

Imaginary scenarios might also be rejected in principle, regardless of the details of the 
story. An overview of such rejections is given in Häggqvist (1996, pp. 19-46) and Sorensen 
(1992, pp. 21-50). According to Rescher (1961), for example, proposals to suppose are 
inevitably ambiguous because they rely on a restriction of background conditions but they 
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do not make this restriction clear and explicit. Rescher maintains that imaginary scenarios 
“lead us into a mire of ambiguity from which no road map of logical revision or mechanical 
manipulation can extricate us” (1961, p. 187). In a similar vein, Fodor notes that there is “no 
reason to trust the intuitions of speakers about what they would say should their current 
beliefs prove false” (1964, p. 207). Finally, a well-known warning concerning far-fetched 
imaginary scenarios appears in Wittgenstein’s Philosophical investigations. According to 
Wittgenstein, one should seek to avoid situations in which more or less everything we take 
for granted disappears (“rule becomes exception and exception rule”):

[I]f rule became exception and exception rule; or if both became 
phenomena of roughly equal frequency – this would make our normal 
language-games lose their point. The procedure of putting a lump of 
cheese on a balance and fixing the price by the turn of the scale would 
lose its point if it frequently happened for such lumps to suddenly grow 
or shrink for no obvious reason.

(Wittgenstein, 1953, §142)

Interestingly, and perhaps purposefully, Wittgenstein justifies the cautious attitude with 
respect to far-fetched imaginary scenarios by making use of a relatively far-fetched imaginary 
scenario in which lumps of cheese “grow and shrink for no obvious reason.”

3.4.2 Consequences of the rejection

The rejection of a proposal to discuss an issue based on an imaginary scenario I creates 
particular obligations for the participants in an academic dispute. Most importantly, neither 
the reviewer, nor the reporter can make use of I in order to defend their standpoint or to 
criticize the other party’s standpoint. If, as it may happen, the reviewer has already employed 
I in his argumentation for the negative standpoint regarding p – anticipating, as it were, a 
positive response – then those assertives about I are pragmatically speaking infelicitous. Since 
the reporter refused to examine the acceptability of the reviewer’s standpoint regarding p 
based on I, the reviewer is in a sense playing the game without an adversary. Of course, those 
scholars who have not denied the proposal might still regard the reviewer’s argumentation 
as felicitous. 

After a proposal to suppose an imaginary scenario is rejected, the parties can attempt 
to reach an agreement on a new imaginary scenario, say I’, that differs to a greater or lesser 
extent from the original scenario I. As explained in section §3.2.1, sequences of proposals 
and answers can be repeated indefinitely until the discussants decide that they have enough 
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common ground to start examining the acceptability of the proposition at issue based on 
it. For example, in the Falling bodies thought experiment, one of Simplicio’s replies can be 
taken as such a ‘counter-proposal’:

SALV. […] You must therefore conclude that, during free and natural 
fall, the small stone does not press upon the larger and consequently 
does not increase its weight as it does when at rest.
SIMP. But what if we should place the larger stone upon the smaller?

(Galileo, 1954, p. 64, emphasis added)

Salviati eventually rejected Simplicio’s counter-proposal, arguing that, in the Aristotelian 
framework, the slower stone would retard the larger one regardless of how the two are 
positioned.  

When an initial version of the imaginary scenario I is rejected and a modified 
version I’ is accepted, a separate strand is created within a certain dispute. That is, one 
can now distinguish among the reporters between those who (1) accepted the imaginary 
scenario I, (2) rejected the imaginary scenario I, and (3) rejected the imaginary scenario I 
and proposed I’ instead. Furthermore, given that in response to those reporters forming the 
third group, some reviewers might reject I’ and propose I’’ instead, the analysis of a thought 
experiment can become very complex. Consider for instance the so-called ‘standard replies’ 
to the imaginary scenario in the Chinese Room thought experiment. These can also be 
reconstructed as rejections of Searle’s original imaginary scenario (I), followed by proposals 
of a new imaginary scenario (I’) to which Searle responds in a variety of ways, sometimes 
rejecting the proposal, sometimes arguing that I and I’ are identical. Searle mentions the 
so-called ‘robot reply’ in the form of a proposal concerning I’, reproducing thus the proposal 
of those reporters who rejected I.

II. The Robot Reply (Yale). “Suppose we wrote a different kind of 
program from Schank’s program. Suppose we put a computer inside 
a robot, and this computer would not just take in formal symbols as 
input and give out formal symbols as output, but rather would actually 
operate the robot in such a way that the robot does something very 
much like perceiving, walking, moving about, hammering nails, eating, 
drinking – anything you like.” 

(Searle, 1980, p. 418, emphasis added)
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According to the counter-proposal coming from “Yale”, the original imaginary scenario 
must be changed so that the input of uninterpreted formal symbols is replaced with a more 
sophisticated input required for the person in the room to behave in any respect as a human 
being. Searle accepts this proposal and goes on to claim that, in I’ as well, the computer would 
not understand (1980, pp. 418-419). In the analysis of this thought experiment, one must 
now make a distinction between those reporters who accept Searle’s initial proposal, those 
who reject it simpliciter, and those who reject it and propose the ‘Yale version’, namely I’. 
Further, one might need to distinguish between those reviewers who accepted the proposed 
I’ and those who rejected it. 

3.5 The starting points in an analytic overview

In the previous sections, I explained and illustrated the method for reconstructing the 
starting points concerning the imaginary scenario in a thought experiment. The theoretical 
basis for carrying out this reconstruction was provided by the opening stage of a critical 
discussion (§3.2). Reconstructing a thought experiment in terms of the opening stage of a 
critical discussion involves reconstructing the participants’ communicative acts as proposals, 
acceptances and rejections of starting points. The performance of these moves was shown 
to give rise to various dialectical obligations for the parties involved. 

Textual, intertextual and contextual resources can be employed in this reconstruction. 
Textual resources consist of indicators of the performance of one of the three aforementioned 
discussion moves. For example, the ‘let + pronoun + verb’ construction can indicate 
the performance of a proposal regarding an imaginary scenario. Intertextual resources 
consist of references to the parties’ agreement (or disagreement) on a starting point 
concerning an imaginary scenario. For example, the description of a scholar as employing 
a Gedankenexperiment can indicate the scholar’s proposal of a starting point concerning an 
imaginary scenario. Contextual resources consist of academic conventions that regulate the 
performance of proposals and answers to proposals in an academic dispute. For example, 
information regarding the relocation of turns in academic communication (compared to how 
these turns would occur in face-to-face interaction) can be employed in order to distinguish 
starting points that are merely ‘pending’ and those that have actually been accepted within 
a certain dispute.

In making an analytic overview of the starting points of a certain thought experiment, 
the question will arise as to what exactly is ‘essential’ to the imaginary scenario proposed in 
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a thought experiment. This question arises because the analyst might need to distinguish 
between different formulations of the same imaginary scenario, on the one hand, and two 
different imaginary scenarios, on the other. Since scholars are not compelled by any norm 
to quote the imaginary scenario word for word in its original version, every participant in a 
thought experiment might present his own specific version. For instance, in a collection of 
essays on the Chinese room thought experiment (Preston & Bishop, 2002), all contributing 
authors give their own more or less shortened version of the imaginary scenario presented 
by Searle in his “Minds, brains and programs” (1980) imaginary scenario. At the same time, 
some of these contributions, e.g., Copeland (2002, p. 111), present a modified version of 
the imaginary scenario, a version that is evidently not the same as Searle’s original version 
(although it bears some resemblance to it). In order to decide which variant is just a slight 
modification, and which is a different imaginary scenario, one must examine how the 
imaginary scenario is employed. That is, one must examine in what way a scholar fulfills 
his dialectical obligation of defending a (positive or negative) standpoint based on the 
imaginary scenario. An answer to this question must therefore be postponed until the 
scholar’s argumentation (or response to argumentation) is fully reconstructed. It is thus 
only after the parties’ scenario-based argumentation and responses to argumentation have 
been reconstructed that the ‘point’ of the story becomes clear. 

The present chapter has focused on the starting points concerning the imaginary 
scenario. This has led to insights regarding the communicative behavior by means of which 
two scholars agree to make use of an imaginary scenario in examining the acceptability 
of a certain academic claim. It goes without saying that the common ground between the 
scholars participating in an academic dispute must contain other starting points. Some 
starting points will be general to the point of being trivial, e.g., the scholars’ agreement on 
the meaning of most of the English words they use in their discussion) and some will be 
specific to the resolution of that particular difference, e.g., the scholars’ agreement on a 
concrete set of material starting points that are to be used in the examination process (see 
§4.2.1). In principle, every communicative act that does not elicit from the other party a 
form of indignation concerning the breaking of an agreement, i.e., every permitted act can 
be reconstructed as implying the presence of a rule that states that permission. For instance, 
if one scholar advances an assertion and the other scholar does not point out that this act 
goes against a certain agreement that was part of the common ground, the first scholar’s 
assertion is an indicator of a discussion rule that permits that particular act.
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Chapter 4

The argumentative means

4.1 Employing an imaginary scenario argumentatively 

The agreement to make use of an imaginary scenario in examining the acceptability of an 
academic claim is preparatory for a scholar’s advancement of what might be called ‘scenario-
based argumentation’. An act of argumentation is scenario-based when its propositional 
content describes what would happen if the imaginary scenario occurred. Scenario-based 
argumentation in thought experiments has been the subject of many studies in the past, e.g., 
Cole (1984), Häggqvist (1996; 2009), Janis (1991), Krimsky (1973), Laymon (1991), Norton 
(1991; 2004), and Sorensen (1992). Although these studies differ in details, they share the idea 
that a scholar’s scenario-based argumentation is to be reconstructed in the form of modus 
tollens: the scholar deduces the falsity of the proposition at issue by assuming this proposition 
to be true and then showing that false (or absurd) consequences follow from this assumption. 

The analytical claim that a scholar’s scenario-based argumentation can be recon-
structed according to this modus tollens form is supported by numerous examples and is 
indeed the most intuitive way of understanding what it means to employ an imaginary 
scenario argumentatively. Yet this claim covers only a small part of the process through 
which two or more scholars examine the acceptability of an academic claim based on an 
imaginary scenario. More specifically, it covers the contribution of only one of the scholars 
participating in the examination process and it represents this one-sided contribution only 
in its most basic form. Such a reconstruction neglects, first, the various ways in which 
a scholar’s scenario-based argumentation can develop as a result of the interaction with 
other scholars and, second, it neglects the contributions brought by the other scholars who 
participate in the examination. 
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In the present chapter, I focus on the reconstruction of the communicative acts 
performed by the participants in a thought experiment during their joint process of 
examining the acceptability of the academic claim at issue. Since this examination is largely 
dependent on the reviewer’s scenario-based argumentation, in a way that will be explained 
in due course, it will be referred to as a ‘scenario-based examination’. The argumentation 
stage as defined in the ideal model of a critical discussion serves as a theoretical point of 
departure for this reconstruction (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1984, p. 86; 2004, p. 61)

In §4.2.1, I offer a more detailed characterization of the argumentation stage of a 
critical discussion. In §4.2.2, I explain how the structure of an examination process can be 
represented by means of argumentation structures and discussion structures. In §4.2.3, I 
give an overview of the empirical resources that can be employed in reconstructing instances 
of thought experimentation in terms of the argumentation stage of a critical discussion. In 
§4.3, I illustrate the reconstruction of a reviewer’s scenario-based argumentation. In §4.4, 
I illustrate the reconstruction of the responses to the reviewer’s argumentation. In §4.5, I 
discuss the various developments of an examination process that can arise in situations 
where the participants do not agree on the acceptability of an initial act of argumentation. 
Finally, in §4.6, I explain how the reconstruction discussed in this chapter leads to a set of 
results that are to be integrated in an analytical overview of a thought experiment. 

4.2 Reconstructing the argumentative means in an academic dispute

4.2.1 The argumentation stage as a theoretical basis

In the ideal model of a critical discussion, the argumentation stage is the stage in which the 
discussants examine the acceptability of one or more standpoints that have been advanced 
with respect to the proposition at issue (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004, p. 61). During 
this stage, one discussant assumes the role of protagonist and defends the standpoint he has 
advanced with respect to the proposition at issue. The other discussant assumes the role 
of antagonist and reacts to the first discussant’s defense. In terms of discussion moves, the 
protagonist’s defense consists of a more or less elaborate act of argumentation; the antagonist’s 
reaction can consists of a positive or negative response to the protagonist’s argumentation. 

In what follows, I will give a theoretical characterization of these moves as they 
are performed during the process of resolving a non-mixed difference of opinion, i.e. one 
in which only one discussant advances a standpoint and the other discussant responds 
with doubt (see §2.2.1). This characterization of the examination process in a non-mixed 
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difference of opinion applies mutatis mutandis to mixed differences of opinion in which 
both parties can take up the role of protagonist.

In pragma-dialectics, the speech act of argumentation is defined as a constellation of 
assertives advanced by a protagonist in order to convince an antagonist of the acceptability 
of a standpoint pertaining to a proposition that is at issue in that discussion (van Eemeren & 
Grootendorst, 1984, p. 18). In advancing an act of argumentation, the protagonist acquires 
two equally important commitments: a commitment that the propositional content of the 
argumentation is acceptable and a commitment that this propositional content constitutes 
a satisfactory justification of the proposition at issue. This latter commitment is sometimes 
described as the “justificatory potential” (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1984, p. 86) or the 
“justificatory force” (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004, p. 117; Wagemans, 2011, p. 336) 
of the act of argumentation.

In its simplest form, an act of argumentation consists of only one assertive advanced 
as argumentation for a standpoint. This simple form is referred to as single argumentation 
(van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1984, p. 90). For example, in defense of a positive standpoint 
pertaining to the proposition p, e.g., ‘Jasper is a good goalkeeper’, the protagonist can advance 
an act of single argumentation containing the proposition q as a propositional content, e.g., 
‘Jasper is tall’. The justificatory relationship between the two propositions, i.e. between the 
proposition expressed in the standpoint (‘Jasper is a good goalkeeper’) and the proposition 
expressed in the act of single argumentation (‘Jasper is tall’), can in this case be given as v, 
e.g., ‘Tall men are good goalkeepers.’

An act of single argumentation can be supplemented with other assertives in the course 
of a discussion. This makes the protagonist’s argumentation complex. In order to explain further 
how this development takes place, it is necessary first to look at the other party’s response and 
to distinguish between positive and negative responses to an act of argumentation.

A positive response to an act of argumentation consists of accepting both the proposi-
tional content and the justificatory force of the protagonist’s act. When an antagonist advances 
this response, the antagonist is said to have been convinced by the protagonist’s argumentation 
(van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1984, p. 71). It is important to stress the difference between 
accepting an assertive on the one hand and accepting that assertive as argumentation in 
defense of a standpoint on the other hand. While in both cases the antagonist accepts the 
propositional content of the act, only in the latter case does his acceptance include the act’s 
justificatory force. It is thus only in the latter case that we say the antagonist has given a 
positive response (and has thus been convinced).
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A negative response to an act of argumentation is a critical response to the protagonist’s 
argumentation. A negative response can come in two variants. An antagonist can respond 
negatively either by expressing doubt or by advancing a rejection (van Eemeren, Houtlosser, 
& Snoeck Henkemans, 2007, p. 193). In the case of doubt, the antagonist expresses his lack of 
agreement with either the propositional content or the justificatory force of the protagonist’s 
argumentation. In the case of rejection, the antagonist negates either the propositional 
content or the justificatory force of the protagonist’s argumentation. The two types of negative 
responses, i.e., doubt and rejection, combined with the two propositions towards which this 
negative response can be directed, i.e., propositional content and justificatory force, give 
rise to four possible responses to an act of argumentation. These are:

(1) doubt regarding the propositional content (commissive);

(2) doubt regarding the justificatory force (commissive);

(3) rejection of the propositional content (assertive);

(4) rejection of the justificatory force (assertive).

If we continue the example above, in which a protagonist advances the argumentation 
‘Jasper is tall’ in defense of the positive standpoint that ‘Jasper is a good goalkeeper,’ (the 
justificatory force being ‘Tall men are good goalkeepers’), then the four negative responses 
might be paraphrased as follows:

(1) I’m not so sure Jasper is really tall;

(2) I’m not so sure tall men are good goalkeepers;

(3) Jasper is not tall at all;

(4) But being tall does not make one a good goalkeeper.

If an antagonist advances any of the responses listed as (1)-(4) above, he has not been 
convinced by the protagonist’s argumentation. The protagonist’s argumentation has, in such 
a situation, failed to achieve the intended effect. 

Having clarified the different types of responses that can be distinguished in an 
antagonist’s reaction to the protagonist’s argumentation, I will now explain in more detail 
how these negative responses may lead to elaborations of the protagonist’s initial act of 
single argumentation. 

The protagonist’s argumentation becomes complex when, in reaction to the 
antagonist’s negative response, the protagonist supplements the initial act in various ways. In 
real-life argumentative interactions, a discussant may also anticipate these negative responses 
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and put forward a complex act of argumentation before the other party externalizes his 
doubts or rejections. In a pragma-dialectical analysis, these complex forms are reconstructed 
as resulting from a scholar’s reaction to a negative response. In pragma-dialectics, three 
forms of complexity are distinguished (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1984, p. 91; 1992, p. 
74; Snoeck Henkemans, 1997, pp. 71-93; 2001).

First, the protagonist can put forward multiple argumentation. An act of multiple 
argumentation consists of “a series of separate and independent single argumentations” 
(van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1984, p. 91) put forward in defense of the protagonist’s 
standpoint. In responding thus, the protagonist becomes committed to the claim that any 
of the advanced argumentations is, as far as he is concerned, a sufficient defense of the 
proposition at issue – the pieces of single argumentation are each “individually sufficient” 
(van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1984, p. 90). 

Second, the protagonist can respond by putting forward coordinative argumentation. 
An act of coordinative argumentation consists of a series of acts of single argumentation that 
are “each individually necessary and only sufficient together” as defenses of the standpoint 
advanced by the protagonist (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1984, p. 91). In such a case, it 
is the protagonist’s argumentation taken together that now constitutes his defense of the 
standpoint, meaning that the justificatory force will be established between the conjunction 
of these propositions and the proposition at issue. 

Third, the protagonist can advance subordinate argumentation in defense of the 
propositional content or the justificatory force of the initial act of argumentation (van 
Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1984, p. 92; 2004, p. 147). In advancing subordinate argumentation, 
the protagonist assumes that the antagonist is willing to open a new discussion regarding the 
acceptability of the proposition that was met with a negative response. This discussion is then 
referred to as a subordinate (or sub-) discussion (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1984, p. 90). 

In a subordinate discussion, the discussants may decide to switch dialectical roles. 
That is, the first discussant, the one whose initial act was met with a negative response, 
switches from being a protagonist to being an antagonist, while the other discussant switches 
from being an antagonist to being a protagonist. A switch of dialectical roles is only possible if 
the negative response that led to the opening of the sub-discussion was a rejection – otherwise 
there can be no switch of roles since the second discussant has nothing to defend. In case 
the discussants decide to switch dialectical roles, the argumentation advanced by each can 
remain single, i.e., each discussant has taken up the role of protagonist once, advancing one 
act of single argumentation while fulfilling the role of protagonist. 
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The argumentation stage of a critical discussion as characterized above can be taken 
as a point of departure for reconstructing the scenario-based examination of the acceptability 
of an academic claim in a thought experiment. In addition to reconstructing the discussants’ 
speech acts as argumentation and responses to argumentation, an analyst will also seek to 
reconstruct the relationships between these acts. These relationships are represented by 
means of argumentation structures and discussion structures, two analytical instruments 
that I will explain in the next section.

4.2.2  The structure of the examination process

In a critical discussion, the examination of the acceptability of a standpoint takes place, 
as described above, through exchanges of argumentation and response to argumentation. 
These moves relate to one another and to the proposition expressed in the standpoint. In 
reconstructing these relationships, two analytical instruments can be used. 

First, the analyst can represent the relationships within a protagonist’s argumentation 
by employing the analytical instrument of argumentation structures (van Eemeren & 
Grootendorst, 1984, pp. 87-93; 1992, pp. 73-85; Snoeck Henkemans, 1997, pp. 71-93; 2001). 
An argumentation structure is a schematic representation of the relationships between 
various propositions that make up a (more or less complex) speech act of argumentation. If 
a protagonist puts forward one act of single argumentation in defense of the proposition p, 
with a propositional content q and the justificatory force q → p, these three will be represented 
as 1, 1.1, and 1.1’ respectively as in Figure 4.1.

1 p
  1.1 q
  1.1’ q  p
 
p = the proposition at issue; q = the propositional content of the argumentation; 
q p = the justifi catory relationship between q and p. 

Figure 4.1 Argumentation structure representing an act of single argumentation.

If the protagonist advances more than one act of argumentation, the argumentation structure 
will include these acts in a way that reflects the relationship between them. For example, if the 
protagonist advances multiple argumentation consisting of two acts of single argumentation, 
then the propositional contents of these acts will be represented as 1.1 and 1.2 and their 
justificatory forces as 1.1’ and 1.2’ as in Figure 4.2. 
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1 p     
 1.1 q
 1.1’ q  p
 1.2 r
 1.2’ r  p

p = the proposition at issue; q = the propositional content of the fi rst act of argumentation; q  p = the 
justifi catory relationship between q and p; r = the propositional content of the second act of argumentation; 
r  p = the justifi catory relationship between r and p. 

Figure 4.2 Argumentation structure representing multiple argumentation.

If the protagonist advances coordinative argumentation, the relationships between the 
propositional contents, justificatory forces and the proposition at issue will be different. The 
propositions that together form the protagonist’s defense of the proposition at issue will be 
marked by the addition of letters as ‘1.1a’, ‘1.1b’, ‘1.1c’ etc.; the justificatory force will include 
all of these propositions and will be represented as ‘1.1a-b-c-…’ Figure 4.3 below illustrates 
such a case in which two propositions make up an act of coordinative argumentation. 

1 p     
 1.1a q
 1.1b r
 1.1a-b (q & r)  p

 
p = the proposition at issue; q & r = the propositional content of the fi rst act of argumentation; q  p = the 
justifi catory relationship between q and p; 
r = the propositional content of the second act of argumentation; r  p = the justifi catory relationship 
between r and p.

Figure 4.3 Argumentation structure representing coordinative argumentation.

Finally, when one of the criticized propositions is further supported by subordinate 
argumentation, the argumentation structure will differ from both of the earlier complex 
structures shown in Figure 4.2. and 4.3. In such a case, the proposition that is supported 
by further argumentation (either 1.1 or 1.1’) is accompanied by an underlying structure of 
propositions. In the case given in Figure 4.4, the propositional content q of the main act is 
further supported by an act of subordinate argumentation whose propositional content r 
and justificatory force r → q are marked with 1.1.1 and 1.1.1’ respectively.
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1 p     
 1.1 q
  1.1.1 r
  1.1.1’ r  q
 1.1’ q p

 
p = the proposition at issue; q = the propositional content of the main act of argumentation; 
q  p = the justifi catory relationship between q and p; 
r = the propositional content of the subordinate act of argumentation; 
r  p = the justifi catory relationship between r and p.

Figure 4.4 Argumentation structure representing single argumentation.

Argumentation structures are useful analytical instruments for representing the relations 
between the various propositions that make up a protagonist’s defense of his standpoint. The 
analyst obtains an overview of the protagonist’s ‘case’. At the same time, as explained in §4.1, 
the purpose of the present chapter is to propose a method for reconstructing the joint (i.e., 
two-sided) examination of the proposition at issue in a thought experiment. Argumentation 
structures leave out a series of elements that are relevant for such a reconstruction. 

First, an argumentation structure displays the antagonist’s negative responses only 
implicitly. An argumentation structure represents the protagonist’s attempt to meet some 
negative response or another, but the structure as such does not contain any information 
on the type of negative responses that are dealt with – whether it is doubt or a rejection. 

Second, an argumentation structure contains exclusively the contributions one 
discussant brings to the testing process while assuming the role of protagonist. The same 
discussant’s contributions as an antagonist will not appear in such a structure. In practice, a 
scholar’s participation in the examination process of an academic dispute might consist of, 
e.g., one act of single argumentation, followed by an expression of doubt regarding one of the 
propositions expressed by the other discussant followed by a rejection of another proposition 
expressed by the other party. It is only when taken together that these contributions reflect 
the scholar’s total contribution to the testing process. 

Third, an argumentation structure will not include pieces of argumentation that 
have been retracted or modified by the participants (cf. Snoeck Henkemans, 1997, p. 89). 
Put differently, an argumentation structure represents an overview of a protagonist’s case 
at a given point in the examination process. As a consequence, various developments that 
occur before and after this particular point are left out. Taking these developments into 
consideration can shed light upon the discussants’ interaction during the examination 
process, the various developments that occur at different points during this process. 

I think these three points can be dealt with by employing argumentation structures in 
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combination with an additional analytical instrument which I will call discussion structures. 
A discussion structure is defined as a schematic representation of the participants’ discussion 
moves in an argumentative discussion that focuses on the moves performed by the discussants 
in the argumentation stage. In this representation, every act of argumentation (implicitly 
or explicitly advanced, retracted or modified) as well as every response to argumentation 
(acceptance, doubt, or rejection) by all participants are represented and related to one another. 

As an illustration of the use of discussion structures for representing an examination 
process, consider again the example in which the proposition a tissue is p, ‘Jasper is a good 
goalkeeper’. In the simplest variant of that discussion, the protagonist (A) advances an act of 
argumentation having the propositional content q, ‘Jasper is tall’ and the justificatory force 
v, ‘All tall men are good goalkeepers.’ We may assume that the use of q is agreed-upon in the 
opening stage of the resolution process. The starting point concerning the use of q can be 
notated as s(q). This argumentation is immediately accepted by the second discussant (B), 
leading to a concluding stage in which the parties agree on the result r according to which 
the antagonist is to withdraw his doubt expressed in the concluding stage. For the sake of 
illustration, I will assume that A and B accept the result r and that they thereby conclude their 
discussion. This simple discussion is represented in the discussion structure in Figure 4.5. 

Discussion move per stage Type Utterance (paraphrase)

CONFRONTATION

1 A: +/p STP Jasper is a good goalkeeper
2 B: ?/(+/p) DT How do you know?
OPENING

3 A: !/s(q) PRO Do you accept that he’s tall?
4 B: +/s(q) ACC Yes
ARGUMENTATION

5 A: +/v & q ARG Well, he’s tall and tall men are good goalkeepers.
6 B: +/v & q ACC OK
CONCLUDING

7 A: !/r PRO So you agree now that Jasper is a good goalkeeper? 
8 B: +/r ACC Yes

STP = standpoint; DT = doubt; PRO = proposal of a starting point or a result; ACC = acceptance; ARG = argumentation; 
p = propositional content of the standpoint; q = propositional content of the argumentation; 
v = justifi catory force of the argumentation; r = result of the discussion.

Figure 4.5 Discussion structure containing one act of single argumentation.
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In a discussion structure, the leftmost column represents the discussion moves performed 
by the discussants in each stage in a notation that clarifies the illocutionary force and 
propositional content of these discussion moves. The middle column represents the types 
of discussion moves performed, whether it is the expression of a standpoint, an assertive 
functioning as argumentation etc. The rightmost column represents a paraphrase of the 
discussants’ utterances. 

When a protagonist’s argumentation is not immediately accepted, the examination 
process can become more complex. A discussion structure will then include further 
developments. For example, let us assume that B rejects the justificatory force v of A’s 
argumentation (instead of accepting it as in move 6 in Figure 4.5 above). In response, the two 
discussants can open a subordinate discussion. Let us further assume that in this subordinate 
discussion, the dialectical roles are switched. That is to say, B advances argumentation in 
defense of his rejection of the propositional content of A’s argumentation. This development 
is represented in Figure 4.6.

The discussion structure in Figure 4.6 contains an examination process in which each 
discussant takes up the role of protagonist once. Discussant A fulfills the role of protagonist 
in the main discussion; discussant B fulfills the role of protagonist in the subordinate 
discussion. In this way, while both acts of argumentation advanced are instances of single 
argumentation, the examination process itself is more complex than the one in Figure 4.5. 
The sub-discussion consists of moves 7–13. 

The theoretical apparatus presented in this section and the previous one will function 
as a point of departure for reconstructing the examination of the acceptability of an academic 
claim in an instance of thought experimentation. The argumentative means employed in a 
thought experiment will be shown to contain, at least in the main discussion, the imaginary 
scenario as part of their propositional content. 

4.2.3 Empirical resources

In reconstructing the use of argumentative means in a thought experiment, the analyst can 
make use of textual, intertextual and contextual resources. The three-fold distinction refers 
to the origin of the empirical information employed in each case (§2.2.2). Textual resources 
consist of communicative acts performed by the participants in a thought experiment; 
intertextual resources consist of communicative acts employed by observers in recounting 
a certain dispute; contextual resources are conventions and norms that govern academic 
dispute and that can indicate the commitments acquired by the speakers through their 
performance of communicative acts.
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The contributions to a thought experiment can contain various indicators of argumentation 
(van Eemeren, Houtlosser, & Snoeck Henkemans, 2007, p. 197). These are words or phrases 
that mark the performance of the discussion moves characterized in the previous section as 
belonging to the argumentation stage of the ideal model of a critical discussion. The chief 
indicators in this category are expressions that signal a conditional relationship between two 
propositions, e.g., ‘if…, then …’, ‘because’, ‘for’, ‘but’, ‘ergo’, ‘therefore’, ‘thus’, ‘since’ (van Eemeren, 
Houtlosser, & Snoeck Henkemans, 2007, p. 197). If one of the propositions connected by 
these markers is the proposition at issue, either in a main discussion or a sub-discussion, 
the presence of these expressions can indicate the advancement of an act of argumentation. 

Discussion move per stage Type Utterance (paraphrase)

CONFRONTATION

1 A: +/p STP Jasper is a good goalkeeper
2 B: ?/(+/p) DT How do you know?
OPENING

3 A: !/s(q) PRO Do you accept the fact that he’s tall?
4 B: +/s(q) ACC Yes
ARGUMENTATION

5 A: +/v & q ARG Well, he’s tall and tall men are good goalkeepers.
6 B: -/v RJ That’s not true. Tall men are not good goalkeepers.

CONFRONTATION

7 A: ?/(-/v) DT How do you know?
OPENING

8 B: !/s(t) PRO Would you agree that tall men are slow?
9 A: +/s(t) ACC Yes
ARGUMENTATION

10 B: +/t & w ARG Well, being slow makes you a bad goalkeeper
11 A: +/t & w ACC I see
CONCLUDING

12 B: !/r’ PRO So you agree tall men are not good goalkeepers
13 A: +/r’ ACC Yes

CONCLUDING

14 B: !/r PRO So would you still say Jasper is a good goalkeeper?
15 A: +/r ACC No

STP = standpoint; DT = doubt; PRO = proposal of a starting point or a result; ACC = acceptance; ARG = argumentation; 
RJ = rejection; 
p = propositional content of A’s standpoint; q = propositional content of A’s argumentation; 
v = justifi catory force of A’s argumentation; t = propositional content of B’s argumentation; w = justifi catory 
force of B’s argumentation; 
r’ = result of the subordinate discussion; r = result of the main discussion

Figure 4.6 Discussion structure containing one subordinate discussion.
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Other textual indicators that can be used in reconstructing the examination process 
comprise words and phrases that mark the ‘status’ of an assertive, i.e., whether its use is already 
agreed upon by the discussants or whether this agreement has yet to occur. Expressions such 
as ‘of course’, ‘as agreed’, ‘obviously’, and ‘evidently’ can indicate a discussant’s assumption 
that this agreement has taken place (van Eemeren, Houtlosser, & Snoeck Henkemans, 2007, 
pp. 98-111). Expressions such as ‘as it happens,’ ‘well,’ and ‘indeed’ can indicate that the 
agreement has not occurred, i.e., that the evidence thus presented is advanced for the first 
time in the argumentation stage. A discussant can of course correctly anticipate the other 
party’s agreement with a thus marked assertive, but the discussant might also misjudge the 
situation, taking as given a proposition the other discussant will reject.

A scholar’s positive or negative response to an act of argumentation can also be 
marked by textual indicators. The indicators marking negative responses will partly overlap 
with the indicators discussed in Chapter 2 (§2.2), since a negative response to an act of 
argumentation is pragmatically very similar to doubting a standpoint (or advancing the 
opposite standpoint). Thus, a scholar fulfilling the role of antagonist can doubt a novel 
proposition by calling it into question, e.g., ‘I wonder whether q really is the case’ or by 
requesting further argumentation, e.g., ‘But why would you say q is the case?’. Alternatively, 
the scholar might simply assert the opposite of the proposition, e.g., ‘I actually think non-x 
is not the case’. A negative response can also be signaled by expressions that mark a switch 
of dialectical roles. For example, a scholar who responds to another scholar’s argumentation 
may undertake to argue against this argumentation, thereby signaling that the dialectical 
roles have been switched. In such a case, an indicator of argumentation is simultaneously 
an indicator of the switch of dialectical roles. 

The use of argumentative means can also be reconstructed based on intertextual 
resources. For example, an observer might report on other scholar’s argumentative 
behavior by labeling the type of argumentative means employed. References to a scholar’s 
‘argument(s)’, ‘argumentation’, ‘critique’, ‘rejection’, etc. can mark the scholar’s participation 
in an examination process in that thought experiment. In addition to indicating the type of 
argumentative means employed, a scholar can also make use of indicators of conditionality, 
echoing as it were the reported argumentative means. In such a case, the observer does not 
aim to become committed to the use of the reported argumentative means but rather to offer 
an account of the scholar’s train of thought. A statement such as ‘Thus, we must conclude 
such-and-such’ marks the use of argumentative means, not by the author of the statement, 
but by the scholar whose participation in the examination process is being reported. The 
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observer is thereby ascribing that act of argumentation to a scholar, i.e., ‘Thus, according 
to scholar A, we must conclude such-and-such’. An observer can also report a scholar’s 
participation in an examination process through metaphorical expressions. For example, 
a scholar’s contributions as a protagonist can be depicted, not as arguing and criticizing, 
but as ‘showing’, ‘discovering’, ‘finding’ etc. A scholar’s contribution as an antagonist can be 
depicted as ‘attacking’, ‘discarding’, or as ‘not seeing’. 

Contextual information regarding the activity type under examination can also be 
employed in the reconstruction of an examination process. The most important element 
of contextual information that can be taken into account is a participant’s conventional 
right to anticipate the other participants’ moves during the testing process. This is the same 
convention that was discussed in §3.2.2 which allows scholars to assume that their proposals 
of starting points are accepted. In this case, the convention allows scholars to make various 
assumptions regarding the other party’s participation in the examination process – the 
other party’s argumentation and responses to argumentation. Thus, in an academic dispute, 
complex argumentation can be advanced not only in response to, but also in anticipation of a 
negative response. For the same reason, a scholar may reject not only acts of argumentation 
that have been de facto advanced by another scholar, but also acts of argumentation that he 
anticipates as possible responses to his contributions to the examination process. 

4.3 Scenario-based single argumentation

In a thought experiment, the first instance of argumentation that makes use of the imaginary 
scenario is the reviewer’s argumentation against a reporter’s academic claim p. The reviewer 
denies the occurrence of a certain event E in the agreed-upon imaginary scenario I. The 
absence of this event functions as a justification for the claim that p is not the case (‘¬p’, 
henceforth). The reviewer’s scenario-based single argumentation can be represented as 
follows:

1 ¬ p    
  1.1 ¬ (I  E)
  1.1’ p  (I  E)

Figure 4.7 The reviewer’s scenario-based single argumentation.

The propositional content of the reviewer’s scenario-based argumentation is the negation of 
the claim that E occurs in I, namely, ‘¬ (I → E)’. The justificatory relationship between this 
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propositional content and the negation of p is represented as a claim about the occurrence 
of E in I if p were true, namely, ‘p → (I → E)’. 

A reviewer’s contribution to an examination process can contain both the 
propositional content 1.1 and the justificatory force 1.1’. In this case, a reconstruction amounts 
to a mere reformulation (if needed) of the expressed propositional content. As an example, 
consider the excerpt below that appeared in Searle’s (1980) contribution to the Chinese room 
thought experiment. The imaginary scenario in this thought experiment consists of a person 
behaving like a computer while locked up in a room (usually, Searle places himself in this 
imaginary situation). Unknown to him, some of the symbols he receives and which he is 
not able to decipher are questions in Chinese and the symbols he gives back are perfectly 
well-formed answers. 

[…] I produce the answers by manipulating uninterpreted formal 
symbols. […] For the purposes of the Chinese, I am simply an 
instantiation of the computer program. Now the claims made by 
strong AI are that the programmed computer understands the stories 
and that the program in some sense explains human understanding. 
But we are now in a position to examine these claims in light of our 
thought experiment. 

As regards the first claim, it seems to me quite obvious in the 
example that I do not understand a word of the Chinese stories. I have 
inputs and outputs that are indistinguishable from those of the native 
Chinese speaker, and I can have any formal program you like, but I 
still understand nothing.

(Searle, 1980, p. 416, emphasis added)

The emphasized reference to what strong AI participants have to say about the imaginary 
scenario counts as an intertextual resource since it is not itself a contribution to the 
examination process but rather Searle’s reproduction of the other party’s participation. This 
reference marks then the proposition 1.1’ in Searle’s argumentation, i.e., ‘If p were true (as 
strong AI researchers assume) then the program would understands the stories.’ The use of 
the connector ‘but’ immediately after this statement marks a contrast between what strong 
AI researchers are led to expect about this imaginary scenario (based on their commitment 
to p) and what actually happens in the imaginary scenario. This is thus the justificatory force 
1.1’ of Searle’s main argumentation against strong AI, the proposition whose general form 
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was given as ‘p → (I → E)’. Further, the expression “it seems to me quite obvious that” is an 
argumentative indicator that marks a presumed agreement regarding the acceptability of 
the assertion that the person in the room (i.e. Searle himself) does not understand “a word 
of the Chinese stories.” This is then the propositional content 1.1 of Searle’s argumentation 
against strong AI, the proposition whose general formula was given as ‘¬(I → E)’. Searle’s 
scenario-based argumentation can thus be reconstructed as in Figure 4.8.

1. Digital computers cannot exhibit understanding
  1.1 It is not true that in the scenario, I understand Chinese

1.1’ If digital computers could exhibit understanding, then in the 
scenario, I would understand Chinese

 
Figure 4.8 Searle’s scenario-based argumentation against strong AI.

In other cases, part of the reviewer’s argumentation will be left implicit. In the following 
example, the justificatory force 1.1’ of the reviewer’s argumentation is left implicit and needs 
to be reconstructed based on textual cues. Consider as an example the excerpt below taken 
from Jackson’s (1982) contribution to the Mary the scientist thought experiment.

The imaginary scenario in this thought experiment describes Mary, a color-blind 
scientist who learns “everything physical there is to know” (Jackson, 2004c, p. 51) about 
colours while locked up in a black-and-white room. According to the physicalist worldview, 
there is now nothing outside her knowledge and, specifically, nothing outside her knowledge 
of colours. Jackson claims this to be false and argues against it in the following passage:

What will happen when Mary is released from her black and white 
room or is given a colour television monitor? Will she learn anything 
or not? It seems just obvious that she will learn something about the 
world and our visual experience of it. But then it is inescapable that 
her previous knowledge was incomplete. But she had all the physical 
information. Ergo there is more to have than that, and Physicalism 
is false.

(Jackson, 1982, p. 130, emphasis in original)

As in the previous example, the propositional content of the reviewer’s argumentation is 
marked by an argumentative indicator of the acceptability of the asserted proposition, i.e. 
“it seems just obvious that she will learn something about the world”). This is then the 
proposition 1.1 in Jackson’s argumentation.
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While implicit, the proposition expressing the justificatory force of Jackson’s 
argumentation is indicated by the use of the connector ‘but’ in the assertion “But she had all 
the physical information”. Notice that the proposition ‘Mary had all the physical information’ 
is already assumed as part of the imaginary scenario. Strictly speaking, there is no need to 
repeat this since we were already told in the introduction of the imaginary scenario that 
Mary acquires “everything physical there is to know”. Its repetition with the addition of 
but (and, one might add, the emphasis added to the word ‘all’) indicate the point of the 
repetition. Jackson is namely reminding us of the element in the imaginary scenario that 
makes the previous statement, i.e., ‘Mary learns something new’, a refutation of physicalism. 
The contrast signaled by the connector ‘but’ is therefore a contrast between the statement 
that ‘Mary learns something new’ and the event E that physicalists’ should predicate about 
a situation in ‘Mary has all the physical information.’ The predicate is thus ‘Mary does not 
learn anything new.’ This is then the E in the justificatory force of Jackson’s argumentation. 
This reconstruction is further supported by the use of the term ‘ergo’ immediately after 
these two propositions, marking that the rejection of physicalism is based on the failed 
expectation regarding Mary’s knowledge upon release. Jackson’s basic argumentation can 
be reconstructed as in Figure 4.9.

1 It is not the case that all knowledge is physical knowledge   
1.1 It is not the case that, in the scenario, upon escaping, Mary’s 

knowledge remains unaltered 
1.1’ If all knowledge were physical, Mary’s knowledge would remain 

unaltered
 
Figure 4.9 Jackson’s scenario-based single argumentation against physicalism.

In reconstructing the main level of a reviewer’s argumentation, the general structure 
provided in Figure 4.7 offers an indication of the propositions that need to be reconstructed 
and the elements contained in these propositions. The proposition 1.1, which expresses 
the propositional content of a reviewer’s argumentation, predicates what would actually 
happen in the imaginary scenario, i.e., event E would not occur. The proposition 1.1’, which 
expresses the justificatory force of a reviewer’s argumentation, predicates what would happen 
in the imaginary scenario if p were true, i.e., event E would occur. Indeed, as the studies 
quoted in §4.1 have claimed, the best way to reconstruct the main level of the reviewer’s 
argumentation is in the form of a modus tollens in which 1.1 and 1.1’ lead to the conclusion 
1 that ¬ p is the case. However, as the following sections will show, this is but the beginning 
of the examination process.
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4.4 Negative responses to scenario-based argumentation

A negative response to a reviewer’s scenario-based argumentation can pertain either to the 
propositional content 1.1 of the reviewer’s argumentation or to its justificatory force 1.1’. 

The reconstruction of a negative response regarding the propositional content of a 
scholar’s argumentation is exemplified by some of the responses received by Searle to his 
scenario-based argumentation in the Chinese room thought experiment. The propositional 
content of Searle’s argumentation consisted of the statement that the person in the room 
would not understand the meaning of the manipulated Chinese symbols (see §4.3). Many of 
Searle’s commentators called this claim into question and some even rejected it altogether. 
As examples, consider the following comments made on Searle’s original article by Dennett 
(1980) and Block (1980):

Now is it at all obvious that, imagined this way, no one in the situation 
understands Chinese?

(Dennett, 1980, p. 428)

I think that anyone who takes a good undergraduate cognitive 
psychology course would see enough evidence to justify tentatively 
disregarding intuitions of the sort that Searle appeals to.

(Block, 1980, p. 425, emphasis in original)

Both comments can be reconstructed as negative responses to the proposition constituting 
the propositional content of Searle’s argumentation. Indeed, both remarks allude to the way 
in which Searle expressed this proposition: “it seems to me quite obvious in the example that 
I do not understand a word of the Chinese stories” (1980, p. 418, emphasis added). Dennett 
this proposition calls into question, while Block advances an assertive that takes the opposite 
of that proposition as a propositional content. In representing such negative responses one 
can assume – unless textual indicators point otherwise – that the other proposition in the 
reviewer’s act of argumentation (in this case, the proposition that expresses the argument’s 
justificatory force) is at least temporarily accepted. 

In reconstructing an antagonist’s expression of doubt or rejection, the discussion 
structures introduced in §4.2.3 can be employed. Dennett’s expression of doubt in response 
to Searle’s scenario-based argumentation appears as discussion move 6 in Figure 4.10. 
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Discussion move per stage Type Utterance (paraphrase)

CONFRONTATION

1 S: -/p STP Digital computers cannot understand
2 D: ?/(-/p) DT How do you know?
OPENING

3 S: !/s(p  (I  E)) PRO Do you agree that if computers could understand then in 
the scenario Searle-in-the-room would understand Chinese?

4 D: +/s(p (I  E)) ACC Yes
ARGUMENTATION

5 S: +/(p  (I  E)), 
¬(I  E)

ARG Well, obviously, in the scenario, Searle-in-the room would 
not understand Chinese!

6 D: ?/¬(I  E) DT Is it that obvious that he wouldn’t?
… … …

STP = standpoint; DT = doubt; PRO = proposal of a starting point or a result; ACC = acceptance; ARG = argumentation; 
p = propositional content of the standpoint; 
¬(I  E) = propositional content of the argumentation; 
p  (I  E) = justifi catory force of the argumentation.

Figure 4.10 Dennett’s negative response to the propositional content of Searle’s argumentation.

Block’s negative response can be reconstructed in a similar way. The only difference is that, 
in the case of Block’s negative response, move 6 in the structure will be reconstructed as a 
negation, as opposed to mere doubting, of the propositional content employed by Searle, 
i.e. ‘-/q’ instead of ‘?/q’. 

The discussion structure represents Searle (S) and Dennett (D) as agreeing upon the 
justificatory force of Searle’s argumentation. This was reconstructed in the previous section 
as the proposition 1.1’, i.e., ‘If digital computers could understand, then in the scenario I 
would understand Chinese’. This agreement can of course be merely temporary. Searle 
and Dennett might first discuss the acceptability of 1.1 (as in Figure 4.10), then move on 
to discussing the acceptability of 1.1’ and return to 1.1 in light of what has been said about 
1.1’, then return to 1.1’ and so forth. 

A scholar’s negative response to the reviewer’s act of argumentation can also pertain 
to the act’s justificatory force (1.1’). I will illustrate the reconstruction of this type of negative 
response with an example from the Mary the scientist thought experiment. 

Two years after Jackson’s (1982) paper on qualia (Jackson, 1982), Horgan (1984) 
responded to Jackson’s argumentation by rejecting the justificatory force of Jackson’s main 
argument. In the previous section, this justificatory force was reconstructed as 1.1’ in Figure 
4.9, i.e., ‘If all knowledge were physical, Mary’s knowledge would remain unaltered’. The 
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fragment below contains Horgan’s negative response in which the relationship between 
physicalism and Mary’s experience outside the room is called into question:

I am quite prepared to concede […] that Mary does not know what 
seeing ripe tomatoes and seeing the sky are like, prior to her first color-
experiences, despite having a fully adequate physical account of human 
visual processes. What I want to question is Jackson’s supposition that 
a completely adequate physical account of a creature’s visual processes 
gives us complete physical information about those processes. […] the 
supposition is one that physicalists can and should reject.

(Horgan, 1984, pp. 149-151, emphasis added)

Horgan’s references to what he is prepared to concede and what he questions makes his 
position clear. According to him, physicalism does not imply that Mary’s knowledge remains 
unaltered after her release. On the contrary, Mary’s learning something new is “compatible 
with physicalism” for “there is no need to suppose that when she acquires experiential 
awareness of phenomenal redness, she thereby comes into contact with a property distinct 
from those already countenanced in her prior physical account of human perception” (1984, 
p. 151). In other words, it does not follow from physicalism that Mary does not learn anything 
new. A discussion structure in which Horgan’s negative response appears as the rejection 
(RJ) in move 6 is provided in Figure 4.11.

A negative response regarding the justificatory force of a reviewer’s argumentation 
can be advanced in a variety of ways. For example, a scholar might advance such a response 
by stressing that scholars who support p are not committed to E taking place in I. Rey (2002) 
rejects the justificatory force of Searle’s argumentation by restricting the scope of strong AI 
(or, as Rey calls it, CRTT, i.e. computational-representational theory of mind): 

CRTT is not committed for a moment to supposing that the Chinese 
Room or the man in it understands Chinese. […] Leave aside the 
question whether, with enough ingenuity, one might devise questions 
that would betray the stupidity of Searle’s room. The real issue is that 
CRTT is not in the least committed to such a superficial test. 

(Rey, 2002, p. 204)
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Discussion move per stage Type Utterance (paraphrase)

CONFRONTATION

1 S: -/p STP Physicalism leaves out qualia
2 D: ?/(-/p) DT How do you know?
OPENING

3 S: !/s(¬(I  E)) PRO Do you agree that in the described scenario Mary learns 
something new after her release?

4 D: +/ s(¬(I  E)) ACC Yes
ARGUMENTATION

5 S: +/¬(I  E),
 (p  (I  E))

ARG Now, according to physicalists, she doesn’t learn anything 
new because she knew it already while in the room.

6 D: -/¬(I  E) RJ That is not true. Physicalists can and should reject that
… … …

STP = standpoint; DT = doubt; PRO = proposal of a starting point or a result; ACC = acceptance; ARG = argumentation; 
p = propositional content of the standpoint; ¬(I  E) = propositional content of the argumentation; p  (I  
E) = justifi catory force of the argumentation.

Figure 4.11 Horgan’s negative response to the justifi catory force of Jackson’s argumentation.

Rey’s repeated claim that the computational theory of mind “is not committed” to the test 
Searle carries out can in this case be reconstructed as a rejection of Searle’s proposition 1.1’. 
Such a challenge would be reconstructed as move 6 in a discussion structure similar to the 
one given in Figure 4.11. 

Pertaining to the same thought experiment, the negative responses below illustrate 
other indirect ways in which critique regarding the justificatory force can be expressed. 
In the first one, Block discusses the relevance of the fact that the person in the room does 
not understand Chinese, i.e., the connection between the propositional content of Searle’s 
argumentation and strong AI.

[The person’s lack of understanding] casts as much doubt on the 
symbol-manipulation theory of thought as Hitler casts on [the] doc-
trine favoring a strong executive branch of government.  

(Block, 1980, p. 425)

All that Searle’s example shows is that the kind of causal linkage he 
imagines – one that is, in effect, mediated by a man sitting in the head 
of a robot – is, unsurprisingly, not the right kind.

(Fodor, 1980, p. 429)
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Both scholars agree that Searle might be right about the person’s lack of understanding in the 
scenario, but because the person in the room follows a particular software programmed “á la 
Schank” (Block, 1980, p. 425), the relationship with strong AI is rejected. Both Fodor’s and Block’s 
claims are tantamount to an agreement with the propositional content of Searle’s argumentation 
(i.e., they agree that the person in the room does not understand) followed by a rejection of the 
justificatory force (i.e., they reject that this lack of understanding is a justification of Searle’s 
standpoint). Effectively, they both claim that computationalism does not have to worry about 
Searle’s lack of understanding in the circumstances described by the imaginary scenario. 

4.5 Developments resulting from a negative response

In reaction to a negative response, a reviewer can take one of the following four courses of 
action. First, he might decide to withdraw his argumentation without any further ado. In 
such a case, his argumentation remains confined to the basic structure discussed in §4.3. 
Second, after withdrawing the initial act of argumentation, the reviewer can also advance a 
new act of argumentation – an improved one, as it were, that meets or avoids the negative 
response. Third, the reviewer can support the criticized assertive with further (subordinate) 
argumentation. Fourth, in case the negative response was a rejection, the reviewer might also 
counter-attack. That is, the reviewer might advance a negative response with regard to the 
other discussant’s rejection. In this last situation, the discussants effectively switch dialectical 
roles. In what follows, I will concentrate on the last three of these situations (the first one 
being the relatively simple one in which the parties finish the discussion by concluding that 
the reviewer’s standpoint is unacceptable).

4.5.1 Scenario-based argumentation is replaced

When a reviewer withdraws the criticized argumentation and advances a new one, he 
implicitly accepts that the first version of his argumentation was in some sense deficient. 
The replacement advanced is then intended to meet the reporter’s negative response. As 
explained in §4.2.1, these developments in the reviewer’s argumentation can also occur in 
anticipation of a negative response. For example, in the Chinese room thought experiment, 
Searle’s argumentation becomes more complex as a result of anticipated negative responses 
on the justificatory force of his argumentation. When I reconstructed Searle’s argumentation 
above in §4.4, I ignored this further development in order to focus on the basic structure. Let 
me now go back to the passage from which the first excerpt was taken in order to illustrate 
the further reconstruction of these developments. 
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In the excerpt below, Searle elaborates his argumentation in response to an anticipated 
negative response regarding the acceptability of the argumentation’s justificatory force. 
The italicized statement at the end of the excerpt, markedly more complex than the initial 
version put forward before it, counts as the replaced (allegedly better) version of Searle’s 
argumentation. 

[…] But we are now in a position to examine these claims in light of 
our thought experiment. 1. As regards the first claim, it seems to me 
quite obvious in the example that I do not understand a word of the 
Chinese stories. I have inputs and outputs that are indistinguishable 
from those of the native Chinese speaker, and I can have any formal 
program you like, but I still understand nothing.

 (Searle, 1980, p. 418, emphasis added)

This italicized version of Searle’s argumentation includes the initial one advanced simply as 
“I do not understand a word of Chinese”. In the revised version, three separate propositions 
are advanced: (1) ‘I have inputs and outputs of a Chinese speaker’, (2) ‘I can have any formal 
program you like’ and (3) ‘I understand nothing’. The third proposition is identical in content 
with the one initially put forward by Searle as 1.1, namely “I do not understand a word of the 
Chinese stories.” Searle starts by advancing the assertive regarding his lack of understanding 
in the room as argumentation for the claim that computers cannot understand. Yet lack of 
understanding is not the only criterion necessary for making a case against strong AI, since, 
e.g., the computer might be just instantiating the wrong program. In view of this, Searle 
replaces the initial ‘simple’ act with a conjunction of propositions, the propositions given 
as (1)-(3) above. 

In Figure 4.13, this replacement is represented by having Searle retract an original 
argument with the propositional content ¬(I → E3) and replace this with a new one having the 
propositional content ¬(I → (E1 & E2 & E3)). After this compound version is advanced, Searle 
is not committed to the initial version anymore. In other words, once the argumentation has 
been elaborated upon, the original version is abandoned. Because of this, Searle can be said 
to have admitted that his argumentation was objectionable in the original form. 
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Discussion move per stage Type Utterance (paraphrase)

CONFRONTATION

1 S: -/p STP Digital computers cannot understand
2 D: ?/(-/p) DT How do you know?
OPENING

3 S: !/s(¬(I  E)) PRO Do you agree that Searle-in-the room does not understand 
Chinese?

4 D: +/ s(¬(I  E)) ACC Yes
ARGUMENTATION

5 S: +/(p  (I  E)) & ¬(I 
 E)

ARG Now, if computers could understand, then Searle-in-the-
room would understand

6 D: -/(p  (I  E)) RJ Not true!
7 S: -/(p  (I  E)) RT Indeed.

S: -/¬ (I  (E1 & E2 & 
E3) & 
(p  (I  (E1 & E2 & E3)))

ARG But Searle-in-the-room can have any formal program 
you like; and my answers will be indistinguishable from 
those of a computer; and I still understand nothing. And 
if computers can understand, then Searle-in-the-room as 
described now must understand.

… … …

STP = standpoint; DT = doubt; RJ = rejection; RT = retraction; 
PRO = proposal of a starting point; ACC = acceptance; ARG = argumentation; 
p = propositional content of the standpoint; ¬(I  E) = propositional content of the argumentation; p  (I  
E) = justifi catory force of the argumentation.

Figure 4.13 Searle’s reactions to an anticipated negative response by replacing his initial act of 

argumentation.

4.5.2 Scenario-based argumentation is further defended

A negative response to a reviewer’s argumentation can also lead to the reviewer defending 
the argumentation by means of subordinate argumentation. The reviewer’s defense in this 
case will have ‘gained’ a new level: the level of assertives that make up the subordinate 
argumentation. I will illustrate this with an example from the same Chinese room thought 
experiment. 

Twenty-six scholars responded to Searle’s (1980) contribution to the dispute regarding 
the acceptability of strong AI. These responses were followed by a brief reply from Searle. 
One of his replies was intended as a response to a critical line advanced by four of the 
respondents, a line according to which Searle’s argumentation “is just based on intuitions” 
(1980, p. 451). The intuition these scholars referred to was the propositional content of 
Searle’s argumentation, i.e., the proposition that in the imaginary scenario Searle-in-the-
room does not understand Chinese. To this, Searle replied:
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But consider. When I now say that I at this moment do not understand 
Chinese, that claim does not merely record an intuition of mine, 
something I find myself inclined to say. It is a plain fact about me that 
I don’t understand Chinese. Furthermore, in a situation in which I am 
given a set of rules for manipulating uninterpreted Chinese symbols, 
rules that allow no possibility of attaching any semantic content to these 
Chinese symbols, it is still a fact about me that I do not understand 
Chinese. Indeed, it is the very same fact as before.

(Searle, 1980, p. 451)

There are various indicators in this fragment that elucidate what kind of discussion move 
Searle is performing. The introductory phrase (“but consider”) as well as the various explicit 
negations of the previously announced criticism (“that claim does not merely record an 
intuition of mine”) make it clear that Searle intends this passage as a contribution to the 
examination process. More specifically, Searle is maintaining his claim that in the scenario 
Searle-in-the-room does not understand Chinese and drawing a parallel between the 
situation under discussion, i.e., Searle-in-the-room does not understand Chinese, and the 
situation about Searle himself at the moment of writing. This parallel, which is also marked 
by Searle’s reference to these two situations as “the very same fact”, can thus be reconstructed 
as an assertive bringing extra support to the criticized propositional content 1.1.

Searle’s response can therefore be reconstructed as advancing subordinate argumen-
tation for the propositional content of his argumentation. This differs from the situation 
discussed in §4.5.1, where an initial act is retracted. In a discussion structure, the responses 
that prompted this reply would appear as giving rise to a sub-discussion. Searle’s response 
would then be reconstructed as an act of single argumentation within this sub-discussion. 
Figure 4.14 represents these developments.

In the Chinese room thought experiment, various scholars replied to Searle’s com-
parison (move 11). For example, Churchland and Churchland (1990) made a case against 
Searle’s claim that the two situations are comparable. The two authors dismissed Searle’s 
comparison between the ‘normal’ situation in which we ascribe lack of understanding of 
Chinese to Searle and the ‘abnormal’ situation in which we ascribe lack of understanding of 
Chinese to Searle-in-the-room. They argued against Searle’s comparison by claiming that 
the rate at which the person is processing symbols in the two situations is too different for 
us to allow a reliable transfer of our intuitions from one situation to the other (Churchland 
& Churchland, 1990, p. 35). In other words, the computer Searle is instantiating in the room 
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is too slow after all. This act of argumentation is meant to refute Searle’s claim that his lack 
of understanding of Chinese in reality, i.e., t, implies the person’s lack of understanding of 
Chinese in the imaginary scenario, i.e., ¬(I → E). 

Discussion move Type Utterance (paraphrase)

CONFRONTATION

1 S: -/p STP Digital computers cannot understand
2 R: ?/(-/p) DT How do you know?
OPENING

3 S: !/(p  (I  E)) PRO Do you accept that if computers could understand, 
then Searle-in-the-room would understand?

4 R: +/(p  (I  E)) ACC Yes
ARGUMENTATION

5 S: +/(p  (I  E)) & ¬(I  E) ARG Well, in the scenario, Searle-in-the-room would not 
understand! 

6 R: ?/¬(I  E) RJ That’s just an intuition of yours.
CONFRONTATION

7 S: +/¬(I  E) DT It’s not just an intuition of mine, it is a fact.
8 R: ?/¬(I  E) How come?
OPENING

9 S: !/s(t) PRO Don’t you agree with the ‘fact’ that at this moment I do 
not understand Chinese?

10 R: +/s(t) ACC Yes
ARGUMENTATION

11 S: +/t & 
(t  ¬(I  E))

ARG Well, my not understanding Chinese now is comparable 
with the lack of understanding shown by Searle-in-the-
room - the two are the same fact’).

… … …

STP = standpoint; DT = doubt; RJ = rejection; PRO = proposal of a starting point; 
ACC = acceptance; ARG = argumentation; p = propositional content of the standpoint; 
¬(I  E) = propositional content of the argumentation; p  (I  E) = justifi catory force of the argumentation; 
t = propositional content of the subordinate argumentation; 
(t  ¬(I  E)) = justifi catory force of the subordinate argumentation.

Figure 4.14 Searle’s defense of the propositional content of his main argumentation.

4.5.3 Discussants switch dialectical roles

A last variant of an examination process occurs when the reporter’s rejection of the reviewer’s 
argumentation leads to a sub-discussion in which the reporter takes up the role of protagonist. 
This means that in this sub-discussion the dialectical roles are switched. It is now the reporter 
who is (or anticipates being) called to defend his position by the reviewer’s negative response. 
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This particular development within a thought experiment is illustrated in Dennett’s 
(2004) contribution to the Mary the scientist thought experiment. While Dennett is not 
a proponent of physicalism – at least not in this particular contribution – he does reject 
Jackson’s argumentation against physicalism. As such, he is responding from the academic 
position of a peer. In his response, he undertakes the task of exposing “the illusion of 
imagination” (2004, p. 60) that constitutes Jackson’s claim about the Mary the scientist 
thought experiment. In doing so, he undertakes to act as a protagonist for the claim that, if 
we really imagine that Mary knows everything there is to know about the physics of vision, 
we will be forced to claim that she knows what it is like to see red prior to exiting the room. 

Dennett’s argumentation starts with an enumeration of pieces of knowledge about 
vision she “obviously” (2004, p. 61) has in advance. To this, he adds the agreed-upon physical 
knowledge of the effects of particular colours on nervous systems. Dennett continues by 
arguing that if the enumerated pieces of knowledge are ascribed to Mary prior to exiting 
the room, then there is no stopping point.

So the only task that remains is for her to figure out a way of identifying 
those neurophysiological effects ‘from the inside.’ You may find you 
can readily imagine her making a little progress on this – for instance, 
figuring out tricky ways in which she would be able to tell that some 
colour, whatever it is, is not yellow, or not red. How? By noting some 
salient and specific reaction that her brain would have only for yellow or 
only for red. But if you allow her even a little entry into her color space
in this way, you should conclude that she can leverage her way to
complete advance knowledge, because she doesn’t just know the salient 
reactions, she knows them all.

 (Dennett, 2004, p. 61, emphasis in original)

Dennett explicitly asks us to move from the proposition that Mary can have “a little entry” 
into color space to the claim that “she can leverage her way to complete advance knowledge.” 
This latter claim we recognize as the negation of the propositional content of Jackson’s 
argumentation, viz. “It seems just obvious that she will learn something about the world and 
our visual experience of it” (Jackson, 1982, p. 130). All this points to a switch of dialectical 
roles between Dennett and Jackson. This switch of roles is represented in a discussion 
structure as in Figure 4.15.
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Discussion move Type Utterance (paraphrase)

CONFRONTATION

1 J: -/p STP Physicalism leaves out qualia
2 D: ?/(-/p) DT How do you know?
OPENING

3 J: !/s(p  (I  E)) PRO Do you agree that according to physicalists, Mary doesn’t learn 
anything new because she knew everything there is to know 
upon release?

4 D: +/ s(p  (I  E) ACC Yes
ARGUMENTATION

5 J: +/¬(I  E) & 
(p  (I  E)

ARG Now, upon release, Mary learns something new!

6 D: -/¬(I  E) RJ That is not true. 
CONFRONTATION

7 J: ?/(-/¬(I  E)) STP How do you know?
OPENING

8 D: !/s(t) PRO Do you agree that Mary can fi gure out some facts about color 
vision?

9 J: +/s(t) ACC I do
ARGUMENTATION

10 D: !/t & 
t  (I  E)

ARG Well, if you grant her a little knowledge, you must grant her all!

… … …

STP = standpoint; DT = doubt; RJ = rejection; PRO = proposal of a starting point or a result; 
ACC = acceptance; ARG = argumentation; p = propositional content of the standpoint; ¬(I  E) = propositional 
content of the argumentation; p  (I  E) = justifi catory force of the argumentation; t = propositional content 
of the subordinate argumentation; (t  ¬(I  E)) = justifi catory force of the subordinate argumentation.

Figure 4.15 Dennett defends his rejection of the propositional content of Jackson’s main argumentation.

 

4.6 The argumentative means in the analytic overview

In the previous sections, I have illustrated the reconstruction of the examination process 
taking place in an instance of thought experimentation. The argumentation stage of the 
ideal model of a critical discussion (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004, p. 61) was taken 
as a point of departure. In the argumentation stage, the protagonist and antagonist employ 
argumentative means in order to examine the acceptability of the standpoint(s) taken with 
respect to the proposition at issue. These argumentative means consist of the protagonist’s 
act of argumentation and the antagonist’s positive or negative responses to the protagonist’s 
argumentation. 
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Textual, intertextual and contextual resources can be employed in order to reconstruct 
this examination process. Textual resources consist of words and phrases that mark the type 
of argumentative means employed. For example, an assertive employed in the argumentation 
for or against a proposition might be marked as ‘obvious’ or ‘intuitive’, thus signaling the 
scholars’ agreement upon the use of that assertive in the examination process (§4.3). In 
response to this, a reporter might put forward doubt by means of a rhetorical question 
regarding the alleged intuitiveness of this assertive or he might agree to the assertive by 
explicitly referring to the ‘concession’ he is thereby making (§4.5). 

Intertextual resources consist of observers’ reconstruction of the scholars’ 
participation in the examination process. For example, a scholar acting as an observer can 
report his own acts of argumentation as well as the argumentation advanced by the other 
participant (§4.4). The participants in a thought experiment can of course themselves act as 
observers and report on their own or the other party’s communicative acts. Finally, contextual 
resources play a role in reconstructing the interaction between two or more scholars in an 
examination process based on their monologically structured papers, articles or books. 
The convention granting the scholars the right to anticipate on the other party’s critical 
reactions plays a crucial role in reconstructing the scholars’ acts of argumentation as parts 
of a joint examination process. For example, when an act of argumentation is followed by 
a more developed version of that act (§4.5.1), this can be reconstructed as a response to an 
anticipated objection that the initial version of the argumentation is not sufficient.

The argumentative means employed in an instance of thought experimentation 
should be included in the analytical overview of that instance of thought experimentation. 
In case the examination process in a thought experiment is complex, the analyst can decide 
to reconstruct one and the same thought experiment as containing various examination 
processes. In this way, the analyst can follow the various strands distinguished in the 
previous section based on the different ways in which scholars can respond to proposals 
of starting points. These discussions will be effectively part of the same dispute (given that 
they all concern the acceptability of the same claim) but their distinction within the analytic 
overview can prevent unduly ascribing commitments to various participants simply because 
they fulfill the same institutional role. Thus, just as two reporters can respond differently 
to a reviewer’s proposal of starting points, two reporters can respond differently to the 
reviewer’s argumentation or they can themselves advance different acts of argumentation 
against a reviewer’s assertive. The two will fulfill the same institutional role but will do so 
differently. 
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In making the analytic overview, the analyst may wish to concentrate on the 
participation of one particular scholar within a certain thought experiment. This kind of 
focus is characteristic of past studies of the argumentative use of imaginary scenarios in 
thought experiments (see §4.1). Consider, for example, Häggqvist’s reconstruction of the 
Chinese room thought experiment.

It is possible that the Room (as described by Searle) instantiate the 
formal programme R.
If a system S understands Chinese iff S instantiates the formal pro-
gramme R, then if the Chinese Room (as described by Searle) were 
to instantiate R, it would understand Chinese.
If the Chinese Room (as described by Searle) were to instantiate R, 
the Room would not understand Chinese

It is false that a system S understands Chinese iff S instantiates the 
formal programme R. 

(Häggqvist, 1996, p. 105)

This reconstruction contains exclusively Searle’s contributions to the examination process 
made from the dialectical role of the protagonist and, furthermore, it contains Searle’s 
argumentation only at the main level of his interaction with strong AI researchers. 

In reconstructing Searle’s contributions to the Chinese room thought experiment 
according to the present method, one will take into consideration not only all the acts 
of argumentation advanced at all levels of the examination process but also the scholar’s 
response to the other party’s argumentation. This latter category comprises both positive and 
negative responses. Together, all the contributions made in the dialectical role of protagonist 
and all the contributions made in the dialectical role of antagonist make up a scholar’s ‘case’ 
for or against the proposition at issue in that dispute. 
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Chapter 5

The outcome

5.1 Ending the discussion 

In an academic dispute, the use of argumentative means can extend, in principle, over an 
indefinite period of time. Scholars may probe ever more deeply into the origins of their 
disagreement, adding new acts of argumentation and discussing the acceptability of these 
acts. In practice, however, scholars participating in a dispute must also seek to ‘draw the 
line’ and see whether their argumentative efforts up to a certain point have brought them 
anywhere closer to the resolution of the original difference of opinion. After all, the very point 
of engaging in an argumentative discussion is to reach an agreement on the acceptability of 
the standpoint(s) under consideration. 

In some institutional contexts such as the context of law, this ‘line-drawing’ is the 
task of an authority (person or institution) that can make a decision as regards the result 
of the discussion. In academic disputes, however, results are established by the participants 
themselves. For this purpose, scholars perform various speech acts that are aimed at reaching 
an agreement regarding the result of the discussion. An established agreement is of course 
always open to reassessment. Other scholars with other perspectives, or with new empirical 
information at their disposal, might decide to reopen the discussion. This new discussion 
will in principle itself be ended with an attempt to agree upon the (new) result.

The present chapter is concerned with the reconstruction of the speech acts by means 
of which participants in a thought experiment seek to establish the result of their interaction. 
The reconstruction of these speech acts will take the concluding stage in the model of a 
critical discussion as a theoretical point of departure (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004, 
pp. 60-61). The concluding stage in a critical discussion is in many ways similar to the 
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opening stage. As two discussants propose and accept or reject starting points in the opening 
stage, the two propose and accept or reject results in the concluding stage. For this reason, 
most of the empirical resources discussed in §3.2.2 can be utilized mutatis mutandis in the 
reconstruction processes explained and illustrated in the present chapter.

In §5.2.1 I give a detailed characterization of the discussion moves performed in the 
concluding stage of a critical discussion. In §5.2.2, I mention the empirical resources that 
can be employed in reconstructing communicative acts aimed at establishing results in a 
thought experiment. In the next three sections, I explain and illustrate the reconstruction of 
communicative acts in terms of the three discussion moves that are part of the concluding 
stage of a critical discussion: proposing a result (§5.3), accepting a result (§5.4) and rejecting 
a result (§5.5). I conclude in §5.6 by indicating how the outcome of a thought experiment 
is to be included in the analytic overview alongside the other components discussed in the 
previous chapters. 

5.2 Reconstructing the outcome of an academic dispute

5.2.1 The concluding stage as a theoretical basis

The concluding stage of a critical discussion is the stage “in which the parties establish what the 
result is of an attempt to resolve a difference of opinion” (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004, 
p. 61). The result of a critical discussion is a specification of the position each discussant takes 
with respect to the proposition at issue in view of the exchange of argumentative means that 
has taken place in the argumentation stage. In order to avoid confusion in what follows, a brief 
observation regarding terminology is in order. The terms ‘result’ and ‘outcome’ are synonymous 
in everyday language but are used in a technical sense in a pragma-dialectical analysis. The term 
‘result’ is a theoretical notion that refers to one or more propositions that prescribe the positions 
that are to be taken in view of what has happened in the argumentation stage (van Eemeren 
& Grootendorst, 2004, p. 61). The term ‘outcome’ refers to a real-life agreement that two or 
more discussants achieve on a set of propositions that can be reconstructed as the result of that 
discussion (van Eemeren, 2010, p. 11). Thus, while in everyday language the two are virtually 
synonymous, the latter is the empirical counterpart of the former in a pragma-dialectical analysis. 

Since each party can either maintain or retract the position initially taken with 
respect to the proposition at issue (whether this position was a standpoint or an expression 
of doubt with respect to the other party’s standpoint), the following possible results can be 
theoretically distinguished. 
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A first result that can be reached in a critical discussion is that one of the discussants 
retracts the position expressed in the confrontation stage while the other discussant 
maintains his position. In such a situation, the discussants can be said to have resolved their 
difference of opinion. A resolved difference of opinion is thus tantamount to a situation in 
which “the parties are […] in agreement that the protagonist’s standpoint is acceptable and 
the antagonist’s doubt must be retracted, or that the standpoint of the protagonist must be 
retracted” (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004, p. 61). The resolution of a difference of 
opinion comes in two variants depending on the party who maintains the initial position. 
If the protagonist maintains his position while the antagonist withdraws his doubt, the 
difference of opinion has been resolved in favor of the protagonist; if the antagonist maintains 
his doubt while the protagonist withdraws his standpoint, the difference of opinion has been 
resolved in favor of the antagonist. 

A second result that can be reached in a critical discussion is that both parties maintain 
the position they have taken in the confrontations stage. In such a situation, the parties 
can be said to have reaffirmed their difference of opinion (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 
1984, p. 86). The reaffirmation of a difference of opinion can occur, for example, in a mixed 
difference of opinion when each party has advanced a case for the standpoint expressed 
in the confrontation stage. The parties can reach a deadlock and the only result they can 
establish is that, relative to those two pro and contra cases, each has the right to maintain 
the initial position. It is with respect to such a situation that the difference of opinion is 
said to be reaffirmed. 

A third and final result that can be reached in a critical discussion is that both 
parties retract the position they expressed in the confrontation stage. In such a situation, 
the discussants can be said to have dissolved their difference of opinion. Dascal refers to a 
dispute as being ‘dissolved’ when the difference of opinion is reaffirmed (i.e., the second 
result discussed above) and subsequently settled “by some arbitrary procedure” such as 
throwing a dice (1998, p. 150). In the present terminology, dissolution refers to a case in 
which the parties have reached an agreement on a result that prescribes for each discussant 
the obligation to retract his position. The two discussants have not thereby reached any kind 
of agreement on the acceptability of the discussed proposition(s) but at the same time the 
difference of opinion is ‘off the table’. 

The dialectical possibilities described above can be represented in the form of a 
two-by-two matrix as in Figure 5.1. 
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discussant
1

retracts maintains

discussant
2

retracts dissolved
resolved

(in favor of 
discussant1    )

maintains
resolved

(in favor of 
discussant2    )

reaffi  rmed

Figure 5.1 Four possible results of a critical discussion

These four possibilities are theoretically derived situations constituting the analytical 
framework in terms of which the outcome of a discussion can be analyzed. Outcomes may 
come in less-than-perfect versions. For example, as a result of the discussion, a discussant 
might maintain his initial standpoint ‘less forcefully’ or ‘with some reservation’. It depends 
on the nature of these reservations, i.e., the protagonist’s actual speech acts, whether such 
an in-between position is to be reconstructed as a change or as a reaffirmation of the initial 
position. The analysis must ultimately establish based on textual, intertextual and contextual 
resources whether such a half-way result counts as maintaining or as a retraction.

In all the four situations presented in Figure 5.1, the result achieved is relative to the 
discussants’ moves during the resolution process. First, a result is relative to a particular 
formulation of the proposition at issue. Second, it is relative to a set of agreed-upon starting 
points. Third, it is relative to the set of argumentative means employed. The dependence 
of a result on the discussion moves performed in these three stages means that any change 
in the formulation of the proposition at issue, the agreed-upon starting points and the 
argumentative means employed can in principle lead to a different result. In other words, a 
modification on any of these three points can render the result achieved before the change 
took place irrelevant. 

Having specified the kinds of results that can be achieved in a critical discussion, 
I will now turn to the argumentative moves through which a result in one of the four 
aforementioned variants can be established. The establishment of a result in the concluding 
stage of a critical discussion can take place through an discussion moves similar to the ones 
that lead in the opening stage to the establishment of a starting point. In what follows, I 
will use the letter r as a label for a proposition that expresses the result of a discussion, e.g. 
“I maintain my standpoint and you retract your doubt”. In order to establish r as a result, a 
discussant might propose r as the result of the discussion and the other discussant might 
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accept this. Making use of the notation introduced in Chapter 3, these two moves can be 
represented as follows:

Discussant1:  !/r

Discussant2: +/r

The proposal of a result can also be rejected. In this case, the exchange does not lead to 
the establishment of r as a result. The two moves that make up such an exchange can be 
represented as follows:

Discussant1:  !/r

Discussant2: -/r

After a result has been rejected, a new proposal regarding an alternative result might be 
formulated. This second proposal can come from the same discussant who issued the first 
proposal:

Discussant1: !/ri

Discussant2: -/ri

Discussant1: !/rii

Discussant2: +/rii

Alternatively, discussant2 might advance a proposal himself regarding a new result rii. In this 
situation, discussant1 is in a position to accept or reject rii as a result:

Discussant1: !/ri

Discussant2:  -/ri, !/rii

Discussant1:  -/rii

If the discussants agree on a result, regardless of whether the proposal comes from one 
discussant or the other, they have attained the objective of the concluding stage. That is, the 
discussants have thereby managed to “determine whether the protagonist may maintain his 
standpoint in spite of the criticisms advanced by the antagonist or whether, alternatively, 
the antagonist may maintain his position of doubt in spite of the arguments advanced by 
the protagonist” (van Eemeren, 2010, p. 44). 

In van Eemeren and Grootendorst (1984, p. 99) and van Eemeren, Houtlosser, and 
Snoeck Henkemans (2007, pp. 223-226), the establishment of a result in the concluding 
stage is characterized as being brought about by exchanges that are pragmatically different 
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from the exchanges described above. For example, a difference of opinion is said to be 
resolved in favor of the protagonist if the protagonist reasserts (or ‘maintains’) the positive 
standpoint while the antagonist withdraws his doubt regarding the positive standpoint. I 
regard such exchanges as equivalent with the proposal-acceptance exchanges above in terms 
of the commitments acquired by the speakers. In both cases, the discussants agree on their 
(new) positions with regard to the proposition at issue in view of the discussion moves they 
performed during the discussion.  

The concluding stage of a critical discussion as described in this section will function 
as a theoretical model for reconstructing the outcome of particular thought experiments – 
the agreement on a certain result as this agreement occurs in a concrete instance of thought 
experimentation. In the next section, I will discuss the empirical resources that can be 
employed for this reconstruction.

5.2.2 Empirical resources

In real-life academic disputes, the participants’ attempts to draw the line and establish their 
positions as a consequence of their interaction do not have to be in agreement with the 
concluding stage as specified in the previous section, i.e., an orderly and explicit exchange 
of proposals, responses to proposals and counter-proposals. In order to reconstruct scholars’ 
actual speech acts as proposals and responses to proposals, various empirical resources can 
be employed. As in the previous three chapters, I will divide these resources into textual, 
intertextual and contextual resources (see §2.2.2). 

A first set of textual indicators includes words and phrases that mark the termination 
of a dispute. Some such words and phrases will signal that the author is drawing a conclusion 
on the basis of what has happened during the testing process (e.g. ‘therefore’, ‘it follows 
that’, ‘thus’) while others will simply separate the conclusion from the rest of the text (‘in 
conclusion’, ‘to conclude’). In this general category one can also include assertions that state 
a discussant’s position at the end of the dispute (‘My position is x’, ‘I maintain that y’). 

A second set of textual indicators includes words and phrases that are conventionally 
associated with the acts of proposing and responding to a proposal. A scholar can employ 
the performative formula associated with speech acts of proposing (‘I propose’, ‘I suggest’) or 
might refer explicitly to his proposal (‘My proposal/suggestion is’). Responses to proposals 
can also be indicated by performative formulas (‘I accept/agree with’, ‘I reject’). In these 
latter formulas, the first person singular might be substituted for the first person plural 
(‘We accept/agree’). It should be stressed that neither of these indicators exclusively marks 
specifically speech acts aimed at the establishment of results. For instance, ‘I propose’ can 
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also mark the proposal of a starting point. Ultimately, an examination of the propositional 
content of the thus-prefaced acts will be decisive in the analysis. 

A third set of textual indicators includes evaluative considerations regarding the 
origin, but also the future, of the dispute. A proposal regarding a result or an answer to such 
a proposal can be conveyed by a scholar’s attempt to explain the origin of the dispute. This 
can be formulated as a psychological explanation of the other party’s initial disbelief in the 
(allegedly) established result. In doing so, the scholar is either saying or implying that the 
other party has been confronted with a more or less understandable form of psychological 
bias. As some examples will show, a scholar might also profit from the vagueness of the self-
imposed task of ‘explaining the origin of a dispute’ in order to slip a remark or two about the 
other party’s prowess as an academic. As regards the future of the dispute, a scholar might 
convey his proposal by offering a positive depiction of the discipline’s future after his proposal 
is accepted. Conversely, he might foretell a gloomy future should his proposal be rejected.  

Aside from appearing in the works of the participants, these textual resources can 
also appear in the works of observers, i.e., scholars who aim to recount a certain academic 
dispute from afar in a more or less neutral fashion. For example, if a participant’s proposal of 
a result is marked by the formula ‘I therefore propose that x be rejected as untenable’, it can 
be reported as ‘Scholar A proposes to reject x as untenable.’ In reporting what has happened 
in a discussion, an observer might also employ terms such as ‘outcome’, ‘result’, ‘the answer’, 
‘the finding’. More generally, the observer might use the inclusive ‘we’ in describing the 
result of the dispute as belonging to the universal field of science, e.g., ‘We now know that’. 
While references to results, findings and the knowledge obtained carry the suggestion that 
the outcome of a certain dispute is established for good, they merely report on the state of 
affairs at a certain point in time. It is the analyst’s task to determine whether these pieces of 
knowledge were later disputed or not. 

Contextual resources are also relevant to the reconstruction of the outcome of a 
thought experiment. They consist of conventions that govern the argu-mentative activity 
type of an academic dispute. On the basis of these conventions, a scholar’s communicative 
behavior can be reconstructed as a proposal of a result or a response (acceptance or rejection) 
to another party’s proposal. 

A first contextual resource is the convention that, in an academic dispute, the outcome 
of every dispute is open to reassessment. Regardless of a scholar’s vigorous claims about who 
is right and who is wrong, academic results cannot be imposed and are always provisional. 
Even if a scholar writes as if he single-handedly ends the discussion, i.e., as if the audience 
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cannot but accept, or has already accepted, the result, such speech acts must be reconstructed 
as proposals pending acceptance. This applies also to situations in which two scholars are 
in complete agreement regarding a certain result: each of them has the right to pick up the 
discussion at a later point in time and annul the agreement. 

A second contextual resource is the convention that scholars are expected to follow 
the formatting guidelines that are valid at the moment they make their contribution. 
Understanding these guidelines can be expedient in focusing on a particular part of the text 
for this phase of the reconstruction. As shown in Chapter 2, for instance, scholars generally 
announce the object of their difference of opinion with other scholars at the beginning of 
their written contribution. In a similar vein, it can be expected that proposals regarding 
results will generally appear at the end of the scholar’s contribution. Even when the scholar’s 
proposal is made explicit from the very beginning or announced somewhere else within the 
contribution, the scholar can be expected to restate his proposal at the end of the contribution. 
The ‘Conclusion’ section will typically contain a scholar’s explicit or implicit proposal as to 
the result of the discussion (Gross, Harmon & Reidy, 2002, p. 45; p. 77). 

A third contextual resource consists of the academic convention regarding the 
distribution of institutional roles. If, for example, a reporter defends a positive standpoint 
regarding p, then he is expected to propose that he may maintain his positive standpoint 
while other parties are to retract their doubt. It can of course happen that in writing up this 
defense, the scholar changes his mind and notices that the defense of the positive standpoint 
is in fact weak and must be retracted. But in this case, the academic record containing the 
weak defense never ends up on the gatekeepers’ desk and, as such, never gets published. 
Thus, if a scholar fulfilling a certain institutional role takes up a position in written discourse, 
then the analyst can assume that the scholar’s proposal at the end will concern a resolution 
of the difference of opinion in that scholar’s favor. 

The use of these empirical resources in the reconstruction of thought experiments will 
be explained and illustrated in what follows. I will first concentrate on proposals regarding 
results (§5.3); then I will turn to the acceptance of these proposals (§5.4) and finally to their 
rejection (§5.5). 

5.3 Proposals regarding the result

All the scholars who participate in a thought experiment can formulate a proposal regarding 
the result of that thought experiment. If a scholar advances this proposal in response to 
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a proposal that has already been advanced by another scholar, then the rejection of the 
proposal already advanced is implicit. The ‘new’ proposal is in this case meant to replace 
the ‘old’ one. In what follows I illustrate the reconstruction of proposals without making a 
distinction between the ones that are advanced as initial proposals and the ones that imply 
the rejection of proposals previously issued by other scholars.

The author of a contribution to an academic dispute is conventionally expected to 
propose a favorable result, i.e. a proposition r that prescribes his right to maintain the position 
taken during the initial situation and maintained during the examination process (§5.2.2). 
The general form of a scholar’s proposal can thus be given as: ‘I propose (We take r as a result, 
where r prescribes that I am to maintain my initial position, while you are to retract yours)’. 
A reporter’s proposal will aim to establish the result that the positive standpoint regarding p 
is to be maintained. A reviewer’s proposal will be directed at establishing the opposite result. 
The reviewer will propose to establish as a result the reviewer’s right to maintain the positive 
standpoint regarding ¬p (or the negative standpoint regarding p) while other parties are to 
withdraw their doubts and/or negative standpoints regarding ¬p.

The reconstruction of these speech acts can be based on the empirical resources 
mentioned in §5.2.2. In the excerpt below, Putnam makes several references to his proposal 
regarding a new theory of meaning, a proposal he advances at the end of the discussion 
based on the assumption that his argumentation against the traditional theory of meaning 
is accepted. The excerpt appeared in the last section of Putnam’s (1996) contribution to the 
Twin Earth thought experiment. The paragraph precedes Putnam’s more detailed description 
of a theory of meaning that should replace the traditional one which Putnam assumes to 
be untenable. 

We may now summarize what has been said in the form of a proposal 
concerning how one might reconstruct the notion of “meaning.” Our 
proposal is not the only one that might be advanced on the basis of 
these ideas, but it may serve to encapsulate some of the major points. 
[…] Briefly, my proposal is to define “meaning” not by picking out an 
object which will be identified with meaning […] but by specifying 
a normal form (or, rather, a type of normal form) for the description 
of meaning. My proposal is that the normal form description of the 
meaning of a word should be a finite sequence, or “vector,” whose 
components should certainly include the following: […]

(Putnam, 1996, pp. 48-49, emphasis added)
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The many references to Putnam’s proposal alongside the comment that the proposal is made 
“on the basis of these ideas” (i.e. on the basis of Putnam’s scenario-based argumentation 
against internalism) indicate the illocutionary force of Putnam’s acts. In particular, Putnam 
is advancing a proposal regarding the acceptability of the traditional theory of meaning. 
The result proposed by Putnam is that the traditional theory of meaning has been shown to 
be unacceptable and that proponents of this theory should retract their commitment to it.

A scholar’s proposal can also be reconstructed from his discussion of the results, 
answers, or findings of his research endeavor. Strictly speaking, these acts are made from the 
position of an observer – the scholar is discussing his own research as if from a neutral stance, 
pointing out what has been achieved. In reconstructing these acts, the analyst should keep 
in mind the convention mentioned in §5.2.2 according to which all answers are provisional 
or, put differently, all assertives concerning the ‘real’, ‘actual’ or ‘correct’ results are in fact 
proposals pending acceptance from the other participants. 

A clear example of such indirect ways of advancing a proposal regarding the reviewer’s 
solution appears in the Chinese Room thought experiment. The reporters in this thought 
experiment were the (‘functionalist’) supporters of the so-called strong AI approach to 
cognitive science. Their answer to the question of cognitive operations – the one addressed 
by Searle, in any case – was that the mind is to the brain as the computer software is to the 
computer. Having argued against this solution, Searle concludes as follows:

By way of concluding I want to try to state some of the general 
philosophical points implicit in the argument. […] I begin with that 
old chestnut of a question: 
“Could a machine think?” 
The answer is, obviously, yes. We are precisely such machines. […]
“But could something think, understand, and so on solely in virtue of 
being· a computer with the right sort of program? Could instantiating a 
program, the right program of course, by itself be a sufficient condition 
of understanding?”
This I think is the right question to ask, though it is usually confused 
with one or more of the earlier questions, and the answer to it is no.

 (Searle, 1980, p. 422, emphasis added)

Searle’s proposal regarding the result of the discussion is here delivered as a statement of 
“the general points implicit in the argument.” However, it is not implicit arguments that are 
made explicit, but Searle’s conclusions – as the phrase “by way of concluding” also indicates. 



The outcome

111

The italicized references to “the answer” mark therefore Searle’s position at the end of the 
discussion: ‘Instantiating a program is not by itself sufficient for understanding’. Implicitly, 
Searle suggests that those who have been committed positively to the functionalist principle 
that mind is to the brain as the software is to the computer should retract their standpoint. 
This proposal is further enforced by Searle’s discussion of the many advantages that can be 
obtained from such a result. Part of his discussion appears in the following excerpt. 

Second, in much of AI there is a residual behaviorism or operationalism. 
Since appropriately programmed computers can have input-output 
patterns similar to those of human beings, we are tempted to postulate 
mental states in the computer similar to human mental states. But 
once we see that it is both conceptually and empirically possible for a 
system to have human capacities in some realm without having any 
intentionality at all, we should be able to overcome this impulse. […] 
I believe that if Al workers totally repudiated behaviorism and 
operationalism much of the confusion between simulation and 
duplication would be eliminated.

(Searle, 1980, p. 423)

Here, Searle’s proposal is advanced implicitly by mentioning its advantages, e.g., the 
elimination of confusion. These acts can also be reconstructed as the advancement of 
argumentation regarding a standpoint about the result Searle is proposing, i.e., argumentation 
for the standpoint that strong AI researchers should retract their commitment to 
computationalism and should pick up Searle’s own negative standpoint regarding this view. 
Either way, this passage indicates Searle’s commitment to the proposal according to which 
strong AI (and the computationalism it embodies) is to be rejected.

Putnam’s proposal regarding a new theory of meaning and Searle’s proposal regarding 
the repudiation of computationalism were advanced in response to a reporter’s proposal. 
This can also be reconstructed based on these scholars’ institutional roles in each dispute: 
they both fulfill the role of reviewers and thus respond to the proposals of various scholars 
who fulfill the role of reporters. Their communicative acts must therefore be reconstructed 
in terms of the last of the sequence discussed in §5.2.1, namely, the sequence in which 
the proposal of a new result rii is accompanied by the rejection of a previously proposed 
result ri. For illustrative purposes, I have focused on Putnam’s and Searle’s proposals. The 
reconstruction of communicative acts as rejections of a result is discussed more fully in §5.5.
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5.4 Acceptance of a proposed result

Participants in a thought experiment can also publish their acceptance of the result proposed 
by other participants. The general form of such an acceptance will be ‘I propose (We take 
r as a result, where r prescribes that I am to retract my initial position, while you are to 
maintain yours)’. A reporter’s acceptance is tantamount to the establishment of the result 
that the negative standpoint regarding p is to be maintained. A reviewer’s acceptance is 
tantamount to the establishment of the result that the positive standpoint regarding p is to be 
maintained.  

The performance of these speech acts can be signaled by textual indicators such as 
‘I accept’, ‘I agree with/that’ or ‘I think that’. Consider as a first example Putnam’s response 
to Burge’s proposal in the Twin Earth thought experiment:

In Burge’s view, my attempt in “The meaning of meaning” to hold a 
place open for a notion of ‘narrow’ content and for ‘narrow mental 
states’ represented a confusion on my part. And I have come to believe 
that he [is] right. But, since I agree with his paper, I will only refer the 
reader to it rather than attempt to summarize his arguments.  

(Putnam, 1996, p. xxi, emphasis added)

Putnam’s agreement with Burge’s restatement of his view of meaning is made explicit by the 
performative formulas “I have come to believe that” and “I agree with”. One must note in 
this case that the standpoint advanced by Burge is not particularly different from the one 
Putnam advances in “The meaning of meaning” (1996). The two disagree, so to speak, only 
on a superficial level regarding the place of ‘narrow’ mental content. Nonetheless, Burge’s 
proposal is tantamount to a rejection of Putnam’s initial proposal – albeit a mild one, so 
to speak, in which Putnam’s externalist account is fully accepted save for some surface 
points.

A participating scholar might also report his own act of acceptance. In such a case, the 
acceptance proper has been performed in the past, the author’s report being made from the 
position of an observer. In the first example below, Jackson reports his own act of acceptance 
with the proponents of the ‘ability hypothesis’ – the hypothesis according to which Mary 
does not, upon release, gain any new knowledge (but rather a new set of abilities). The 
second example contains a report of Jackson’s acceptance given by Montero, a scholar who 
has himself not participated in the Mary the scientist thought experiment. 
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We have ended up agreeing with Lawrence Nemirow and David Lewis 
[i.e. the proponents of the ability hypothesis] on what happens to Mary 
on her release. But for the life of me I cannot see how we could have 
known they were right without going via representationalism.

(Jackson, 2004b, p. 439)

Frank Jackson is now a physicalist. Yes, the same Frank Jackson who 
used to call himself a ‘qualia freak’ now claims that qualia […] can be 
given a complete physical explanation.

 (Montero, 1999; quoted in Stoljar and Nagasawa, 2003, p. 27)

The acceptance of a proposal can also occur in the form of a positive evaluation of the 
research, the arguments, or publications of those whose proposal a scholar is accepting. 
Such positive evaluations can also be reconstructed as argumentation in favor of the positive 
standpoint regarding the obligation (or necessity or utility) of accepting the proposal. Such 
positive evaluation is instantiated by Maxwell’s reply Searle’s argumentation against strong 
AI in the Chinese room thought experiment:

Following [the editors’] instructions, I’ll resist the very strong 
temptation to explain how Searle makes exactly the right central points 
and supports them with exactly the right arguments; and I shall leave it 
to those who, for one reason or another, still disagree with his central 
contentions to call attention to a few possible weaknesses.

(Maxwell, 1980, p. 437)

Whenever a scholar accepts another scholar’s proposal and thereby retracts an initially 
expressed position, the two can be said to have resolved their difference of opinion. This 
does not mean that such a result cannot be further approached by the same scholars. It rather 
means that, under the same circumstances, i.e., with the same definition of the difference 
of opinion, the same starting points and the same examination process, the participants are 
committed to a proposition r as the outcome of the thought experiment.

5.5 Rejection of a proposed result

Any participant in a thought experiment, regardless of his institutional role, can respond 
to the proposal issued by another scholar by rejecting this proposal. The content of such 
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rejections will depend on the content of the proposal that triggered the rejection. In a general 
form, the rejection of a proposal can be given as a commissive, namely, ‘I reject (We take 
r as a result, where r prescribes that I am to withdraw my position while you can maintain 
yours)’. The performance of such an act effectively places the participating scholars in the 
same positions they took in the initial situation. Thus, a reporter’s rejection is tantamount 
to maintaining a positive standpoint; a reviewer’s rejection is tantamount to maintaining a 
negative standpoint; and, depending on the scholar to whom the rejection is addressed, a 
peer’s rejection is tantamount to to the maintaining of doubt either with regard to a positive 
standpoint or with regard to a negative standpoint.

The first textual indicator that a rejection is being advanced is the presence of 
formulas such as ‘I do not agree/disagree’ or ‘I reject’. For example, in Menzel’s response 
to Searle’s commentary, Menzel makes his rejection clear by explicitly rejecting Searle’s 
proposal regarding strong AI:

I would agree with Searle if he had said that the position of strong 
AI is unprovable with dead certainty; but by his criteria no theory in 
empirical science is provable, and I therefore reject his claim that he 
has shown Al to be false.

 (Menzel, 1980, p. 437, emphasis added)

In Mendel’s case, the rejection is not only explicit, but, so to speak, categorical. Partial 
acceptances of the other party’s proposal will also be reconstructed as a rejection. More 
specifically, such speech acts can be reconstructed as the advancement of a rejection followed 
by a new proposal with respect to a result rii that bears some greater or lesser resemblance 
to the initially proposed result ri. The excerpt bellow illustrates such ‘line drawing’ between 
what has been won and what has been lost by each participant. The excerpt is taken from 
the last paragraphs of a paper written by Lewis (1988) on the subject of imaginary scenarios 
devised against physicalism. The paper is, at least partly, a reply to Jackson’s use of the scenario 
about Mary in his attempt to make a point regarding physicalism. The position defended 
by Lewis partially favors the physicalist view. Yet, as can be deduced from the expressions 
emphasized in the excerpt, it also partially grants some claims to the opposite view. This 
particular position came to be known as the ‘Lewis-Nemirow ability hypothesis’ (see also 
Nemirow, 1990, p. 492). 

A friend of phenomenal information […] thinks, as we do, that experi-
ences leave distinctive traces in people, and that these traces enable us 
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to do things. […] That much is common ground. He also interprets 
these enabling traces as representations that bear information about 
their cause. We might even be able to accept that too. The time for us 
to quarrel comes only when he says that these traces represent special 
phenomenal facts […] That is the part, the only part, which we must 
reject. But that is no part of his psychological story about how we gain 
abilities. It is just a gratuitous metaphysical gloss on that story.

(Lewis, 2004, pp. 101-102, emphasis added)

Lewis accepts that in the story Mary does learn something new after escaping the room. Yet 
despite this point being conceded to the “friends of phenomenalism”, he ultimately rejects 
the result proposed by Jackson. The claim that the “traces” left by Mary’s new experiences 
“represent special phenomenal facts” is rejected by characterizing it as “the part, the only 
part which we must reject.” Lewis’ rejection is also signaled by the negative characterization 
of the result he is rejecting. The unacceptable part of the physicalist story was described as 
being a “gratuitous metaphysical gloss”.

The indirect rejection of a result through negative characterizations can also come 
in the form of a negative evaluation of the origins or the consequences of the other party’s 
proposal. For example, at the end of his case against strong AI in the Chinese Room thought 
experiment, Searle concludes that he is right (see quote in §5.3) and adds that “the idea that 
computer simulations could be the real thing ought to have seemed suspicious in the first 
place”(1980, p. 423, emphasis added). The reason why it did not seem suspicious is then 
identified: it is the “residual behaviorism” (1980, p. 423) of those working within strong AI. 
Finally, at the end of his reply to those who commented on his paper, in a section marked 
as ‘conclusion’, Searle reiterates his claim about the doubtful origin of the entire dispute:

I conclude that the Chinese room has survived the assaults of its 
critics. The remaining puzzle to me is this: why do so many workers 
in AI still want to adhere to strong AI? Surely weak AI is challenging, 
interesting, and difficult enough. 

(Searle, 1980, p. 455)

In a later paper, written in 2002, Searle found the answer to his question – or, at least, found 
the right moment to spell out the implicit negative evaluation suggested in the quotes above. 
The origin of the dispute lies, according to Searle, in his opponents’ somewhat worldly 
financial needs and concerns about reputation.
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One wonders, therefore, why the debate continues. Well, of course, 
there are a number of reasons. Many people have a professional 
commitment to Strong AI. To put the point bluntly, in many cases 
their careers and the funding of their research projects depend on the 
continued belief that they are ‘creating minds’ […]

 (Searle, 2002, p. 55, emphasis added)

The rejection of a result can also come in the form of instructions for those members of the 
readership will presumably be confronted (as the author of the contribution is) with scholars 
proposing a certain result. In giving such instructions, the scholar is as it were addressing 
future students who do not need go through the entire dispute once more. 

An example of this indirect rejection appears in the excerpts below, taken from 
Dennett’s contribution to the Mary the scientist thought experiment and Putnam’s 
contribution to the Twin Earth thought experiment. In both examples the two authors reject 
a previously made proposal – the epiphenomenalist proposal and the internalist proposal, 
respectively – by instructing their readers to pursue the same course. Also, in both examples, 
the rejection is accompanied by subtle negative characterizations of the rejected result.

The philosophical sense of the term is simply ridiculous; Huxley’s 
sense is relatively clear and unproblematic – and irrelevant to the 
philosophical arguments. No other sense of the term has any currency. 
So if anyone claims to uphold a variety of epiphenomenalism, try to 
be polite, but ask: What are you talking about?

 (Dennett, 2004, p. 66, emphasis added)

If someone heroically attempts to maintain that the difference between 
the extension of “elm” and the extension of “beech” in my idiolect is 
explained by a difference in my psychological state, then we can always 
refute him by constructing a “Twin Earth” example.

(Putnam, 1996, p. 12, emphasis in original)

For Dennett, the only sense of ‘qualia’ proposed by epiphenomenalists is “ridiculous”; for 
Putnam, those who keep to the traditional claim that the difference in extension is caused by a 
difference in intension do so “heroically” (i.e. in a somewhat irrational defense of a lost cause).

A rejection can also be expressed metaphorically by representing the academic dispute 
in terms of the imaginary scenario employed in that dispute. For example, Thagard’s paper 
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against Searle’s case in the Chinese room thought experiment is titled: “The emergence of 
meaning: how to escape Searle’s Chinese room” (Thagard, 1986). The author is obviously 
playing on the double meaning of the term ‘escape’: how to reject the argument made by 
Searle and how to escape being enclosed in the room. 

A similar representation appears in a thought experiment known as Maxwell’s 
Daemon. The proposition at issue in this thought experiment is the Second Law of 
thermodynamics, the law according to which heat cannot be transferred from a colder to 
a warmer body without expenditure of work – or, more succinctly, “the entropy of a closed 
system cannot decrease with time” (Earman & Norton, 1998, p. 464).  

In his Theory of Heat, Maxwell describes this law as “one of the best established facts 
in thermodynamics” (Maxwell, 1899, p. 338). Nonetheless, he continues, an imaginary 
scenario can be employed in order to argue that the law is not universal but only extremely 
probable. Maxwell proposed to imagine a daemon “whose faculties are so sharpened that he 
can follow every molecule in its course” (1899, p. 338). Such a daemon could operate a small 
door between two vessels (A and B) and could allow faster molecules to pass from part A to 
B and slower ones from B to A, thus refuting the second law. Without going into details, we 
can fast forward to 1987 when Bennett announced what was, according to him, the “correct 
explanation” of what Maxwell’s daemon was doing and thus the “correct interpretation” of 
the imaginary scenario (Bennett, 1987, p. 116). The daemon does not violate the second law 
because, roughly speaking, it needs to store data about the molecules it is following and the 
erasing of this data “is thermodynamically costly” (1987, p. 116). Bennett even goes as far 
as to explain the reason why the correct answer was not found up to that point, i.e., “we do 
not generally think of information as a liability” but “for the daemon, ‘yesterday’s newspaper’ 
takes up valuable space”(1987, p. 116). Bennett’s proposal was rejected on various accounts 
by Earman and Norton (1999). They claim that Bennett’s “exorcism” of the daemon – i.e. 
the attempt to show that the daemon is harmless and that the Second Law is maintained – 
fails. After arguing that “these attempted exorcisms are ineffective” (1999, p. 1), the two 
authors conclude: “The Daemon lives” (1999, p. 25). This is of course not a statement about 
the daemon, but a statement about Earman and Norton’s position at the end of the dispute.

When a scholar rejects another scholar’s proposal of a result, this rejection can lead to 
two outcomes. First, the two scholars might agree that they could not resolve their difference 
of opinion and, in consequence, reaffirm their difference of opinion. Second, the rejection 
can be interpreted as an indirect counter-proposal to which an answer must be given. Most 
of the examples given in this section can in fact be reconstructed not only as rejections of 
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a certain proposal but, additionally, as counter-proposals regarding the opposite result. In 
the first case, when the scholars agree to reaffirm their difference of opinion, we can say 
that the reaffirmation is the outcome of that thought experiment. In the second case, we 
say that the scholars have yet to reach an agreement and that the thought experiment has 
not yet come to an end.

5.6 The outcome in an analytic overview

In this chapter I have focused on the reconstruction of the communicative acts by means 
of which the participants in a thought experiment aim to reach an agreement regarding 
the tenability of their initial positions in view of the examination process that has taken 
place in that thought experiment. These communicative acts were reconstructed based on 
the discussion moves distinguished in the concluding stage of the ideal model of a critical 
discussion (van Eemeren & Grootendorst, 2004, p. 61). In the concluding stage, a discussant 
proposes a result while the other discussant responds to this proposal by either accepting it or 
rejecting it. If the proposal is rejected, a new proposal can be advanced by either discussant. 

A series of empirical resources can be employed in the reconstruction of commu-
nicative acts as proposals of results and responses to proposals. The analysis is based first 
on textual resources. For example, proposals or answers to proposals can be marked by 
performative formulas such as ‘I propose’ and ‘I reject’ (respectively). Such formulas can 
mark the scholars’ performance of communicative acts that are to be reconstructed in terms 
of the concluding stage of a critical discussion. 

Intertextual resources can also be employed in this reconstruction. For example, 
an observer might describe the participants in a thought experiment as having found the 
correct answer or having reached an agreement on a certain result. Alternatively, an observer 
might describe the participants as failing to have reached a resolution. In the latter case, 
the outcome of the thought experiment might be that the parties have reaffirmed their 
difference of opinion. 

Finally, contextual resources can also be employed in carrying out these reconstructive 
transformations. Various academic conventions that govern the way in which academic 
disputes are supposed to end can be employed in reconstructing assertives as indirect 
proposals or as indirect responses to proposals. For example, however forcefully a scholar 
might state a result as being agreed upon by the participating scholars and however negatively 
the opposite position is evaluated, these speech acts must not be taken at face value. Instead 
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of being taken as a ‘correct’ result or a ‘right’ answer, academic conventions prescribe that 
they should be interpreted as proposals that can be rejected by a scholar making the opposite 
case. 

In making an analytic overview of the outcome of a thought experiment, the analyst 
selects those results that have been agreed-upon by two or more participants in a thought 
experiment. In doing so, the analyst might need to distinguish between the different 
agreements reached within one and the same instance of thought experimentation. The 
same principle was applied in the previous chapters (see e.g., §3.5, §4.4) where different 
agreements on starting points and different examination processes were isolated from one 
another. Such agreements, I have argued, give rise to different ‘strands’ within one and the 
same thought experiment. In reconstructing the outcome of a thought experiment a similar 
judgment must be made. It is not particularly important how this distinction is made, whether 
by isolating the different agreements as different outcomes or, alternatively, by treating their 
conjunction as ‘the outcome’ of the dispute. The essential point is to place the reconstructed 
outcome in a context where other outcomes are possible. 

In addition, the analyst will have to take into consideration the nuances of a scholar’s 
response to another scholar’s proposal. In clear-cut cases, a scholar might openly agree or 
disagree with a certain proposal. There is no doubt, for example, that Searle’s proposal in 
the Chinese room thought experiment is to be reconstructed as pertaining to a result r that 
predicates Searle’s right to maintain his standpoint and the reporters’ obligation to retract 
their commitment to strong AI. However, one should not expect all proposals and answers 
to proposals to be clear-cut and transparent. For example, Coulter and Sharrock (2002) 
responded to Searle’s proposal with what must be reconstructed as a counter-proposal, yet 
the exact content of the proposed result is difficult to establish. They concede that Searle’s 
case is “helpful in illuminating some of the ways in which its principal target, the Turing 
Test, is flawed” but at the same time they maintained that “the conclusions which Searle 
himself derived from it are embedded within a wider range of questionable philosophical 
assumptions” (Coulter & Sharrock, 2002, p. 188). It is unclear what the authors mean 
when they refer to Searle’s claim as being embedded in a set of questionable philosophical 
assumptions. Do they agree with Searle’s claim but disagree with the ‘embedding’? Or are 
they rejecting Searle’s claims because of this embedding? An accurate reconstruction of 
Coulter and Sharrock’s position at the end of the discussion might be achieved by placing 
this proposal within the whole of their contribution, yet even then the analyst may be force 
to conclude that no well response to Searle’s proposal could be reconstructed.
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With the addition of the outcome in the analytic overview of an instance of thought 
experimentation, the analyst has obtained an overview of all the elements that are relevant for 
the resolution of a difference of opinion within an academic dispute. The parties’ positions in 
the initial situation, the common ground, the argumentative means during the examination 
process and the agreed-upon outcome constitute the argumentation theoretically relevant 
components that make up the scholars’ efforts to achieve their dialectical aim of resolving the 
difference of opinion. In the next chapter, I will explain how this analysis can be completed 
with an analysis of a scholars’ rhetorical aim of achieving a favorable resolution of the dispute. 
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Chapter 6

The scholars’ strategic maneuvering

6.1 Resolving the diff erence of opinion in one’s favor 

Participants in a thought experiment are committed to resolving their difference of opinion 
regarding an academic claim through the use of argumentative means. In light of this 
commitment, the participants’ communicative acts can be analyzed as discussion moves that 
are instrumental in bringing about a resolution of the difference of opinion. The analytical 
instruments that can be used for this reconstruction have been developed and their use 
illustrated in the previous four chapters.

At the same time, each participant in a thought experiment can be assumed to 
aim for a specific variant of this resolution. Resolutions of (non-mixed) differences of 
opinion come in two variants: either the protagonist maintains his standpoint while the 
antagonist withdraws his doubt or the protagonist withdraws his standpoint while the 
antagonist maintains his doubt (see §5.2.1). In the first case, the difference of opinion is 
said to be resolved in the protagonist’s favor; in the second case, it is said to be resolved in 
the antagonist’s favor. While participants jointly aim to resolve their difference of opinion, 
each individually aims to resolve it in his favor. 

By taking into consideration the participants’ preference for a specific resolution-
variant, a pragma-dialectical analysis of an instance of thought experimentation can be 
further refined. Central to this refinement is the concept of strategic maneuvering (van 
Eemeren & Houtlosser, 1999; 2002; van Eemeren, 2010). The concept captures a discussant’s 
simultaneous pursuit of the dialectical aim of resolving a difference of opinion and the 
rhetorical aim of resolving it his favor. As the term ‘maneuvering’ suggests, these two aims 
can pull in different directions, meaning that acts that are adequate in view of the dialectical 
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aim might fail to be rhetorically satisfactory or vice versa. The discussant is thus assumed to 
try to reconcile the two aims instead of simply choosing one over the other (van Eemeren & 
Houtlosser, 2006, p. 383). This maneuvering is further qualified as ‘strategic,’ highlighting 
that the pursuing of dialectical and rhetorical aims involves weighing alternative options 
and selecting the one that assumedly brings about optimal results. By reconstructing the 
participants’ strategic maneuvering in an instance of thought experimentation, the analyst 
is “incorporating rhetorical insights into a dialectical framework”, thereby refining the 
overall picture of the participants’ communicative behavior (van Eemeren & Houtlosser, 
2001; van Eemeren, 2010).  

The following sections will be organized according to the pattern followed in the 
previous four chapters. In §6.2.1, I give an explanation of the pragma-dialectical concept 
of strategic maneuvering and I explain the relationship between dialectical and rhetorical 
aims in the process of resolving a difference of opinion. In §6.2.2, I discuss the empirical 
resources that can be employed in analyzing strategic maneuvering in an instance of thought 
experimentation. I then illustrate the analysis of a scholar’s strategic maneuvering in two 
of its manifestations. These manifestations will be distinguished according to two sets of 
institutional preconditions that govern a scholar’s strategic maneuvering in an academic 
dispute: institutional preconditions concerning a scholar’s commitment to tradition and 
institutional preconditions concerning a scholar’s commitment to originality. In §6.3, I 
explain and illustrate the reconstruction of a scholar’s strategic maneuvering for traditionality. 
In §6.4, I explain and illustrate the reconstruction of a scholar’s strategic maneuvering for 
originality. In §6.5, I explain how the analysis of strategic maneuvering can be incorporated 
in the analytic overview of an instance of thought experimentation.

6.2 Reconstructing strategic maneuvering in an academic dispute

6.2.1 Dialectical and rhetorical aims in an academic dispute

When engaged in an academic dispute, a scholar can be assumed to orient his communicative 
behavior towards the dialectical aim of resolving the difference of opinion that lies at 
the origin of the dispute. For analytical purposes, this overall dialectical aim has been 
specified according to the four stages of the ideal model of a critical discussion. Thus, in the 
confrontation stage of a resolution process, the dialectical aim is to externalize the positions 
taken by each party regarding the proposition at issue; in the opening stage, the dialectical 
aim is to achieve an agreement regarding the starting points; in the argumentation stage, 



The scholars’ strategic maneuvering

125

the dialectical aim is to examine the acceptability of the proposition at issue by deploying 
various argumentative means; in the concluding stage, the dialectical aim is to reach an 
agreement regarding the consequences of the examination process for each party’s right to 
maintain the position expressed in the beginning.

A scholar engaged in an academic dispute can additionally be assumed to orient his 
communicative behavior towards the rhetorical aim of resolving the difference of opinion 
in his favor (van Eemeren & Houtlosser, 1999; 2002; van Eemeren, 2010). The scholar’s 
preference for the favorable variant of the resolution process, i.e., the variant in which he 
gets to maintain his position regarding the proposition at issue, is substantially encouraged 
by the ‘academic reward system’ (Merton, 1973, p. 223; Hagstrom, 1965; Cole & Cole, 1967; 
Gaston, 1978, pp. 2-8). In the academic reward system, greater recognition is ascribed to 
scholars that prevail in a certain dispute (those who are ‘proven right’) than to those that must 
retract their position at the end (those who are ‘proven wrong’). In Storer’s analysis of this 
system, the purpose of this system is keep institutional actors oriented towards the official 
goal of the institution and to discourage them from seeking the same commodity elsewhere 
(1966, pp. 29-57). A scholar’s rhetorical aim of resolving a difference of opinion in his favor 
is thus not only a matter of personal preference but a conventionalized aim resulting from 
the institution’s aim and stimulated by the institution’s reward system. 

The rhetorical aim of resolving a difference of opinion in one’s favor can be specified 
according to the four stages of the ideal model of a critical discussion (van Eemeren, 2010, 
pp. 43-44). Just as the general aim of resolving a difference of opinion can be specified 
according to the four analytically distinguished stages of a resolution process, the goal of 
obtaining a favorable resolution of the difference of opinion can also be specified according 
to the same stages. The resulting four rhetorical aims can be regarded as the “rhetorical 
analogues” (2010, p. 45) of the dialectical ones. 

A discussant’s rhetorical aim in the confrontation stage of the resolution process is 
to have the other party agree on a definition of the difference of opinion that is optimal 
in view of the discussant’s aim of maintaining his position. The protagonist will seek an 
optimal formulation of the standpoint(s) he advances, while the antagonist will seek an 
optimal expression of his doubt or opposition. In the opening stage, a discussant’s rhetorical 
aim is to have the other party agree on those starting points that can best be employed in 
order to ‘survive’ the examination process and eventually maintain his position. In the 
argumentation stage of the resolution process, a discussant aims to make the most expedient 
use of argumentative means according to the dialectical role assumed by the discussant: 
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the protagonist will aim to put forward argumentation that is expedient for maintaining 
the standpoint while the antagonist will aim to advance responses that are expedient for 
having the protagonist withdraw his standpoint. In the concluding stage of the resolution 
process, each discussant will aim to establish an agreement on a result that prescribes the 
discussant’s right to maintain the initially expressed position and the other party’s obligation 
to retract theirs. 

The relationship between a scholar’s quest for resolution and the simultaneous quest 
for a favorable version of the resolution is represented as in Figure 6.1 (adapted from van 
Eemeren, 2010, p. 45). 

Dialectical aim Rhetorical aim

CONFRONTATION STAGE To establish the parties’ positions with 
respect to the proposition at issue.

To establish a defi nition of the diff erence 
of opinion that is optimal for the party 
concerned.

OPENING STAGE To agree upon starting points to be 
used in examining the acceptability of 
the standpoint(s) advanced.

To establish starting points that are 
optimal for maintaining the party’s 
expressed position.

ARGUMENTATION STAGE To test the acceptability of the 
standpoints advanced by using 
argumentative means.

To advance argumentation and responses 
to argumentation that favor one’s 
position.

CONCLUDING STAGE To reach an agreement regarding the 
result of the discussion.

To establish that the discussant 
concerned may maintain his position 
while the other discussant is to retract his.

Figure 6.1 Dialectical and rhetorical aims in resolving a diff erence of opinion. 

Based on the table in Figure 6.1 one can distinguish four general modes of strategic 
maneuver ing according to the stage at which the dialectical and rhetorical aims are 
pursued: confrontational maneuvering is strategic maneuvering in view of the two aims 
of the confrontation stage, opening maneuvering is strategic maneuvering in view of the 
two aims of the opening stage, argumentational maneuvering is strategic maneuvering in 
view of the two aims of the argumentation stage, and concluding maneuvering is strategic 
maneuvering in view of the two aims of the concluding stage (van Eemeren, 2010, p. 152). 
Thus, two or more instances of strategic maneuvering are part of the same general mode 
when they constitute efforts to combine the same dialectical and rhetorical aims. In the 
examples discussed in §6.3 and §6.4, the strategic maneuvering in thought experimentation 
will be divided according to these four general modes.
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For analytical purposes, the rhetorical aims identified in Figure 6.1 can be made 
more concrete. This means that the analyst can specify what it means for a scholar to make 
optimal choices within the institutional context under investigation: what it means to reach 
an optimal definition of the difference of opinion, to establish optimal starting points etc. 
The assumption made in carrying out such a specification is that rhetorical effectiveness is 
not universally determined but dependent on the norms and conventions of the institution 
in which the discourse takes place. These norms and conventions are the institutional 
preconditions for strategic maneuvering (van Eemeren, 2010, p. 152). An analysis of strategic 
maneuvering takes these institutional preconditions as a point of departure. In this way, 
argumentative discourse is analyzed as oriented toward the realization of dialectical and 
rhetorical aims in a particular institutional context.

In reconstructing a discussant’s strategic maneuvering it is useful to take into account 
an analytical distinction between three aspects of strategic maneuvering (van Eemeren & 
Houtlosser, 2006, p. 383; van Eemeren, 2010, p. 93). These aspects correspond to three types of 
choices that together constitute an instance of strategic maneuvering: (1) the choice from the 
available topical potential, (2) the choice from a set of moves that the audience ‘demands’ (i.e. 
regards as acceptable), and (3) the choice from a certain repertoire of presentational means 
(van Eemeren, 2010, p. 93). The topical potential represents the whole range of argumentative 
moves that can be performed at a particular point in the discussion; the audience demand 
represents the set of argumentative moves that are acceptable to the interlocutor(s) at that 
point; the presentational means represent the linguistic repertoire that can be exploited in 
designing one’s argumentative discourse (van Eemeren, 2010, pp. 94-95). 

These choices are distinguished only on an analytical level, meaning that in concrete 
instances of argumentative discourse they go together (van Eemeren, 2010, p. 94). One can draw 
a parallel with the way in which, e.g., one and the same tennis shot can be analyzed as the result 
of a player’s simultaneous efforts to obtain an optimal placement, force and spin. Moreover, 
just as a tennis shot might exhibit some aspects more conspicuously than others (it might be 
conspicuously placed, while being rather ‘neutral’ in terms of spin and force), an instance of 
strategic maneuvering can typically be more prominent in terms of some of the aspects to the 
suppression of others. As van Eemeren notes, an instance of strategic maneuvering might be 
visible primarily “in the topical choice that is made, say by the conspicuous use of an argument 
from authority (ex autoritate), or in the way audience adaptation is realized, say by explicitly 
adopting the other party’s arguments (conciliatio), or in the use of presentational techniques, 
say by the emphatic repetition of the standpoint (repetitio)” (van Eemeren, 2010, p. 165). 
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In sum, carrying out a reconstruction of strategic maneuvering means analyzing a 
discussant’s discourse as the result of an attempt to realize dialectical and rhetorical aims 
corresponding to the stage in the institutional context in which the discourse is advanced. 
This strategic maneuvering can manifest itself in one or more of the three aspects: as a 
selection from the topical potential, as an adaptation to audience demand or as a selection 
of presentational devices. 

6.2.2 Empirical resources 

The empirical resources that can be employed in reconstructing the scholars’ strategic 
maneuvering in thought experimentation will be divided, as in the previous chapters, into 
textual, intertextual and contextual resources. In the present chapter, however, I will begin 
with a presentation of the institutional context – more specifically, with the institutional 
preconditions that regulate a scholar’s strategic maneuvering in an instance of thought 
experimentation. Institutional preconditions need to be treated first because without 
knowledge of what it means to make optimal choices in a certain context, it is very difficult 
if not impossible to specify textual and intertextual indicators that mark a scholar’s attempt 
to make these optimal choices. Against the backdrop of these institutional preconditions, 
I will explain how textual and intertextual indicators can be employed to reconstruct the 
scholars’ strategic maneuvering in an instance of thought experimentation.

The institutional preconditions for strategic maneuvering in an academic dispute 
can be derived from a scholar’s commitment to generate scholarship that can be regarded 
as a form of progress within a certain research field. The idea of academic progress is often 
associated, especially by outsiders, with innovation, creative impulses and Eureka moments 
(Storer, 1966, pp. 59-72). However, as sociologists of science have stressed, in achieving 
recognized forms of academic progress tradition-following and orthodoxy are as important 
as originality. In Mulkay’s words: “there are intellectual orthodoxies in science and […] new 
ideas are accepted more easily the more consistent they are with the existing orthodoxy” 
(1972, p. 9). This point has been made by studying how innovative yet unorthodox academic 
endeavors are rejected and even ridiculed (e.g., Barber, 1962; Mulkay, 1972, pp. 13-18), 
how academics consciously aim to avoid such rejections by complying with the established 
orthodoxy (Hagstrom, 1965; Latour & Wolgar, 1979), or by studying how the institution’s 
gatekeepers preserve a field’s tradition (e.g., Merton & Zukermann, 1971). The commitment 
to progress is thus a Janus-faced commitment to tradition and innovation. Kuhn saw this as 
the defining element of the academic profession and referred to it as “the essential tension” 
(Kuhn, 1977b, pp. 225-240).
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The tension between tradition and innovation is relevant for the analysis of strategic 
maneuvering in an academic context because it suggests the possibility of dividing the 
institutional preconditions for strategic maneuvering in an academic context into two 
categories. On the one hand, there are institutional preconditions that can be derived from 
the scholars’ conventionally ascribed commitment to the tradition or paradigm that governs 
the research field at the moment when the contribution is made. To make optimal choices 
in this sense means to seek alignment with this tradition. On the other hand, there are 
institutional preconditions that can be derived from the scholars’ conventionally ascribed 
commitment to innovation. To make optimal choices in this sense means to depart from 
tradition of the field. 

In order to maneuver effectively in the context of an academic dispute, a scholar must 
pay heed to the tradition and be original at the same time. This double commitment is not 
to be ascribed in a rigid sense. A participant in a thought experiment is not at all times and 
in all aspects of his argumentative behavior, expected to be both orthodox and original. 
Rather, the commitment to traditionality and the commitment to originality, i.e., the two 
sides of the essential tension, influence the resolution process in a complex and varying way.

For example, a scholar might be expected to be more innovative in the position he 
assumes (confrontation stage) and less innovative in choosing the starting points that will 
be employed in the defense of his position (opening stage). Moreover, the two sides of the 
essential tension, aside from weighing differently across the four stages of the resolution 
process, can be expected to apply differently to various aspects of a scholars’ argumentative 
discourse. For example, in the examination process (argumentation stage), the commitment 
to innovation can pertains more to the propositional content of a protagonist’s argumentation 
rather than its justificatory relationship with the proposition at issue. A scholar is thus no 
so much expected to invent new ways of justifying a proposition – for in this respect, the 
commitment to traditionality is more important – but rather to justify that proposition by 
means of original propositional content. Thus, while influencing the scholars’ discourse 
throughout the entire resolution process, the two sides of the essential tension can 
affect a scholar’s argumentative discourse in different ways. This different impact can 
vary as explained above according to the stage of the resolution process and the type of 
communicative act advanced. 

The essential tension constitutes the fundamental convention that determines what it 
means for a scholar to be rhetorically effective in an academic dispute. A scholar’s strategic 
maneuvering in an academic dispute can thus be reconstructed as a continuous effort to 
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be academically orthodox and academically original. Having established in what way the 
scholars are conventionally expected to be rhetorically effective, I now turn to the textual 
and intertextual indicators that mark the scholars’ efforts to observe the essential tension.

 In reconstructing the strategic maneuvering in a thought experiment, various textual 
and intertextual indicators can be employed. Some textual resources are clearly indicative of 
strategic maneuvering in favor of one side of the essential tension. For example, academic 
praise is a textual indicator that can be associated with a scholar’s attempt to be orthodox. 
The scholar who praises a certain tradition is showing not only that he has seen further by 
standing on the shoulders of giants (to use Newton’s oft-quoted metaphor), but also that his 
work is aligned with the research tradition of the field. Academic praise is thus simultaneously 
a way of paying credit and placing oneself securely within a certain line of research. Academic 
praise can appear either with an explicit mention of the commended source (explicit tribute, 
citations, expression of one’s adherence to a certain ism) or leave this praise implicit (use of 
the methods and jargon established in a field, paying heed to the needs and expectations of 
a certain scholarly community, avoiding and condemning recognized faults.). 

As academic praise is indicative of a scholar’s efforts to keep to the field’s orthodoxy, 
academic critique or disapproval is indicative of a scholar’s efforts to be original. If praise 
can be reconstructed as a way of adhering to a majority, disapproval is an attempt to place 
oneself as a minority within a certain field. With regard to the latter, Fahnestock observed that 
scholars often seek the position of the underdog in order to exploit a certain positive image 
associated with intellectual revolutions: “Although it seems like the height of foolishness 
to claim that most people in your field disagree with you, it is obviously a way to represent 
your opponents as stodgy and your own view as progressive” (Fahnestock, 1997, p. 55). At a 
textual level, this reproval will appear in the form of slight interventions in an already existing 
tradition (the coining of a new term, minor modifications within a tried-and-true method) 
to major interventions (advancing improbable positions, using completely new methods 
etc.) and even full-blown rebellion (dismissing the tradition as a doctrine, questioning the 
intellectual prowess of those who are part of the tradition etc.).

Other textual resources will be simultaneously indicative of a scholar’s efforts to 
keep to the tradition and to be original. For example, one and the same standpoint might be 
reconstructed as a scholar’s efforts to align with a certain tradition (e.g., the scholar’s choice 
of a ‘hot topic’ within the field) and a scholar’s efforts to be original (e.g., the presentational 
devices might indicate a scholar’s efforts to approach the ‘hot topic’ in an original way). 
Similarly, a scholar’s complex case in defense of a certain standpoint can at the same time 
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be traditional by including answers to conventionalized critical reactions as well as original 
by including rejections of hitherto accepted assertives.

Intertextual resources can also be indicative of the scholars’ strategic maneuvering 
in a certain dispute. According to the typology used in this study, a piece of empirical 
information counts as an intertextual resource if it originates in the observers’ discourse 
about a certain dispute. This means that participants in that dispute can themselves act as 
observers when they take a step sideways as it were and recount their participation and the 
participation of others. 

Both academic praise and academic reproval can be reported by observers in their 
accounts of a certain thought experiment. For example, an observer might provide an 
account of an academic dispute by identifying each party’s allegiance to a certain ism, i.e., by 
describing that dispute in terms of ‘friends’ and ‘enemies’, ‘adherents’ and ‘detractors’. Also, 
an observer can depict a certain contribution to an academic dispute by describing what is 
‘new’ and what is ‘old’ in a participant’s communicative behavior, i.e., in what respects this 
contribution is meant to align to a certain line of research and in what respects it is meant to 
be original. Finally, observers may provide a personal evaluation of the efficiency of a scholar’s 
attempt to make optimal choices in a certain dispute. The observers’ critical judgments 
in identifying the participants’ (failed) attempts to realize dialectical and rhetorical aims.

In what follows, I will illustrate the use of various textual, intertextual and contextual 
resources in reconstructing the scholars’ strategic maneuvering in an instance of thought 
experimentation. Following the distinction introduced above, I will discuss separately the 
scholars’ efforts to observe the research tradition of the field and to be original within that 
tradition. I will use the expression ‘maneuvering for traditionality’ for modes of strategic 
maneuvering analyzed as efforts to follow the field’s research tradition. I will use the 
expression ‘maneuvering for originality’ for modes of strategic maneuvering analyzed as 
efforts to be original within the field’s research tradition. Maneuvering for traditionality and 
maneuvering for originality are discussed in §6.3 and §6.4 respectively.

6.3 Maneuvering for traditionality in a thought experiment

A scholar’s commitment to traditionality can be formulated generally as an imperative, i.e., 
‘Observe the tradition!’ In order to use this commitment as a point of departure in analyzing 
a scholar’s strategic maneuvering, it is useful to specify it according to the four stages of the 
resolution process.
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In the confrontation stage of the resolution process, observing tradition means 
advancing a position that is admissible in light of past research on the subject (or similar 
subjects within the same field). A scholar’s position is admissible to the extent that it links 
past research with new discoveries and new problems. The admissibility of a claim should 
not be confused with its acceptability. In the way I employ these terms, an academic claim 
can be admissible as a position within a research field but completely unacceptable unless 
defended by argumentation.

In the opening stage, observing tradition involves employing accredited sources 
of information. Such accreditation comes from past disputes. Sources that have provided 
starting points in past disputes (e.g. the works of a certain scholar, a set of commonsensical 
distinctions) can be employed as traditional starting points. Also, agreed-upon results of 
past disputes, whether or not these results are unanimously accepted within the field, can 
be employed as traditional sources. 

In the argumentation stage, observing tradition means contributing to the 
examina tion of the acceptability of the proposition at issue in a way that is recognized and 
conventionalized within the field in which the examination takes place. For example, the 
scholar fulfilling the role of protagonist is assumed to take into account the critical questions 
that are conventionally asked within a certain field when particular positions are advanced. 
This means that he is expected to follow the argumentative patterns (van Eemeren, 2016) 
that result from answering or anticipating these conventionalized responses. In turn, the 
scholar fulfilling the role of the antagonist is assumed to formulate those conventionalized 
negative responses whenever the protagonist fails to anticipate them. 

In the concluding stage, observing tradition means proposing (and accepting) 
results that are in line with the needs and expectations of other scholars working within the 
research field in which the discussion took place. A scholar is committed to advance (and 
accept) those proposals that are aligned with a certain tradition and, as such, do not wildly 
contradict the expectations of the scholars working within that tradition. 

The institutional preconditions derived by specifying a scholar’s commitment to 
tradition along the four stages of a resolution process can be formulated as imperatives. The 
imperative should however not be understood as an unqualified rule that must be followed 
at all times and in every respect. It is rather the case that obvious lack of compliance with 
such an imperative can be a liability. In other words, by neglecting the preconditions given 
as T1 to T4 below, the scholar runs the risk of failing to achieve the rhetorical or dialectical 
aim connected with the stage at which the violation occurs. 
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(T1) Choose admissible positions!

(T2) Choose starting points from accredited sources!

(T3) Follow conventional argumentative patterns!

(T4) Propose and accept expectable results!

These institutional preconditions constitute a specified formulation of a scholar’s general 
commitment to the field’s tradition. They can serve as a point of departure in analyzing 
confrontational, opening, argumentational and concluding maneuvering for traditionality 
in an instance of thought experimentation. In what follows, the reconstruction of each of 
these four general modes of strategic maneuvering will be illustrated. 

Admissible position (T1)

Confrontational maneuvering in view of T1 manifests itself in a scholar’s efforts to establish 
the admissibility of his position in the research field in which the contribution is made. 
Reporters can maneuver for traditionality by emphasizing the connection between the 
propositional content of their standpoint and a recognized academic question (or problem). 
Reviewers and peers are also interested in establishing the connection between the reporter’s 
answer and a recognized question – not because they agree with this answer, but because their 
critical endeavors thereby become relevant within the same tradition. Creating a relationship 
between one’s own position and the field’s tradition can be straightforwardly achieved by 
describing past research as leading to the subject one intends to tackle. Borrowing Swales’ 
formula, this mode of maneuvering might be described as “creating a research space” 
(Swales, 2004, p. 226). 

The reconstruction of this mode of strategic maneuvering can be illustrated by 
examining Galileo’s contribution to the Falling bodies thought experiment. This contribution 
appeared in Galileo’s Two New Sciences (1954), a book written as a dialogue between three 
characters: Salviati, representing Galileo’s own views, Simplicio, representing the received 
views of the time, and Sagredo, representing the impartial listener. In this thought experiment, 
the proposition at issue consists of the Aristotelian claim according to which a body’s speed 
of fall within a medium such as air or water is proportional to weight.

 Galileo’s maneuvering for traditionality can be reconstructed from his attempt to 
portray his point of view as a response to an ongoing discussion on the Aristotelian theory 
of free fall. First, Galileo introduces, through Salviati’s voice, the Aristotelian principle that 
“contraction and expansion consist in contrary motions” (Galileo, 1954, p. 60). This principle, 
we are told, was advanced by Aristotle in order to safeguard another principle according 
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to which vacuum is impossible. At this point, Sagredo intervenes and solicits a discussion 
on the impossibility of vacuum: “I beg of you, Simplicio, that you give us the precise proof 
of the Philosopher [i.e. Aristotle] and that you, Salviati, give us the reply” (Galileo, 1954, 
p. 61). Simplicio’s account thus ascribes two claims to Aristotle. One of these is attacked by 
Salviati (i.e., Galileo) by means of the imaginary scenario. Sagredo’s request and Simplicio’s 
reproduction of the Aristotelian tradition can be reconstructed as Galileo’s way of creating 
a research space. Galileo suggests that a critical appraisal of the Aristotelian theory of free 
fall is necessary by actually having an imaginary characters request it and another imaginary 
character accept this request. 

Galileo’s suggestion that the Aristotelian position constituted the state of the art in 
physics at that time and that a critical account of this status quo was missing can also be 
reconstructed from intertextual resources that have called this suggestion into question. 
For example, Cooper (1935, pp. 45-50) argues that the error in Aristotle’s principle was 
something of a commonplace by the time Galileo published his Two New Sciences. In fact, 
as early as the first century AD, a host of scholars had “[taken] issue with the notion that 
bodies fall with a speed proportional to their weight” (Cooper, 1935, p. 45). A similar case 
is made by Casper (1977) who argues additionally that Galileo selected a particularly weak 
version of the Aristotelian dogma. These critical accounts make Galileo’s choice from the 
topical potential more apparent, highlighting Galileo’s efforts to afford himself a research 
space within the field of dynamics.

In contributions written not as dialogues between imaginary characters, but as 
monologues, this mode of strategic maneuvering will need to be adapted as there are no 
imaginary interlocutors to help the scholar create a research space. For instance, in Putnam’s 
contribution to the Twin earth thought experiment, Putnam opens with a brief praise of 
then-recent research in transformational linguistics. Putnam praises this research as having 
managed to offer a picture of our “cognitive capacities […] that is not oversimplified” (1996, 
p. 3). Strictly speaking, this passage is irrelevant to the goal of the paper. But the relevance 
of this introduction becomes apparent when Putnam contrasts it with the state of the art 
in semantics: 

But the dimension of language associated with the word ‘meaning’ is, 
in spite of the usual spate of heroic if misguided attempts, as much in 
the dark as it ever was. In this essay, I want to explore why this should 
be so. In my opinion, the reason that so-called semantics is in so much 
worse condition than syntactic theory is that the prescientific concept 



The scholars’ strategic maneuvering

135

on which semantic is based – the prescientific concept of meaning – is 
itself in much worse shape than the prescientific concept of syntax. 

(Putnam, 1996, p. 3, emphasis in original)

The research space is here created by a subtle invitation addressed to fellow semanticists to 
admire the greener grass on the other side of the fence and to return an almost disturbing 
state of disorder. The phrases “in the dark”, “much worse condition” and “prescientific” are 
presentational devices by means of which Putnam establishes the relevance of his endeavors 
and, as such, the admissibility of his standpoint. By drawing upon the results obtained from 
other disciplines, the “myth-eaten” theory in semantics appears as almost awaiting Putnam’s 
much-needed analysis. The expression ‘myth-eaten,’ reminiscent of the more common 
expression ‘moth-eaten’, is attributed to J. L. Austin (Putnam, 1970, p. 187). This might also 
be seen as a subtle hint to Austin’s well-known appeal to do away with abstract metaphysics 
and treat linguistic problems by looking at how language is used, which is in a way what 
Putnam does by means of the imaginary scenario.

In a thought experiment, once the admissibility of a certain position has been 
established, this position becomes itself part of the tradition. Because of this, new participants 
can justify their own contributions as admissible follow-ups. This is done by linking the 
contribution to the newly-expressed positions. If this follow-up is itself found admissible, 
then it becomes part of the tradition and other scholars can link their research to it. 
The resulting chain of connections to a field’s tradition will typically be reflected in the 
participants’ citations. For example, in the Violinist thought experiment, Thomson (1971, 
p. 51) refers to the position of the Catholic Church with respect to abortion; Wilcox (1989, 
p. 463) quotes Thomson’s position; Boonin-Vail (1997, p. 287) quotes (inter alia) Wilcox’s 
position. The chain is continued by other scholars who attempt to secure the admissibility 
of their positions by linking their contributions to the past.

Starting points from accredited sources (T2)

Strategic maneuvering in view of T2 can be reconstructed from a scholar’s attempt to link his 
chosen starting points with sources of information that are accepted as reliable (‘accredited’) 
within a certain field. In the case of discussion rules regarding the use of an imaginary 
scenario, the scholar will aim to suggest not only the normalcy of employing an imaginary 
scenario in an academic dispute but also the appropriateness of the concrete imaginary 
scenario selected for the case at hand.
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For example, once the labels ‘Gedankenexperiment’ and ‘thought experiment’ have 
been included in the methodological jargon of a certain field, they can be employed in order 
to vindicate one’s choice of proposing to discuss a certain claim by means of an imaginary 
scenario. Of course one might still misuse the method or misunderstand it, but referring to 
it according to the established label can be reconstructed as an effort to justify (at least prima 
facie) the use of an imaginary scenario. This mode of strategic maneuvering is particularly 
apparent when it is placed in the title of a contribution, e.g, “Towards a communication‐
concept of rational collective will‐formation: A thought experiment” (Habermas, 1989), “The 
discount rate in the economic evaluation of prevention: A thought experiment” (Bonneaux & 
Birnie, 2001). In Searle’s contribution to the Chinese room thought experiment, the imaginary 
scenario is announced by the remark “Let us apply this test to the Schank program with the 
following Gedankenexperiment” (Searle, 1980, p. 417). 

Aside from the labels ‘Gedankenexperiment’ and ‘thought experiment’, a scholar can 
maneuver for traditionality by referring to the imaginary scenario (or the use thereof) as an 
‘example’ or an ‘argument’ or some other extremely familiar notions in academic disputes. 
Searle for instance often refers to the imaginary scenario as an example, e.g., “it seems to 
me quite obvious in the example that I do not understand a word of the Chinese stories” 
(1980, p. 418). Similarly, Jackson refers to his use of the imaginary scenario in the Mary the 
scientist thought experiment as “the knowledge argument for qualia” (1982, p. 128). These 
commonplace nouns suggest the conventionality of the otherwise very specific starting point 
that the acceptability of an academic claim is to be discussed based on an imaginary scenario.

The traditionality of the chosen starting points can also be conveyed by emphasizing 
the appropriateness of these starting points for solving the particular problem or puzzle 
the scholar is attempting to solve. The suggestion is in this case that the starting points are 
vindicated by their utility. For example, Einstein, Podolsky and Rosen (1935) introduce the 
imaginary scenario by means of a formula that highlights the scenario’s connection with the 
claim they wish to refute (first excerpt below). Similarly, Putnam stresses the connection 
between his science-fiction stories and the problem at hand (second excerpt below).

We shall show, however, that this assumption, together with the 
criterion of reality given above, leads to a contradiction. For this 
purpose let us suppose that we have two systems, I and II, which […]

(Einstein, Podolsky & Rosen, 1935, pp. 779-779, emphasis added)
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That psychological state does not determine extension will now be 
shown with the aid of a little science-fiction.

 (Putnam, 1996, p. 9, emphasis added)

In both these cases, the author of the contribution maneuvers for traditionality by connecting 
the proposal of a starting point (more specifically, the proposal that the claim at issue is to 
be examined via an imaginary scenario) with the self-imposed task of showing that a claim 
leads to a contradiction or that a certain claim is false. 

If the scholar who proposes an imaginary scenario seeks to emphasize the normalcy 
or utility of the proposed discussion rule, the reporter who rejects the scenario will highlight 
the undesirable aspects of the proposed rule. Some examples have already been discussed 
in §3.4.1, where examples of rejections of starting points were shown to be accompanied by 
argumentation in defense of the decision to reject that starting point. For example, Wilkes’ 
rejected Glaucon’s imaginary scenario by arguing that “we need more information about 
this ‘possible world’” (1988, p. 11), while Hofstadter described Searle’s imaginary scenario 
in the Chinese room as a “ploy” and as “emotional trickery” (1980, p. 434).

Wilkes and Hofstadter rejected the proposal of a starting point by explicitly arguing 
against the starting point in question. But the same mode of strategic maneuvering can also 
occur implicitly. Consider for example the way in which Dennett dismisses the imaginary 
scenario proposed by Searle in the Chinese room:

[…] we are to imagine our hero controlling both the linguistic and 
nonlinguistic behavior of a robot who is - himself! When the Chinese 
words for ‘Hands up! This is a stickup!’ are intoned directly in his ear, 
he will uncomprehendingly (and at breathtaking speed) hand simulate 
the program which leads him to do things (what things - is he to order 
himself in Chinese to stimulate his own motor neurons and then obey 
the order?) that lead to his handing over his own wallet while begging 
for mercy, in Chinese […]

(Dennett, 1980, p. 429, emphasis in original)

Instead of rejecting the scenario directly as improper, Dennett ridicules it. The imaginary 
scenario proposed by Searle appears as a subject of amazement rather than scientific 
debate. The reader is to understand that the proposal is too incredible to provide reliable 
information regarding the claim at issue. Dennett achieves this by various exclamations 
(“controlling […] a robot who is – himself!”) and rhetorical questions (“what things […]?”) 
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which, taken together signal Dennett’s indignation before an unaccredited imaginary 
scenario. 

Conventional argumentative patterns (T3)

During the examination process, the participants in a thought experiment will seek to 
make contributions that are in accordance with the established tradition of the field. The 
protagonist aims to select those speech acts of argumentation that are in line with the field’s 
recognized argumentative patterns. The antagonist will aim to deny the existence of the 
alleged pattern or to show that the conventionalized negative responses that are part of that 
pattern have not been properly dealt with.    

In advancing argumentation, a scholar fulfilling the role of protagonist is expected 
to put forward the best possible defense of his standpoint. Because of this, every act of 
argumentation can in fact be reconstructed as a selection from the topical potential which 
includes all other (presumably less good) acts of argumentation that the scholar could 
have advanced. Consider again the case advanced by Searle against strong AI. On a main 
level, the propositional content of Searle’s argumentation consists of a proposition in which 
the lack of understanding is predicated of a person shuffling symbols in a room (§4.2). In 
light of critique, he defends it further by arguing that the person’s lack of understanding is 
comparable to Searle’s (actual) lack of understanding of Chinese in real-life (§4.5.2). These 
are distinct choices from a whole range of acts of argumentation that could be brought 
against strong AI. Searle himself mentions one such alternative defense (albeit in passing). In 
particular, Searle claims at one point that any theory about how the mind works must take as 
a point of departure “such facts as that humans have beliefs, while thermostats, telephones, 
and adding machines don’t. If you get a theory that denies this point you have produced a 
counterexample to the theory and the theory is false” (Searle, 1980, p. 420)

This is an act of argumentation completely separate from the one upon which Searle 
focuses in his entire contribution. Searle’s scenario based argumentation was reconstructed 
in §4.3. Most notably, the argumentation advanced here is completely independent of the 
imaginary scenario. This argumentation structure can be reconstructed as follows. 

1 Strong AI is false
  1.1 A consequence of strong AI is that machines have beliefs

1.1’ If the consequence of a theory T is that machines have beliefs, then T is false

Figure 6.2 Searle’s alternative argumentation against strong AI.
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Since he attaches less importance to this particular defense and puts all his cards on the 
scenario-based argumentation, Searle’s scenario-based argumentation can be reconstructed 
as a selection from the topical potential in view of the fields’ argumentative patterns. In some 
way or another, then, the structure in Figure 6.1 fails to meet the relevant critical reactions 
(and was thus discarded) while the scenario-based argumentation meets these critical 
reactions, or does so better (and was kept). Searle does not make this choice explicit, but 
his brief treatment of this alternative shows that there were alternative attacks on strong AI 
which he set aside in favor of his scenario-based argumentation. 

When alternative defenses are not mentioned, a scholar’s attempt to follow the field’s 
established patterns can be reconstructed from his explicit claims regarding the quality 
of his argumentation. In the Falling body thought experiment, Salviati refers to his own 
argumentation as “a brief and conclusive argument” by means of which one can “prove 
clearly” that Aristotle’s theory of motion is false (Galilei, 1954, p. 62). In the Mary the scientist 
thought experiment Jackson begins by advancing an argument against physicalism that he 
describes as being “a perfectly good argument” (1982, p. 127). These self-evaluations indicate 
a scholar’s maneuvering for traditionality. That is, they indicate his attempt to have other 
participants in that thought experiment regard his acts of argumentation as being the result 
of the scholar’s following the field’s argumentative patterns. The scholar might of course be 
wrong in expecting a positive response from the other participants, but this does not change 
the function of these self-evaluative remarks.

A scholar’s conformity to argumentative patterns of the field can also be reconstructed 
from the scholar’s qualifications regarding the quality of the argumentative means employed. 
In the excerpts below, both Searle and Jackson explain that the argumentation they advanced, 
while not fulfilling the fields’ highest standards, is nevertheless of appreciable quality. 

I grant that I have no proof that Mary acquires on her release, as well as 
abilities, factual knowledge about the experience of others – and not just 
because I have no disproof of skepticism. My claim is that the knowledge 
argument is a valid argument from highly plausible, though admittedly 
not demonstrable, premises to the conclusion that physicalism is false. 

(Jackson, 1986, p. 295, emphasis in original)

I have not demonstrated that [computationalism] is false, but it would 
certainly appear an incredible claim in the example. [strong AI 
supporters] assume that even if Schank’s program isn’t the whole story 
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about understanding, it may be part of the story. Well, I suppose that 
is an empirical possibility, but not the slightest reason has so far been 
given to believe that it is true, since what is suggested - though certainly 
not demonstrated - by the example is that the computer program is 
simply irrelevant to my understanding of the story.

(Searle, 1980, p. 418, emphasis added)

While it might seem counterproductive to evaluate one’s use of argumentative means 
negatively (“not demonstrated”, “no proof ” etc.), such remarks must be understood as 
forms of hedging. The authors admit that their argumentation is not watertight, but then 
immediately balance this claim with the suggestion that, in the case at hand, such watertight 
argumentation might not even be possible (or desirable). In the end, then, their contributions 
are still in line with the patterns of the field, albeit with a less rigid pattern in which less-than-
certain results are still to be regarded as convincing. The most conspicuous aspect of these 
two instances of strategic maneuvering is the adaptation to audience demand: both Jackson 
and Searle adapt their cases to the research specialty in which these cases are constructed.

If scholars fulfilling the role of the protagonist insist that their argumentation 
complies with the field’s conventionalized patterns, scholars fulfilling the role of antagonists 
will denounce the lack of such compliance. For example, with or without explaining their 
evaluation of the other party’s argumentation, a scholar can dismiss it as contrary to norms 
by using famous labels for errors or fallacies. These errors or fallacies correspond to the 
conventionalized negative responses the protagonist has (allegedly) failed to take into 
consideration. 

Churchland accused Jackson of committing an “intensional fallacy” (1985, p. 21) 
and also the fallacy of “equivocation” (1985, p. 24). In the Chinese Room argument, Fodor 
accuses Searle of committing a “fallacy” (1980, p. 431), Libet accuses strong AI researchers 
of committing “an error in logic” (1980, p. 434), Rey accused Searle and his supporters of 
committing the “the Fallacy of Division” (2002, p. 213) and Haugeland accused Searle of 
committing “a part-whole fallacy” and then, in light of the System Reply, of “shift[ing] from 
a part-whole fallacy to a level-of description fallacy” (2002, p. 380). Searle himself accused 
Hofstadter of “the following non sequitur”: 

From the fact that intentionality ‘springs from’ the brain, together 
with the extra premise that ‘physical processes are formal, that is, 
rule governed’ he infers that formal processes are constitutive of the 
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mental, that we are ‘at bottom, formal systems.’ But that conclusion 
simply does not follow from the two premises.

(Searle, 1980, p. 455)

Expectable results (T4)

For the scholar who proposes a certain result or accepts another scholar’s proposal, the 
precondition T4 will stipulate that the proposed result must not contradict the expectations 
that scholars share within a certain paradigm. This does not mean that every piece of 
scholarship must be identifiable within that particular field as ‘normal science’, to use 
Kuhn’s (1996) term. That is, it does not mean that every proposed result must be completely 
predictable given the field’s state of the art. Rather, it means that the results that are proposed 
and accepted must be connected with some research tradition or another – whether this is 
the dominating one at the particular time a scholar is publishing or a different one.

Outstanding discoveries, whose outstanding character might be highlighted due 
to a scholar’s commitment to originality, can also be presented as expectable, albeit in 
light of a paradigm different than the one dominating a certain field at a certain moment. 
Feyerabend described the development of a new paradigm apparently paradoxically as a 
“backward movement” (1993, p. 114). Showing the admissibility of a result in light of an 
earlier paradigm (or the same paradigm at an earlier stage of its development) can be a way 
of vindicating outstanding results. 

One way of achieving this is to present the result as if it were there all along, immediately 
derivable from the assumptions that make up the paradigm. For example, Searle stresses at 
the end of his 1980 paper that “[t]he idea that computer simulations could be the real thing 
ought to have seemed suspicious in the first place” (p. 423). The same mode of maneuvering is 
instantiated by Jackson (1982) who at the end of his paper aims to align the result he proposes 
with the widely accepted theory of evolution. Jackson admits that his account confers qualia 
a rather dubious status since “they do nothing, they explain nothing” (1982, p. 135, emphasis 
in original). But then Jackson turns this feature from a defect into a favorable feature: the 
feature that makes it compatible with the theory of evolution. The dubious feature of being 
completely untraceable (the do-nothing-explain-nothing status) is, according to Jackson, 
precisely what we would have expected in light of evolutionary theory. That is, “[w]e are the 
product of evolution” and “there is no wonder that there should be matters [such as qualia] 
which fall quite outside our comprehension” (p. 135). Thus, the fact that qualia fall outside 
physicalism is an expectable result within the paradigm of evolutionism – we should have 
expected them to fall outside since they do nothing and explain nothing.  
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If proposers of a result stress the conformity of their result with a mutually accepted 
paradigm, those who reject the result will stress the dis-conformity of the result (its ‘non-
paradigmatic’ character). Indirectly, the scholar who rejects the result as un-paradigmatic is 
aligning his rejection with that paradigm. This particular form of maneuvering is evident in 
the reply given by Hofstadter to Searle’s 1980 contribution to the Chinese room. Hofstadter 
(1980) rejects Searle’s result regarding strong AI as unscientific, i.e., not only as going against 
a certain paradigm, but as going against any paradigm. According to Hofstadter, Searle 
engages in a “religious diatribe” and “emotional trickery”; Searle’s notion of intentionality is 
just another “name for soul”; Searle does “not really understand” the “subtle idea” of programs 
running on other programs, and so on and so forth (1980, pp. 433-434). The non-scientific 
character of Searle’s results reflects positively upon Hofstadter’s rejection of these results. In 
particular, it makes the rejection a truly scientific endeavor. Hofstadter’s adherence to the 
reductionist paradigm of the hard sciences is made explicit at the end of his contribution:

Searle is representative of a class of people who have an instinctive 
horror of any ‘explaining away’ of the soul. I don’t know why certain 
people have this horror while others, like me, find in reductionism the 
ultimate religion. Perhaps my lifelong training in physics and science 
in general has given me a deep awe at seeing how the most substantial 
and familiar of objects or experiences fades away, as one approaches 
the infinitesimal scale, into an eerily insubstantial ether, a myriad of 
ephemeral swirling vortices of nearly incomprehensible mathematical 
activity. This in me evokes a kind of cosmic awe. 

(Hofstadter, 1980, p. 434)

Finally, a scholar can emphasize the foreseeability of the results by stressing their inevitability. 
This might be seen as a mode of strategic maneuvering analogue to the one in which a 
protagonist refers to the premises he uses as ‘obvious’ or ‘true’ (or, in Jackson’s case quoted 
above, “highly probable”). A scholar can emphasize the inevitability of a result by means of 
words and phrases that suggest the result is derived logically from the agreed-upon premises. 
A clear-cut example is Jackson’s use of the word ‘ergo’ in drawing the conclusion about 
physicalism: “Ergo there is more to have than that, and Physicalism is false” (Jackson, 1982, 
p. 130). The same mode is instantiated by Einstein, Podolsky and Rosen, who announce: “We 
are thus forced to conclude that the quantum-mechanical description of physical reality given 
by wave functions is not complete” (1935, p. 779, emphasis added). It is thereby suggested 
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that, since the three authors are forced to conclude that the description is incomplete, the 
result was there all along, in the way the conclusion of a deductively valid argument is said 
already be present in the premises.

6.4 Maneuvering for originality in a thought experiment

The other side of the essential tension concerns the originality of a scholar’s contribution to 
a thought experiment. The preconditions derived from his conventionalized commitment 
to originality can also be specified according to the four stages of a resolution process.

In the confrontation stage of the resolution process, being original involves advancing 
a position that is different from the positions advanced by other scholars in the past. This 
difference can be represented as the filling of a gap, the repairing of a flaw, the investigation 
of a yet-uninvestigated fact etc. Irrespective of how the originality of a scholar’s position 
is depicted, his position must distinguish itself from previous ones in order to lay claim to 
other scholars’ attention. If traditionality makes a scholar’s position admissible, originality 
makes his position academically interesting. An original position is academically interesting 
in the sense of being more or less improbable given its incongruity with the status quo. 

In the opening stage, the commitment to originality involves proposing and accepting 
new combinations of material and formal starting points. In this stage, the expected 
originality is minimal, so to speak, meaning that the precondition derived from a scholar’s 
commitment to tradition overshadows the one derived from his commitment to originality. 
A scholar is, at most, expected to ‘reshuffle’ starting points so that the discussion’s common 
ground is at the same time new (never-before-employed) and old (accredited). Focusing on 
the starting points concerning the imaginary scenario, originality involves coming up with 
a story that is different from those appearing in past imaginary scenarios. 

In the argumentation stage, being original means advancing acts of argumentation and 
responses to argumentation that constitute original moves within a conventionalized pattern. 
Going against the pattern would, in a sense, be a highly original way of participating in the 
examination process, yet this is not the kind of originality the discussants’ argumentative 
behavior is expected to reveal. Rather, the scholar fulfilling the role of protagonist is expected 
to advance a more or less original act of argumentation in response to a conventionalized 
critical question while the scholar fulfilling the role of antagonist is expected to advance a 
more or less original critical question to the protagonist’s acts. The two can be said to follow 
the conventionalized pattern, but at the same time their contributions can be regarded as 
novel and original. 
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In the concluding stage, the commitment to originality entails that the outcome 
of the discussion must be in some sense unexpected in light of a given tradition. Save 
for exceptions (e.g., replication studies), scholars are discouraged by the reward system 
from undertaking work that would merely duplicate what others have already achieved. 
If originality regarding new results is met with some resistance, what Barber referred to 
as “resistance to discovery” (1962, p. 540), complete lack of originality is met with greater 
resistance (Merton, 1973, pp. 397-398). 

The four institutional preconditions derived from a scholar’s commitment to be 
original can be formulated as the imperatives O1 to O4 below. 

(O1) Choose an original position!
(O2) Choose (an) original (combination of) starting points!
(O3) Make original contributions to the examination process!
(O4) Propose and accept original results!

As was the case with the preconditions derived from a scholar’s commitment to traditionality, 
these imperatives should not be understood as rules that must be obeyed in some standard 
fashion come what may. Rather, a scholar who seeks to resolve the difference of opinion in 
his favor must take into consideration that disregarding any of these four imperatives can 
constitute a liability and thus an opportunity for those who aim to resolve the difference of 
opinion in their favor. Compliance with these imperatives does not automatically lead to the 
fulfillment of dialectical and rhetorical aims, just as non-compliance does not entail failure 
to realize these aims. The imperative is thus not so much a command as a recommendation.

 Assuming a scholar’s commitment to the imperatives O1 to O4 above during an 
instance of thought experimentation, one can analyze the participants’ communicative 
behavior as maneuvering for originality. In what follows I will exemplify the analysis in the 
case of each precondition.

Original position (O1)

In thought experimentation, a scholar can aim to show that he observes O1 by emphasizing 
the more or less revolutionary character of his position. Opposition with commonly held 
beliefs within a certain tradition and departure from an oft-applauded paradigm can be 
reconstructed as maneuvering for originality. Advancing a position that has already been 
advanced by scholars in the past is a safe topical choice as far as traditionality is concerned, 
yet the position can also be rejected as unoriginal and thus uninteresting. Maneuvering for 
originality in the confrontation stage can thus involve placing oneself within a minority group.
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In view of O2, mentioning the opponents’ adherence to a certain paradigm can be 
reconstructed as a mode of strategic maneuvering by means of which the scholar emphasizes 
the originality of his position. For example, in the Chinese room thought experiment, Searle 
is particularly explicit in this sense. Strong AI is, according to him, 

[…] a weird mixture of behaviorism and dualism. It is behaviorist in 
its acceptance of the Turing Test, but it is at a much more fundamental 
philosophical level, dualist, because it rejects the idea that consciousness 
and intentionality are ordinary biological phenomena like digestion. 

 (Searle, 2002, p. 57, emphasis added)

All this is of course music to the ears of those who accept the behaviorist and dualist 
assumptions regarding the mind and the body. Yet, in the way Searle uses these terms, they 
are bad isms. The combination of the two traditions is after all being referred to as a “weird 
mixture”. Later in the same paper, Searle further dismisses behaviorism by associating it 
with preposterous principles such as “If it walks like a duck and talks like a duck, etc., then 
it is a duck” (2002, p. 66). This reflects well on Searle’s own position, which appears as that 
of a revolutionary not afraid of breaking away from dogmatic traditions. The most obvious 
aspect of Searle’s maneuvering is the adaptation to audience demand. At the time Searle 
was writing, both behaviorism and dualism were generally disregarded by many scholars 
working within and outside the field of cognitive sciences (Preston, 2002, pp. 7-8). 

This confrontational maneuvering is also instantiated in Jackson’s use of the word 
‘freak’ when describing himself as a “qualia freak” (1982, p. 127). Normally, describing 
oneself as a freak would be judged as self-deprecating; yet Jackson’s choice of words is a 
tongue-in-cheek hyperbole that marks the singularity of his position in comparison with the 
dominating doctrine. If one is out for originality, then the recognition associated with the 
paradigm one is criticizing can be brought to the surface in order to highlight the originality 
of one’s own position. 

Similar reconstructions can be carried out, for example, in the case of Maxwell’s 
description of the second law of thermodynamics as “one of the best established facts in 
thermodynamics” (1899, p. 338) or Putnam’s characterization of the traditional theory of 
meaning as being “literally millennia-old” (1996, p. xv). Both Maxwell and Putnam proceeds 
to propose an imaginary scenario in which the well-established claim is allegedly shown 
to be false. Indeed, the more ‘well-established’ is the theory one is about to criticize, the 
more improbable (and thus original) is one’s position. As the saying goes, the bigger they 
are, the harder they fall.
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Original (combination of) starting points (O2)

The introduction of an imaginary scenario in a thought experiment is also subject to a 
precondition deriving from a scholar’s commitment to originality. This applies both to 
scholars who propose starting points concerning the use of the imaginary scenario and 
scholars who respond to these proposals. As explained, these starting points can be original 
themselves or as a combination. In case of the imaginary scenario, this means that the story 
told can itself be a novel one or it can be an ‘old’ story revamped in various ways. 

Changing some features of a well-known imaginary scenario is the most straightfor-
ward way of avoiding an accusation of lack of originality. Such changes can be made with or 
without mentioning the original imaginary scenario. For example, Searle (1980) proposes an 
imaginary scenario that had been proposed by Block (1978) yet changes Block’s imaginary 
scenario in important ways. Block’s imaginary scenario involved the entire population of 
China carrying out operations described in terms of their input and output (much like Searle’s 
person-in-the-room would respond to messages by following instructions). Searle has one 
person carrying out two distinct activities: answering questions in English and answering 
questions in Chinese by simulating a computer program. 

A scholar can use presentational devices to mark the originality of the imaginary 
scenario. For example, Putnam refers to the imaginary scenario as “my ‘Twin Earth’ thought 
experiment” (1997, p. xv) and Harnad announces his imaginary scenario by saying “I will 
now introduce my own thought experiment to test your intuitions” (2002, p. 440). Similarly, 
Davidson makes this departure from the tradition explicit:

Since some of you may be a little weary of Putnam’s doppelganger on 
Twin Earth, let me tell my own science fiction story--if that is what it is. 
My story avoids some irrelevant difficulties in Putnam’s story, though 
it introduces some new problems of its own. (I’ll come back to Earth, 
and Twin Earth, a little later.) Suppose lightning strikes a dead tree in 
a swamp; I am standing nearby. My body is reduced to its elements, 
while entirely by coincidence (and out of different molecules) the tree 
is turned into my physical replica […]

(Davidson, 1987, p. 443)

By presenting the imaginary scenario as a personal invention “my own science fiction story”, 
one that is better than previous ones since it avoids “some irrelevant difficulties,” Davidson 
emphasizes the originality of his proposal. In connection with the aforementioned relation-
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ship between originality and traditionality, it can be noticed here that the originality Davidson 
is highlighting has a fairly limited character: the method of thought experimentation, the 
use of that method in examining questions regarding meaning, and even the use of a certain 
type of scenarios in which mental states are duplicated (in some way or another) – all this 
is part of a tried-and-true method. Davidson intervenes only by advancing his slightly 
modified version of the known fictional stories.

Original contributions to the examination process (O3)

During the examination process, a scholar must first and foremost ensure that his discussion 
moves follow the conventional argumentative pattern recognized within the field in which 
the examination takes place. At the same time, his commitment to originality will require that 
the scholar’s moves are original. For the protagonist, being original during the examination 
process involves inventing new ways of countering (or anticipating) critical reactions. For 
the antagonist, it involves coming up with an original way of criticizing the protagonist’s 
argumentation. 

A protagonist may highlight the novelty of his contribution to the examination 
process by simply referring to his argumentation as a ‘new argument’ or an ‘original defense/
refutation’. Alternatively, observers of the dispute may label a certain argumentation as novel 
and original. The same goes for the antagonist, who might characterize his critical remark as, 
e.g., a ‘new objection’. Consider, for instance, the following contribution to the Chinese room 
thought experiment. The excerpt is the very first paragraph of a paper on computationalism 
written by Bringsjord and Zenzen:

The dominant scientific and philosophical view of the mind – according 
to which, put starkly, cognition is computation – is refuted herein, via 
specification and defense of the following new argument: Computation 
is reversible; cognition isn’t; ergo, cognition isn’t computation.

 (Bringsjord & Zenzen, 1997, p. 285, emphasis added)

The originality of a certain contribution to the examination process can also be highlighted 
by observers of a thought experiment. For example, in the Twin Earth thought experiment, 
Stalnaker (2008) defended the same position as Putnam, namely externalism, yet he did 
so in a way that was different from Putnam’s scenario based argumentation. In a review of 
Stalnaker’s (2008) book on externalism, Schroeter describes Stalnaker’s argumentation as 
“a sophisticated new defense of a radically externalist and contextualist approach to mental 
content” (2013, p. 277, emphasis added). 



Chapter 6

148

A scholar can also maneuver strategically for originality in more subtle ways. For 
example, a protagonist can explain how his argumentation works, taking the position of 
an inventor who explains how his invention works so that others can use it as well. Here is 
Putnam’s explanation of how his argumentation against internalism works: 

If someone heroically attempts to maintain that the difference between 
the extension of ‘elm’ and the extension of ‘beech’ in my idiolect is 
explained by a difference in my psychological state, then we can always 
refute him by constructing a Twin Earth example. Just let the words 
‘elm’ and ‘beech’ be switched on Twin Earth (the way ‘aluminum and 
molybdenum’ were in the previous example).

(Putnam, 1997, p. 13, emphasis added)

Of course, by describing how the imaginary scenario works, Putnam is first and foremost 
highlighting the fact that it works – namely, that his argumentative use of the imaginary 
scenario constitutes an instantiation of a conventional pattern of argumentative discourse. 
But by offering this explanation, Putnam also emphasizes the novel argumentative means 
employed in his contribution to the Twin Earth thought experiment. The use of first-person 
pronouns in these explanations (“we can always refute”) emphasizes this originality. 

If originality is a positive feature of one’s contribution to an examination process, lack 
of originality will constitute a defect. An unoriginal contribution is, in a sense, one that has 
already been advanced (perhaps in a slightly different form) by other scholars. Consider as 
an example Searle’s reply to Fodor (1980) and Ringle (1980) in the Chinese room thought 
experiment. In both cases, Searle rejects these critical replies because, he claims, they have 
already been dealt with in Searle’s original argumentation. In each case, Searle mentions 
the repetition in the examination process created by these replies.

Fodor agrees with my central thesis that instantiating a program is not 
a sufficient condition of intentionality. He thinks, however, that if we 
got the right causal links between the formal symbols and things in the 
world that would be sufficient. Now there is an obvious objection to this 
variant of the robot reply that I have made several times […] That is, no
matter what outside causal impacts there are on the formal tokens, 
these are not by themselves sufficient to give the tokens any intentional 
content.

(Searle, 1980, p. 454, emphasis added)
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Ringle also missed my point. […] The question is whether the formal 
simulation by itself, without any further causal elements, is sufficient to 
reproduce the mental. And the answer to that question is no, because of 
the arguments I have stated repeatedly, and which Ringle does not answer.

(Searle, 1980, p. 455, emphasis added)

In both cases, Searle’s complaint that the replies have failed to bring something new to the 
examination process: Fodor and Ringle rejected an assertion Searle had already defended. 

Original results (O4)

The originality of a proposed result can be emphasized by presenting this result as being 
the scholar’s own personal contribution or by presenting it as being unexpected in light of 
a widely held belief. 

Some performative formulas involving the use of the first-person pronoun can be 
reconstructed as instantiations of this concluding maneuvering. If the scholar’s result is that 
‘The cat is on the mat,’ then as a form of maneuvering for originality he can stress: ‘I believe 
that the cat is on the mat.’ As an example, consider Thomson’s rejection of the case against 
abortion in the Violinist thought experiment: 

So my own view is that even though you ought to let the violinist use 
your kidneys for the one hour he needs, we should not conclude that 
he has a right to do so--we should say that if you refuse, you are, like 
the boy who owns all the chocolates and will give none away, self-
centered and callous, indecent in fact, but not unjust.

 (Thomson, 1971, p. 66, emphasis added)

The same concluding maneuvering appears in Searle (1980). Searle ends his paper by going 
back to the initial question that triggered his contribution (i.e., Could a machine think?) 
and stressing: “My own view is that only a machine could think, and indeed only very 
special kinds of machines, namely brains and machines that had the same causal powers 
as brains.” (p. 424). 

Highlighting the unexpected character of a result can also be reconstructed as 
maneuvering for originality. When a scholar stresses that a discovery (i.e., the scholar’s 
standpoint) goes against a certain commonly held belief or a commonsense intuition, this 
comment can be reconstructed as maneuvering for originality. 
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Consider for example the way in which Bennett ends his contribution to Maxwell’s 
Daemon. According to Bennett, the daemon in Maxwell’s imaginary scenario cannot operate 
molecules in such a way that the second law of thermodynamics is violated. Maxwell argued 
that the daemon’s actions could violate the second law of thermodynamics and “since 1871 
physicists have been trying to resolve the conundrum of Maxwell’s demon” (Bennett, 1987, 
p. 108). Bennett argued that this law cannot be violated because in order for the daemon 
to follow molecules around “it must first forget the results of previous observations. 
Forgetting results, or discarding information, is thermodynamically costly” (1987, p. 116). 
The originality of this result is then emphasized, by showing how such a result goes against 
a certain generally held intuition regarding information:

we do not generally think of information as a liability. We pay to have 
newspapers delivered, not taken away. Intuitively, the demon’s record of 
past actions seems to be a valuable (or at worst a useless) commodity. 
But for the demon ‘yesterday’s newspaper’ (the result of a previous 
measurement) takes up valuable space, and the cost of clearing that 
space neutralizes the benefit the demon derived from the newspaper 
when it was fresh. Perhaps the increasing awareness of environmental 
pollution and the information explosion brought on by computers 
have made the idea that information can have a negative value seem 
more natural now than it would have seemed earlier in this century.

 (Bennett, 1987, p. 116)

The lack of intuitiveness of the result proposed by Bennett, which forces us to see information 
as a burden rather than follow the typical knowledge-is-power view, is not presented here 
as a defect. Rather, it is viewed as something like a byproduct of the originality of the result. 

6.5 Strategic maneuvering in the analytical overview

The examples discussed in this chapter have illustrated how the reconstruction of strategic 
maneuvering can be carried out for an instance of thought experimentation. The analysis 
takes as its point of departure the participants’ simultaneous commitment to resolving a 
difference of opinion (dialectical aim) and to obtaining a favorable resolution of the difference 
of opinion (rhetorical aim). 
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For the reconstruction of strategic maneuvering in an instance of thought experi-
mentation, a series of textual, intertextual and contextual resources can be employed. The 
contextual resources consist of institutional preconditions that govern the scholars’ strategic 
maneuvering in an instance of thought experimentation. These preconditions were derived 
from a scholar’s twofold commitment to observe the tradition or paradigm of the academic 
field within which the scholar makes his contribution and to produce original scholarship 
that constitutes a (greater or lesser) departure from what has already been done within 
that field. A convenient way to see this two-fold commitment is to formulate each as an 
imperative. A scholar must observe the following two possibly conflicting imperatives: 
‘Observe the tradition!’ and ‘Be original!’  Specified according to the four stages of a 
resolution process, these general institutional preconditions give rise to the following eight 
institutional preconditions.

Institutional preconditions derived from the commitment to tradition
(T1) Choose admissible positions!
(T2) Choose starting points from accredited sources!
(T3) Follow conventional argumentative patterns!
(T4) Propose and accept expectable results!

Institutional preconditions derived from the commitment to originality
(O1) Choose an original position!
(O2) Choose (an) original (combination of) starting points!
(O3) Make original contributions to the examination process!
(O4) Propose and accept original results!

Taking these institutional preconditions as a point of departure in the analysis, a series of 
textual and intertextual indicators can be employed in order to reconstruct a communicative 
act as a form of strategic maneuvering. For example, a series of argumentative indicators 
indicate a scholar’s attempt to have his argumentation comply with the field’s argumentative 
patterns. For example, in Jackson’s contribution to the Mary the scientist thought experiment, 
the use of ‘ergo’ was reconstructed as such a presentational device by means of which a 
scholar fulfilling the role of protagonist can emphasize his compliance with an argumentative 
pattern conventionalized within a certain field. 

Similarly, intertextual resources can be employed in the reconstruction of a scholar’s 
strategic maneuvering in thought experimentation. For example, names of paradigms (isms) 
were shown to work both ways. As confrontational maneuvering for traditionality (in view 
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of T1) a scholar can express his adherence to the working paradigm within a certain field or 
he can express his rejection of acts that go against this paradigm. As a way of confrontational 
maneuvering for originality (in view of O1) a scholar can emphasize the good reputation 
and status of the paradigm he is about to criticize. The scholar thereby takes on the role of 
the minority, while the ones adhering to the paradigm are represented as making up a more 
or less inflexible tradition. 

The point of the illustrated reconstruction is not to make an evaluative claim as 
regards the scholar’s success in attaining these two aims. Whether, in a particular situation, 
the resolution process is derailed or not, whether the difference of opinion is resolved in 
the scholar’s favor or not – this remains outside the kind of reconstruction illustrated in the 
present chapter. Rather, the point is to obtain a better understanding of the argumentative 
activity type under examination and to provide a more solid and complete analytic overview. 
By integrating rhetorical insights into a dialectical analysis (van Eemeren & Houtlosser, 
2000), the analyst can bring to surface aspects of a piece of argumentative interaction that 
escape a purely dialectical (and, for that matter, a purely logical or epistemological) analysis. 

By taking into account the scholars’ simultaneous pursuit of dialectical aims and 
rhetorical aims, one obtains a more thorough picture of thought experimentation as a form of 
academic argumentative interaction. The analyst is thereby addressing both the cooperative 
and the competitive (rhetorical) aspects of thought experimentation. The cooperative aspects 
concern the scholars’ shared aim of resolving the difference of opinion through a scenario-
based examination of the proposition at issue. The competitive aspects concern the scholar’s 
aim of obtaining a certain resolution of the difference of opinion, namely, the resolution of 
the difference of opinion in their favor. As a matter of course, the cooperative and competitive 
aspects of an interaction can be brought to the surface by means of an analysis of the same 
piece of interaction; it is not as if scholars cooperate up to a point and compete from that 
point onwards. Rather, at all times and through all their communicative acts, the scholars 
are attempting to keep to the rules of the game and to win the game while at it. 

 The results obtained from reconstructing the scholars’ strategic maneuvering can be 
integrated in the analytic overview. The basis of the analytic overview consists of the elements 
discussed in the previous chapter: the initial situation consisting of the proposition at issue 
and the parties’ position with regard to the proposition at issue, the agreed-upon starting 
points, the argumentative means employed and the outcome. This is then the dialectical 
basis of the overview. Having established by what communicative means the participants 
in an instance of thought experimentation aim to resolve their difference of opinion, the 
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analyst can proceed to an analysis of these (and other) communicative means as instances of 
strategic maneuvering by means of which each party aims to ‘pull’ the interaction towards a 
favorable resolution. The general modes of strategic maneuvering discussed in the present 
chapter fold perfectly on the aforementioned basis: confrontational maneuvering, opening 
maneuvering, argumentational maneuvering and concluding maneuvering. 
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Chapter 7

Conclusion

7.1 Results of the study 

The present study has focused on the reconstruction of thought experiments. Thought 
experiments are academic disputes in which the participating scholars make use of an 
imaginary scenario in order to resolve their difference of opinion regarding the acceptability 
of an academic claim. When employed as part of an academic dispute, an imaginary 
scenario is said to be used argumentatively. This is to distinguish thought experiments 
from academic interactions in which an imaginary scenario is used heuristically, that is, 
for illustrative purposes. The present study concentrates exclusively on the argumentative 
use of imaginary scenarios.

In the past, the argumentative use of imaginary scenarios in academic disputes has 
been studied predominantly from a logico-epistemological perspective (§1.2). Scholars 
working within this perspective are primarily interested in the cognitive processes involved 
in using an imaginary scenario argumentatively: the nature of these cognitive processes, their 
end results, their reliability etc. Given this focus, logico-epistemological reconstructions tend 
to underplay the argumentative interaction that takes place during an instance of thought 
experimentation. A thought experiment is then de facto reduced to the cognitive process of 
one individual and the knowledge that results (or fails to result) from this cognitive process. 
In addition, it has been characteristic of logico-epistemological approaches that all the 
reconstructive transformations take place behind closed doors, so to speak: they are simply 
presented to the reader without much information regarding the theoretical and empirical 
insights on the basis of which the original discourse was transformed (e.g., Norton, 1996, p. 
341; Gendler, 2000, pp. 28-31; Brown, 1991, pp. 1-32). While these reconstructions are not 
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necessarily off the mark, their accuracy is also not easy to assess since the transformations 
that lead from the original discourse to the reconstruction remain hidden.

The aim of the present study is to develop a reconstruction method that (1) does 
justice to the communicative interaction taking place between the scholars participating 
in a thought experiment and that (2) can be employed in order to proceed systematically 
and explicitly from the scholars’ original communicative acts to the reconstructed version 
of these acts. 

In pursuing this aim, the theoretical perspective of pragma-dialectics was chosen (van 
Eemeren & Grootendorst, 1984; 1992; 2004; van Eemeren, Houtlosser, & Snoeck Henkemans, 
2007; van Eemeren, 2010). As regards its methodology, the pragma-dialectical approach 
is characterized by the meta-theoretical principles of functionalization, externalization, 
socialization and dialectification. These principles, which are taken into account in the 
theoretical model of a critical discussion, distinguish a pragma-dialectical approach to the 
reconstruction of thought experiments from a logico-epistemological approach. Based on the 
ideal model of a critical discussion and by making use of textual, intertextual and contextual 
information, a pragma-dialectical reconstruction of a thought experiment focuses on the 
communicative acts through which the participants in a thought experiment pursue of the 
dialectical aim of resolving the difference of opinion and the rhetorical aim of resolving it 
in one’s favor (see §1.3).

Chapters 2 to 5 concentrate on the analytical instruments and the empirical resources 
that can be employed for the reconstruction of the scholars’ pursuit of their dialectical aim 
in an instance of thought experimentation. Each chapter deals separately with a particular 
stage of the scholars’ resolution process: the confrontation stage as manifested in a particular 
initial situation (Chapter 2), the opening stage as manifested in a particular set of agreed-
upon starting points (Chapter 3), the argumentation stage as manifested in the use of 
various argumentative means (Chapter 4), and the concluding stage as manifested in a 
certain agreed-upon outcome (Chapter 5). Together, these chapters explain and illustrate the 
reconstruction of the communicative acts by means of which the participants in a thought 
experiment seek to resolve their difference of opinion.

Reconstructed as an argumentative activity type in terms of a critical discussion, 
a thought experiment can be described as follows. A thought experiment begins with the 
expression of the positions with regard to a certain proposition p (e.g. ‘Digital computers 
can think’) that constitutes an answer to an academic question (e.g. ‘Can machines think’?). 
Each participant takes up a different position: the reporter advances a positive standpoint 
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with regard to p, the reviewer advances a negative standpoint with regard to p, and the peer 
advances doubt with respect to both the positive and the negative standpoint regarding 
p. In the opening stage, the reviewer proposes to discuss the acceptability of p based on 
an imaginary scenario and the other two participants respond to this proposal. In the 
argumentation stage, the reviewer advances scenario-based argumentation in defense of 
p while reporters and peers respond to the reviewer’s argumentation. In case of a negative 
response, the reviewer’s argumentation might become more complex or the participants 
might engage in a sub-discussion. Finally, the participants establish the outcome of their 
discussion by concluding whether as a result of the examination process the standpoints 
advanced with respect to p may be maintained or whether they are to be retracted. 

An overview including the main discussion moves in terms of which an instance of 
thought experimentation can be reconstructed are provided in Figure 7.1 below. 

Confrontation stage

Positive standpoint regarding a proposition p
Negative standpoint regarding p
Doubt regarding positive and negative standpoints regarding p

Opening stage

Proposal of a starting point s according to which the acceptability p is to be examined based on an 
imaginary scenario I
Acceptance/refusal of the starting point concerning I 
Proposal to make use of a (set of ) proposition(s) in one’s scenario-based argumentation
Acceptance/refusal of the starting point regarding the use of the proposed proposition(s)

Argumentation stage

Scenario-based argumentation against p
Acceptance of scenario-based argumentation against p
Doubt/rejection concerning propositional content of a scenario-based argumentation against p
Doubt or rejection concerning justifi catory force of a scenario-based argumentation against p
Further argumentation and responses to argumentation concerning the propositional content or 
justifi catory force of a scenario-based argumentation against p

Concluding stage

Proposal of a result 
Acceptance of (the proposal of ) a result 
Rejection of (the proposal of ) a result

Figure 7.1 Discussion moves in a thought experiment.
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A series of empirical resources can be employed in reconstructing an instance of thought 
experimentation in terms of the analytically distinguished discussion stages and discussion 
moves described in Figure 7.1. All the discussion moves described in Figure 7.1 can be 
reconstructed by using textual, intertextual and contextual resources. Chapters 2 to 5 discuss 
and illustrate the use of these resources. 

For example, in reconstructing the three discussion moves distinguished in the 
confrontation stage (positive standpoint, negative standpoint and doubt) a series of empirical 
resources can be employed. The analyst can employ textual indicators of an expression 
of a standpoint (e.g., ‘My own view is that p’) and an expression of doubt (e.g., ‘Is it that 
obvious that p is the case?’) can be employed in reconstructing the position advanced by 
each participant with respect to the proposition at issue. For the same purposes, one can 
also employ intertextual resources such as the use of isms by observers who describe the 
different ‘camps’ within a certain academic dispute (e.g., internalism vs. externalism). And 
finally, contextual information regarding the three academic roles that can be distinguished 
in an academic dispute – the reporter, the reviewer, and the peer – can be employed in 
reconstructing the three possible differences of opinion that can be created by the scholars’ 
discussion moves: a mixed difference of opinion between the reporter and the reviewer, a 
non-mixed difference of opinion between the reporter and the peer, and another non-mixed 
difference of opinion between the reviewer and the peer. 

While the scholars participating in a thought experiment pursue their dialectical 
aim of resolving the difference of opinion, each scholar also pursues the rhetorical aim 
of resolving this difference of opinion in a favorable way. This simultaneous pursuit of 
dialectical and rhetorical aims is captured by the pragma-dialectical concept of strategic 
maneuvering (van Eemeren & Houtlosser, 2000; 2002; van Eemeren, 2010). In Chapter 6 I 
discuss the analytical instruments and empirical resources necessary for reconstructing a 
scholar’s strategic maneuvering in an instance of thought experimentation. 

When specified according to the four stages of a resolution process, a scholar’s strategic 
maneuvering can be divided into four general modes, i.e., confrontational maneuvering, 
opening maneuvering, argumentational maneuvering and concluding maneuvering. In each 
of these four general modes, what it means to advance ‘optimal’ argumentative discourse 
is institutionally preconditioned by a scholar’s two-fold commitment to traditionality and 
originality. Following Kuhn (1977b), this corroboration of contradictory commitments is 
referred to as the ‘essential tension’. In brief, the essential tension represents the convention 
that a discussion move made by a scholar is academically acceptable to the extent that it 
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is at the same time in line with a certain research tradition (traditionality) and constitutes 
more or less radical departure from that tradition (originality). Each of the four general 
modes of strategic maneuvering can thus be specified as maneuvering for traditionality and 
maneuvering for originality further for the context of thought experimentation. 

In the confrontation stage, maneuvering for traditionality means advancing a position 
that is in line with a certain research tradition while maneuvering for originality means 
advancing a position that departs to a greater or lesser extent from the research tradition in 
question. In the opening stage, maneuvering for traditionality means linking one’s chosen 
starting points to recognized (‘accredited’) sources of information while maneuvering for 
originality means choosing starting points that are original. In the argumentation stage, 
maneuvering for traditionality involves contributing to the examination process with 
argumentation and critique that accords with a conventionalized argumentative pattern, 
while maneuvering for originality involves contributing with original argumentation and 
critique. In the concluding stage, maneuvering for traditionality involves proposing results 
that are expectable in view of past research while maneuvering for originality involves 
proposing and accepting results that constitute innovations.

The four general modes of strategic maneuvering specified according to a scholar’s 
two-fold commitment to traditionality and originality are formulated in Figure 7.2. 

Maneuvering for traditionality Maneuvering for originality

CF Advancing a position that can be regarded as 
admissible within the research fi eld.

Advancing a position that departs form the 
tradition of the research fi eld.

OP Proposing and accepting starting points 
that are linked to an accredited source of 
information.

Proposing and accepting starting points that 
are original.

AR Employing argumentative means according to 
a conventionalized argumentative pattern.

Employing argumentative means that are 
original in light of past research.

CL Proposing and accepting results that are 
expectable in light of the tradition. 

Proposing and accepting results that 
contradict the expectations in a certain fi eld.

CF = confrontational maneuvering
OP = opening maneuvering
AR = argumentational maneuvering
CL = concluding maneuvering

Figure 7.2 General modes of strategic maneuvering in a thought experiment.
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A series of empirical resources can be employed in reconstructing the scholars’ strategic 
maneuvering in an instance of thought experimentation. Consider as an example a scholar’s 
confrontational maneuvering, i.e., the effort to have one’s position be regarded as admissible 
and at the same time original. Textual indicators that can be employed in reconstructing 
a scholar’s confrontational maneuvering are, e.g., the expression of recognition for past 
research (‘academic praise’) and the expression of dissatisfaction with regard to past research 
(‘academic reproval’). Intertextual resources that can be employed for reconstructing a 
scholar’s confrontational maneuvering include, e.g., secondary-literature accounts in which 
observers of a thought experiment distillate what is ‘old’ and what is ‘new’ in a scholar’s 
contribution. Contextual resources that can be employed for reconstructing a scholar’s 
confrontational maneuvering include, e.g., information regarding the positions already 
advanced and discussed in the past within a certain academic dispute.

To conclude, the study has resulted in a method consisting of a set of analytical 
instruments and empirical resources that can be employed for the purpose of reconstructing 
thought experiments. In using this method, a thought experiment is reconstructed as a multi-
stage resolution process in which the participating scholars direct their communicative acts 
simultaneously towards the dialectical aim of resolving the difference of opinion and the 
rhetorical aim of resolving it in their favor. 

7.2 Implications of the results

The implications of the results presented in the previous section regard first and foremost 
the study of thought experimentation as a form of academic argumentative interaction. 

First, the study claims that a thorough reconstruction of an instance of thought 
experimentation can be achieved by taking into consideration the dialectical and rhetorical 
dimensions of the practice. In logico-epistemological reconstructions, these dimensions are 
typically left aside, leading to a limited reconstruction of a scholar’s cognitive process within 
an instance of thought experimentation. Compare for instance the discussion moves provided 
in Figure 7.1 with the following account of what Gendler regards as the “fundamental 
structure” (2000, p. 21) of an instance of thought experimentation:

1. An imaginary scenario is described; 
2. An argument is offered that attempts to establish the correct 

evaluation of the scenario;
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3. This evaluation of the imagined scenario is then taken to reveal 
something about cases beyond the scenario.

(Gendler, 2000, p. 21)

Against the background of the present study, such an account might be described as focusing 
exclusively on the argumentation stage of the resolution process and, within that stage, on 
the argumentation advanced by one of the participating scholars (usually, the proposer 
of the imaginary scenario). Yet this is but a small part of thought experimentation, a part 
that can best be understood when given its proper place within the scholars’ interaction 
as a whole. In the method developed here, all the discussion moves and modes of strategic 
maneuvering that constitute an instance of thought experimentation are taken into account.

Second, the method proposed leads to a modification of the received image of 
thought experimentation. To a greater or lesser extent, logico-epistemological studies have 
tended to idealize thought experimentation as a self-contained process whose properties 
can be studied independently of the social situation in which this process occurs. The label 
‘thought experimentation’ has generally been taken to suggest that the most intriguing aspects 
regarding the practice are the reasoning involved in thought experimentation (‘thought’) 
and its consequences for Science (‘experimentation’). The picture resulting from the method 
proposed here is significantly more realistic because it portrays thought experimentation 
as a complex form of rule-governed social interaction that incorporates both cooperation 
and competition. Moreover, this complex interaction will not always run smoothly. The 
scholars participating in a thought experiment are, for instance, not always in agreement 
about what is at issue. Even though each might write as if the issue is well defined and 
uncontroversial, a step-by-step reconstruction can reveal that this is in fact not the case. 
When such ‘imperfections’ are taken into account and incorporated within a systematic 
analysis, a more realistic picture of the practice is obtained. 

Third, the analytical method developed suggests that studies of particular thought 
experiments can be structured according to the various strands that develop within one and 
the same dispute. For instance, instead of attempting to reconstruct a thought experiment 
as one intact discussion, one might decide, based on a pragma-dialectical reconstruction, 
to separate the various strands that are developed and to examine these strands separately. 
Thus, one might examine separately Chinese room1 thought experiment as it takes place 
between Searle and Strong AI researchers, the Chinese room2 thought experiment as it takes 
place between Searle and scholars who reject the imaginary scenario, the Chinese room3 
thought experiment as it takes place between Searle and scholars who accept the imaginary 
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scenario but reject Searle’s conclusion etc. These strands can be shown to branch out of the 
main discussion at concrete points in the resolution process and the differences between 
them can be characterized in terms of differences in the discussion moves performed. Such 
a comprehensive analysis of one thought experiment can eventually lead to the conclusion 
that there is no one single Chinese room but many (cf. Preston, 2002), each characterized 
by its distinctive discussion moves and its distinctive outcome. 

The present study also leads to a series of theoretical insights concerning the 
application of pragma-dialectical analytical tools in an academic context. Within the current 
research program in argumentation theory carried out at the University of Amsterdam, 
the present study is the first one to focus on the academic domain of communication 
(van Eemeren, et al. 2014, pp. 581-586). The study fits therefore within a series of studies 
whose goal is to develop analytical and normative instruments for the reconstruction of 
argumentative discourse in activity types in, e.g., the political domain (Andone, 2009), 
the legal domain (Ihnen Jory, 2012), and the domain of health communication (Pilgram, 
2015). The present study provides a case in point for the reconstruction of argumentative 
discourse taking place in the academic domain, more specifically, in academic disputes in 
which scholars examine the acceptability of a claim through an argumentative use of an 
imaginary scenario.

Several more specific theoretical implications can also be mentioned. First, I 
have proposed the use of discussion structures alongside argumentation structures for 
reconstructing complex examination processes taking place within an academic context 
(§4.2.3). In reconstructing an examination process, both argumentation structures and 
discussion structures have their distinct merits and limitations. An argumentation structure 
contains the assertives advanced by one scholar for or against a standpoint; it is an overview 
of one scholar’s case as it has been made at a particular point in time. A discussion structure 
contains the argumentation and the positive or negative responses to argumentation 
advanced by both scholars during an examination process; it is an overview of both scholars’ 
contributions. Argumentation structures are more useful when examining one scholar’s 
case, for example, when checking within the set of assertives advanced by that scholar as 
argumentation for inconsistencies. Argumentation structures are also useful for studying 
how the various sub-levels of argumentation in a scholar’s case relate to the argumentation 
that appears at the main level. Discussion structures are more useful for representing the 
argumentation stage of a resolution process as a sequence of discussion moves that can lead 
to the opening of sub-discussions and to discussants switching dialectical roles.  
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A second specific implication concerns the concept of ‘rhetorical aim.’ In an academic 
context, two institutional imperatives (i.e., ‘Observe tradition!’ and ‘Be original!’) were shown 
to create institutional preconditions for the scholars’ strategic maneuvering in an academic 
dispute. A scholar’s argumentative behavior was reconstructed as oriented simultaneously 
towards traditionality and towards originality. Since these two imperatives can ‘pull’ in 
different directions as far as the discussant’s choices are concerned, strategic maneuvering in 
an academic context appeared to be not only a matter of realizing dialectical and rhetorical 
aims, but, as far as rhetorical aims are concerned, a matter of observing different and possibly 
conflicting institutional preconditions. The scholar’s situation is in this regard comparable 
to that of a member of the European Parliament as discussed in van Eemeren and Garssen 
(2010). Just as the scholar must simultaneously observe the tradition and go against it in 
order to be original, a member of the European Parliament must simultaneously pledge 
allegiance to the European ideal and observe the interests of his national electorate – two 
commitments that can also ‘pull’ in different directions (van Eemeren & Garssen, 2010). 
In both institutional contexts, the optimality of the discussants’ choices is determined by 
a variety of institutional preconditions which can bring the discussant before potentially 
thorny predicaments. 
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Thought experiments in academic communication

A pragma-dialectical method for reconstructing the 
argumentative use of imaginary scenarios in academic disputes

Summary

Thought experiments are academic disputes in which two or more scholars make use of an 
imaginary scenario in order to examine the acceptability of an academic claim. Thought 
experiments occur in a variety of academic disciplines and are typically labelled by indicating 
the central entity or event described in the imaginary scenario. For example, the Twin Earth 
thought experiment is an academic dispute in which the participating scholars discuss the 
acceptability of a certain theory of meaning (semantic internalism) based on an imaginary 
scenario involving the discovery of a new planet. We are to imagine that this plane, called 
‘Twin Earth’, is identical with Earth in all respects except for the chemical formula of water, 
which is not H2O but some other combination of chemical elements. Based on the differences 
between the use of the term ‘water’ on Earth and Twin Earth, the scholars involved in this 
dispute discuss the acceptability of the claim that knowing the meaning of a term is a matter 
of being in a certain mental state. When employed in this way, an imaginary scenario is said 
to be used argumentatively.

The present study focuses on the reconstruction of thought experiments. In general, 
to reconstruct an interaction that has taken place between two or more individuals involves 
carrying out a series of transformations that are meant to highlight, from a certain theoretical 
perspective, that which is significant about that interaction. In the past, thought experiments 
have typically been reconstructed from a logico-epistemological perspective. This perspective 
is characterized by a focus on the cognitive aspects (thinking) involved in making use of 
imaginary scenarios in academic disputes. The reconstructions from this perspective seek 
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to make explicit the cognitive steps from the imaginary scenario to a certain conclusion. 
Aside from their focus on cognitive aspects, logico-epistemological reconstructions have 
also been characterized by implicitness regarding the analytical instruments employed. 
Reconstructions are typically presented without any explanation as to the analytical steps 
that lead from the original discourse to its reconstructed version. 

The aim of the present study is to develop a method for reconstructing thought 
experiments that (1) does justice to the communicative interaction taking place between 
the scholars participating in a thought experiment and that (2) can be employed in order 
to proceed systematically and explicitly from the scholars’ original communicative acts to 
the reconstructed version of these acts. 

This two-fold aim is approached from the argumentation-theoretical framework 
of pragma-dialectics. Central to this framework is the ideal model of a critical discussion, 
a model that consists of a specification of the various stages that can be analytically 
distinguished in the process of resolving a difference of opinion and the discussion moves 
performed by the interacting parties within each of these stages. The four stages in a 
resolution process are: the confrontation stage, the opening stage, the argumentation stage 
and the concluding stage. To analyze a thought experiment in terms of the ideal model of 
a critical discussion means to reconstruct the communicative acts by means of which the 
participants in a thought experiment seek to realize their dialectical aim of resolving the 
difference of opinion and their rhetorical aim of resolving it in their own favor.

In carrying out such a reconstruction, a series of empirical resources can be employed 
in order to establish an explicit and systematic connection between the original and the 
reconstructed version of the scholars’ interaction. In the present study, the resources 
are divided into textual, intertextual and contextual resources. Textual resources are 
argumentative indicators contained in the communicative acts performed by the scholars 
participating in an instance of thought experimentation. Intertextual resources are 
argumentative indicators contained in the communicative acts by means of which scholars 
that do not participate in a thought experiment recount the argumentative behavior of those 
who take part in it. Contextual resources comprise institutional conventions that govern 
academic disputes as institutionalized activity types and that can be used to identify the 
commitments acquired by the participants through their discourse. 

I first discuss the analytical instruments and empirical resources that can be employed 
for reconstructing the scholars’ pursuit of dialectical aims in each of the four stages of 
the resolution process (Chapters 2 to 5). Starting from this basis, I discuss the analytical 
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instruments and empirical resources designed for the reconstruction of the scholars’ strategic 
maneuvering in these four stages (Chapter 6). The study concludes with an overview of the 
main results and a discussion of the implications of these results (Chapter 7).

In Chapter 2, I discuss the analytical instruments and empirical resources necessary 
for reconstructing the initial situation of a thought experiment. The confrontation stage of a 
critical discussion serves as a theoretical basis for this reconstruction. In the confrontation 
stage, the discussants express their positions with respect to the proposition at issue and 
thereby externalize their difference of opinion. A discussant can advance a standpoint 
(positive or negative) with respect to the proposition at issue or he can advance doubt with 
respect to the other discussant’s standpoint. The textual, intertextual and contextual resources 
that can be employed in reconstructing the initial situation of a thought experiment are 
discussed and illustrated in this chapter. A key element of contextual information introduced 
in this chapter and employed throughout the study regards the institutional roles that are 
assumed by the scholars participating in an academic dispute. A distinction is thereby 
made between the reporter, who advances a positive standpoint regarding the answer to 
an academic question, the reviewer, who advances a negative standpoint regarding the 
reporter’s answer, and the peer, who maintains a neutral position by doubting the positions 
advanced by first two. 

In Chapter 3, I discuss the analytical instruments and empirical resources necessary 
for reconstructing the starting points agreed upon in a thought experiment. For this 
component of the method, the opening stage in the ideal model of a critical discussion 
functions as the theoretical point of departure. In the opening stage the discussants’ moves 
are aimed at reaching an agreement on a set of propositions that are to be taken as starting 
points. Such an agreement is reached by means of proposal-acceptance exchanges: one 
discussant proposes a starting point, and the other discussant accepts or rejects it. If a proposal 
is rejected, new proposals can be made until the two agree that they share enough common 
ground to proceed further. With the opening stage as the theoretical basis, I explain and 
illustrate the textual, intertextual and contextual resources that can be employed in carrying 
out the reconstruction of a thought experiment in terms of the opening stage of a critical 
discussion. Given the importance of the imaginary scenario in a thought experiment, I 
concentrate in this chapter on the reconstruction of starting points concerning the use of 
an imaginary scenario.

In Chapter 4, I focus on the analytical instruments and empirical resources that 
can be employed in reconstructing the argumentative means used by the participants in 
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a thought experiment. The argumentation stage as defined in the ideal model of a critical 
discussion serves as a theoretical point of departure for this chapter. For the purpose of 
testing the acceptability of the standpoint advanced with regard to the proposition at issue, 
in the argumentation stage, the discussants advance argumentation and (positive or negative) 
responses to argumentation. With the argumentation stage as a theoretical basis, I explain 
and illustrate the use of textual, intertextual and contextual resources in reconstructing 
the examination process in a thought experiment. Particular to the reconstruction of 
an examination process is the use of analytical tools for representing the relationship 
between various communicative acts performed in the examination process. To this end, 
I make use of argumentation structures and discussion structures that reflect the complex 
interdependencies between the various communicative acts performed. 

In Chapter 5, I focus on the analytical instruments and empirical resources that can 
be employed in reconstructing the outcome of a thought experiment. The theoretical basis is 
provided by the concluding stage of the ideal model of a critical discussion. In the concluding 
stage, a discussant proposes a result while the other discussant responds to this proposal by 
either accepting it or rejecting it. If the proposal is rejected, a new proposal can be advanced 
by either discussant. A result consists of a proposition that prescribes the discussants’ rights 
and obligations regarding their initial position in light of the argumentative means employed 
in the argumentation stage. Three possible types of results are distinguished: resolution (one 
of the parties retracts his initial position while the other maintains it), reaffirmation (both 
parties maintain their initial position), and dissolution (both parties retract their initial 
position). In this chapter, I discuss and illustrate the textual, intertextual and contextual 
resources that are pertinent for the reconstruction of the outcome of a thought experiment. 

In Chapter 6, I focus on the reconstruction of the communicative acts by means of 
which scholars aim to direct the resolution process towards a favorable outcome. For each 
participant, a ‘favorable’ outcome refers to an agreement that the participant may maintain 
his initial position he expressed with respect to the academic claim at issue (whereas the 
other participant is to retract his initial position). In thought experimentation, a scholar 
is at all times assumed to direct his argumentative discourse simultaneously towards the 
dialectical aim of resolving the difference of opinion and the rhetorical aim of resolving 
the difference of opinion in his favor. In pragma-dialectics, a discussant’s simultaneous 
pursuit of dialectical and rhetorical aims is referred to as ‘strategic maneuvering’. The 
textual, intertextual and contextual resources that can be employed in reconstructing the 
scholars’ strategic maneuvering in an instance of thought experimentation are explained and 
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illustrated. A key resource in reconstructing the scholars’ strategic maneuvering in thought 
experimentation is ‘the essential tension’. The essential tension refers to the convention 
according to which academic scholarship is expected to be simultaneously traditional (i.e., 
in line with the paradigm of the field) and original (i.e., consisting of a more or less radical 
departure from the paradigm of the field). The essential tension can be specified according 
to the four stages of a resolution process. This specification results in the institutional 
preconditions that govern the scholars’ strategic maneuvering in thought experimentation. 

In Chapter 7, I provide an outline the main analytical instruments and empirical 
resources discussed in this study. Next, I present some implications of these results for the 
study of thought experimentation and for the pragma-dialectical research program.
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Gedachte-experimenten in academische communicatie

Een pragma-dialectische methode voor het reconstrueren van het 
argumentatief gebruik van denkbeeldige scenario’s 

in academische discussies

Samenvatting

Gedachte-experimenten zijn academische discussies waarin twee of meer academici 
gebruik maken van een denkbeeldig scenario om de aanvaardbaarheid van een academisch 
standpunt op de proef te stellen. Gedachte-experimenten vinden plaats in verscheidene 
academische disciplines en worden doorgaans genoemd naar de centrale entiteit of 
gebeurtenis die beschreven wordt in het denkbeeldige scenario. Het gedachte-experiment 
‘Twin Earth’ is bijvoorbeeld een academisch meningsverschil waarin de deelnemende 
academici de aanvaardbaarheid van een bepaalde betekenistheorie (semantisch internalisme) 
bediscussiëren op basis van een denkbeeldig scenario waarin een nieuwe planeet wordt 
ontdekt. We worden gevraagd ons voor te stellen dat deze planeet genaamd ‘Twin Earth’ in 
alle opzichten identiek is aan de aarde behalve in de chemische formule van water, die niet 
H2O is maar een andere combinatie van chemische elementen. Op basis van de verschillen 
tussen het gebruik van de term ‘water’ op aarde en Twin Earth bediscussiëren de academici 
die betrokken zijn bij dit meningsverschil de aanvaardbaarheid van het standpunt dat het 
kennen van de betekenis van een term een kwestie is van het hebben van een bepaalde 
mentale staat. Dit is een voorbeeld waarin een denkbeeldig scenario argumentatief gebruikt 
wordt.

Het huidige onderzoek is gericht op de reconstructie van gedachte-experimenten. 
In het algemeen worden bij het reconstrueren van een interactie die heeft plaatsgevonden 
tussen twee of meer individuen een aantal transformaties uitgevoerd die bedoeld zijn om, 
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vanuit een bepaald theoretisch perspectief, duidelijk te maken wat significant is in die 
interactie. In het verleden zijn gedachte-experimenten doorgaans gereconstrueerd vanuit 
een logisch-epistemologisch perspectief. Dit perspectief wordt gekenmerkt door een nadruk 
op de cognitieve aspecten (het denken) die betrokken zijn bij het gebruik van denkbeeldige 
scenario’s in academische discussies. Het doel van reconstructies vanuit dit perspectief 
is om de cognitieve stappen van het denkbeeldige scenario naar een bepaalde conclusie 
expliciet te maken. Naast de nadruk op cognitieve aspecten worden logisch-epistemologische 
reconstructies ook gekenmerkt door hun impliciete gebruik van analytische instrumenten. 
Deze reconstructies worden doorgaans gepresenteerd zonder enige uitleg over de analytische 
stappen die genomen worden om van het oorspronkelijke discours naar de gereconstrueerde 
versie te komen.

Het doel van het huidige onderzoek is om een methode te ontwikkelen voor het 
reconstrueren van gedachte-experimenten die (1) recht doet aan de communicatieve 
interactie die plaatsvindt tussen de academici die deelnemen aan een gedachte-experiment 
en (2) gebruikt kan worden om systematisch en op expliciete wijze van de oorspronkelijke 
communicatieve handelingen naar de gereconstrueerde versie van deze handelingen te 
komen.

Dit tweevoudige doel wordt benaderd vanuit het argumentatie-theoretisch kader 
van de pragma-dialectiek. Het ideaalmodel van een kritische discussie staat centraal in dit 
kader. Dit model bestaat uit een specificatie van de verschillende fasen in het proces van 
het oplossen van een verschil van mening die analytisch onderscheiden kunnen worden 
en de discussiezetten die in elk van deze fasen uitgevoerd worden door de discussiërende 
partijen. De vier fasen van het oplossen van een meningsverschil zijn: de confrontatiefase, 
de openingsfase, de argumentatiefase en de afsluitingsfase. Om een gedachte-experiment 
te analyseren in het licht van het ideaalmodel van een kritische discussie moeten de 
communicatieve handelingen gereconstrueerd worden waarmee de deelnemers aan een 
gedachte-experiment hun dialectische doel van het oplossen van het meningsverschil willen 
bereiken, en hun retorische doel om dit in hun eigen voordeel te doen.

Bij het uitvoeren van een pragma-dialectische reconstructie kunnen een aantal 
empirische hulpmiddelen gebruikt worden om een expliciet en systematisch verband vast te 
stellen tussen de oorspronkelijke en de gereconstrueerde versie van de interactie tussen de 
academici. In het huidige onderzoek worden deze hulpmiddelen onderverdeeld in tekstuele, 
intertekstuele en contextuele hulpmiddelen. Tekstuele hulpmiddelen zijn argumentatieve 
indicatoren in de communicatieve handelingen die uitgevoerd worden door de academici die 
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deelnemen aan een gedachte-experiment. Intertekstuele hulpmiddelen zijn argumentatieve 
indicatoren in de communicatieve handelingen waarmee academici die niet deelnemen 
aan een gedachte-experiment het argumentatieve gedrag uitleggen van diegenen die er 
wel aan deelnemen. Contextuele hulpmiddelen bestaan uit institutionele conventies die 
academische discussies als geïnstitutionaliseerde activiteitstypen reguleren en die gebruikt 
kunnen worden om de gebondenheden te identificeren die de deelnemers op zich hebben 
genomen in het verloop van de discussie.

Eerst bespreek ik de analytische instrumenten en empirische hulpmiddelen die 
gebruikt kunnen worden voor het reconstrueren van het streven van de academici om de 
dialectische doelen te behalen in elk van de vier fasen van het oplossen van een meningsverschil 
(hoofdstuk 2 tot en met 5). Vanuit deze basis zal ik de analytische instrumenten en empirische 
hulpmiddelen bespreken die ontworpen zijn voor het reconstrueren van het strategisch 
manoeuvreren van de academici in deze vier fasen (hoofdstuk 6). Ik zal het onderzoek 
concluderen met een overzicht van de belangrijkste resultaten en een bespreking van de 
implicaties van deze resultaten (hoofdstuk 7).

In hoofdstuk 2 bespreek ik de analytische instrumenten en empirische hulpmiddelen 
die nodig zijn voor het reconstrueren van de initiële situatie van een gedachte-experiment. 
De confrontatiefase van een kritische discussie fungeert als een theoretische basis voor deze 
reconstructie. In de confrontatiefase drukken de discussianten hun positie ten opzichte 
van de propositie in kwestie uit, waardoor ze hun verschil van mening externaliseren. 
Een discussiant kan een standpunt (positief of negatief) naar voren brengen ten opzichte 
van de propositie in kwestie of twijfel uiten ten opzichte van het standpunt van de andere 
discussiant. In dit hoofdstuk worden de tekstuele, intertekstuele en contextuele hulpmiddelen 
die gebruikt kunnen worden bij het reconstrueren van de initiële situatie van een gedachte-
experiment besproken en geïllustreerd. Een belangrijk element van contextuele informatie 
dat in dit hoofdstuk geïntroduceerd wordt en door het hele onderzoek gebruikt wordt, zijn 
de institutionele rollen die de academici die deelnemen aan een academisch meningsverschil 
op zich nemen. Daarbij wordt een onderscheid gemaakt tussen de rapporteur, die een positief 
standpunt naar voren brengt met betrekking tot het antwoord op een academische vraag, de 
recensent, die een negatief standpunt naar voren brengt ten opzichte van het antwoord van 
de rapporteur, en de peer, die een neutrale positie inneemt door te twijfelen aan de posities 
die naar voren zijn gebracht door de eerste twee.

In hoofdstuk 3 zal ik de analytische instrumenten en empirische hulpmiddelen 
bespreken die nodig zijn voor het reconstrueren van de overeengekomen uitgangspunten in 
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een gedachte-experiment. Voor dit onderdeel van de methode fungeert de openingsfase in het 
ideaalmodel van een kritische discussie als het theoretische vertrekpunt. In de openingsfase 
zijn de zetten van de discussianten gericht op het bereiken van overeenstemming over 
een set proposities die als uitgangspunten zullen dienen. Een dergelijke overeenstemming 
wordt bereikt door middel van voorstel-acceptatie-uitwisselingen: één discussiant stelt een 
uitgangspunt voor, de andere discussiant accepteert of wijst het af. Als een voorstel niet 
wordt aanvaard, kunnen er nieuwe voorstellen gedaan worden totdat de twee discussianten 
overeenkomen dat ze genoeg gemeenschappelijke uitgangspunten hebben om verder te gaan. 
Met de openingsfase als theoretische basis bespreek en illustreer ik de tekstuele, intertekstuele 
en contextuele hulpmiddelen die gebruikt kunnen worden bij het reconstrueren van een 
gedachte-experiment in het licht van de openingsfase van een kritische discussie. Gezien 
het belang van het denkbeeldige scenario in een gedachte-experiment zal ik me in dit 
hoofdstuk richten op de reconstructie van uitgangspunten met betrekking tot het gebruik 
van een denkbeeldig scenario.

In hoofdstuk 4 richt ik me op de analytische instrumenten en empirische hulp-
middelen die ingezet kunnen worden bij het reconstrueren van de argumentatieve middelen 
die gebruikt worden door de deelnemers aan een gedachte-experiment. Voor dit hoofdstuk 
fungeert de argumentatiefase zoals gedefinieerd in het ideaalmodel van een kritische discussie 
als het theoretische vertrekpunt. Om de aanvaardbaarheid van het naar voren gebrachte 
standpunt ten opzichte van de propositie in kwestie op de proef te stellen, brengen de 
discussianten in de argumentatiefase argumentatie en (positieve of negatieve) reacties op 
argumentatie naar voren. Met de argumentatiefase als theoretische basis bespreek en illustreer 
ik het gebruik van tekstuele, intertekstuele en contextuele hulpmiddelen bij het reconstrueren 
van het academische toetsingsproces in een gedachte-experiment. Specifiek aan het 
reconstrueren van een toetsingsproces is het gebruik van analytische hulpmiddelen voor het 
weergeven van de relaties tussen verscheidene communicatieve handelingen die uitgevoerd 
worden in het toetsingsproces. Voor dit doel maak ik gebruik van argumentatiestructuren 
en discussiestructuren die de complexe onderlinge afhankelijkheden tussen de verscheidene 
communicatieve handelingen weergeven.

In hoofdstuk 5 richt ik me op de analytische instrumenten en empirische hulp-
middelen die ingezet kunnen worden bij het reconstrueren van de uitkomst van een 
gedachte-experiment. De theoretische basis hiervoor wordt geleverd door de afsluitingsfase 
van het ideaalmodel van een kritische discussie. In de afsluitingsfase stelt een discussiant 
een resultaat voor waarop de andere discussiant reageert door het ofwel te accepteren of te 
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weigeren. Als het voorstel geweigerd wordt, kan een nieuw voorstel gedaan worden door 
ieder van beide discussianten. Een resultaat bestaat uit een propositie die de rechten en 
verplichtingen van de discussianten voorschrijft met betrekking tot hun initiële positie in 
het licht van de argumentatieve middelen die ingezet zijn in de argumentatiefase. Er worden 
drie typen mogelijke resultaten onderscheiden: resolutie (één van de partijen trekt zijn initiële 
positie terug terwijl de ander de zijne behoudt), herbevestiging (beide partijen behouden 
hun initiële positie), en opheffing (beide partijen trekken hun initiële positie in). In dit 
hoofdstuk bespreek en illustreer ik de tekstuele, intertekstuele en contextuele hulpmiddelen 
die relevant zijn voor het reconstrueren van de uitkomst van een gedachte-experiment.

In hoofdstuk 6 richt ik me op de reconstructie van de communicatieve handelingen 
waarmee academici het resolutieproces in de richting van een gunstige uitkomst trachten te 
bewegen. Voor iedere deelnemer verwijst een ‘gunstige’ uitkomst naar een overeenstemming 
die inhoudt dat deze deelnemer de initiële positie die hij heeft uitgedrukt ten opzichte van 
het academische standpunt in kwestie mag behouden (terwijl de andere deelnemer zijn 
initiële standpunt intrekt). Bij gedachte-experimenten wordt een academicus altijd geacht 
zijn argumentatieve discours tegelijkertijd te bewegen in de richting van het dialectische 
doel van het oplossen van het meningsverschil en het retorische doel van het oplossen van 
het meningsverschil in zijn eigen voordeel. In de pragma-dialectiek wordt het gelijktijdige 
streven van een discussiant naar het behalen van dialectische en retorische doelen ‘strategisch 
manoeuvreren’ genoemd. De tekstuele, intertekstuele en contextuele hulpmiddelen die 
gebruikt kunnen worden bij het reconstrueren van het strategisch manoeuvreren van de 
academici in een gedachte-experiment worden uitgelegd en geïllustreerd. Een belangrijk 
hulpmiddel bij het reconstrueren van het strategisch manoeuvreren van academici in 
gedachte-experimenten is de ‘essentiële spanning’. De essentiële spanning verwijst naar de 
conventie volgens welke academisch onderzoek tegelijkertijd geacht wordt traditioneel te zijn 
(in overeenstemming met het paradigma van het veld) en origineel (bestaande uit een meer 
of minder radicale afwijking van het paradigma van het veld). De essentiële spanning kan 
gespecificeerd worden voor de vier fasen van het resolutieproces. Deze specificatie resulteert 
in een overzicht van de institutionele randvoorwaarden die het strategisch manoeuvreren 
van academici in gedachte-experimenten beheersen.

In hoofdstuk 7 geef ik een overzicht van de belangrijke analytische instrumenten 
en empirische hulpmiddelen die ik besproken heb in dit onderzoek. Vervolgens presenteer 
ik enkele implicaties van deze resultaten voor het bredere onderzoek naar gedachte-
experimenten en voor het pragma-dialectische onderzoeksprogramma.
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Thought experiments are academic disputes in which two or more 
scholars make use of an imaginary scenario in order to examine 
the acceptability of an academic claim. Thought experiments 
occur in a variety of academic disciplines and have been studied 
extensively in the past two decades. In the present study, a 
method is developed for analyzing how the scholars participating 
in a thought experiment communicate in order to resolve their 
difference of opinion. The analytical method is developed within 
the framework of pragma-dialectics, combining insights from 
linguistics, discourse analysis, and science studies. The use of 
the developed method is illustrated by analyzing a series of well-
known thought experiments such as the Chinese Room, the Twin 
Earth, and the Violinist.   
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