Reasoning with testimony: argumentation v. explanatory coherence.
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Abstract

In this paper we compare Paul Thagard’s recent proposal for modelling reasoning with testimonies in terms of his theory of explanatory coherence with our own recent proposal in terms of defeasible reasoning with argumentation schemes. Thagard (2005) presents a “dual pathway” model for assessing testimonies (not just witness testimonies but any human source of any kind of information). He distinguishes a “default pathway” in which people almost automatically accept a testimony and a “reflective pathway” in which people build a causal model of the relevant knowledge and decide whether to believe the testimony by inference to the best explanation (IBE). People shift from the default to the reflective pathway when the content of the testimony is inconsistent with their current beliefs or when there is reason to doubt the credibility of the source. Thagard models the reflective pathway as an application of his connectionist model of explanatory coherence. 

Our own proposal in Bex et al. (2007) is to model reasoning with testimonies as defeasible reasoning with argumentation schemes.  In this approach, arguments are constructed by applying argumentation schemes to information, and they can be attacked by way of so-called critical questions attached to the schemes. Reasoning with testimony is modelled as an application of Douglas Walton’s and David Schum’s argumentation schemes for reasoning with (witness or expert) testimony.
We apply both proposals to a simple example and discuss their differences and similarities. In doing so, we revisit our earlier suggestions  in Bex et al. (2007) that Thagards’ approach may have some problems. We discuss reasons to think that his approach may still be suitable and we show that our criticisms can be more forcefully directed to related logical approaches to abduction.
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