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A COGNITIVE MODEL OF EVALUATIVE JUDGMENTS

Don Brownlee and Mark Woolsey
California State University—Northridge

uring the past decade arguments have been advanced for several models of

decision making by debate critics. Ranging from the judge as hypothesis tester to
policy maker, the various judging paradigms describe how the debate ought to be
evaluated. They prescribe the critic’s behavior. These paradigms are imposed from
outside the context of the debate and intended to alter the activity of the judge, not the
debaters. The advocates of these paradigms assume that decision making by the critic
can be adjusted at will, that paradigm selection is voluntary activity. For example,
Rowland (1984) suggests “the judge should choose that paradigm which best serves the
teaching function” (p. 183). To Rowland, the power to decide upon paradigms is within
the purview of the critic.

This article contends that a descriptive perspective, based on a model of cognitive
activity, is both appropriate and useful in understanding the rhetorical aspects of
interscholastic debate. A model of the thought processes of the judge more clearly
identifies the argumentative burdens that naturally belong to debaters. This descriptive
approach is not meant to replace prescriptive suggestions, but rather to recognize how
debate critics do operate within the round.

This article begins with an exploration of two important concepts— categorization
and prototypes—produced by theorists in cognitive psychology. The potential role of
these factors is then applied to decision making by debate critics on issues of topicality.
Topicality was selected to limit the exploration to one prominent decision making issue.
The article concludes with the implications of this model for the argumentative strate-
gies of debaters.

Cognition and Evaluative Judgment

Categorization
A major focus of cognitive theorists during the past two decades has been on the

process of categorization. Though agreement is not universal on this point, many have
accepted categorization as a fundamental unit of thought, the manner in which all
stimuli are organized. At a minimum, categorization appears to be central to the
interpretation of language. Michael Billig (1987) addressed the pivotal position of this
concept:

(T)he notion (is) that as thinkers we impart meaning by categorizing the information which our senses

provide. Accordingly, cognitive theorists in social psychology have tended to assume that categori-
zationis a basic unitof thinking. Atits simplest level, categorization involves the placing of aparticular
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object, or entity, within a general category. . . . This is something that we do all the time, when we use
language to make statements about entities. (p. 121)

We categorize when we claim that “daggers are weapons,” and we furthgr czftego'rize
when we follow by saying that “weapons are used to hurt people.” Categorization gives
meaning to all human discourse. )

Categorization is based on judgments of similarity. As Mervis 'and Rosch (1981),
noted: “A category exists whenever two or more distinguishable objects or events are
treated equivalently”(p.89). When, in addition to daggers, we also treat handguns as
weapons, we place both entities in a common category called ”weapons.”. Tl.\e categori-
zation of both daggers and handguns is based on the objects’ perceived similarities. B‘y
serving this role, Mervis and Rosch label categorization “as one of the most basic
functions of living creatures” (p. 89). ‘

Categorization is not limited to the evaluation of objects. People categorize uses,
actions, or concepts “too abstract to be imaginable” (Goldberg, 19§6, p- 324'), anq tbey
appear to do so in the same manner in which they categorize objects, 'by ?dentlfymg
similarities. As Rifkin (1985) concluded, “people apply a similar categorization process
to events, scenes, and objects for organizing featural information within these domains”
(p. 541).

P Categories rarely possess clearly defined perimeters. While daggers and handguns
can both easily be classified as weapons, a similar judgment about rubber banfis orshoes
will be more complicated. Despite similarities among the mentioned objects, most
individuals would not find them sufficient to make a mutual categorization. Insteadlof
distinct categories, McCloskey and Glucksberg (1978) contend that “natural categories
are fuzzy sets, with no clear boundaries separating category members f.rom non-
members” (p. 462). Rosch (1978) suggests that all ordinary language categories w111 be
fuzzy edged, without precise borders. Membership in a category becomes “probabilistic
rather than discrete” in the view of Wiggins (1985, p. 627).

Prototypes

Cognitive categories are best represented in the mind through categorical proto-
types. Cantor, Mischel and Schwartz (1982) suggest that individuals develop a proto-
type and that the “prototype captures the meaning of a category. The prototype serves
as a symbol and reference point for the category” (p. 46). The prototype 'has been
variously equated with “best example” (Neumann, 1977 p. 187'), “representative exem-
plar” (Billig, 1987, p. 147) and “idealized representative” (Pavitt, 1982,‘ P- 212).

Prototypes, according to Rosch (1977), serve as a principal defining feature of
categories.Rosch elaborates on the research findings:

.. .categories are maintained as discrete categories by being coded in cognition in terms of prototypes
of the most characteristic members of the category. That is, many experiments have shown that
categories are coded in the mind neither by means of lists of each individual member of the category
nor by means of a list of formal criteria necessary and sufficient for category membership but, rather,
in terms of a prototype of a typical category member. (p. 213)
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- Our comprehension of the category comes from the prototype, not from a set of
characteristics defining that category. For example, the category “bird” may be better
understood by the prototype “robin” than by a list of criteria or descriptors that includes
(a) warm-blooded vertebrate, (b) covered with feathers, (c) having wings, etc.

The prototype is the starting point for later judgments on the contents of a category.
Establishing such starting points and making adjustments from those points is central
to Slovik and Lichtenstein’s (1971) theory of evaluative judgment. “Individuals often
make decisions,” argue Huber, Neale and Northcraft (1987), “by starting from an initial
position and adjusting from that position to yield a final judgment” (p. 151). If the
adjustment from the category starting point to the object of evaluation is minimal, then
the object will be viewed as a member of that category.

Whethera creature is classified as a bird is more a function of perceived similarities
to the prototype, a robin, rather than whether the creature possesses certain specific
traits. If the necessary adjustment from the prototype robin is small, the creature will be
evaluated as a bird. Pavitt (1982) proposed exactiy this decision making process when
heclaimed that “judgments of the ‘goodness’ of membersofa categoryaremadein terms
of a conception of an idealized prototype” (p. 237). The identical notion was advanced
when Neumann (1977) argued, “The greater the distance which separates it from the
prototype, the poorer a member it is” (p. 187). As Wiggins (1985) noted previously, this
isa probabilistic judgment. The greater the distance from the prototype, theless probable
that the entity belongs to the prototype’s category.

The concepts from cognitive psychology of categorization and prototypes provide
a useful explanation for how individuals make evaluative judgments. These concepts
denote how the goodness-of-fit of a member in a category is based on the degree of
similarity between the member and a prototype of the category, serving as a best
example.

Application to Topicality Judgments

Decisions on topicality can be examined as categorical judgments. The categories
are not necessarily concrete, like “bird”, but, as Goldberg (1986) previously noted, the
categorization process is identical for abstract concepts. We propose that judges, in
deciding whether a case is topical, compare the affirmative’s conception of the topic to
atopical prototype. The criticmakes a holistic judgment as to the extent the affirmative’s
version of the topic matches the judge’s prototype of the conflict suggested by the
resolution.

As was noted earlier, Rosch (1978) contended thatall language categories are fuzzy
edged. Debate topics, as natural language categories, unquestionably possess this fuzzy,
indistinct character. The boundaries that distinguish the topical or relevant case areas
from non-members of the category are blurred and unclear. The judgments are proba-
bilistic.
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Serious topicality disputes will rarely concern cases that are near the center, or
prototype, of the topical category, assuming all participants share that prototype. (Of
course, any argument may be presented for strategic reasons, to divert the focus of
argumentation or to consume time.) In support of Rosch’s claims about prototypes, Billig
(1987) maintains that “when we deliberate about the outer edges, we refer to the degrees
of similarity to the prototypical examples at the centre. This process assumes that the
centre of the concept is not the locus of dispute” (p. 147).

Consequently, most topicality argument involves cases that the negative debaters
consider suitably distant from the center of the topic as they perceive it or as they believe
the judge perceives it. The question facing the judge is whether the affirmative case isa
sufficiently good example of the resolution that it should be given jurisdiction for
discussion or ultimately receive the judge’s assent.

If the model of evaluative judgment developed by the cognitive psychologists is to
be accepted, the judge evaluates the affirmative case by comparing it to a personal
resolutional prototype. The final decision of topicality depends on whether the judge has
been convinced that the affirmative case is sufficiently close to the prototype. The role
of external topicality criteria will not be instrumental in this process.

While no studies have been conducted to prove that debate judges operate in this
fashion, there is evidence that general judgments on communication competence follow
this cognitive model. Research by Pavitt and Haight (1985) concluded that individuals’
idealized prototypes of the competent communicator were used for the evaluation of
specific communicators. Corroborating this finding in a later investigation, Pavitt and
Haight (1986) declared: “There is good reason to suppose that a perceiver-oriented
approach. .. is the most profitable alternative available for studying the process of com-
petence evaluation” (p.232). We argue that a similar descriptive, critic-oriented perspec-
tive best explains the process of topicality evaluation. '

Implications for Argument Strategy

To respond to this altered view of debate critic decision making, debaters must
modify their argument strategies. The focus of topicality argumentation will need to
shift from demonstrating that the case fulfills certain arbitrary resolutional standards to
establishing links between the case and a resolutional prototype. Rhetorical tactics that
elicit cognitive links between concepts serve this purpose.

Though it is beyond the intent of this article to explicate all such tactics, we would
suggest that case and prototype can be linked through at least three types of connections
—logical, language, and affective. Each type of connection will be described and
examples of their use provided.

Logical connections establish similarity by indicating that the case and prototype
share either a sufficiently large number of attributes and/or a set of particularly salient
attributes. The affirmative identifies a prototypical case, arguably acceptable to all
critics, and then demonstrates that the vital characteristics of that case are wholly
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embodied in the affirmative interpretation. Logically, if they share the same salient
descriptors, they must exist in the same category.

An example of logical connections comes from the Fall 1981 CEDA resolution “that
unauthorized immigration into the United States is detrimental to the United States.” An
affirmative attempting to prove the resolution by arguing that entry into this country of
viruses, such as AIDS, threatens our nation would likely need to defend the case’s
topicality. Such defense could include the claim that both viruses and illegal aliens

'swimming the Rio Grande, a prototype case, share the same important characteristics—

(a) they are living organisms and (b) they can reproduce. If the two cases are so identical,
then logically they must share the same topical category of “unauthorized immigra-
tion.” The negative’s responses would focus on the failure of viruses and the prototype
case to share a long list of other important similarities.

Labeled by Bennett and Feldman (1981), as “the most powerful means of establish-
ing relationships”(p. 52), language connections can merge case and prototype into the
same category. Politicians and government representatives have long recognized that
the language selected to describe an event determines how that event is categorized.
Whether Israel “occupies” or “administers” the West Bank and Gaza Strip determines
into which category the action falls, whether it is closer to our prototype of hostile
military domination or our prototype of benevolent management.

Objects, events, and actions all may evoke emotional reactions. If the emotional
response to the case matches the emotional dimension of the prototype, then the two will
be linked by an affective connection. Research on consumer purchasing demonstrated
that new brands are evaluated on the basis of “the affect associated with the activated
category” (Walker, Swasy & Rethans, 1986). It seems that the strength of an affective
connection would not be sufficient by itself to support most topicality arguments, but
it would reinforce logical or language connections.

The Fall 1985 CEDA topic concerned restrictions on media coverage of terrorist
activity. Terrorism unquestionably engenders emotional reactions. An affirmative team
might defend the resolution by arguing that cigarette manufacturers are terrorists and,
consequently, thereis value to restricting the advertising of cigarettes. The fear of cancer
is compared to the fear of bombings. If Abu Nidal and Philip Morris create the same
affective response in the critic, then they are both morelikely to be placed in the category
of terrorist. Negatives might seek to distinguish the sudden fear posed by terrorists from
the lingering threat created by the fear of cancer.

While logical, language and affective connections do not exhaust the means of
linking two entities within one’s cognition, they illustrate the potential avenues open to
the debater. By carefully selecting topicality arguments that promote such connections,
the advocate is more likely to gain adherence from the critic.

Conclusion

Arguments over how critics should evaluate debate rounds have abounded during
the past decade and unquestionably they will continue. Several judging paradigmshave
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been proposed. The education of judges through such prescriptive means is a worth-
while objective, particularly if it advances the instructional purposes of interscholastic
debating,.

This article proposes an alternative descriptive model to depict the thought
processes of the critic, at least in terms of topicality judgments. A variety of other types
of judgments—on the interpretation of evidence, on the credibility of sources, on the
balancing of competing values, etc.—should also be the focus of further investigations.
Categorization and prototypes do not necessarily explain these decisions. The more
debaters understand about the critic’s cognitive processes, the better they can adapt to
the rhetorical situation in the round.

There may be fears that any emphasis on the judge’s decision making process will
legitimize pandering to the idiosyncracies of the critic. Such concern is misdirected. Any
approach to forensics education that divorces the construction and presentation of
argument from considerations of audience fails to prepare students for the reality of
communication. Explaining to debaters why arguments that convince one critic floun-
der with another can only make the activity of debate more meaningful.

This perspective does not compete with the prescriptive paradigms, but it does
imply that certain reasoning patterns naturally occur in evaluative considerations.
Whether the critic can alter these fundamental cognitive processes in pursuitof arevised
decision making paradigm is questionable. Consequently, argumentation scholars
should earnestly attend to this and other thought patterns that may be inherent to
evaluative judgment.
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