
The Clash of the Titans:  Searle vs Boden, 1984 
Context: This 1984 discussion explores whether "Strong Artificial Intelligence" (the idea that a 
computer can have a mind) is actually possible. (This summary was generated by an LLM). 

1. The Core Arguments 

Feature John Searle’s View Margaret Boden’s View 

Philosophy Biological Naturalism: Minds 
are biological products, like 
digestion or photosynthesis. 

Functionalism: A mind is what 
a system does, not what it is 
made of. 

The "Chinese 
Room" 

Proves that you can 
manipulate symbols perfectly 
without understanding them. 

Argues that "understanding" 
emerges from the whole 
system, not just the person 
inside. 

Syntax vs. 
Semantics 

A computer only has syntax 
(rules for symbols). It lacks 
semantics (meaning). 

Meaning is found in how 
symbols relate to each other 
and the outside world. 

Simulation A simulation of a mind is no 
more a mind than a simulation 
of fire is hot. 

If a simulation performs the 
same functions as a mind, it 
effectively is a mind. 

 
2. Point of Contention: The "Biological" Requirement 

●​ Searle: He argues that computers are "purely formal." He believes there is something 
specific about the biological "wetware" of the human brain that produces 
consciousness. To him, silicon chips simply don't have the "causal powers" of a brain. 

●​ Boden: She suggests this is a "biological chauvinism." She argues that if we can map 
the information-processing steps of the brain, the material (neurons vs. silicon) shouldn't 
matter. 



3. Point of Contention: Representation 
●​ Searle: Contends that for a human, the word "hamburger" refers to a real, greasy, 

edible thing. For a computer, "hamburger" is just a string of 0s and 1s that triggers other 
0s and 1s. 

●​ Boden: Counters that computers can have "internal representations." By connecting 
symbols to sensors or complex goals, the computer's "hamburger" becomes meaningful 
within its own logical world. 

 

Discussion Questions: 
1.​ The "Meat" vs. the "Math": Searle argues that consciousness is a biological secretion 

of the brain, while Boden argues it is a result of complex information processing. Who 
has the "burden of proof" here? Do we have to prove silicon can think, or does Searle 
have to prove it can't? 

 

2.​ The Concept of "Meaning": Searle uses the Chinese Room to show that "knowing the 
rules" is not the same as "knowing the meaning." Boden suggests that if the room were 
attached to a robot that could see and touch things, the "meaning" would be real. Does 
adding a body to the computer solve Searle’s problem? 

 

3.​ The Simulation Gap: Searle famously says a computer simulation of rain doesn't get 
anyone wet. Boden might argue that a computer simulation of an addition problem 
actually results in a real sum. Is "thinking" more like "rain" (a physical event) or "math" (a 
logical event)? 

 

4.​ The Turing Test: Alan Turing suggested that if a machine’s behavior is 
indistinguishable from a human’s, we should consider it "thinking." Searle says this only 
proves the machine is good at "syntax." Does a machine that perfectly mimics a human 
actually need to "feel" anything to be considered intelligent? 
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