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Abstract: This paper examines Robert Fogelin's 
suggestion that there may be deep disagreements, 
where no argument can address what is at issue. A 
number of possible bases for Fogelin's position 
are considered and rejected: people sometimes do 
not have enough in common for reasons to count 
as reasons; doubt is possible only against the 
background of framework propositions; key 
premises may be inarguable; argument must occur 
within a conceptual framework. The paper 
concludes by reflecting on why it is important to 
have a point of view when thinking critically 
about an argument and whether that fact consti
tutes a limitation as to what can be achieved by 
critical thinking. 

I believe in the value of critical think
ing in dealing with even the most contro
versial issues. This paper discusses a 
recent challenge to my faith by Robert 
Fogelin. I I am intrigued by his challenge 
because it is based on a conception of ar
gumentation with which I am sympathetic. 
But I am troubled by his conclusion that a 
conflict, such as the one over abortion or 
affirmative action, may not be rationally 
resolvable. Although he does not make an 
explicit reference to critical thinking, it is 
clear that he is arguing for the existence of 
conflicts where it cannot be determined 
which position is best by evaluating the 
arguments for each position. 

Fogelin's challenge to critical thinking 
is based on the insight that argument is 
possible only where certain beliefs and 
preferences are shared. When people disa
gree about so many things as to find it 

impossible to appeal to anything the other 
side will accept, then any argumentative 
exchange between them will be abnormal, 
and their conflict will be a deep disagree
ment. Then critical thinking cannot deter
mine which position is best because what 
one side gives as arguments for its position 
will not even count as arguments from the 
other's point of view. 

I am skeptical about whether deep 
disagreements actually exist, and I ques
tion how Fogelin can know that they do. 
Because I am skeptical about their exist
ence, I wonder whether I understand what 
they are supposed to be or how their exist
ence is a consequence of the way that 
argumentation should be conceived. I 
consider a number of possible bases for the 
claim that deep disagreements are 
possible: people sometimes do not have 
enough preferences and beliefs in common 
for reasons to count as reasons; doubt is 
possible only against the background of 
Wittgensteinian framework propositions; 
the key premises of the abortion conflict 
are inarguable; argument always is given 
within a conceptual framework. My results 
are negative: none of these are satisfactory 
bases for Fogelin's conclusion. However, 
what interests me more is the conception 
of argumentation upon which Fogelin's 
argument is based. Andrew Lugg claims 
that Fogelin has gone wrong because he 
thinks of the derivation of conclusions as a 
rule-governed activity. Although I think 
that this is a faulty diagnosis, considering 
why Lugg makes it helps to identify what 
is at issue: whether it is important to have a 
point of view when thinking critically 
about an argument and whether having one 
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constitutes a limitation as to what can be 
achieved by critical thinking. 

From argumentation to the limits of 
critical thinking 

The problem that interests Fogelin 
about the limits of critical thinking is not a 
problem for formal logic. From its point of 
view, all that matters is whether the con
clusion follows from the premises and 
whether the acceptance of the premises is 
warranted, not who is giving the argument 
or who is being addressed by it. Fogelin 
objects to formal logic's conception of ar
gumentation because its insensitivity to 
rhetorical context makes those who apply 
it unreasonably skeptical about the correct
ness of argumentation. But, says Fogelin, 
when it is replaced with a conception that 
is sensitive to context, as it is in informal 
logic or critical thinking, then it is possible 
that an argument that may be correct for 
one audience might not even be an 
argument for another audience. 

Fogelin is not saying that the appraisal 
of an argument always is a function of how 
its audience receives it. He concedes that 
an audience may be unmoved because of 
its own failings, because it is pig-headed or 
biased or otherwise unre<'sonable. He does 
not take such unreasonableness as evi
dence of a significant difference in beliefs 
and preferences with the arguer. On the 
contrary. He argues that the charge of pig
headedness (bias, etc.) makes sense only 
where there are broadly shared beliefs and 
preferences, where the reasons being given 
should be decisive for the audience if it 
weren't for its pig-headedness. But he insists 
that sometimes an argument's failure to 
move the audience may be due to the fact 
that the conditions for its even being an ar
gument for that audience are not satisfied. 

Fogelin's argument is based on his 
conception of argumentation: 

An argument is produced by the activity of 
arguing and arguing is something that 
people do. Furthermore, they do it for a 

variety of reasons, and in an effort to 
achieve very different purposes (p. 2). 

Fogelin is denying that an argument is as 
the logician understands it, a series of 
propositions (statements), one of which is 
designated as its conclusion, the others as 
its premises. The logician may concede 
that an actual argument is more than mere
ly a series of propositions, but the argu
ment that is the subject of logical analysis 
is reconstituted as such a series because the 
only thing the arguer is doing that interests 
the logician is offering premises in support 
of a conclusion. In its reconstituted form 
the argument has no rhetorical context; the 
logician understands and appraises it 
without thinking of it as addressing any 
particular audience. 

Fogelin attacks the logician's concep
tion of an argument as a sequence of prop
ositions because he wants to complain 
about the consequences of the conception. 
One complaint is that few actual argu
ments turn out to be correct when restated 
by supplying the missing (often exception
less) premises that enable the truth of the 
premises to rule out any possibility of the 
conclusion's being false. Another is that 
"deductive chauvinism" is behind the bias 
that there must be something wrong with 
any argument that employs apparently 
fuzzy concepts. 

But Fogelin is doing more than ex
pressing his frustration with formal logic, 
as can be seen by thinking about what he is 
doing with the different audiences he 
might be addressing. With someone like 
me he is preaching to the converted, touch
ing a sympathetic nerve. He also is trying 
to avoid alienating those who believe in 
logic and would not concede that its re
phrasings necessitate any distortion or 
misrepresentation. To avoid alienating 
them he pulls his punches by insisting that 
formal methods are of value in explaining 
and clarifying the concepts of validity, log
ical form. and contradiction, which he 
seems to think are of value outside a logic 



classroom. His real objective is not to press 
any objections against logic, but to explain 
how a problem arises when the approach to 
argumentation that he favors is adopted. 

Fogelin is saying that the appraisal of 
an argument is context-sensitive, and we 
can illustrate what he has in mind by con
sidering what he himself is doing. Those 
who believe in formal logic may want to 
criticize him for not giving an argument 
for his complaints, whereas those of us 
who sympathize with his frustrations will 
not do so. But the question of whether or 
not he is giving an argument is not really 
dependent on which audience his argument 
is understood to address, if you bear in 
mind that his objective is to complain 
about Logic in order to prepare the way for 
his claim that argument analysis should be 
context-sensitive. 

Consider what he is doing in making 
this claim. Some will be skeptical about it. 
They will be disappointed by the little he 
says in explaining or defending it, con
fined as it is to some remarks about how 
the vagueness of a term in an argument 
may be a function of whether the context 
requires that the term be clearer. Unlike 
them, I am not skeptical, but I realize that 
Fogelin has other interests in this paper 
and is not concerned with making a case 
for the importance of context-sensitivity. 
Rather, he is reminding people like me of 
what we believe about argumentation in 
order to make us aware of the limitations 
of critical thinking. At the same time, he 
may intrigue others with the possibility 
that a context-sensitive conception of argu
mentation (with which they are not com
fortable) may have relativistic conse
quences. For all of us, whatever our posi
tion on the need for context-sensitivity, 
what is important is that he is citing the 
fact that people who disagree on certain 
controversial issues also disagree on a 
great many other things as a basis for his 
position that deep disagreements exist. 

How is his position to be understood? 
We have talked about what he is doing in 
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complaining about formal logic and in 
maintaining that an argument's analysis 
must be context sensitive. What we need to 
do now is to explain what he is doing in 
saying that 

there are disagreements, sometimes on im
portant issues, which by their nature, are 
not subject to rational resolution (p. 7). 

By itself this seems uncontroversial: when 
the alienation from the other side is ex
treme, there is little that the best arguments 
can do. When we argue we may be unwill
ing or unable to see things from the point 
of view of the opposition; we may even fail 
to listen or hear what they are saying. Res
olution in such a dispute may be possible, 
but not merely by the parties marshalling 
evidence for a position being taken--the ir
rational factors also must be addressed. 

But, he is not saying that some disa
greements have an irrational basis. As we 
indicated earlier, Fogelin insists that when 
an arguer is pig-headed or biased or other
wise umeasonable, it is not a deep disa
greement. He claims that the accusation of 
irrationality makes sense only against a 
background of shared beliefs and prefer
ences; people are irrational when they do 
not see what is there for them to see. More
over, even if those who disagree do not 
have a common stock of beliefs and prefer
ences, it does not follow that their conflict 
has an irrational basis. His position is not 
supported by the fact that arguments have 
irrational components, and he explicitly 
excludes these components when defining 
a deep disagreement. 

He is taking a very controversial posi
tion on what can be achieved by a critical 
thinker who is not necessarily taking sides 
or even prepared to address those who are 
doing so. He is playing GOdel by suggest
ing that it is not possible to determine 
whether and when abortion should be con
sidered murder or whether reverse discrim
ination quotas are unfair. That we may not 
find a resolution that both sides 
accept-that is not controversial. Nor is it 
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controversial that the two sides may disa
gree on a lot more than just the matter at is
sue, so much so that their disagreement 
may be said to be very deep indeed. But 
that no argument can be correct because 
none can satisfactorily address what is at 
issue in the argument-that is controver
sial, and that is what Fogelin has in mind 
when he says that deep disagreements 
exist. 

But all he says about what happens 
when an argumentative exchange is not 
normal is: 

The language of argument may persist, 
but it becomes pointless since it makes 
an appeal to something that does not 
exist: a shared background of beliefs and 
preferences (p. 5). 

Arguments on either side of the abortion 
question often are question-begging. Per
haps this is all Fogelin has in mind when 
he talks about how the language of argu
ment becomes pointless when the argu
mentative context is abnormal. After all, 
arguers who are begging the question are 
not really giving an argument, in the sense 
in which giving an argument presupposes 
that what is at issue in the argument is be
ing addressed. They are arguing-Fogelin 
needs to be clear on this point. But, be
cause they are begging the question, their 
arguments may be said to be pointless, to 
the extent that they do not address the is
sue. Fogelin' s talk of the conditions for ar
guing suggests that he is thinking of 
someone who is uttering the words but 
whose actions misfire and become little 
more than sound and fury. But it would be 
wrong for him to suggest that my pro
choice arguments will make no sense to 
someone like Jerry Falwell, who is pro-life 
and whose values are significantly differ
ent from mine. Falwell will understand 
them all right, just as he will understand 
that I am arguing against him, but he will 
not understand how they are responsive to 
what he thinks is at issue, presumably be
cause they are not responsive. Fogelin says 

nothing to indicate that when he refers to 
the conditions that make argument possi
ble he means the conditions that make it 
possible for an argument not to beg the 
question. But perhaps this is how he 
should be understood. 

Otherwise we have to understand him 
to be taking the untenable position that 
when arguers deeply disagree they cannot 
even adopt the opposition's premises for 
the sake of argument, as when the pro
choicer argues that the right-to-lifer must 
take the position that an abortion for a 
pregnancy due to rape is not permissible 
because the fetus' right to life is not lost 
just because of how it was conceived. 
Fogelin emphasizes how extensive the dif
ferences are between the two sides, but, as 
Andrew Lugg suggests, the fact that argu
ments can be given which force the oppo
sition to adjust or even change their 
positions requires that their exchange takes 
place in a context of shared beliefs and 
preferences.2 If anything, Lugg suggests, 
the practice of arguing seems to aim at the 
lessening of disagreement. We take a posi
tion and others disagree. If we engage with 
them in discussion and argument, we find 
ourselves trying to understand what they 
are saying, even as we consider how we 
might respond to them. The very attempt at 
helping them to see things our way leads 
us to restate our views in a form more ac
ceptable to our opposition-the very proc
ess of arguing leads us closer to 
agreement. When argument has brought us 
closer together it is because we have been 
guided by what we discovered in the proc
ess of the dialectic rather than by what we 
knew before we engaged in it. Lugg con
trasts this conception of the practice of ar
guing with one where arguers are anchored 
to the position from which they have start
ed, and instead of moving towards agree
ment they fall back to their original 
positions, perhaps because they have so 
much invested in being right, i.e., because 
they are so pig-headed. 



But Fogelin cannot be understood to be 
taking a position on conflict resolution.3 

He says nothing to imply that those en
gaged in a deep disagreement will be una
ble to find a compromise agreeable to both 
sides. His interest is in what can be 
achieved by critical thinking, not in what 
can be accomplished by negotiation or any 
other political activity. When he says that 
sometimes rational resolution is not possi
ble he is making a claim about the limits of 
what can be achieved by critical thinking 
in addressing what is at issue in the ar
gument. 

Normal and abnormal argumentative 
exchanges 

Grant, for the sake of argument, that 
the two sides in a dispute like the one over 
abortion or affirmative action may have 
differences which range over a significant 
number of other beliefs and preferences. 
Nevertheless, the debate does not seem to 
involve anything that might be referred to 
merely as a preference. It is not a matter of 
preference when a pro-lifer sees abortion 
as killing babies or a pro-choicer sees it as 
self-defense. And if there are differences 
in belief among the disputants, some of 
these beliefs seem to be expressions of bias 
or are otherwise mistaken. So, the fact that 
people have different beliefs and prefer
ences doesn't seem to argue for any Gode
lian conclusion about the possibility of 
resolving controversial questions. 

To see how Fogelin is thinking, you 
need to consider his example of an argu
ment over which route to take home after 
shopping for, among other things, frozen 
food and fresh fish. The traffic at that time 
of day is a factor; so too is the fact that frozen 
food melts and unrefrigerated fish begins 
to stink. The disagreement is not deep if it 
it takes place in a context where the argu
ers have a common base of shared beliefs 
and preferences, for example, for food that 
keeps, for avoiding traffic jams, for being 
spared the stink of unrefrigerated fish. 
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When would it be deep? Mere prefer
ences seem inarguable, but they do not 
seem to be the basis for a deep disagree
ment. Is pistachio ice cream tastier than 
coffee almond fudge? It is a matter of pref
erence. So, too, is a preference for apples 
over pears, or salmon over trout. We may 
argue about which to buy if we can only 
buy one-your preference or mine. If each 
dislikes what the other prefers, then the 
disagreement may be resolvable if there 
are other options, such as buying some
thing else, or getting half of each, some
thing that may prove a satisfactory 
compromise if the alternative is getting 
nothing at all. 

Fogelin seems to be thinking of some
thing different: a preference, if it is a pref
erence at all, for getting caught in a traffic 
jam, the frozen food's melting before it can 
be put in the freezer, or the fish's stinking 
up the car. Which route should we take to 
get home on time? If you want the trip to 
take a long time or the food to spoil, then 
we will be arguing at cross purposes, espe
cially if you are not forthright about it. If I 
know that you want to be late in order to 
avoid meeting someone, we can try to find 
ways for us both to get what we want. But 
if you don't trust me with the truth, we 
may continue to argue fruitlessly. Here the 
problem is not that the argument is unre
solvable, but that we are addressing the 
wrong issue-which route to take to get 
home quickly, rather than whether to get 
home on time. 

Fogelin may be thinking of something 
perverse-a preference for spoiled food or 
traffic jams, not as a means to an end, but 
for their own sake. You want to take that 
route because even though you want to get 
home, you want to be in a traffic jam more. 
Because we both want to get home, per
haps we can agree to let you indulge your 
taste for traffic jams some other time. But 
then I am unsure what that taste involves. 
Perhaps you like being around frustrated 
and angry people; perhaps you like the 
smell of gasoline exhaust or the feeling of 
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being stopped while surrounded by so 
many cars. Either your preferences can be 
indulged some other way or they are the 
kind of things that Fogelin ruled out earlier 
when he insisted that he is not talking 
about an arguer who is behaving irrational
ly. Surely such a perverse preference is 
not what he has in mind when he talks 
about the need for a shared background of 
beliefs and preferences on the part of 
those engaged in a normal argumentative 
exchange. 

Why are we wondering what Fogelin is 
referring to as "preferences?" He is right in 
thinking that people really do have differ
ent preferences, and that there is no point 
in arguing about many of them. The prob
lem is how the kind of deep disagreements 
he has in mind could depend on such dif
ferences in preferences. By contrast, disa
greements on many social and political 
questions do seem to tum on differences in 
beliefs. But, at least some of these beliefs, 
such as in the inherent inferiority of a cer
tain race, are expressions of bias and as 
such are ruled out by Fogelin as a basis for 
a deep disagreement. Because they are bi
ased some of the arguers may not be 
moved by the arguments of the other side, 
but it does not follow that critical thinking 
cannot reveal whether they should be 
moved by them. 

Framework propositions 

His argument for the existence of deep 
disagreement requires more than the possi
bility that those who disagree may not 
have a background of shared beliefs. It 
needs these beliefs to be the kinds of things 
that cannot be critically evaluated. 

When he thinks of beliefs that cannot 
be evaluated he is reminded of On 
Certainty. Indeed, it is the opportunity 
to apply Wittgenstein's insights about 
what is wrong with philosophical skepti
cism that seems to motivate Fogelin. 
Wittgenstein claims that certain "hinge 
propositions"-Fogelin calls them "frame-

work propositions"-must be exempt from 
doubt in order for doubt to even be possi
ble. These propositions, in Wittgenstein's 
words, are the "rock bottom substratum 
of my convictions," the "scaffolding of 
our thoughts," or the "language game 
foundations." They are inarguable. 

Grant, for the sake of argument, the ex
istence of framework propositions; how 
can that be used to argue for the existence 
of deep disagreements? The propositions 
Wittgenstein cites, such as Moore's claim 
to have two hands, are absolutely un
controversial. How puzzling, as Andrew 
Lugg points out, that Fogelin refers to the 
fact that there are framework propositions 
which none of us could doubt, as evidence 
that there might be something comparable 
in connection with the most controversial 
questions!4 

Things would be less puzzling if it 
were obvious that framework propositions 
exist How can Moore know that he has a 
hand when he does not see it, how can he 
know anything external exists when he 
does not really perceive it, at least not im
mediately or directly? And so on for other 
doubts. In each case the skeptic offers a 
characterization of our evidence that 
makes it seem inadequate to support the 
claim to know. Wittgenstein's response is 
that the existence of physical objects, other 
minds, and the like, cannot be established; 
rather, their existence constitutes the 
scaffolding for everything else we think 
and do. 

My life shows that I know or am certain 
that there is a chair over there, or a door, 
and so on.-I tell a friend, e.g., "Take that 
chair over there." "Shut the door."5 

Here he is making the uncontroversial 
claim that my actions reveal what I know 
or believe. 

More problematic is the assertion that 
my life shows what I believe about meta
physical questions such as whether materi
al objects exist as the cause of my sense 
impressions. After all, nothing I say or do 



seems to reveal that I believe in the causal 
theory of perception, or some theory about 
the relation between sense data and materi
al object claims. Whatever he means by 
saying that our lives show that we know 
that there is chair over there, Wittgenstein 
cannot mean that they show that a meta
physical belief about the existence of ma
terial objects is true. 

If not metaphysical ones, then what 
propositions or beliefs are supposed to be 
bedrock? The answer that suggests itself is 
that there must be some things immune 
from ordinary as opposed to metaphysical 
doubt. You can question whether it really 
is salt in the salt shaker. Some other sub
stances look like salt; perhaps the kids 
have played a prank and have switched the 
salt and sugar. But that you are holding a 
shaker, that you have a hand (that is doing 
the holding), and so on-such things are 
supposed to be bedrock. 

But circumstances can be imagined 
where even these supposed bedrock beliefs 
can be doubted. For example, you may 
have some pop art sculptures that look 
exactly like household objects or your 
hand may have been mangled and you 
wake up from surgery not knowing wheth
er it has been amputated. Admittedly, in 
many circumstances no one would (or 
could) entertain such doubts, but this is 
hardly the same thing as suggesting that 
there are propositions with a status suffi
ciently privileged to qualify as framework 
propositions. 

Not only is the claim that framework 
propositions exist puzzling; so is the sug
gestion that what is true for metaphysical 
doubt also may be true of argument over 
certain controversial issues. After all, 
claims earn their status as framework prop
ositions because everyone accepts them, 
whereas those who disagree over some
thing like the morality of abortion are 
supposed to be accepting conflicting 
framework propositions.6 Grant, for the 
sake of argument, that the very possibility 
of argument depends on both the arguer 
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and the audience accepting the same 
framework propositions; how could we 
know that the different sides on abortion 
do not do so? The answer must be based on 
an understanding of the nature of the abor
tion controversy, rather than on any tran
scendental argument about the conditions 
for argument to be possible. 

The inarguability ~f the key abortion 
premise 

The abortion conflict is not resolvable 
because each side's argument relies on a 
key premise that is like an axiom
inarguable but crucial to the argument. 
Many of Fogelin's readers will understand 
him to be taking this position. That the fe
tus is or is not a person he refers to as a 
framework proposition, as he also refers, 
in connection with the conflict over affirm
ative action, to the proposition that groups 
as well as individuals do or do not have a 
moral claim against a society that has op
pressed them. His position that these are 
framework propositions gets support from 
the fact that many of the arguments on 
each side are question-begging, as we would 
expect if they are derived from mutually 
incompatible axiom-like premises. 

That whether or when the fetus is a 
person is inarguable has not prevented 
many philosophers from arguing for a po
sition on the question by invoking some 
principle about what it takes to be a per
son. Perhaps Fogelin thinks (as I do) that 
the use of such a principle is question-beg
ging, since the validity of the principle de
pends, among other things, on whether it 
has been correctly applied to abortion. 
Nevertheless, if philosophical literature on 
abortion is any evidence at all, then any 
claim about when the fetus is a person is 
arguable. 

But, the real problem with the axiomat
ic view is that it makes the commitment 
to the contradictory starting points 
mysterious-it leaves out the people 
whose arguments rely on these starting 
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points. Or, rather, it makes it seem as 
though they just find themselves relying on 
these axioms, as we do when we philoso
phize and ask ourselve's how we would 
think if we operated on a certain premise. I 
take Fogelin to be rejecting such an ap
proach when he emphasizes how much ar
gument requires a context of shared beliefs 
and preferences. He would not say this if 
he were thinking that the difference 
between the two sides of the abortion 
dispute is that they happen to start from 
different axiom-like premises. The axiom 
view of the dispute should be rejected be
cause it "depsychologizes" the arguments 
for either side. 

Perhaps Fogelin's talk of how people 
who deeply disagree cannot agree on pro
cedures for settling things is a clue to his 
thinking. He attributes to some right-to
lifers the position that 

at conception, or to be delicate, very short
ly after conception, an immortal soul enters 
into the fertilized egg, and with this, 
personhood is attained. Why should one 
believe this? Well, this is part of a wider 
tradition, grounded in revelation, and 
sustained and deepened by faith (p. 5), 

He is making the dependence on different 
key premises less mysterious by explain
ing that the pro-lifer knows when the fetus 
is a person because he is acting in obedi
ence to a religious authority. Fogelin does 
not suggest that the other side also is rely
ing on a procedure; presumably the two 
sides disagree because one invokes a pro
cedure which the other does not accept as 
valid. And their disagreement is deep be
cause it depends on a commitment that 
gives meaning to the lives of believers, a 
commitment not shared by the other side. 

By emphasizing how much their 
argument depends on revelation he seems 
to be refusing to take it seriously as a 
moral argument. Perhaps the procedure he 
has in mind involves some method for de
termining the will of God on the morality 
of abortion, such as divinely inspired inter-

pretation of the Bible. But how is the use 
of such a procedure to be understood as an 
argument? The problem, to borrow from 
the Euthyphro, is whether God (or a reli
gious leader) says that the fetus is a person 
because it is a person. Admittedly, many 
pro-lifers are certain that abortion is mur
der because that is what their religion tells 
them. But believing or knowing something 
needs to be distinguished from the argu
ment for the belief, especially when that 
argument is to address even non-believers. 
Revelation may be the explanation for why 
people take the pro-life side, but it is not 
part of the argument for that side. 

Fogelin's view that the abortion con
flict is a deep disagreement may have its 
source in his failure to appreciate how any
one who opposes abortion really could 
have an argument. If so, that would explain 
why he would characterize the conflict as 
he does. This alienation from the other side 
is not to be confused with what we are call
ing a deep disagreement. But the alienation 
does explain why conflict is often so diffi
cult to resolve. If you do not see yourself in 
the opposition, if you cannot imagine 
thinking and saying what they do, then 
your differences with them are very deep. 
But they are not deep enough to constitute 
a deep disagreement, because that requires 
that the issues raised by the conflict not be 
resolvable even by someone who can see 
things from the different points of view. 

Roger Wertheimer, who does think of 
the key premise for each side as axiom
like, explains how each side becomes com
mitted to it as the effect of a natural 
response to the fetus: 

If you are led in one direction rather than 
the other, that is not because of logic, but 
because you respond in a certain way to 
certain facts. R 

He is trying to explain the adoption of the 
conflicting starting points as a function of 
how people respond differently to a fetus. 
In doing so he helps us to see what Fogelin 
has in mind when he emphasizes how the 



parties to the abortion dispute are so differ
ent in their beliefs and preferences. 
Interestingly, Wertheimer also invokes 
Wittgenstein in stating his position: the 
different responses to the fetus are "disa
greement in judgements," in "forms oflife." 

He is thinking of the responses. not of 
women contemplating an abortion, but of 
people reacting when shown pictures of a 
fetus. Would he want to maintain that those 
who oppose abortion respond more posi
tively to those pictures? And even if it 
were true that they did-and I know no ev
idence to support it-what would that 
show about the strength of feeling for the 
baby itself? Some pro-lifers may like to 
shock us with pictures of fetuses, but there is 
no reason to think that we take different 
sides because we respond differently to these 
images. The only responses Wertheimer 
does cite are not to the fetus but to 
arguments for and against abortion's being 
murder. To suggest that differences in con
fronting the challenge of saying just when 
the fetus becomes a person are due to 
differences in natural responses would 
seem little more than a confession that 
these differences are quite inexplicable. 

His explanation is interesting because 
it tries to explain where the key conflicting 
premises come from. though many philos
ophers think a consideration of how the ar
guers come to adopt a premise is irrelevant 
to a consideration of the argument itself. 
As they see it, you can consider an argu
ment for or against abortion without know
ing anything about who is giving the 
argument-her point of view; what divides 
her from her opposition; her interests and 
concerns; whom she might be addressing 
with her argument. In other words, you 
can give yourself an argument to consider 
without knowing anything about its 
rhetorical context. 

I take it that Fogelin, like Wertheimer, 
thinks it is relevant how the arguers come 
to start from different premises, and that it 
informs what he wants to say about deep 
disagreements: 
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when we inquire into the source of a deep 
disagreement, we do not simply find isolat
ed propositions ("The fetus is a person."), 
but instead a whole system of mutually 
supporting propositions (and paradigms, 
models, styles of acting and thinking) that 
constitute, if I may use the phrase, a form 
of life (pp. 5-6). 

A disagreement over something like abor
tion is misleadingly characterized as a dis
agreement over a key premise. That 
charaeterization ignores the fact that the 
people who are arguing have certain be
liefs and preferences in terms of which 
what they say must be understood. This is 
what Fogelin has in mind when he says it 
is not true that the abortion conflict "takes 
place within a context of broadly shared 
beliefs and preferences." 

To identify the relevant beliefs and 
preferences, you need to supply a rhetori
cal context. For example, think of the 
right-to-lifer as talking directly to a wom
an contemplating having an abortion. "You 
may find it inconvenient to go to term, but 
if you didn't want to have a baby you 
shouldn't have had sex." To the woman 
who has been raped: "You are displacing 
your anger at your assailant onto the baby. 
Heal yourself by getting in touch with your 
maternal feelings." 10 To the young girl: 
"Don't let your guilt and shame interfere 
with your doing the rightthing. If your par
ents won't help care for the baby, put it up 
for adoption." He tries to shock her into a 
realization of what she is contemplating by 
showing her pictures of a fetus, but he does 
not really think of her as a murderer but as 
someone who is alienated from her real na
ture. "Don't let those greedy abortionists 
get you to do what you do not want to do. 
They are taking advantage of you when 
you are most vulnerable, when you are 
frightened about being pregnant and wor
ried about how you could care for a baby." 

These reactions by some opponents of 
abortion provide us with access to their be
liefs: sex should be confined to marriage; a 
woman should not have sex unless she is 
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ready to be a mother (or to give the baby 
up for adoption); any pregnant woman re
ally wants to be a mother; to be fulfilled as 
a person she needs to have a baby. Reac
tions to questions about birth control and 
about the handicaps of babies born to 
women who won't be able to get abortions 
reveal the existence of other beliefs and 
preferences, such as for pregnancy as a de
terrent for sex outside marriage and against 
child care, head start programs, or other 
measures designed to compensate for a 
child's unfortunate circumstances.!! 

Of course, not everyone who opposes 
abortion has these beliefs and preferences. 
But they are held by a great many pro
lifers, and their conflict with the other side 
is a deep one in the sense of being a con
flict in forms of life. I have concentrated 
on the beliefs and preferences of pro-lifers 
because they are easier to identify, espe
cially by someone like myself who is op
posed to their position; but pro-choicers 
also have their beliefs and preferences, one 
of which seems to be for a sex life with few 
if any restrictions. 

The problem is that these beliefs and 
preferences can be subjected to criticism, 
and on the kinds of grounds that Fogelin 
specifically excludes as a basis for a deep 
disagreement. A woman can find fulfill
ment only as a wife and mother? This is a 
sexist attitude, the kind of unreasonable or 
irrational attitude that we are not to be con
sidering when talking about deep disagree
ments. Fogelin is not suggesting that there 
is a deep disagreement over abortion be
cause one side is sexist. Pregnancy should 
be a deterrent for having sex? Sex is only 
for those who are married? These and oth
er expressions of the beliefs and preferenc
es ofright-to-lifers also can be criticized as 
unreasonable or perhaps even irrational. 

It is time for a progress report. Fogelin's 
thinking is based on the insight that much 
of the arguing on a controversial issue 
like abortion is question-begging. The 
problem is how it follows that the contro
versy is a deep disagreement. He makes 

the connection by relying on two philo
sophical theses: one is that there must be 
conditions that have to be satisfied in order 
for a speech act like arguing to be possible; 
the other is that framework propositions 
must be accepted in order for something 
like doubt to be expressed. Not only are 
these theses dubious, but, as we have seen, 
it is questionable how they establish that 
there are deep disagreements. Fogelin him
self is committed to the view that critical 
thinking is concerned with arguments that 
are products of a human activity. For him, 
those on opposite sides of the abortion 
conflict do not happen to adopt conflicting 
premises; rather their disagreement is a 
reflection of other differences that are 
so deep that the opponents must be 
considered as participating in different 
forms of life. If so, then the premises he 
identifies as key do not seem to be 
anything like what he has in mind for 
framework propositions. 

Given that the parties to the abortion 
controversy adopt contradictory premises 
about the status of the fetus, what follows 
about the possibility of coming to an un
derstanding of the morality of abortion? 
Fogelin is right in thinking that much of 
the arguing is question-begging because 
each side operates from mutually incom
patible premises; but this does not support 
the stronger conclusion that the only argu
ing possible must be question-begging, 
any more than it supports the conclusion 
that critical thinking is unable to determine 
which side is right. We cited Lugg earlier 
as making the valid point that arguing can 
be done on the grounds of the opposition. 
But the real challenge to Fogelin's concep
tion of the controversy is whether the issue 
is defined properly as the problem of 
whether abortion is murder. In the next 
section of this paper, we consider an essay 
which insists not only that that is the 
wrong way to define the issue, but that de
fining it Fogelin's way is a function of his 
conceptual framework. 



Karen Warren on conceptual frameworks 

One contributor to Informal Logic, 
Karen Warren, may offer a way of improv
ing on Fogelin's argument. As we have 
seen, the problem with Fogelin's argument 
is that there seems no reason for thinking 
that a conflict over abortion or affirmative 
action is a conflict in framework proposi
tions. Instead of referring to the proposi
tions that must be believed by the parties to 
a controversy in order for argument be
tween them to be possible, Warren refers to 
what people believe because of their class, 
ethnic identification, gender, affectional 
preference, etc. 

She claims that all of us, whether 
arguing or reflecting on an argument, are 
operating with 

a set of basic beliefs, values, attitudes, and 
assumptions which explain, shape and re
flect our view of ourselves and our world. 
Conceptual frameworks. are influenced by 
such factors as sex-gender, class, race! 
ethnicity, age, affectional preference, and 
nationality. Although one's conceptual 
framework can change, all individuals per
ceive and construct what they perceive. 
know and value through some conceptual 
framework. At any given time, a conceptu
al framework functions for an individual as 
a finite lens, a "field of vision", in and 
through which information and experienc
es are filtered. As such, conceptual frame
works set boundaries on what one "sees". 

She is saying that how we argue or think 
about arguments is going to be determined 
by our "conceptual framework." Her con
cern is for how our social and cultural his
tory sets boundaries on what we can see 
morally and politically, not in how lan
guage defines metaphysical categories 
such as thing, event or action, in terms of 
which we are supposed to see the world.D 
For Wittgenstein and Fogelin, certain be
liefs have to be bedrock because the very 
possibility of our talking as we do depends 
on our adopting them; whereas for Warren 
we value things as we do because of our 
class, gender, race, sexual preference, etc. 

The Limits of Critical Thinking 141 

As Fogelin insists, arguing is something 
we do. But so is critical thinking. And for 
Warren it is something we cannot help doing 
from a particular "conceptual framework." 

She explains what she has in mind by 
citing feminist critiques of certain research 
into gender-based differences. 14 Research
ers who confined their studies to fighting 
behavior ignored cases of female domi
nance or control in choice of mates even 
though they claimed that their results ap
plied to all aggressive behavior. They ig
nored them because they were operating 
from a (patriarchal) conceptual frame
work, a male perspective that thinks of ag
gression and dominance exclusively in 
terms of its own experience and concerns. 

But even these researchers are not so 
limited by that perspective that they cannot 
see how they were mistaken. Or, to put the 
point in the tirst person: granted, that as a 
white male my experiences, interests and 
concerns limit how I see things. But I 
would like to think that I can see things 
from other points of view. Not only can I 
speak for myself, I can also speak for peo
ple whose views are ignored because they 
lack the power to be heard. 

The presumption that I can speak for 
others, especially those who are more mar
ginal than I, is itself an expression of a 
dominant patriarchal perspective. This 
would be Warren's response. We philoso
phers may think we understand what is in
volved in abortion, but we seem to ignore 
the experience of those most directly af
fected by our discourse. To take their expe
rience into account and give it the weight it 
deserves we must be able to hear what 
women who seek abortions are saying 
rather than to presume that we know what 
they would say. 

But in saying that critical thinking 
demands that we learn how things are from 
other points of view I am not presuming to 
know what others think or feeL I know 
that some research may be required, and 
I know, too, how important it is to create 
a situation where the powerless feel 
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confident enough to talk about their expe
riences. But no conceptual framework 
seems to act as a constraint on me. Warren 
may think that we are so different that I 
cannot learn from listening to women talk 
about their experiences. But I believe that 
we are sufficiently alike that I can see 
things from their point of view as well as 
from my own. 

Warren claims that a conceptual frame
work determines not only how we think 
when addressing an issue, but also how the 
issue itself is defined. When, as philoso
phers, we see the problem of abortion "in 
terms of alleged rights of relevant parties 
and/or in terms of governing rules or 
principles,"ls we do so from a point of 
view that Warren wants to criticize as an 
oppressive conceptual framework. We 
consider it more important to determine 
the scope and jurisdiction of certain princi
ples and to apply them consistently than to 
understand how the abortion is a problem 
for the pregnant woman. In doing so we 
seem to be expressing distrust or conde
scension by telling the woman that her ex
periences and feelings do not matter. You 
have to wonder about the will to power of 
those of us who presume to know how a 
woman should feel about the baby or her
self when contemplating an abortion, espe
cially when we insist that ours is the only 
valid point of view for discovering the 
truth about the issue. 

But we can reject the approach taken to 
the problem of abortion by (most) philoso
phers. By considering how things look 
from the woman's point of view, we may 
discover that the problem should be de
fined differently. Curiously, rather than 
emphasize the importance of considering 
the points of view of women with unwant
ed pregnancies, Warren defines the prob
lem for them, in terms of who is to exercise 
control over the decision to have a baby. 
Women with unwanted pregnancies have 
other concerns, including feeling that they 
are doing something wrong in having an 
abortion. Warren seems to want to argue 

that merely by expressing these other con
cerns women are undermining their auton
omy. In doing so, she seems to be saying 
that she knows better than the women in
volved what problem they are confronting. 

Warren would not be disturbed by the 
suggestion that even an open-minded per
son must give arguments on the morality of 
abortion that will be question-begging. As 
she sees it, open-mindedness, like any other 
virtue in critical thinking, must be exer
cised within a conceptual framework. Since 
she is operating from a feminist conceptual 
framework, it is only from within that 
perspective that she can be open-minded. 

From a feminist point of view, some con
ceptual frameworks are better than others, 
and not all positions are worthy of equal 
consideration .... From afeminist point of 
view, contemporary Western society is 
thoroughly structured by race, class and 
sex/gender factors; as such, in contempo
rary Western society at least, there is no 
currently available value-neutral conceptu
al framework within which the trait of 
openmindedness can be exercised ( p. 38). 

Warren insists that the failure to engage the 
argument for the impermissibility of 
abortion is not really evidence of closed
mindedness because the claim that the fe
tus is a person (from conception) is made 
from within a patriarchal conceptual 
framework. However question begging the 
feminist approach may seem from the 
point of view of the opposition, critical 
thinking, as Warren wants to see it done, 
does not require the kind of open
mindedness that takes seriously positions 
and arguments that are given from within 
an oppressive conceptual framework. 

The bone of contention between 
Warren and myself is whether all dis
course, including my analysis of her argu
ment, is to be analyzed as an expression of 
power. I like to think that I am not so domi
nated by my interests, whether as an indi
vidual, or as a gender or class member, that 
I cannot "see" past those interests to con
sider those of people less fortunate than 



myself. Warren may reply by saying that 
this is what she would expect someone to 
say who is determined to maintain his 
power even over the debate over whether 
all discourse is an assertion of power. But 
all she seems to have going for her is the 
metaphor of a conceptual framework as a 
lens or field of vision. She needs more. She 
needs to give some reason for thinking that 
we cannot see things from the point of 
view of those less fortunate than ourselves. 

Andrew Lugg's diagnosis of Fogelin's 
mistake 

Do deep disagreements exist? Fogelin's ar
gument takes as its point of departure an 
insight: when arguers disagree on all sorts 
of fundamental matters, they will find it 
difficult to avoid begging the question. But 
to argue for his conclusion, that there are 
controversies where any attempt at deter
mining who is right will be question
begging, he needs more. As we have seen, 
he fails to receive the help he needs from 
the presumption that there must be condi
tions for speech acts to be possible or that 
there must exist framework propositions 
which have to be believed in order for 
certain discourse to be possible. But even 
if his argument fails, the question whether 
deep disagreements exist remains to be 
addressed. 

The problem is that nothing seems to 
turn on their existence. He does not sug
gest that we argue or behave differently. 
Rather, it is the opportunity to apply the 
transcendental argument about what has to 
be true in order for argument to be possible 
that seems to interest Fogelin, not the ex
istence of deep disagreements themselves. 
Even if I am right about the fact that he is 
arguing for the existence of limits as to 
what can be achieved by critical thinking, 
it is not clear what turns on the existence of 
these limits. 

In his critique of Fogelin's argument, 
Andrew Lugg complains that he has a 
faulty conception of arguing as a rule-
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governed derivation of conclusions rather 
than as something that can be done well or 
badly like riding a bicycle or painting a 
picture. Lugg does not explain or illustrate 
the contrast (is rule-governed behavior not 
creative?); but the real problem with his di
agnosis is that it does not fit Fogelin. Lugg 
thinks otherwise because he is trying to ex
plain why Fogelin fails to take into account 
how arguers are affected by the process of 
arguing. His explanation is that Fogelin 
thinks that each side argues as it does in 
the abortion controversy because it starts 
from a key premise and the rules of logic 
dictate exactly what must be concluded 
given that starting point. 

But, there is no real evidence that 
Fogelin thinks of arguing as a rule
governed derivation of conclusions. Foge
lin's insight is that so many of the argu
ments on the permissibility of abortion are 
question begging, but this does not imply 
anything about how people have to argue 
or how an argument should be conceived. 
That arguing is open-ended and can lead to 
compromise and agreement even between 
people who disagree in their forms of life, 
that even when the issue cannot be directly 
addressed there are other effective modes 
of argumentation-all these valid points 
made by Lugg would be conceded by Fo
gel in; but he would deny that deriving 
conclusions is a rule-governed activity. 

Perhaps the fact that there are no prac
tical implications of Fogelin's view con
fuses Lugg, who seems to be adopting the 
perspective of a participant in the argu
ment. Participants bring certain interests 
and concerns to the argument which ex
plain why they are arguing. One of these 
concerns may be the desire to find an ac
commodation with the other side, especial
ly if an agreement on a policy must be 
reached. Fogelin's perspective seems to be 
that of a non-participant. He is intrigued by 
the implications for a theory of argument 
of Wittgenstein's discoveries about the 
existence of framework propositions. An 
argument is produced by the activity of 
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arguing; what does that imply about the 
possibility that some disagreements are not 
resolvable? Nothing turns on the question; 
it is of interest in its own right. 

Conclusion: the issue raised by Fogelin's 
argument 

What would it be to resolve the problem of 
abortion? This question arises when we 
think about why we are engaging in critical 
thinking, and, in particular, when we think 
about what kind of question we are trying 
to answer about abortion. From the third 
party perspective there is only the intellec
tual exercise of resolving the question of 
how or whether abortion can be distin
guished from infanticide. But from the 
standpoint of a woman with an unwanted 
pregnancy or someone counseling her, 
there are problems that have to do with 
such things as the degree of support of her 
loved ones, the extent of her other commit
ments, the dangers to her health, her ability 
to take on responsibility for taking care of 
a baby, and even her desire to have a baby. 
Fogelin is interested only in the pro
life/pro-choice dispute when he raises the 
question of resolvability. He is not interest
ed in whether the problems confronted by 
the woman herself or someone counseling 
her are resolvable. The issue raised for us 
by his discussion is whether the problem, 
as defined from the perspective of the 
non-participant, is a legitimate problem. 

The real issue about what can be 
achieved by critical thinking is, how can 
valid results be obtained from the perspec
tive of a non-participant? After all, we can-

not know what to say about an argument if 
we do not know what is at issue. When 
critical thinking is not informed by con
cerns, it is not possible to say why it mat
ters how the argument is resolved. To say 
why it matters you must have a point of 
view in terms of which things matter. 

But the unavoidability of a point of 
view does not constitute a limitation on 
what can be achieved by critical thinking. I 
wrote this paper in order to make this 
point, as well as to reinforce it by making 
another one about what we should be do
ing when we think critically. We should be 
seeking a better understanding of the issues, 
not a final verdict on the argument We offer 
a formulation of what is at issue to guide us 
in paraphrasing the argument; we raise 
questions about the argument and anticipate 
responses to them; we reformulate what is 
at issue and restate the argument to reflect 
what we have discovered in the course of 
this dialectic. Questions arise that could 
not have been raised in the absence of the 
dialectic; new or altered points of view are 
generated in the process of critical think
ing. If our object is to reach a verdict about 
the argument, then the open-endedness of 
the dialectic will be disturbing. But we 
should be thinking critically in order to ac
quire a better understanding of things; and 
an understanding is dynamic-it may nev
er stop growing. When the focus is not on 
the argument itself but on the issues that 
arise in the course of the dialectic, then 
critical thinking will not be seen as limited 
just because it must be conducted from a 
certain point of view. 
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