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At the End of Reasons: Fogelin, Deep Disagreement, and the Limits of Argument 

Introduction 

Robert J Fogelin in his piece, “The Logic of Deep Disagreements,” offers a powerful yet 

unsettling thesis. He insinuates that some disagreements are so profound that they cannot be 

resolved through rational argumentation. These “deep disagreements” are more than just 

stubborn disputes over facts. Rather, they are conflicts rooted in incompatible worldviews. 

Fogelin, in his piece, labels them as “framework propositions.” In this paper, I will attempt to 

explain Fogelin’s account of deep disagreements. Following this, I will illustrate his account with 

an original yet relevant example drawn from existing sociopolitical tensions. Additionally, I will 

then present an objection that challenges his pessimistic view, and hence critically assess whether 

Fogelin’s position remains convincing. Ultimately, I argue that while rational dialogue can bridge 

many disagreements, Fogelin is correct that deep disagreements fundamentally resist rational 

resolution. 

 

Fogelin’s Argument: Deep Disagreements and the Breakdown of Argumentative Context 

​ Fogelin’s central claim is that certain background conditions must be met for an 

argumentative exchange to be meaningful. First, the parties must share a sufficient number of 

beliefs and values, also known as a common framework. Second, they must agree on procedures 

for adjudicating disagreements, such as appeals to evidence, standards of reasoning, or logical 

inference (Fogelin, p. 6). When these conditions are absent, the context becomes “less normal,” 

and to that extent, Fogelin asserts, “argument becomes impossible” (Fogelin, p 7). 

​ Fogelin emphasizes by drawing inspiration from Wittgenstein’s “hinge propositions” in 

On Cerainty and states within a normal argumentative context certain background commitments 
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are not open to doubt. When disputes occur at this foundational level, traditional argument fails 

because participants no longer share the basic rules for determining what counts as a good 

reason. 

A vivid illustration appears in debates over abortion. Opponents and proponents can 

agree on biological facts. Facts such as when the heart forms or when viability occurs. 

Regardless of these mutual understandings, people remain fundamentally divided. On one side, 

personhood begins at conception. A viewpoint that is often rooted in religious beliefs. On the 

other hand, personhood begins with consciousness or birth. In such a scenario, argumentation 

cannot bridge the divide because the underlying premises are incommensurable. In such cases, 

Fogelin states that “the language of argument may persist, but it becomes pointless since it 

appeals to something that does not exist: a shared background of beliefs and preferences” 

(Fogelin, p 7). 

 

Original Example: Gender Identity and Deep Disagreement 

​ Deep disagreements are a more common occurrence than one would assume. In fact, 

human beings are so subjective and opinionated that disagreeing is within our basic nature and 

instinct. However, in most cases, we keep our opinions and viewpoints to ourselves and rarely do 

we ever vocalize it. Although when we do let them out in the void for all to hear, it becomes 

rather eye opening. 

Often, you may think you know someone like the back of your hand, and likewise have 

similar understandings and opinions about certain contexts of the world. However, just because 

this individual and you belong to the same discourse, social standing, or even blood family, it 

does not guarantee that you have similar views of life.  
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In recent times I had encountered an instructive case of deep disagreement involving a 

family member. During a conversation centered around gender indentity, one participant 

presented emperical studies linking gender affirmation to mental health improvements and 

argued for the moral importance of respecting self-indentified pronouns. However, the family 

member rejected these arguments, asserting that gender is “biologically fixed by God” and 

cannot be socially constructed. 

​ The disagreement did not stem from a denial of the data. There was no rejection of the 

existence of trans individuals or the empirical studies themselves. Instead, the clash originated 

from fundamentally different frameworks: one side appealed to scientific empiricism and 

autonomy-based ethics, while the other grounded their views in religious doctrine and natural 

law. Rational argumentation quickly stalled because there was no longer shared agreement on 

what constituted legitimate sources of knowledge or moral authority. 

​ This mirrors real-world political and legal conflicts over trans rights. Legislative battles 

over gender-affirming healthcare, bathroom access, and pronoun recognition often reveal not 

factual disputes, but foundational clashes over the nature of identity, the authority of science 

versus religion, and the meaning of human rights. These sectors of law, politics, healthcare, and 

ethics show how deep disagreements are not merely difficult but structurally irresolvable through 

argument. 

​ To trace back to the prior point of differing viewpoints, this experience made me realise 

that often you can come from the same religion, cultural background, family, as well as a paired 

type of social discourse, but still have differing opinions about certain socioeconomic, political, 

or ethical topics. Which is why I believe that deep disagreements are majorly unsolvable, not 

only because they stem from differing humanistic backgrounds, but more so because of what 
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circumstances lead to those differing outlooks. The only disagreement I have with Fogelin is that 

he underestimates the differences to a certain extent. In today’s generation and time, individuals 

are more intrinsically unique than ever before because of the easy access to social media. Social 

media is an arena where you are exposed to a plethora of ideologies, perspectives, as well as 

personal narratives. As a result, even if people may share similar upbringings and traditional 

values, one can develop radically different outlooks based on the information they choose to 

consume and engage with online. Therefore, if people, to a certain extent, are always heavily 

self-opinionated on one topic or the other, will it ever be possible to find common ground or 

resolve arguments with productive discussion? By no means is this a claim that no argument is 

ever beyond a common consensus. However, that is what differentiates a general disagreement 

from a deep disagreement. Deep disagreements will only ever arise from complex topics, as well 

as take place between individuals who are heavily opinionated and are unable to ever be willing 

to listen to anyone other than themselves. Therefore, it can be argued that if the disagreement is 

resolvable, then it can be labelled as a deep disagreement as per Fogelin’s definition. 

 

Objection: Optimism About Rational Engagement 

​ Therefore, a plausible objection to Fogelin’s thesis argues that he overstates the limits of 

reason. Critics maintain the rational dialogue that individuals can bridge even deep divides if 

such arguments are conducted with patience and a charitable point of view. Humans, they argue, 

share a universal capacity for reason, and even when people disagree about fundamentals, they 

can be led to recognize common ground through shared human experiences, or even meta-level 

attributes of empathy and coherence. 
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​ For instance, advocates of deliberative democracy believe that individuals can engage 

across differences, uncover shared values like dignity or fairness, and also simultaneously 

gradually negotiate even the most fundamentally challenging and contrasting disagreements. 

Hence, what initially appears as an insurmountable class of frameworks might be amenable to 

careful, sustained rational engagement. 

 

Assessment: Why Fogelin’s View Prevails 

​ While the optimistic view of reason is appealing. I ultimately find Fogelin’s account more 

convincing. First and foremost, deep disagreements are characterized precisely by the absence of 

shared standards for adjudication. If one participant appeals to scientific studies and another 

appeals to divine revelation, their disagreement is not a case of applying reason poorly, but about 

which reasons are even admissible. No amount of patient reasoning can establish the validity of a 

method that the other party fundamentally rejects. 

​ Moreover, as Fogelin notes, “at the end of reasons comes persuasion” (Fogelin, p. 9). 

Once we reach the limits of shared frameworks, argumentation shifts from offering reasons to 

attempting to induce change through psychological, rhetorical, or emotional means. This is not 

rational persuasion in the strict sense; it is persuasion that seeks to reframe the other’s worldview 

rather than reason within it. 

​ Returning to the personal example involving gender identity, no matter how carefully the 

empirical evidence for gender affirmation was explained, the family member’s ultimate 

commitments rendered the evidence irrelevant. Their moral and epistemic framework prioritized 

divine authority over human social science. Attempting to find  “common ground” would have 

required undermining the very foundations of their belief system. A task that is beyond the reach 
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of argument. It is beyond the scope and reach of argument solely because these are often 

individuals who are so self-opinionated that they are reluctant to ever reason with any other 

viewpoint. 

​ Furthermore, real-world examples demonstrate the persistence of deep disagreements 

even after extensive public deliberation. Debates over climate change, racial justice, or even 

basic democratic norms reveal that participants often operate from divergent frameworks about 

what constitutes a fact, what counts as harm, or whose testimony is credible. In these cases, 

rational engagement may foster understanding at the margins, but the core clash remains resistant 

to resolution. 

​ Fogelin’s insight is that rationality is not a transcendent, neutral tool that can always 

medicate human conflict. It is embedded within forms of life, social practices, and cultural 

narratives. When these diverge, the argument becomes not merely ineffective but conceptually 

impossible. 

 

Conclusion 

​ Fogelin’s theory of deep disagreement challenges the Enlightenment faith in reason’s 

universal power. He provides a sober, realistic account of why some of our most important 

disputes feel so intractable by highlighting the conditions under which rational argument 

collapses. Personal encounters and broader sociopolitical conflicts over gender identity reinforce 

his thesis. In the thesis, he states that when fundamental frameworks clash, rational argument 

cannot resolve the disagreement. While optimism about reason’s reach has its place, 

acknowledging the reality of deep disagreements better equips us to understand, navigate, and 

perhaps more compassionately engage across the divides that define our world. 
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