
Pre-publication draft; for citation, please refer to the published version 
 

 
Review: Anthony Simon Laden, Reasoning: A Social Picture. 

Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012. xi + 283 pp. 

Anthony Simon Laden's Reasoning: A Social Picture investigates how we reason with each 

other in conversation about what to do, value, believe, or feel. I know of no other book that 

brings this neglected topic so squarely into focus and explicates it so thoroughly. Laden does not 

think of reasoning together as merely an understudied topic of interest, however; he thinks that 

“reasoning is fundamentally something we do together” (16). Fully appreciating this fact, Laden 

argues, requires us to abandon a set of assumptions about reasons and reasoning that he calls the 

“standard picture.” Thus Reasoning pursues two distinct projects. The first is to investigate the 

nature and norms of the activity of reasoning together in conversation. The second is to argue 

that the “standard picture” is inadequate and ought to be replaced by a theory of reasoning that 

is social from start to finish. In my opinion, the book succeeds much more in the first of these 

projects than it does in the second. 

Begin with the first project. The body of the book (chaps. 3–6) is spent explicating the 

elements and standards of the activity of reasoning together. The primary move in this activity, 

as Laden understands it, is an invitation “to take what we say as speaking for our interlocutors as 

well” (10–11). Much of Laden's discussion consists of unpacking this idea: asking what it takes for 

one to genuinely invite one's addressees to take what one says as a reason, rather than 

commanding, lecturing, or manipulating them (118–22). What emerges is a set of norms we must 

meet to count as genuinely reasoning together rather than “merely side-by-side” (20). Laden 

investigates the norms of three activities: casual conversation (chaps. 3–4), reasoning together 

(chap. 5), and particularly end-directed bouts of reasoning he calls “engagements” (chap. 6). The 

commonalities among the norms of these activities are more important than their differences. 
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Each activity has norms of three broad types: norms of intelligibility, norms of sincerity, and 

norms of responsiveness. 

Laden pulls surprisingly rich content out of the norms of intelligibility and sincerity. 

Intelligibility requires not just that we speak in meaningful and comprehensible ways but also that 

our reasoning is not “entirely idiosyncratic and not open to anyone else to follow” (150). This 

leads Laden to an insightful discussion of the role of social isolation in schizophrenic delusions 

(151–55). When discussing sincerity, Laden argues that it is not enough to just believe what you 

say: “sincerity requires further that one have a sufficiently stable and unified self for which one's 

words can speak” (135). This motivates a suggestive argument for the claim that reasoning with 

others requires us to maintain integrity and unity in ourselves (217–28). 

The norms of responsiveness concern how we respond to our interlocutors in 

conversation and reasoning. To be speaking with you rather than merely at you, I must be open 

to being moved by what you say and, in particular, make my proposals answerable to your 

acceptance or criticism (14–15). An important part of this norm is a requirement of equality: to be 

genuinely conversing or reasoning together, we must accord each other equal standing to 

influence the course of the conversation and what reasons are accepted within it (see 117–32, 

157–60, and 165–68). Laden investigates the obstacles to equality created by unjust social 

structures in which “those with power get to decide, unilaterally, where they stand” (123). By 

shaping our conceptual schemes in ways that determine “what routes of criticism and argument 

are within the bounds of reason, and which are confused or special pleading or just ‘silly’” (124), 

such social structures can deprive the marginalized from having the ability to understand their 

own experience, articulate and express it, or be taken seriously when they do (124–26).1 

                                                
1 This part of Laden’s discussion could be usefully brought into conversation with Miranda Fricker’s (2007) work on 
testimonial and hermeneutic injustice. 
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Laden's analysis also suggests a compelling diagnosis of what is bad about inequality when 

it does happen: “When our idle conversation takes place against the background of inequality, it 

easily ceases to be a genuine conversation. And while a world without genuine conversation 

would be a duller and flatter world, it would also be a world where we don't engage in the very 

activity that constructs shared spaces of reasons. In such a world, we can't live together but 

merely side-by-side” (131). The problem with inequality of power in reasoning is not merely that 

it leads to biased judgments or suboptimal distributions of goods, but rather that it blocks an 

intrinsically valuable form of human interaction: living together. This idea strikes me as right on 

target, and worth exploring further. 

Let us now turn to Laden's second project, which aims to show that a proper 

understanding of reasoning together motivates a wholesale rejection of several standard 

assumptions about reasons. Laden's critique of the “standard picture” takes up both the 

beginning (chaps. 1–2) and end (chaps. 7–9) of the book. I cannot review all of Laden's 

arguments here; instead, I will focus on the two major points that I found to be most problematic. 

The first of these points concerns the relation between reasoning and decision making. As 

we have seen, one of the central norms of reasoning together is openness to criticism from others. 

To be fully open to criticism, Laden argues, we must never regard a reason that we have offered 

or a conclusion that we have drawn as the final word on the matter (15). From this, Laden 

concludes that we must give up on the idea that “reasoning is directed towards reaching a 

conclusion, a solution or a decision that, inter alia, brings the episode of reasoning to an end” (25). 

In turn, this means we must abandon the idea that reasons aspire to decisively determine what 

we do, that reasons can bind, necessitate, require, or obligate us to perform a certain action or adopt a 

certain attitude (51). Instead, we should firmly separate the activity of reasoning from the process 

of making judgments and decisions: “though reasoning can prepare the ground for conclusions 
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and decisions, the actual drawing of such conclusions is not part of the activity of reasoning, but 

goes beyond it” (38). 

To see the problem with this proposal, recall that reasons are always reasons for 

something: a reason is a consideration that supports or weighs in favor of some action or attitude. If 

you say that the fact that donuts are sugary is a reason, I will not understand what you mean 

until you tell me what it is a reason for: to eat donuts, or avoid them? But the responses that 

reasons support are none other than conclusions and decisions: to perform this action, to adopt 

this attitude, to make that judgment. And if we allow that the reasons for these conclusions can 

be weighed against one another, then we must accept that sometimes there will be one 

conclusion that is more supported by the reasons than any other—that is, that sometimes a 

particular conclusion is decisively supported by our reasons. Thus I doubt that there is a coherent 

way of understanding reasons on which they do not “aspire to decisiveness” (55): to separate 

reasons from the decisions and judgments they support is to deprive them of content. Moreover, 

it is far from clear that openness to criticism requires us to refrain from ever drawing conclusions 

on the matters we reason about. As Laden himself acknowledges, we can make a decision while 

still “leav[ing] open the possibility of revisiting the question should objections or further evidence 

be brought forward” (55). Laden seems to think that this way of remaining open to criticism is 

not enough, but he never fully explains why.2 

My second point concerns the final three chapters (chaps. 7–9), in which Laden attacks 

another feature of the “standard picture”: “the assumption and insistence that the question of 

what reasons there are be answered independently of how they are deployed in actual stretches of 

reasoning” (205). Laden argues for the ambitious conclusion that there is no prior fact of the 

matter as to what reasons we have that we can bring to bear when reasoning. Instead, we can 
                                                
2 Titus Stahl raises similar worries in his review of Reasoning (Stahl 2012). 
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give a complete account of our reasons by asking “what sorts of responses might continue the 

activity of reasoning and what sorts of responses would mark its degeneration into other 

activities, such as commanding and deferring” (206). The resulting account is a mix of 

voluntarism and coherentism: some of the reasons that apply to us do so because we have chosen 

them by treating them as reasons in our reasoning (208–13); other reasons apply to us because we 

must respect them in order to be coherent in ourselves or respect others’ need for coherence 

(237–51). Laden's account thus faces the same difficulty that any broadly coherentist account 

faces: it seems like any way of evaluating reasons that is internally coherent and jointly chosen will 

be permissible by the norms of reasoning together, no matter how disconnected from reality or 

morality it may be. 

Though aware of this worry, Laden does not find it particularly worrying, as he thinks 

that it stems from a misguided desire to be armed with an argument that no rational creature 

could fail to accept (215–17). But this response misunderstands the objection. The problem with 

a theory that imposes too few constraints on our reasons is not that it leaves us without an 

argument that would convince the moral or epistemological skeptic; it is that it leaves us 

nonskeptics with almost no guidance as to what to believe or do ourselves. Reasoning, on Laden's 

picture, is like a game that has no rules other than to play fair and keep playing: it would be hard 

to know how to play such a game, since almost anything could be a permissible move. Perhaps 

reasons on Laden's view are not quite this unconstrained; but much more work needs to be done 

to show that we can derive substantive and plausible first-order ethical and epistemological 

judgments from the norms of reasoning together alone, without appealing to independent 

theories of what is good, what is right, what the evidence supports, and so on. 

Laden's most important insight, I think, is that when we are reasoning together, it is not 

enough just to get the facts right about what reasons we have: it also matters how we go about 
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doing so. There are procedural requirements on excellence in reasoning together over and above 

the substantive requirement of getting our reasons right: the norms of intelligibility, sincerity, and 

responsiveness are examples. Since reasoning together is rightly one of the things that we value, 

we have strong reason to conform to these procedural requirements—for example, by not 

silencing one another, by maintaining our own integrity, by striving for equality. But this need 

not imply that conforming to these procedural requirements is the only thing we should value, or 

that these requirements are the only source of our reasons. This is, I suggest, how we should 

understand the contribution of this book: not as a failed attempt to overthrow the entire standard 

picture of reasons, but as a valuable first step toward illuminating an important corner of the 

space of reasons, one that has too long been left in the dark. 

 

Brendan de Kenessey 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology 
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