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Abstract: In this paper, we argue that 

much of the recent discussion on deep 

disagreement is grounded in a semantic 

framework that fails to capture how the 

concept actually works. It overlooks a 

key point that we aim to emphasize:  at-

tributing depth to a disagreement is, at 

its core, an evaluative act. Drawing on 

a pragmatist perspective, we propose a 

more refined framework that reveals 

how certain terms serve to express—or 

make explicit—the speaker’s attitudes 

and intentions in the act of speaking. 

We argue that this is exactly what oc-

curs when depth is attributed to a disa-

greement. 

 

 

Résumé: Dans cet article, nous 

soutenons qu'une grande partie des dis-

cussions récentes sur le désaccord 

profond repose sur un cadre séman-

tique qui ne parvient pas à saisir le 

fonctionnement réel de ce concept. Ces 

discussions négligent un point im-

portant que nous tenons à souligner : 

qualifier un désaccord de « profond » 

constitue, fondamentalement, un acte 

évaluatif. En nous appuyant sur une 

perspective pragmatiste, nous propos-

ons un cadre plus raffiné qui met en lu-

mière la manière dont certains termes 

servent à exprimer—ou à expliciter—

les attitudes et les intentions du lo-

cuteur au moment de la prise de parole. 

Nous soutenons que c'est précisément 

ce qui se produit lorsqu'on attribue de 

la profondeur à un désaccord.
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1. Introduction 

The term ‘deep disagreement’ has a relatively brief history in philos-

ophy. Introduced by Robert Fogelin in 1985, it accounts for those 

disagreements that seem to undermine the conditions that make a 

fruitful argumentative exchange possible, due to little common 

ground between arguing  parties (Fogelin, 1985, p. 5). For example, 

in discussions about ethics, a deep disagreement may arise between 

someone who defends abortion as a fundamental right and another 

who considers it morally unacceptable. Both sides may agree on the 

relevant facts (such as the existence of a pregnancy), but their disa-

greement on fundamental ethical principles creates a significant dis-

tance between the interlocutors.  

Since 1985, philosophy has addressed three main problems in re-

lation to deep disagreements:  

(a) whether deep disagreements are rationally resolvable 

(b) whether there are instances of this kind of disagreements  

(c) what deep disagreement is.1  

The first problem has sparked a lengthy and heated scholarly de-

bate. Those who maintain that these disagreements can be resolved 

are classified as optimists, while those who, following Fogelin, 

maintain that the different positions cannot be reconciled are classi-

fied as pessimists (Aikin, 2019 and Forero-Mora & Frápolli, 2024 

provide a schematic presentation of this discussion). In contrast, the 

existence of deep disagreements—addressed in (b)—has provoked 

less contention; it is frequently accepted as a given.2 In recent years, 

there has been a proliferation of analyses on the role and conse-

quences of deep disagreements in various domains of our public life. 

Notably, these studies have delved into their roles in politics (de Rid-

der, 2021; Almagro, 2024), public health (Dare, 2014; Lavorerio, 

 
1In general, these three problems have been treated as independent. An exception 

is Aikin’s theoretical optimism (Aikin, 2019, 2020), which holds that an (abso-

lutely) deep disagreement is merely a conceptual possibility since it is, by defini-

tion, rationally irresolvable. 
2Some authors have questioned the existence of these disagreements in practice. 

Feldman (2005), for example, is skeptical about them, and, as we mentioned in the 

previous note, Aikin (2019, 2020) regards them as a theoretical construct. 
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2023), morality (Hermann, 2025), and religion (Spica, 2025), among 

others. 

In tackling question (c), the focus of this text, the literature gen-

erally assumes, rather uncritically (Duran, 2016), that the label ‘deep 

disagreement’ refers to a specific kind of disagreement characterized 

by certain essential features that we must identify in order to fully 

understand the concept. According to this strategy, answering (c) in-

volves discovering the underlying nature of deep disagreements. 

This is a classical strategy in semantics, where concepts are typically 

defined by a set of necessary and sufficient conditions that determine 

their extension, often represented as the algebraic intersection of 

multiple concepts. We refer to this dominant method as the exten-

sional approach, and it is this approach that we aim to challenge. 

The extensional approach has not yielded the desired results. 

There is no consensus among scholars on a definitive set of features 

that would reliably identify disagreements as deep and distinguish 

them from those that are not. While non-deep disagreements may 

reflect personal preferences, they are typically easy to resolve and 

do not exhibit the intractability associated with deep disagreements. 

Additionally, there is no consensus on how to label such disagree-

ments; some authors label them as normal disagreements (Fogelin, 

1985; Lavorerio, 2021), shallow (Pritchard, 2023), everyday (Feld-

man, 2005; Henderson, 2020), routine (Shields, 2021), straightfor-

wardly factual (Osorio & Villanueva, 2019), and reasonable disa-

greements (Sudarshan, 2023), and there are still many other unmen-

tioned labels. As a result, a notion initially aimed to explain a philo-

sophical phenomenon whose intuitive interest is straightforward 

ends up becoming “a term of art, and hence it is to a certain extent 

up to us how we wish to employ it” (Pritchard, 2023, p. 304). More-

over, the focus of the discussion has shifted from a particularly sen-

sitive kind of disagreement to a discussion of the analytical appa-

ratus.  

The semantic background of the extensional approach is both de-

scriptive and representational. The meaning of “deep disagreement," 

as we have said, is taken to be exhausted in the set of essential fea-

tures that constitute the nature of such disagreements; for this reason, 

using the name that Ranalli (2021) reserves for this kind of project, 

it could also be called the “metaphysical” approach. Within this 



282 Forero-Mora and Frápolli 
 

© José Andrés Forero-Mora and María José Frápolli. Informal Logic, Vol. 46, No. 2 

(2026), pp. 279-305 

framework, “being deep” is a property that only specific disagree-

ments have. On this assumption, to ascribe depth to a given disagree-

ment amounts to describing its characteristics; in other words, 

speech acts in which we ascribe depth to a given disagreement, acts 

that are performed, for example, by uttering (1) 

(1)  This is a deep disagreement, 

are fundamentally understood as descriptive acts.  

In contrast to the view of concepts that underlies much of the de-

bate on deep disagreement, we adopt the pragmatist insight: that con-

cepts are open-ended and oriented toward the future. On this point, 

as on many others, we follow the spirit of Frege’s inferentialism, 

which held that treating a concept as merely the sum of its marks was 

entirely foreign to his philosophical aims (Frege, 1879, p. 6). The 

pragmatist perspective allows us to highlight a crucial point over-

looked by the extensionalist approach: that attributing depth to a dis-

agreement—that is, claiming that a given disagreement is deep—is 

essentially an act of evaluation. In most cases, this evaluative act 

serves to explore patterns of argumentative behavior, whether by 

identifying possible avenues for rational resolution or by signaling 

the dispute’s intractability. 

Terms can be used with mainly descriptive purposes on some oc-

casions and with a more evaluative weight on others, and which in-

terpretation is relevant each time cannot be seen just by looking at 

the sentence used. Sentences such as “The Mariana Trench is 35,876 

feet deep” or “She is size 10” can be used to merely describe, to 

express attitudes, or to explain plans. Even so, as Stevenson (1937) 

made clear with his introduction of the category of dynamic mean-

ing, some terms are more suited to certain uses than others. A sharp 

divide between purely descriptive and purely evaluative terms can-

not be drawn, since the meaning of a term depends—at least in 

part—on what speakers intend to convey through its use (McDowell, 

1981). 

Our proposal is to shift the semantic framework in order to 

achieve a more nuanced and dynamic understanding of the role 

played by expressive terms like ‘deep’ in this context. In doing so, 

we aim to stay true to how language is actually used, drawing on 

insights from a broad pragmatist tradition in the philosophy of 
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language—from Grice and Speech Act Theory to Truth-Conditional 

Pragmatics and contemporary inferentialism. What we take from 

these approaches is not so much their technical apparatus, but rather 

the change in perspective they offer on the nature of meaning. 

This change of semantics aligns with what we have defended else-

where about higher-order notions (Frápolli, 2013, 2023): the role of 

terms that represent these notions is to express, i.e., make explicit, 

the attitudes and plans of speakers when performing the speech acts 

in question. We will argue that this is what happens in an ascription 

of depth to disagreements. Our outline is as follows: in Section 2, we 

will present the extensional/metaphysical approach to ‘deep disa-

greement’ and highlight the representational semantics that underlies 

it. In Section 3, we will outline a normative/pragmatist framework 

that will be applied to the analysis of ’deep disagreement’ in Section 

4. We conclude with some final remarks in Section 5. 

2. The extensional/metaphysical approach  

According to Ranalli (2021), before facing any question about deep 

disagreements, we should take a step back and ask about its nature, 

“by addressing the metaphysical question of what deep disagree-

ments essentially are” (Ranalli, 2021, p. 983). Any theory aiming to 

define ‘deep disagreement’ must capture the nature of the phenome-

non revealed by the metaphysical approach. The features this ap-

proach establishes as essential to deep disagreements “will act as 

necessary conditions on the adequacy of the theory” (Ranalli, 2021, 

p. 984). At the same time, they enable us to identify what exactly 

distinguishes deep disagreements from other types of disagreement 

(Ranalli & Lagewaard, 2022, p. 6), a crucial task for proponents of 

the metaphysical approach. While Lavorerio (2021) is critical of 

treating such distinguishing features as necessary conditions, she 

nonetheless supports the metaphysical approach, noting that “to 

characterize deep disagreement [...] we can point out the features 

most associated with them” (p. 417). These features capture the 

property of “being a deep disagreement,” and any attempt to define 

the term must articulate them. 

Several sets of “general features” have been proposed to charac-

terize the nature of deep disagreements. Fogelin introduces the term 

without describing it as we outlined in the previous paragraph. 
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However, some authors have interpreted his characterization as an 

attempt to capture the fundamental core of the concept (e.g., Adams, 

2005; Dare, 2014; Duran, 2016; Arroyo, 2024). Fogelin character-

izes deep disagreements as persistent (i.e., they tend to endure even 

after normal criticisms have been addressed) and immune to appeal 

to facts (i.e., parties on opposite sides can agree on a wide range of 

facts3). He argues that they essentially involve a “clash in underlying 

principles” or “framework propositions.” Unfortunately, he does not 

provide a clear definition of these terms. A common criticism of his 

work is the lack of clarity in his definition. In order to address the 

theoretical and practical challenges posed by deep disagreements, it 

is believed that we need a clearer sense of the meaning of the expres-

sion (Shields, 2021), i.e., we need to recognize the essential features 

of deep disagreements (Adams, 2005; Ranalli, 2021; Ranalli & 

Lagewaard, 2022; Pritchard, 2023). 

An attempt to present these features more schematically comes 

from what has been recognized in the literature as the fundamental 

epistemic principle view (FEP) (Lynch, 2010, 2016; Kappel, 2012). 

FEP posits that a deep disagreement involves conflicting fundamen-

tal epistemic principles. These are principles for evaluating evidence 

that are not grounded in other principles but are self-justifying. 

Lynch proposes the following features as conditions that a disagree-

ment must meet to be considered deep: 

Commonality: the parties to the disagreement share common epis-

temic goal(s) 

Competition: if the parties affirm distinct principles regarding a 

given domain, those principles (a) pronounce different methods to 

be the most reliable or (b) can produce incompatible beliefs  

Non-arbitration: there is no further epistemic principle accepted by 

both parties that would settle the disagreement. 

Mutual circularity: the epistemic principle in question can be justi-

fied only by means of an epistemically circular argument (Lynch, 

2010, p. 265). 

 
3It also assumes that there are grounding propositions, “facts”, that cannot be ob-

jects of debate. The discussion about how terms such as “fact” or “truth” work 

would take us very far from the purpose of this paper, but we want to highlight 

that the way in which they are understood in these debates evidences the represen-

tationalist and extensional semantic background from which they take place. 
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Lynch presents a well-known toy disagreement between creation-

ists and evolutionists over the age of the Earth (i.e., the Holy Book) 

as an instance of deep disagreement, intended to illustrate the fea-

tures said to constitute the core of the concept. Several recent works 

by proponents of the FEP approach (e.g., Lynch, 2021; Aberdein, 

2021) follow a similar structure: they introduce specific disagree-

ments—either hypothetical or real—and then assess whether these 

cases exhibit the four key characteristics that would qualify them as 

deep ones. 

A common criticism of the FEP approach is that it is overly re-

strictive. Critics argue that it fails to capture the full range of deep 

disagreements, since not all such disagreements involve conflicts 

over how we acquire or justify evidence. For example, there is little 

reason to believe that deep moral or metaphysical disagreements are 

always—either directly or indirectly—rooted in fundamental epis-

temic principles (Ranalli, 2021, p. 994; Lavorerio, 2021, p. 424). In 

other words, cases that we often classify as deep disagreements do 

not exhibit the defining features proposed by the FEP framework. 

The alternative characterization proposed by Ranalli (2021), the 

most prominent advocate of the metaphysical approach and whose 

account has gained wide recognition, includes the following fea-

tures: 

Disagreement: the disagreement should be genuine; the parties must 

discuss about the same issue. 

Reason-taking: Disagreeing parties must take themselves to be giv-

ing reasons for their views. 

Systematicity: the parties must disagree on many other propositions 

related to the issue in dispute.  

Persistence: the disagreement must tend to persist in time (Ranalli, 

2021, pp. 984-985). 

It is worth noting that, unlike FEP, Ranalli does not aim to offer a 

new definition of ‘deep disagreement’ but rather evaluate the various 

definitions available in the literature based on their ability to account 

for these essential characteristics, which enunciate the core of the 

concept and enable the individuation and identification of deep dis-

agreements (Ranalli, 2021, pp. 983-984). Disagreements that lack 

these features should not be classified as deep. 
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Although widely accepted, some authors criticize this characteri-

zation, arguing that it does not allow us to distinguish deep disagree-

ments from others. That is, there are disagreements that meet these 

four criteria and should not be considered deep. Almagro (2024, p. 

28) argues that the term ‘deep disagreement’ primarily refers to dis-

agreements that exhibit Systematicity, which distinguishes them 

from other types of disagreements, including, for instance, metalin-

guistic negotiations (Plunkett & Sundell, 2013). Excluding metalin-

guistic negotiations from deep disagreements is debatable since a 

significant portion of the literature has classified them as such. Re-

cently, Shields (2021) and Sudarshan (2023) have proposed taking 

deep disagreements essentially as metalinguistic negotiations, that 

is, as cases in which what is at stake is how we should use a norma-

tive or evaluative term.4 

Pritchard (2023) also discusses these features and presents what 

he calls the axiological account of deep disagreements. Several of 

the features he establishes can be traced in FEP or in Ranalli's pro-

posal: Disagreement, Reason-taking, and Commonality, but he adds 

another feature that is essential to deep disagreements:  

Existentiality: Deep disagreements are essentially concerned with 

topics of existential importance (Pritchard, 2023, p. 302).  

From this perspective, only if the parties consider the object of 

disagreement existentially relevant are we faced with a type of disa-

greement that can be characterized as deep. Pritchard, who else-

where (2011) has defended the idea of deep disagreements as hinge 

disagreements, considers that only our axiological hinge commit-

ments (i.e., our hinge commitments concerned with existential top-

ics) are characteristics of deep disagreements. According to 

Pritchard, describing a disagreement as deep implies that it concerns 

 
4Almagro (2024) seems to follow Osorio and Villanueva's (2019) distinction be-

tween deep disagreements and evaluative disagreements. Deep disagreements re-

fer to disagreements that become about standards when it is clear that both parties 

have different standards. On the other hand, evaluative disagreements refer to dis-

agreements that neither disappear nor become about standards when it becomes 

evident that both parties have different standards (Osorio & Villanueva, 2019, p. 

118). This is not the place to discuss this distinction, but compared to a straight-

forwardly factual disagreement, both types of disagreements seem deeper. 
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topics of existential importance. However, this excludes mere theo-

retical disagreements, also considered deep in the literature. 

We are not interested in discussing the pros and cons of the dif-

ferent proposals here. Regardless of which defining characteristics 

are chosen, and how they are articulated in a specific definition,5 we 

aim to emphasize that the metaphysical approach assumes that to 

find the meaning of ‘deep disagreement’ is to capture the essential 

properties that a specific type of disagreement holds. In essence, this 

approach considers the grammatical predicate “to be a deep disa-

greement” as expressing a first-order concept that refers to specific 

features of an object or event. 

Let us clarify this issue, which is essentially semantic. We may 

label as “depth ascriptions” speech acts in which a speaker predicates 

that a specific disagreement, understood as a kind of object or event, 

is deep. The simplest example of an ascription of depth is (1): 

(1) This is a deep disagreement. 

The metaphysical approach presupposes that a complete under-

standing of (1) requires clarity on the meaning of the predicate “is a 

deep disagreement.” The attempts explored here have all operated 

under the same semantic assumption: the meaning of a predicate lies 

in the designated properties or features that allow its correct applica-

tion. Under this assumption, to ascribe depth to a given disagreement 

is fundamentally to describe what kind of disagreement we believe 

it is and to classify it as an item belonging to a certain kind. 

This view has also been contested. Duran (2016) and Aikin (2019, 

2020), for instance, have criticized the assumption that deep 

 
5 Traditionally, scholars have divided the definitions of ‘deep disagreement’ into 

two: (i) Wittgensteinian, which considers deep disagreements to be disagreements 

over hinge propositions, and (ii) FEP, which considers them to be disagreements 

over fundamental epistemic principles (e.g., Ranalli, 2021; Ranalli & Langewaard, 

2022; Lavorerio, 2021, who acknowledges this division while questioning the la-

bel of “Wittgensteinian” for the first definition). More recently, Arroyo (2024) has 

added a third type of definition, according to which deep disagreements are disa-

greements in which there is little common ground between the parties. He traces 

these three definitions back to Fogelin’s seminal paper. Osorio and Villanueva 

(2019) have presented a definition that does not seem to fit any of the above clas-

ses. They define them as disagreements that become about the standards once it 

becomes obvious that the parties involved have different ones. 
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disagreements are a specific type of disagreement. They argue that 

“depth” is a gradable and contrastive concept; not all deep disagree-

ments are at the same level. It makes sense to speak of deep disa-

greements because some are deeper than others, just as it makes 

sense to speak of deep pools only in contrast to shallower ones. 

These authors seem to be speaking in the same direction that we are 

pursuing in this text, although they do not depart entirely from the 

metaphysical approach. Duran aims to find the characteristics of the 

different levels of depth at which deep disagreements manifest them-

selves (2016, pp. 5-6). Aikin seems to go a step further by assuming 

that to label one disagreement as deeper than another is to recognize 

that there is an argumentative distance between the parties; many 

disagreements are deeper than others in the sense that there are dis-

agreements with more contested argumentative moves than others 

(Aikin, 2019, p. 432). However, Aikin succumbs to the metaphysical 

approach by considering that there is a type of disagreement, that is 

only possible in theory but not in practice, based on how we under-

stand the very concept of a disagreement’s depth. In other words, the 

category of “absolutely deep disagreements” becomes the archetype 

by which we ascribe depth to determined disagreements. This arche-

type, in turn, is defined by appealing to essential features.  

As we see it, it is difficult to get away from the metaphysical ap-

proach due to a basic, although not necessarily explicit, presupposi-

tion of semantic representationalism: that all grammatical predicates 

express first-order concepts. Under this assumption, to give their 

meaning is fundamentally to capture the defining features that enable 

them to be individuated. However, the philosophy of language of the 

last century has challenged it by questioning whether the meaning of 

any linguistic expression should be explained based on its represen-

tational or descriptive power. The global descriptivist approach, 

which is taken as the default philosophy of language, has specifically 

failed to explain the meaning of those expressions through which 

speakers primarily do not describe but evaluate: those predicates 

with a systematic role in evaluative practices. To explain what these 

concepts mean, a broader semantic background is necessary beyond 

that of the descriptivist. This is the topic of the following section. 
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3. The normative/pragmatist framework 

The analysis that we defend involves features that fall under the fol-

lowing labels, some of them more common than others in contem-

porary literature: normative pragmatism, pluralism, and semantic ex-

pressivism. All of these labels are general terms that admit a broad 

range of interpretations. Our purpose in using them is more so to 

facilitate the understanding of the “big picture”, which is consistent, 

well-structured, and supported by robust arguments, than to stick to 

the many specific theses and debates that these terms can bring 

about. In this section, we will explain the specific sense in which we 

use them and how they affect the framework in which our proposal 

is set. In the next section, we will apply the framework to the analysis 

of “deep disagreement.” 

Let us begin with normative pragmatism. The sense in which we 

use the term ‘pragmatism’ rests on the minimal assumption that the 

actual practices of speakers are both the starting point and the end-

point against which our philosophical analysis must be tested 

(Frápolli, 2023). Pragmatism also emphasizes that any inquiry into 

meaning must address the entire speech act (see, e.g., Austin, 1962, 

p. 147), a requirement that is essential for a minimally adequate ac-

count of normative notions. There is nothing else that  we are pre-

supposing here.  

In referring to the speakers’ practices, we are not pointing to the 

several methodologies of experimental philosophy—though we sup-

port those as well—but to a vindication of the value of philosophy 

in its connection with everyday life. Philosophy, as a complex disci-

pline, needs its theoretical background, accurate and sophisticated 

methodologies, and technical jargon. But, above all, it needs to show 

that its concerns are the concerns of ordinary human beings and that 

its technicalities do not end within its theoretical boundaries but 

serve as tools for gaining a better understanding of what we do as 

humans. In this sense, the aim of the debate on deep disagreements 

cannot be, as in the extensional approach, merely classificatory. In-

stead, the aim must be to understand why, and for what purpose, a 

speaker is inclined to utter (1), as well as the range of responses that 

(1) invites, typically in the form of arguments. 
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While the classificatory purpose is not ruled out, it cannot serve 

as the foundational level within a pragmatist approach. To under-

stand (1), we pragmatists shift the question: instead of asking “What 

is the essence of deep disagreements?”, we ask “What is a speaker 

doing when characterizing a disagreement as deep?” Alternatively, 

we may ask what we must do in conversation for our exchange to be 

interpreted as deep. Focusing on what a speaker does reshapes the 

appropriate response that is to be given to (1). The point turns on the 

kinds of inferences, both theoretical and practical, licensed by such 

a characterization, which in turn constrain the reasons that can be 

offered to resolve the disagreement. 

This shift in perspective aligns with several prominent currents in 

twentieth-century philosophy of language, defended by figures such 

as Wittgenstein, Ryle, and Austin, and often identified by the slogan 

“meaning is use” (Wittgenstein, 1953, §202). The slogan, however, 

is highly general and has inspired a wide range of interpretations 

(Conant, 1998; Kumar, 2019). The slogan “meaning is use” finds a 

more precise contemporary counterpart in the dictum that “meaning 

is normative” (Kripke, 1982; Gibbard, 2012, p. 10; Brandom, 1994, 

p. 77-79; 2019, p. 2-4). The addition of “normative” to “pragmatism” 

marks the thesis that meaning is grounded in what speakers intend to 

communicate and commit themselves to. In other words, meaning is 

grounded in what speakers are taken to be responsible for by their 

utterances. Brandom traces this normative approach back to Kant 

and Hegel. For the purposes of this paper, it is not necessary to elab-

orate on the details; it is enough to retain the basic idea that norma-

tivity comes first, that is neither derived nor defined by something 

more basic, but is what identifies us as rational beings. Inferentialism 

is a paradigmatic example of a normative, non-extensional approach 

to meaning and content. The inferentialist complement to the prag-

matist assumption is the thesis that what a speaker says by using sen-

tences is individuated by the theoretical and practical consequences 

to which the speaker thereby commits. What is said by an utterance 

is identified with the inferential network into which its content is 

placed—that is, the network consisting of the consequences that 

speakers acknowledge it to have and the reasons that justify its en-

dorsement. Commitment thus becomes the central notion—a norma-

tive one that defines the approach we are defending and excludes the 
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extensionalist strategy characteristic of the metaphysical approach. 

From a semantic point of view, the normative approach implies that 

the content of an utterance, what is said, is essentially characterized 

by the normative relations of consequence and incompatibility.  

McGowan has recently expanded the “meaning is use” slogan by 

drawing on Austin’s treatment of exercitives (McGowan, 2019, p. 

18). Her focus is on the discourse of harm and, in particular, on a 

specific kind of speech act: conversational exercitives. Yet 

McGowan’s point extends beyond this restrictive domain. What mat-

ters for our analysis of (1) is the thesis that some utterances have the 

power to change the rules of the conversation, establishing what is 

permissible and what is no longer so. Conversational exercitives, as 

she argues, alter the conversational score (McGowan, 2019, p. 80). 

This is not an entirely new idea. It can be traced back to notions such 

as “updating the conversational background” (Stalnaker, 1978) and 

the normative “scorekeeping” (Lewis, 1979; Brandom, 1994). All of 

these serve as useful metaphors for understanding how particular ut-

terances alter the normative situation in which speakers find them-

selves. The specific effect depends on the role of the concepts 

brought into play. Yet interpreting depth attributions along the lines 

of exercitives helps to highlight the distinction between modifying 

the background of shared information and modifying the rules that 

govern the conversation. In the case of deep disagreements, 

McGowan’s point implies that utterances like (1) do not add any sub-

stantive information to the background, i.e. information which can 

be used in the premises of further arguments. Rather, they modify 

what is henceforth permissible and impermissible within the ex-

change. As we will see in the next section, in the case of ‘deep disa-

greement’ this amounts to opening a negotiation, one which need not 

be, and typically is not, “metalinguistic”, and which initiates a shift 

in the argumentative strategy. 

McGowan’s approach is Gricean, although, as she notes, “Haber-

mas’s theory of communication and Brandom’s inferential role se-

mantics might serve [her] purposes just as well” (McGowan, 2019, 

p. 11). We draw on Brandom’s inferentialism (1994, 2000) and his 

account of higher-order concepts as codified by expressions with an 

expressive meaning, but we also acknowledge that Habermas’s, 

Grice’s, and other broadly pragmatist frameworks would have 
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served our purposes “just as well.” Fortunately, the general outlook 

we endorse has been articulated and developed from multiple per-

spectives by some of the most influential philosophers of language 

of the past century and earlier. 

Pluralism and semantic expressivism are the other two features 

that complete our framework. Probably, the first well-developed 

view that implements semantic pluralism in the sense we need it here 

is Frege’s distinction between higher-order and first-order predica-

bles6 (Frege, 1879, §9). Consider examples (2) and (3): 

(2) The number two is even. 

(3) Every positive integer is either even or odd. 

Despite superficial grammatical similitudes, e.g. that both sen-

tences have a subject-predicate form, ‘the number two’ and ‘every 

positive integer’ do not belong to the same logical category. Whereas 

the former refers to an individual, “a”, of which (2) predicates the 

first order property of being even (‘N’), the latter do not refer to an-

ything. It is, as Russell (1905) would say, an incomplete symbol 

whose contribution is scattered in the proposition expressed. In (3), 

the quantifier “every”, a second order concept, applies to the concept 

positive integer (‘P’) to indicate that the scope of the first order dis-

junctive predicate “is either even or odd” (‘N&O’) is the whole do-

main of discourse. For this reason, Frege proposed, and contempo-

rary logic has accepted, a much more complex logical form for (3) 

than for (2). The standard logical form of (2) is (4): 

(4) Na. 

The standard logical form of (3) is (5): 

(5) ∀x (Px → N&Ox). 

Perhaps the most familiar metaphor concerning semantic plural-

ism is Wittgenstein’s toolbox, which conveys the idea that there are 

many ways in which a term can be meaningful (PI §11). 

Semantic expressivism, in turn, is the thesis that some meaningful 

linguistic expressions neither refer to objects nor describe them or 

 
6The term ‘predicable’ stems to Geach (1962) and it is used here to highlight that 

there are uses of expressions that grammatically appear as predicates that in some 

contexts do not predicate some property of an object. 
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their relations with others, thus defying the standard representation-

alist framework. Of them, we say that they possess expressive mean-

ing and characterize their contribution to the speech act by acting as 

an outlet for speaker’s attitudes, facilitating the decoding of the mes-

sage by the audience and the organization of discourse as a whole 

(Schiffrin, 1988), or, as our expansion of McGowan’s explanation of 

exercitives has shown, changing the conversation’s rules. The para-

digmatic cases of expressive expressions are found in Frege’s and 

Wittgenstein’s treatments of the logical constants and in Brandom’s 

analysis of normative terms. Accordingly, the kind of expressivism 

we defend cannot be equated with the expression of feelings in the 

sense characteristic of early metaethical expressivists such as Ayer 

and Stevenson—a view that gives rise to familiar difficulties, includ-

ing the Frege–Geach problem. In fact, in most cases a speaker’s feel-

ings have no impact at all on the meaning of these expressions 

(Frápolli, 2019). 

Because expressive expressions, even if meaningful, do not con-

tribute with an identifiable propositional component to what is said 

in the speech act in which they are involved, we can say of them that 

they are inferentially irrelevant (Frápolli, 2024). They are irrelevant 

if semantics is reduced to truth-conditions and the representation of 

states of affairs. They are not irrelevant, though, in the context of the 

richer semantic approach we are defending here.  

4. Deep disagreement: Expressive meaning and higher-order 

status 

Let us now put the foregoing theoretical apparatus to work in the 

analysis of deep disagreements. What speakers do with (1), we con-

tend, is not to describe but to assess. 

(1) This is a deep disagreement. 

An utterance like (1) sets the basis for the kind of argumentative 

behavior that comes next. It suggests, for instance, that there is no 

fact of the matter, whatever that might mean, that will settle the issue. 

More precisely, it means that the speaker will not be willing to accept 

anything uncritically offered as a “fact of the matter.” This is what 

“changing the conversational score” means in this case.  
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The extensional approach takes it that, insofar as “being a deep 

disagreement” occurs grammatically as a predicate, it describes or 

represents some specific properties or features shared by a class of 

entities. From a grammatical point of view, (1) and (6) look similar:  

(1) This is a deep disagreement,  

(6) This is red.  

However, to assume that “being a deep disagreement” works sim-

ilarly to “being red” is to succumb to a grammatical trompe-l’oeil, 

another grammatical trap like the one illustrated in examples (2) and 

(3). The fact that grammatical predicates like ‘is a deep disagree-

ment’, or ‘is red’, can form well-formed sentences with grammatical 

singular terms as their grammatical subjects, as in (1) and (6), does 

not mean that the arguments of the concepts represented by these 

predicates belong to the same logical category. Even though in (1) 

and (6) ‘this’ appears to be a grammatical subject, the category of the 

items that ‘this’ refers to in each case is different. In (1), ‘this’ does 

not refer to an object to which a property can be attributed but instead 

to a situation in which different propositions are involved and about 

which the speaker expresses an evaluation. It might be something 

like the one depicted in (7):  

(7) Victoria and Cristina are discussing the laws on abortion 

that society ought to enact. Victoria, who grew up among poor 

single mothers, asserts that their society ought to enact laws 

that permit abortion in the first trimester because women’s 

bodily autonomy is what justice requires in this case. Cristina, 

having grown up among poor women pressured to get abor-

tions, maintains that their society ought to outlaw abortion in 

the first trimester, barring exceptional circumstances, because 

preserving the value of human life (she includes the life of the 

fetus here) is what justice requires in this case.7  

In this exchange, Victoria could express her disagreement by ut-

tering (8), 

(8) I disagree with you deeply.   

 
7 Reproduced with some changes from Sudarshan (2023).  
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Utterances (1) and (8) perform an identical task; in both cases the 

speaker assesses the situation as one that needs to be dealt with in a 

specific way. It is in this sense that the pragmatist insight of concepts 

as openness to the future that we mentioned in the introduction 

emerges in this discussion. Another way of expressing the disagree-

ment between Victoria and Cristina would be to utter (9).  

(9) I fail to see which arguments lead you to support what you 

have said.  

In these cases, the grammatical structure of the sentences used to 

express disagreement is different, and in (8) and (9) the temptation 

of understanding what is at issue as the attribution of a property to 

an object or to classify an event as being a certain kind vanishes.  

Examples (1) and (8) bring a further grammatical feature that dis-

tinguishes first-order from higher-order concepts to the table, as well 

as the kinds of meaning possessed by the expressions that represent 

them. It is what we have called “grammatical flexibility” (Frápolli, 

2013, pp. 28-30). By “grammatical flexibility,” we understand the 

circumstance that higher-order concepts can appear linguistically in 

different grammatical disguises. Truth probably provides the clearest 

example.8 The concept of truth appears in sentences as a predicate, a 

substantive, an adjective, an operator, and an adverb, without this 

plurality of grammatical categories having the slightest impact on 

the role performed by the truth ascriptions in which they occur. The 

following examples illustrate the point: 

(10)  What she said is true 

(11)  It is true what she said 

(12)  She spoke truly 

(13)  She told the truth. 

(10)–(13) are distinct truth ascriptions with a single function, and 

they can be substituted for one another in any context without alter-

ing the overall significance of the speech act. This kind of flexibility 

is foreign to first-order expressions. 

Semantic pluralism and grammatical flexibility point to the same 

intuition, that grammatical category and semantic role are 

 
8 The connections between truth and agreement should be straightforward. “What 

you say is true” and “I agree” are alternative ways of performing the same action. 
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independent properties. This is further evidence against the represen-

tationalist paradigm and supports the Fregean insight that grammar 

is not a reliable guide to the logico-semantic status of the concepts 

that we put to practice in our communicative exchanges. 

Typically, being used in second-order acts, i.e. acts that presup-

pose some others, is another feature of higher-order concepts. Fur-

ther evidence that “being a deep disagreement” expresses a higher-

order concept is that utterances such as (1) and (8) presuppose asser-

tive acts from which they anaphorically inherit their content. This 

aspect has been made clear by the need to introduce (7). By uttering 

(8), Victoria rejects Cristina’s assertion; she refuses to endorse the 

commitments that follow from her friend’s assertion (Forero-Mora, 

2023). In other words, she considers that what Cristina says is not 

true. Unless we retrieve one or more propositions from the speech 

act that (8) is connected to, (8) fails to be a successful speech act 

with identifiable content. Similarly, if we do not know which propo-

sition ‘what you have said’ refers to, (9) fails to make an assertion. 

In sum, higher-order concepts, such as those expressed by ‘being a 

deep disagreement,’ only work once complete propositions, the an-

aphoric heads of the ascriptions, have been identified.  

Grammatical flexibility and the second-order nature of depth at-

tributions together explain why semantic expressivism9  is needed 

for an appropriate account of the locution ‘deep disagreement’. Se-

mantic expressivism is better served with the background of inferen-

tialist semantics,10 where what is said in a particular speech act is 

individuated by the inferential networks in which it is placed. 

 
9The labels “expressivism” and “expressive meaning” have been extensively used 

in the contemporary discussion of evaluative terms. Our use of them does not nec-

essarily coincide with most of the ways present in the literature. “Expressive” 

modifies “meaning,” and “expressivism” is a semantic feature that applies to lin-

guistic expressions. The expressions that have expressive meaning are semanti-

cally irrelevant in the sense explained in this text. Besides, inferentialism is a 

method of individuating propositions as abstract entities. Thus, expressivism and 

inferentialism have different bearers.  
10However, it can be also accommodated in a descriptivist framework, provided 

the feature of pluralism is taken on board. The standard interpretation of Wittgen-

stein’s Tractatus is an example (Forero-Mora & Frápolli, 2021). 
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Inferentialism thus sets apart the meaning of sentences from what is 

said by their uses.11 Consider, for example:  

(14)  Mass vaccination policies must be maintained,  

(15)  I agree that mass vaccination policies must be main-

tained.  

(14) and (15) express the same proposition; ‘I agree’ does not add 

any semantic information. (8) would also express the same proposi-

tion had it been uttered having (14) as its anaphoric head. When (8) 

refers to (14), the three sentences (8), (14), and (15) share their con-

tent, although with (8) the speaker expresses a different attitude to-

wards it. If the proposition is the same in all cases, then the contri-

bution of phrases such as ‘I disagree deeply’ and ‘I agree’ cannot be 

said to affect the asserted proposition but rather they operate on dif-

ferent levels. This is what is meant by the characterization of them 

as expressive locutions with expressive meaning. The representa-

tional semantics endorsed by advocates of the metaphysical ap-

proach do not have a satisfactory explanation for how the meaning 

of these sentences relate.12   

After the framework and features of these normative expressions, 

it will be useful to briefly mention some proposals about how deep 

disagreements affect the development of the conversation. Examples 

of how people attempt to resolve deep disagreements provides sam-

ple behaviors  that speakers adopt, such as the kind of arguments that 

 
11Setting apart does not imply that they are completely independent. In the cases 

of prosentences, the disconnection is complete, but in ordinary sentences what is 

said is often understood as a development of the linguistic meaning of the expres-

sions used. Truth-conditional pragmatics makes a similar point (Recanati, 2002). 
12Melchior (2025) recently presented a critique of the metaphysical program for 

defining deep disagreements. As Arroyo (2025) notes, Melchior’s proposal is de-

flationary: based on his critique of the search for necessary and sufficient condi-

tions to define the term, he recommends eliminating it from philosophical dis-

course. Like Melchior, we question the metaphysical assumptions that underlie 

much of the literature on deep disagreements. However, unlike Melchior, we do 

not advocate abandoning the term. Instead, we approach it from a different seman-

tico-pragmatic perspective. In our view, Melchior shares with defenders of the 

metaphysical approach the representationalist presupposition that we criticized in 

section 2 (see, e.g., 2025, pp. 463 and 468). We argue that the concept of deep 

disagreement should be treated as evaluative and that the term ‘deep disagreement’ 

functions as an expression with expressive meaning. 
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they provide to continue the argument or even end it abruptly. Opti-

mists regarding the rational resolution of deep disagreements have 

identified different behaviors that speakers adopt when facing them. 

Just to mention a few, Memedi (2007) traces examples in which 

some political disagreements, considered as deep, have been tried to 

be resolved by seeking an impartial third party to mediate the nego-

tiation. Davson-Galle (1992) has emphasized that, in engaging in a 

disagreement that she considers deep, a speaker may resort to indi-

rect argumentation strategies, draw negative consequences from her 

counterpart's argumentation, and negotiate through shared experi-

ences, among others. Phillips (2008) and Henderson (2020) have 

pointed out that, in such situations, speakers may return to the pre-

suppositions and norms guiding the discussion, and from there seek 

negotiations. On the other hand, the pessimists’ insistence on irre-

solvability shows that abandoning the discussion is also one of the 

options that speakers take in the face of what they assess as deep 

disagreements. 

Optimist and pessimist approaches can also be found concerning 

the speaker's attitudes in situations of deep disagreement. Some au-

thors have shown that these disagreements can lead to negative atti-

tudes and epistemic vices, such as arrogance, entrenchment, disdain 

towards the counterpart, attitudes that lead to affective polarization 

(Lynch, 2021; Aberdein, 2021; Lavorerio, 2023), while some others 

prefer to highlight some of the positive attitudes and epistemic vir-

tues that speakers can demonstrate in the face of these disagree-

ments, such as openness to others’ perspectives, learning from the 

others, humility (Dare, 2014; Almagro, 2024). All these are attitudes 

towards the disagreement that could be expressed by means of a 

depth ascription. As Lavorerio says:  

When our interlocutors do not behave in the way would expect from 

“reasonable people” we have a choice: we charge them with an in-

tellectual vice (dogmatism, gullibility, bias, etc.) or we pause and 

wonder: why would an otherwise reasonable and fair-minded person 

think this way? (Lavorerio, 2023, p. 811).  

Some authors have questioned the idea that speakers in heated 

arguments continue arguing until they realize their involvement in a 

deep disagreement. It has even been suggested that it would not be 
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rational for them to do so. According to Paglieri and Castelfranchi 

(2010), in some cases arguing may yield fewer benefits—or greater 

costs—than resolving the disagreement through other strategies. Kiš 

(2025), for his part, draws attention to what he calls a non-ideal study 

of disagreements. He argues that insisting that speakers argue until 

they come to recognize that they are in a deep disagreement is coun-

terproductive, as it can lead to polarization and entrenchment. This 

is also the conclusion that Fogelin hints at at the end of The Logic of 

Deep Disagreements: “But if, in the end—and sometimes the end is 

very near—we have to fall back on persuasion, what’s so bad about 

using these techniques from the start?” (1985, p. 7). 

Although our research does not include empirical studies con-

cerning how people actually behave in situations of deep disagree-

ment, but an analysis of the relevant semantics and the pragmatics to 

which it answers, the insights retrieved in experimental methods sup-

port a central claim of our proposal: that when speakers acknowledge 

and articulate that they are in a deep disagreement, they thereby sig-

nal that their argumentative conduct will shift, and that continuing to 

argue in the traditional sense would impose significant restrictions 

and obstacles. The impasse reached in many discussions between 

pessimists and optimists regarding the best strategy to face deep dis-

agreements has shown that there is no single way to proceed with 

them; this can be explained by insisting on the semantic fact that 

being deep is not a characteristic—or a set of features—that some 

disagreements have and others have not. To evaluate a disagreement 

as deep is to express, to make explicit, some reactions and attitudes 

that we have towards it. These argumentative behaviors, as we have 

called them, are not unique, they can vary depending on the topic, 

the weight it has in the overall position of each part, the relationship 

between the disagreeing parties, and so on.  

Just as there is no single way to respond to deep disagreements, 

there is no single way to identify them. The features associated with 

semantic expressivism and grammatical flexibility explain why it is 

unnecessary to use the explicit phrase “this is a deep disagreement” 
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in order to assess a disagreement as deep13. As we have shown, in 

(1), (8), and (9), there are alternative ways of verbalizing our evalu-

ation of a disagreement in which the locution “this is a deep disa-

greement” does not occur. Nonetheless, “deep disagreement” retains 

its usefulness as a technical term for philosophers theorizing about 

specific forms of argumentative exchange. As noted earlier, the de-

bates between optimists and pessimists in the literature illustrate the 

range of argumentative postures a speaker may adopt in such situa-

tions. What we take to be essential for progress in understanding 

these locutions—and the behavior that underlies them—is a shift in 

background semantics, one capable of supporting a more complex 

and sophisticated account of what is happening when certain disa-

greements are characterized as “deep.” The standard representation-

alist framework is too narrow to accommodate the subtleties in-

volved in normative ascriptions 

5. Concluding remarks 

To summarize, our argument rests on the thesis that surface grammar 

is not a reliable guide to the semantics of terms or to the logical roles 

performed by the concepts they express. Sentences with a subject–

predicate structure do not always have the function of predicating a 

property of an object. Moreover, the meaning of grammatical predi-

cates cannot always be captured by a list of necessary and sufficient 

conditions for their application. These insights have shaped the rep-

resentationalist semantics that have served as the dominant paradigm 

over the past century. 

Nevertheless, the difficulty of explaining how terms that express 

higher-order concepts work—terms whose meaning is not straight-

forwardly descriptive, such as evaluative expressions of various 

kinds—advises us to reconsider the underlying semantics in which 

these discussions are conducted. And when we do so, we find that 

many authoritative voices have already pointed in the direction that 

we promote in this paper. 

 
13The situation is analogous to what happens with other higher-order normative 

concepts like truth: although truth-terms mark the performance of assertoric acts, 

such acts can be performed without introducing any explicit truth vocabulary 

(Frápolli, 2023, 2024). 
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In the debate on deep disagreement, we argue that a pragmatist 

perspective—one that moves beyond the metaphysical approach and 

the classificatory account of concepts—offers a more nuanced 

framework for understanding what is at issue and the argumentative 

options that open after characterizing a disagreement as deep. It also 

better aligns with speakers’ natural reactions. Practices must be the 

point of departure, and practices are what, in the end, must be ex-

plained. 
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