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Dissertation Abstract 
 
     Reasoning is a process by which individuals can acquire or abandon attitudes on the basis 
of other attitudes to which they are rationally related. Many philosophers take there to be 
prescriptions associated with reasoning, for example, that one ought not to reason to the 
negation of p from p alone. Yet, many philosophers take reasoning to be an essentially 
passive cognitive process. I argue that these commitments are incompatible: if individuals 
ought to reason in certain ways, then reasoning requires their active involvement.  
 
     I argue that individuals are actively involved in their reasoning by engaging in reasoning 
as a kind of action. Taking inspiration from empirical work suggesting that ‘higher’ cognitive 
processes in human beings are internalizations of human social activities, I argue that 
reasoning is the psychological analogue of rational discourse. Rational discourse is a social 
activity in which individuals make rationally related vocalized utterances towards answering a 
question. Reasoning is a psychological activity in which an individual makes rationally related 
sub-vocalized utterances towards answering a question. I distinguish theoretical and practical 
reasoning by examining differences between theoretical and practical discourse.  
 
     The sub-vocalized utterances made in reasoning appear to have semantic content, and I 
argue that they have content as non-communicative uses of natural language, specifically, the 
contents had by communicative utterances they resemble. As contentful elements of our 
psychology, the sub-vocalized utterances made in reasoning instantiate the attitudes involved 
in it and vindicate a brand of voluntarism about attitude acquisition.  
 
      On the Agential account of reasoning I develop, reasoning is tied to action, natural 
language, and human individuals. I argue that the account provides a paradigm of a rationally 
structured, goal directed, psychological process, relative to which other processes are more 
or less similar and the category of ‘reasoning’ is demarcated.  
 
     I end by detailing how the proposed Agential account of reasoning enables us to 
reconceptualize three further issues. The frame problem is typically cast as a problem of how to 
select relevant attitudes from a pre-existing store from which to begin reasoning, but it is 
recast as one of how to model situation-specific reasoning. Weakness of will is typically cast as 
a phenomenon of irrationality in which individuals fail to act in accordance with their better 
judgment, but it is recast as one of motivational pathology in which the acts of sub-vocalized 
utterance with which reasoning ends fail to motivate action. Self-deception is often cast as a 
phenomenon of division within the self in which individuals knowingly adopt inconsistent 
attitudes, but it is recast as one of bad faith in which individuals avoid engaging in reasoning 
to avoid answering their questions.  
 
 
 
 


