
Beyond Legal Reasoning: A Critique of Pure
Lawyering
Are lawyers merely legal technicians, bound by the constraints of precedent and
statutes? Or is there something more to the practice of law that extends beyond
the narrow confines of legal reasoning? In "Beyond Legal Reasoning: A Critique
of Pure Lawyering," author Jeffrey Lipshaw explores the latter possibility, arguing
that the legal profession is more than a mechanical application of rules and
regulations.

The Limitations of Pure Lawyering

Traditional legal education often prioritizes analytical reasoning and
argumentation skills, emphasizing the importance of doctrinal knowledge and
precedent. While these skills are undoubtedly vital in the practice of law, Lipshaw
argues that they alone do not capture the full essence of what it means to be a
lawyer.

Lipshaw critiques the notion of "pure lawyering," which reduces the role of
lawyers to mere technicians who apply legal rules mechanically. He contends that
this narrow perspective fails to account for the human elements involved in legal
practice, including empathy, emotional intelligence, and subjective judgment.
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Beyond the Black Letter Law

"Beyond Legal Reasoning" challenges conventional wisdom by suggesting that
legal reasoning should not be dissociated from the broader social and cultural
contexts in which it operates. Lipshaw argues that lawyers should go beyond the
"black letter" of the law and consider the societal impacts and ethical dimensions
of their actions.

This perspective encourages lawyers to develop a more holistic understanding of
the law, including its historical development, cultural implications, and potential
consequences. By doing so, lawyers can better serve their clients and society at
large, taking into account the complex dynamics at play in legal disputes.

Embracing Multidisciplinarity

An important aspect of Lipshaw's critique is the incorporation of insights from
various disciplines into legal practice. Lawyers, according to Lipshaw, should
draw from philosophy, psychology, sociology, and other fields to enrich their
understanding and perception of legal problems.

By embracing multidisciplinarity, lawyers can bring fresh perspectives and
innovative approaches to their work. This approach acknowledges that legal
issues often intersect with broader social issues, requiring lawyers to
comprehend the interplay between law, society, and human behavior.

The Role of Judgment and Ethics
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In "Beyond Legal Reasoning," Lipshaw argues that judgment and ethics are
integral to the legal profession. While legal reasoning provides a foundation, it is
through subjective judgment and ethical considerations that lawyers navigate
complex and morally ambiguous situations.

Lipshaw emphasizes the importance of cultivating ethical sensitivity and integrity
in lawyers, encouraging them to reflect on the consequences of their decisions
and the values they uphold. This perspective challenges lawyers to consider the
societal impact of their advocacy and recognize the ethical dimensions inherent in
their work.

Striving for Excellence

By critiquing the limitations of pure lawyering, Lipshaw ultimately calls for a
reevaluation of legal education and practice. He advocates for a more
comprehensive and interdisciplinary approach that equips lawyers with the skills
and knowledge to navigate the complexities of the legal profession.

While emphasizing the need for legal analysis and tactics, Lipshaw highlights the
value of empathy, intuition, and moral reasoning in legal practice. By striving for
excellence beyond the confines of legal reasoning, lawyers can become more
effective advocates for their clients while upholding justice and the public interest.

"Beyond Legal Reasoning: A Critique of Pure Lawyering" presents a thought-
provoking exploration of the legal profession. It challenges the traditional view of
lawyers as mere technicians and calls for a broader understanding of the law that
incorporates multidisciplinary perspectives, ethical considerations, and subjective
judgment.

By transcending the limits of pure lawyering, lawyers can redefine their role in
society and work towards a more just and equitable legal system. Lipshaw's



critique provides a valuable framework for lawyers and legal educators seeking to
continuously improve and evolve the practice of law.
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The concept of learning to ‘think like a lawyer’ is one of the cornerstones of legal
education in the United States and beyond. In this book, Jeffrey Lipshaw provides
a critique of the traditional views of ‘thinking like a lawyer’ or ‘pure lawyering’
aimed at lawyers, law professors, and students who want to understand
lawyering beyond the traditional warrior metaphor. Drawing on his extensive
experience at the intersection of real world law and business issues, Professor
Lipshaw presents a sophisticated philosophical argument that the "pure
lawyering" of traditional legal education is agnostic to either truth or moral value
of outcomes. He demonstrates pure lawyering’s potential both for illusions of
certainty and cynical instrumentalism, and the consequences of both when
lawyers are called on as dealmakers, policymakers, and counsellors.

This book offers an avenue for getting beyond (or unlearning) merely how to think
like a lawyer. It combines legal theory, philosophy of knowledge, and doctrine with
an appreciation of real-life judgment calls that multi-disciplinary lawyers are called
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upon to make. The book will be of great interest to scholars of legal education,
legal language and reasoning as well as professors who teach both doctrine and
thinking and writing skills in the first year law school curriculum; and for anyone
who is interested in seeking a perspective on ‘thinking like a lawyer’ beyond the
litigation arena.
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