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Moral particularism, which is one of the intellectual orientations in contemporary
ethics, opposes the importance of principles in morality and in principled theories of
ethics on metaethical grounds, and regards it detrimental to moral thought and
judgement. | rvvvvv hitt hle erruuunrss’’s hhnnnnne ggnnist prompppidd hhisss ss
important, and therefore it is a requirement that the problems of particularism are
identified to be then solved. In this paper, | investigate some problems of
particularism that stem fWfm prruuunrrssss’ rnnnnnn on rsssons. I frrst xxpyyyshh tt
reason is in moral metaphysics debates, and after discussing the relations between
sossd . ooansso , prruuunrssnmhnne gnnrrssssm, [ mkke 1l tt r tt y prruvunmr’’m’s
reliance on reasons is not useful for it. Reliance on reasons is also detrimental to
particularism, in the sense that causes inadequacies in it. For, first, conceiving
morality only in terms of reasons at best creates an inadequate conception of moral
obligation and therefore of morality; and second, narrowly conceiving moral
principles in terms of general reasons prevents particularism from being inclusive
against all principled theories of ethics. I discuss why the categorical imperative as
a significant example shows that the scope of moral principles is broader than the
scope of moral reasons.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Many people think that everyday and ordinary moral thinking and practice is full of principles: Keep your
promises; Do not steal; Do unto others as you would have them do unto you (Golden Rule of morality), and
so on. In addition, it has been for long the dominant assumption of moral philosophers that morality is
principled. Most normative moral theories have been efforts to identify, articulate, and defend moral
principles (or one ultimate moral principle, in the case of some moral theories). Moral particularists, in
general, are opposed to regarding morality as principled. Their opposition is stronger and more fundamental
than other opposing theories, because, among other things, their opposition is metaethical. It is in this same
spirit that they claim that the principle-based approach itself is problematic, not this or that moral principle.
Particularism can change the way philosophers theorize about morality, and at least for this reason deserves
reflection. Naturally, also the defects of such a thought deserve reflection.

1. Particularism’s reliance on reasons

sss tworll prrticll aritts rre 111l ist””t taat itt tNNNMelieee ahtt caaocss rre rrr ibble aaee yy css.. Rennr s
can cease to be reasons, or even their polarity can change. The behaviour of moral reasons is no different
from how other kinds of reasons behave, even if their subject is different. How do reasons behave? Reasons
are features for or against a belief, action, attitude, etc. But features can, instead of themselves being reasons,
be defeaters of reasons or enablers of reasons and thus affect reasons. The defeaters, enablers, intensifiers,
and attenuators affect the reasons from one case to another and can change both reason-givingness of
features (whether or not they are reasons) and their polarity (holism). | think that this idea of holism and
complex relations between reasons is convincing. It is not difficult to find examples of variance of moral
reasons. For example, the fact that | have promised to do something sometimes, not always, is a reason for
doing it.

For particularists (Little, 2000; McNaughton, 1988: 191; McNaughton and Rawling, 2000; Dancy,
2007a; 2004; 2013) moral principles are essentially statements of invariance of moral reasons. For instance,
the principle of justice tells us that justness of an action is always a reason for doing it. Furthermore,
particularists maintain that belief in invariant moral reason is essential to every principle-based moral
theory. This reliance of moral particularism on moral reasons is both useless and harmful for it.

2. Uselessness of reliance on debating the nature of reasons for moral particularism

On the one hand, generalism is compatible with holism and moral principles are compatible with variable
reasons. On the other hand, particularism is compatible with atomism and invariant reasons. These two
considerations show that the holism-atomism debate in the theory of reasons is of no help to the
particularism-nnnrr1l ism daaataa ald tsss aa.tiuularism’s rll innee na aruumnnts ttttt t ssal raassss 1o ool
useful for it.
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3. Moral obligation’s difference from being favoured by moral reasons

“Moral bblittt innt is tee attinn (or mmissinn) taat is aaa ahhhh hf ... It m wrong not to do (or to do) it.
rrr il 111 iaatinn ts inllimillll e from morllit.. Ipppirnn yy tee diccussenn on “eeeerrrottt inn,, I hvva
adduced an arguement to the effect that the concept of an action being morally obligatory is different from
the concept of that action being favoured or favoured most by moral reasons. Reason-based view, in which
the nature of moral obligation is explained without moral responsibility and moral blame, is a defective
conception of moral obligation (moral duty) and that is why leads the particularist to a defective conception
of morality. This is one aspect of the harmfulness of reliance on reasons for the particularist.

4. A limited conception of moral principles in terms of general reasons

Particularists in accordance with their second-order criticisms against principled ethics must hold that all
kinds of principle-based theories are subject to the same error(s). The particularist rejects all principled
theories, not particular principled theories or particular moral principles. For this idea to be correct, different
principled theories should have a common aspect. But particularists cannot explain a common aspect based
on moral reasons. In the principle-based theories, various kinds of moral principles have been put forward.
The aartiuulppst’g relscccCnn ressnns rreeents hii rritiii mm rmmiccldd,gg 111 *”inii ple-based theories.
Oee imprrtnnt gggmll e is Kttt ’s cttrrrr iaal imeerativ.. ssss is oooteer sspect tt the rrr msll nsss of
reliance on reasons for the particularist.

Conclusion

If mrral rrr tilll rrism’s nlliccct nn mrr al ressnns is ssll ssvddd aar. fll, tnnnit hhlll d rely ddd emhhssize
on another subject, and that is the nature and role of moral principles. The fundamental problem to be
answered is what moral principles are, and what roles they play in moral thought and action. If this
fundamental problem prevails, then the particularism-generalism dualism will for the most part be
supplanted by the question that what kind of moral principles and what roles for them are defended by each
interlocutor in the debate, and what kinds and roles are rejected by him.
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