
1 
 

TEXTE SÉANCE 11: 

 1) What the particularist does not believe.  

 It is standard, at least in cultures informed by the Christian tradition, to think of the moral 
person as the person of principle. This person is the person who has learnt, or developed for 
herself, a sufficient range of sound moral principles and who has sufficient skill at applying these 
principles to cases as they crop up. There is no need to underestimate the sort of skill that would be 
required for this; the matter is certainly far from mechanical. One needs judgement both to discern 
whether a principle applies at all and, if it does, what exactly it requires of one. Nonetheless, 
however difficult it may be, moral judgement is conceived here as the application of principles to 
cases. 

 If moral judgement is a rational enterprise, it must be subject to constraints of consistency. 
What is demanded of us when we are required to be consistent in our moral judgements? The 
answer is that we are required to apply our principles consistently, that is, to apply the same 
principle to similar cases. It is inconsistent to apply the principle ‘don't lie’ to cases involving one's 
friends and not to those that involve strangers. If you want to behave in that sort of way, your 
principle is going to have to be ‘don't lie to your friends'. What this tells us, of course, is that 
consistency is not the only requirement. Our moral principles are supposed to be impartial, and it is 
not obvious that the principle ‘don't lie to your friends’ meets this condition. But at least someone 
who takes it as his principle can tell the truth to his friends and lie to strangers without 
inconsistency. 

 Why do we think of the moral person as the person of principle, and why do we think of 
moral judgement as subject to this sort of consistency constraint? The answer, I think, is that we 
suppose that without moral principles there could be no such thing as the difference between right 
and wrong. Rightness and wrongness are peculiar properties, and the only way that an action can 
get them is by being related to a principle in one way or another. So unless there are principles 
saying which sorts of actions are right and which wrong, none would be right and none wrong. If 
this were so, it would hardly be surprising that the good moral judge would be the person capable 
of following in her mind the way in which actions get to be right or wrong, which requires knowing 
the relevant principles and seeing that they have this effect here and that effect there. And it would 
be hardly surprising that consistency in judgement would amount to no more than applying similar 
principles to similar cases. 

 2) What the particularist does believe. 

 The particularist believes, like the generalist, that the perfectly moral person is the person 
who is fully sensitive to the moral reasons present in the case. But the particularist paints a very 
different picture of what it is to be fully sensitive to those reasons. The particularist picture is one 
which takes moral reasons to operate in ways that are not noticeably different from the way in 
which other reasons function—more ordinary reasons for action, say, or reasons for belief rather 
than for action. Morality may be distinguished by its subject matter, but moral thought does not 
have a distinctive structure. 
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 Particularists suppose that this doctrine is true for reasons in general, so that its application 
to moral reasons is just part and parcel of a larger story. For an example that comes from a non-
moral context, suppose that it currently seems to me that something before me is red. Normally, 
one might say, that is a reason for me to believe that there is something red before me. But in a 
case where I also believe that I have recently taken a drug that makes blue things look red and red 
things look blue, the appearance of a red-looking thing before me is reason for me to believe that 
there is a blue, not a red, thing before me. It is not as if it is some reason for me to believe that 
there is something red before me, but that as such a reason it is overwhelmed by contrary reasons. 
It is no longer any reason at all to believe that there is something red before me; indeed it is a 
reason for believing the opposite. 

 Examples like this establish the variability of reasons for belief. Turning to reasons for action, 
we might point out that in some contexts the fact that something is against the law is a reason not 
to do it, but in others it is a reason to do it (so as to protest, let us say, against the existence of a law 
governing an aspect of private life with which the law should not interfere). Examples of this sort 
can be multiplied at will. They appear to establish the holism, or variability of reasons for belief and 
of ordinary reasons for action. The particularist suggests that there is no reason to suppose that 
moral reasons function in a radically different way from other reasons. Indeed, there is a sort of 
presumption that they don't. That presumption is partly grounded on the fact that nobody is able to 
say with any confidence just which reasons are moral ones and which are not. This means that 
providing a radical difference between the way in which reasons of the two sorts function should 
seem rather peculiar. But the presumption is also partly grounded in the fact that the difference 
suggested by the generalist is very radical, since it affects what one might call the very logic of moral 
thought. To suppose that moral thought has a different logic from other thought is to adopt a 
bifurcated conception of rationality. Moral rationality is principle-bound, based on invariant 
reasons. Other forms of rationality are nothing like this at all. Particularists think that this suggestion 
is very strange. 

 Finally, in this section, how does the particularist understand someone who says ‘that is 
stealing, and therefore you should not do it’? One way of understanding what is said here is as an 
abbreviated argument, which fully specified reads ‘that is stealing and stealing is always wrong; 
therefore that is wrong’. This reading introduces silent appeal to a principle according to one's way 
of understanding ‘that is wrong’. And it suggests that what we have here is really an inference, or 
argument, with premises and a conclusion. This is not how the particularist is likely to see things. 
Particularism is likely to think of ‘that is stealing and therefore it is wrong’ as saying ‘that is stealing 
and wrong for that reason’. This is not an argument, and there is nothing going on here that really 
merits being called inference. It is simply an account of the presence of a reason and a statement of 
what reason it is, that is, of what it is a reason for (or against). 

Jonathan Dancy, “Moral Particularism”, 2013.  



Consignes:  

 Lire ce long texte plusieurs fois en entier puis résumez en une page la position du 

« généraliste » (partie 1) et la position du « particulariste » (partie 2) selon Dancy. Expliquez 

en détail l’exemple du vol à la fin du texte.  


