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HAND-OUT - Moral Particularism
Quotations giving the flavour of Moral Particularism
A quotation from one of its pioneers, John McDowell (1979: 73):
Occasion by occasion, one knows what to do, if one does, not by applying universal principles but by being a certain kind of person: one who sees situations in a certain distinctive way.
Today’s leading protagonist of moral particularism, namely Jonathan Dancy, recently wrote (2004: 1):
Particularists think that moral judgement can get along perfectly well without any appeal to principles, indeed that there is no essential link between being a full moral agent and having principles.
Categories of Deontic Evaluation
Following Mark Timmons (2002: 7 et seq.), we can summarise three main categories of deontic evaluation.
An action is obligatory if one ought morally to perform it.
An action is forbidden if one ought morally not to perform it.
An action is (merely) permissible if it is neither obligatory nor forbidden.
Thus, an action that is forbidden is wrong, whereas an action that is obligatory or merely permissible can be regarded as right. Note that the terminology does vary in the literature.
Moral Generalism vs. Moral Particularism (Dancv 2004: 7)
Moral Generalism: The very possibility of moral thought and judgement depends on the provision of a suitable supply of moral principles.
Moral Particularism (broadly construed): The possibility of moral thought and judgement does not depend on the provision of a suitable supply of moral principles.

Atomism vs. Holism in the theory of Reasons (Dancv 2004: 7)
Atomism: A feature that is a reason in one case must remain a reason, and retain the same polarity, in any other.
Holism: A feature that is a reason in one case may be no reason at all, or an opposite reason, in another.
Subsumptive Option (per Roger Crisp, 2007: 43)
There is at least one universal moral principle, and moral agents may therefore proceed to make each moral decision by seeing what that principle tells them to do in each particular case
Unifying Holism with Particularism (per Crisp, 2007: 42)
Strong Particularism: Any feature that is a reason in one case must remain a reason, and retain the same polarity, in any other. So there can be no general or universal principles stating the reason-giving status of any such feature
Weak Particularism: A feature that is a reason in one case may be no reason at all, or an opposite reason, or always the same reason, in another. If there turns out to be no feature that is always the same, then there will be no general or universal principle stating the reason-giving status of any such feature.
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