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The Particularist’s Progress
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consideration includes its polarity. A consideration reverses its polarity
when, having been a reason in favour of action, it becomes a reason against,
or vice versa. My holism holds that every consideration is capable of hav-
ing its practical polarity reversed by changes in context.

It is hard to be sure quite how extreme a claim this is, partly because of
the awkward modality in its characterization. But I shall not be discussing
that matter much here. Perhaps I will have to admit that not all reasons are
sensitive to context in this way—that there are a privileged few, including
probably the intentional inflicting of undeserved pain, which necessarily
constitute the same sort of reason wherever they occur. If so, I will have lost
a battle but won the war. For the main aim of my particularist position is
to break the stranglehold of a certain conception of how moral reasons
function—the generalist conception under which what is a moral reason in
one situation is necessarily the same reason wherever it occurs. Generalism
need not be false of every moral reason in order to be largely false, and
hence false as a general account of moral reasons and the way they work.
And if it is false as a general account of such reasons, rational constraints
on moral thought and action—in particular, accounts of what consistency
requires in these areas—must not themselves be based on generalist
assumptions.

It may be that my train of thought here is vitiated by being overcon-
cerned with one specific opposing account of how reasons function—
Ross’s theory of prima facie reasons. But I might as well admit that I do
have this theory constantly in mind, since it seems to capture so well the
outlines of the position I am trying to dislodge. Omitting Ross’s episte-
mology for the moment, the theory of prima facie reasons holds:

1. What is a reason in one case is the same reason in all.!

2. Judgement is the attempt to determine the balance of reasons, so
conceived.

Holism in the Theory of Reasons

In this section I argue in favour of particularism in ethics. In the past I
tended to argue largely from example.2 This persuades some people but not

' This is not fair to Ross: see D. McNaughton’s ‘An Unconnected Heap of Duties?’
Philosophical Quarterly, 46 (1996), 433—47.
2 See my Moral Reasons (Oxford: Blackwell, 1993), ch. 4.
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others. Here my argument will be more theoretically grounded—though
there will still be considerable use of examples as well.

As 1 said in the preamble, I see ethical particularism as merely one
expression of an overall holism in the theory of normative reasons—that is,
in the theory that discusses the reasons that favour one thing (action,
belief) over another. Such an overall holism can be expressed as follows:

1. What is a reason in one situation may alter or lose its polarity in
another.

2. The way in which the reasons here present combine with each other
is not necessarily determinable in any simply additive way.

There are theoretical reasons and practical reasons, reasons for belief
and reasons for action. My holism is intended to hold on both sides of that
distinction. [ start by trying to establish that theoretical reasons are holis-
tic. We will quickly find that theoretical reasons are perfectly capable of
changing their polarity according to context, without anyone making the
slightest fuss about the matter. For instance, suppose that it currently seems
to me that something before me is red. Normally, one might say, that is a
reason (some reason, that is, not necessarily sufficient 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.

As I say, it seems to me that nobody ever thought of denying what 1 am
claiming here. I know of nobody who has nailed themselves to an atomistic
(i.e. non-holistic) conception of how theoretical reasons function. If gen-
eralism is taken to be the view that all reasons are general reasons, i.e. that
if a feature is a reason in one case, it is the same reason in any other case,
generalism is uncontentiously false of theoretical reasons.

Let us now turn to ordinary practical reasons. We will find just the same
thing there. There are plenty of examples to persuade us that such reasons
are holistic (or non-generalist, if you like). For instance, that there will be
nobody much else there is sometimes a good reason for going there, and
sometimes a very good reason for staying away. That one of the candidates
wants the job very much indeed is sometimes a reason for giving it to her
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and sometimes a reason for doing the opposite. And so on. Now examples
would be of little use if there were some theoretical obstacle to taking them
at face value. But again we should remind ourselves that nobody has ever
really debated the question whether ordinary practical reasons are holistic
or not. There should be no parti pris on this issue; so the examples, which
are legion, should be allowed to carry the day without resistance.

Perhaps this is too quick. There is a theory-based reason for doubting
my claim that practical reasons are holistic, one that derives from the com-
mon thought that practical reasons are grounded in desires of the agent in
a way that theoretical reasons are not. What one wants should not affect
what one judges to be the case, on pain of charges of bias or prejudice. But
what one wants can perfectly well affect what one has reason to do. Indeed,
many find it hard to conceive of our having any practical reasons at all if we
had no desires. My own view on this matter, however, is that desires do not
give us or ground our reasons. Reasons stem from the prospect of some
good. If we have no other reason to do a certain action, wanting to do it will
give us no reason at all; nor can wanting to do a silly action make it mar-
ginally less silly. (These are only the first moves in along debate.> | mention
them here only to show the sort of way in which I find myself denying the
possibility of grounding practical reasons in desires of the agent.) This view
of mine is, of course, an independent input in the present debate. I men-
tion it only to show that a certain motive for doubting the analogy I have
been drawing between theoretical and practical reason is itself contentious.

It may be that here we come across the real motivation for generalism in
the theory of practical reason—an adherence to the view that reasons for
action are partly grounded in desires. For if we accept that view, and if we
then think of desires as giving the desirer the same reason wherever the
desire occurs, we will at least get the sort of generalism I discussed above.
The right response to this, however, is to claim that even if all practical rea-
sons are grounded in desires, the same desire need not always function as
the same reason. Consider first the third-person case. That he wants power
and she does not may be a reason to give the power to her rather than to
him, as | have already said. (It may at the same time be a reason to give it to
him, since according to me one feature can be a reason on both sides at
once; but remember that here it is a reason not to give it to him, and that it
need not always be such a reason.) Now consider the first-person case.
Suppose that I am trying to train myself into indifference towards a girl. I
want very much to spend time with her. But I also want not to have this

3 For the remainder of the debate, see ch. 2 of my Practical Reality (Oxford: Clarendon
Press, 2000).
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want, since she is permanently indifferent to me. Itis betterlfor me not to
think of her at all. If I spend time with her, this will make thmgs worse for
me rather than better—so long as 1 have not yet s'ucceeded in training
myself into indifference towards her. Once ‘I am mfilffe.rem towards he[:, I
can spend time with her without loss. In this situation, it seems, my desire
to spend time with her may be a reason for me not to do so. -
Before carrying on to consider moral reasons, which have been claime
to be non-holistic, | want to step aside for a moment to ask wh§ther I have
not already made a mistake. There is a distincti(?n bet.ween epistemic and
what one might call constitutive reasons. A.n ePlstemlc reason is a reast;ln
for believing something or other; a COl’lStltuth? reason is a reason why
something or other is the case. That the butler s.ﬁngerprmts are on the
murder weapon is a reason for believing that he c.hd the deed, bgt no part
of what makes it the case that he did it or of why it is true-thzft hedidit. Thfit
the hedgehogs are hibernating early is a reason for. believing that we lell
have a severe winter, but not any part of what makes it the case that the win-
ter will be severe. And so on. Now holism in the theory of reasons should
concern itself with constitutive reasons rather than with epistemic ones.
But ] appear to have argued only that epistemic reasons are holistic, for mg
first example, or fulcrum, concerned reasons to belleve4that there was a re
thing before me. It is, therefore, technically irrelevant.

This is true, and I apologize for it. But matters can be rgdeemed. We
should not suppose that all that I have shown is tk.\at f’,plstemlc reasons are
holistic, it being left entirely open whether constitutive reasons are or are
not. For many, possibly most, epistemic reasons are e.xlso COl’lSFltl'.ltlve. For
instance, that an action involves the gratuitous ir}ﬂlctmg of pain is hel(.i by
many to make it wrong, but equally clearly functions as a reason to believe
that the action is wrong. It is both an episternic and a constitutive reason.
Some epistemic reasons are not constitutive, an_d perhaps some constitutive
ones are not epistemic; this is all that can be Sal(:'l. pr could it be :he c'asle(
that the epistemic ones are holistic but the constitutive ones are not? I thin
that this is inconceivable. The mere fact of the overlap between reasons of
the two sorts should give us pause. But more importa.ntly., can we suppose
that the very logic of epistemic reasons is capable of dxff‘erlng ata very deep
level from that of constitutive reasons? This supposition entirely un(.ier-
mines the sort of connection there needs to be between reasons why things
are so and reasons for taking them to be so.

4 Thanks to Nick Zangwill for pointing this out to me.
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[ return, therefore, to the onward or outward spread of holism. So far we
have it that theoretical reasons (constitutive ones) are holistic, and so are
ordinary practical ones. Now could it be the case that moral reasons are
quite different from others in this respect, being the only atomistic ones?
This is what many have supposed, in supposing that moral rationality is
based on the existence of a range of moral principles. Moral reasons, they
have held, necessarily behave in regular (or rule-bound) ways, though
other reasons see no need to behave in that way at all. About this I want to
say that straight off it just seems incredible that the very logic of moral rea-
sons should be so different from that of others in this sort of way. Consider
here the sad fact that nobody knows how to distinguish moral from other
reasons; every attempt has failed. How does that fit the suggestion that
there is this deep difference between them? Not very well at all. Then of
course there are examples to be considered, examples of apparently moral
reasons functioning in a holistic way. I forbear to bore you with these. It
just seems inevitable that moral reasons should function holistically in the
way that other reasons do.

This certainly makes it hard to hold, as many do, that the very possibil-
ity of moral distinctions, of moral thought and judgement, is predicated on
the existence of a range of moral principles. Moral principles, however we
conceive of them, seem all to be in the business of specifying features as
general reasons. The principle that it is wrong to lie, for instance, presum-
ably claims that mendacity is always a wrong-making feature wherever it
occurs (pro tanto, of course, not necessarily absolutely). It cannot be merely
a generalization, a claim that lies are mostly the worse for being lies, for if
all moral principles were of this sort the argument that moral thought and
judgement depends on the possibility of moral principles would simply be
the argument that such thought is impossible unless there is a considerable
preponderance of normal cases over abnormal ones. I have never seen this
argument made, and [ doubt, what is more, whether it would be persuasive
if restricted to ethics.

If moral reasons, like others, function holistically, it cannot be the case
that the possibility of such reasons rests on the existence of principles that
specify morally relevant features as functioning atomistically. A principle-
based approach to ethics is inconsistent with the holism of reasons.

All the same, it might be argued, we have to admit that there are some
invariant reasons—some features whose practical relevance is invariant.
And surely I should allow this, because holism, as I expressed it, concerns
only what may happen, not what must. It could be true that every reason
may alter or lose its polarity from case to case, even though there are some
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reasons that do not do this. If they don’t do it, this will be because of the
particular reasons they are. Invariant reasons, should there be any, will be
invariant not because they are reasons but because of their specific content.
And this is something that the particularist, it seems, should admit. It is like
the claim that a man can run a mile in four minutes, that Sam Smith is a
man, and that Sam Smith cannot run a mile in four minutes. These claims
are compatible, and so are the claims that reasons are variable qua reasons
though some reasons are (necessarily, given their content) invariant. The
invariance, where it occurs, derives not from the fact that we are dealing
here with a reason but from the particular content of that reason.

So can the particularist admit the existence of sorme invariant reasons?
The obvious examples are things like the causing of gratuitous pain on
unwilling victims. Surely, it is commonly urged, this is always for the worse,
even if over all we might in some case be morally forced to do it. Well, the
first thing to say is that admitting the possibility of some invariant reasons
is a far cry from admitting that the very possibility of moral thought and
judgement is dependent on our being able to find some such reasons. To
support any such suggestion, we would somehow need to be able to locate
a sufficient range of invariant reasons, ones that together somehow covered
the moral ground entirely and themselves explained the nature and role of
the variant reasons. This is quite a different matter from simply trying to
refute particularism (which is merely an application of holism in the
general theory of reasons to the moral case) by producing one counter-
example of an invariant reason, which is pormally what is going on.

Further, we should remember that the question whether reasons are
atomistic or holistic is a very basic question about the nature of rationality,
of how reasons function from case to case. It is, I suppose, conceivable that
though the vast bulk of reasons function holistically, there are a few that
function atomistically. But if this were true we would have a hybrid con-
ception of rationality. There would just be two sorts of reasons, each with
their own logic, and moral thought would be the uncomfortable attempt
to rub such reasons together. It is much more attractive, if at all possible, to
think of our reasons as sharing a basic logic, so that all are atomistic, or all
holistic.

Let us consider, then, how the supposed invariant reasons function as
reasons in the particular case. Take the well-known example of the fat man
stuck in the only outlet from a cave that is rapidly filling with water from
below. We and our families are caught in between the fat man and the ris-

ing water. But we have some dynamite. We could blow the fat man up and
get out to safety. But the fat man is unwilling to be blown up (he, at least,
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is safe from drowning); and, let us immediately admit, he is blameless in
being where he is, and in being fatter than the rest of us. So what we pro-
pose to do involves the destruction of an unwilling and blameless victim.
As such, we might say, this is some reason against lighting the fuse and
standing back. The question I want to raise is whether this feature (that we
are causing the death of an unwilling and blameless victim) is functioning
as the reason it here is, in any way that is to be explained by appeal to the
(supposed) fact that it functions in the same way in every case in which it
occurs at all. It seems to me that this feature is the reason it is here quite
independently of how it functions elsewhere.

Of course if the feature is genuinely an invariant reason, this fact, should
we discern it, will be of use to us in any case where we might be in doubt as
to the contribution it is making. We can say ‘This is an invariant reason, it
makes such-and-such a difference there, and so it must be making that dif-
ference here. But suppose that we were to treat one of these supposedly
invariant reasons as potentially variant, so as to deny ourselves the use of
that inference. What sort of mistake would we have made? Would it be a
failure of rationality to treat an invariant reason as potentially variant, or
just a mistake of fact? ] suggest that the invariance of the reason is an epis-
temic matter rather than a constitutive one. That the reason functions
invariantly is a clue to how it is functioning here, but in no way constitutes
the sort of contribution it makes to the store of reasons here present. In that
sense, the invariance of its contributions is not a matter of the logic of such
a reason, and failure to treat the reason as functioning invariantly is not a
failure to understand how it functions as a reason. It is a perfectly good rea-
son case by case without our worrying about how it operates elsewhere.

I conclude, then, that particularism should accept the possibility of
invariant reasons, so long as the invariance is not a matter of the logic of
such reasons, but more the rather peculiar fact that some reasons happen
to contribute in ways that are not affected by other features. We can admit
this without adopting a hybrid theory of rationality, so long as we treat the
invari-ance of any invariant reason as an epistemic matter rather than as a
constitutive one.

Holism in the Theory of Value

The next question concerns whether our holism in the theory of reasons
spills over to generate a holism about value. This new holism, value holism,
can come in various forms, just like the holism of reasons. In broadest
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outline, in my hands it willamount to the claim that for any x that has value
in some context, x may have a different value or none at all in other con-
texts, and if there is disvalue as well as value, x may have value in some con-
texts and disvalue in others.
Js there any prospect of accepting a holism of reasons and denying value
holism? This is not a matter on which there is a long history of debate.
Presumably we should approach the issue by thinking about the relation
between reasons and values. Thomas Scanlon has recently revived the view
that value is to be understood in terms of reasons.® He defines a valuable
object as one that has features that give us reasons to protect, promote,
admire, respect, approve of it (etc.: this list is open-ended). On this view, it
seems inevitable that a holism of reasons will generate a holism of value.
There are, however, other views to be considered. One might allow that
wherever there is value, there are reasons, but Jeave it open whether there
can be reasons that are not directly connected with value.® In this way one
would make room for certain forms of deontology, without moving very
far from the Scanlon position. Michael Slote and Roger Crisp suggest that
there are some reasons that do not derive from values.” One might also ask
whether there are agent-relative values as well as agent-relative reasons;
perhaps agent-relative reasons do not ‘stem from’ values at all. There is,
then, a spectrum of views to be considered. On the most trenchant views,
a holism of reasons must be matched by a holism of values. But even on the
less trenchant views, it still remains possible that the holism of reasons
must match that of values. Suppose we agree for a moment that most rea-
sons are linked to values. (‘Linked to’ is the vaguest phrase I can think of.)
And suppose that values are atomistic, i.e. insensitive to context.
Immediately we have the problem of explaining how it can be that the rea-
sons linked to those atomistic values are able to be holistic at all. Why are
they not atomistic too? Of course, if there are some reasons that are not
linked to values, and those too are holistic, we might think this some justi-
fication for supposing that the explanation of their holism will not make
reference to any holism of values. And we could then argue that, by parity
of reasoning, the holism of other reasons is to be explained in a similar

s Gee Scanlon, What We Owe to Each Other (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University
Press, 1999), 95-7). Similar views were considered by W. D. Ross and adopted by A. C.
Ewing. See Ross's Foundatiotis of Ethics (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1939), 278-83, and
Ewing's The Definition of Good (London: Macmillan, 1947), 148-9.

¢ | consider this possibility in my ‘Should we Pass the Buck?’, in A. O'Hear (ed.), The

Good, the True and the Beautiful (Cambridge: CUP, 2000).
7 See M. Slote, Goods and Virtues (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983), ch. 5, and R. Crisp
“The Dualism of Practical Reason’, Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 96 (1996), 53-73.
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non-value-related way. One trouble with this procedure, however, is that
the preponderance of value-linked reasons seems to be enormous’ at the
least, and we are therefore in danger of letting the tail wag the dog A’nother
trot.lble with it is that the connection between reasons-holism a;ld value-
holism seems so plausible. It is far easier to explain the holism of the few
non-value-linked reasons in terms of their relation to the holism of the
many val.ue-linked ones than to cast off the only obvious prop we have
. [ take it, then, that reasons-holism does not entail value-holism sinc.e it
is at least possible that reasons-holism is to be explained in other \:vays B
far the most plausible picture is that, just as most reasons are linked to ;/al)—l
ues, SO .their holism is linked to a holism of values. This leaves us with a
strong incentive to be particularists in the theory of value. Of course this
incentive needs to be supported by examples of values varying according to
context. But these are not too hard to produce. The disvalue of pain ma gb
affected by the question whether it is part of a merited punishment 'l)"lhiz
does not mean that the pain hurts less, but that the punishment is r.’aot as
much the worse for involving the infliction of the pain as we might have
been led to think by considering the disvalue of other pains that hur;
much. ®
If value-holism shadows reasons-holism, the two views have to be struc-

turally similar. N i
hOlds?' ilar. Now as far as reasons go, the holism that appeals to me

1. Whatis a reason in one situation may not be the same reason in
another; it may even change its polarity.

2. The way in which the reasons here present combine with each other
is not necessarily determinable in any simply additive way

By analogy, then, our value-holism should look like this:

1. A featurelor part may have one value in one context and a different
or opposite value in another.

2. The value of a complex or whole is not necessarily identical with the
sum of the values of its elements or parts.

And this is therefore the form of value-holism that I adopt. In this I differ
fr.om, G E. Moore, despite that fact that we could both be called ‘organi-
cists’ in the theory of value. Moore believed (2) above but not (1) Hegheld
that any feature or element necessarily retained the same value as .it moved
from context to context, but that it could contribute to a complex of which
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it was a part a value other than the one that it had there. The whole, that s,
could be more valuable because of the presence of a certain part than could
be explained by the value of that part; a part can contribute more, or less,
value than it actually has.? I don’t believe any of this.

What explains the difference between Moore and me? This difference
needs explaining, since all the examples that impressed Moore are just the
sort of examples that impress me. How then have we come to such differ-
ent conclusions? The answer lies in the fact that Moore accepted without
question a certain doctrine of supervenience. He believed that the intrinsic
value of something supervenes upon its other intrinsic qualities, and so
that where an element does not change its intrinsic qualities on moving
from one complex or whole to another, it must retain the same intrinsic
value. The examples of organic wholes that impressed him required him
therefore to say that elements can contribute to a complex more, or less,
value than they have got themselves there. I, however, do not accept
Moore’s doctrine of supervenience. 1 accept (or used to accept, and as far
as the present debate goes continue to accept) a slightly but crucially dif-
ferent supervenience doctrine, that intrinsic value supervenes upon other
qualities, but not that the intrinsic value of one object supervenes upon its
other qualities. For me, it supervenes upon other qualities, including those
of other objects.®

This may seem perverse. But there is a ready explanation of it, once one
remembers my commitment to particularism. First, | distinguish between
those features from which some value results (the good-making features, as
we might put it), and other features whose presence or absence would have
made a difference. The latter features are obviously relevant to the value,
but they are not playing the same role as that played by the good-making
features; they are not themselves part of what we might call the ‘resultance
base’ Given this distinction between roles, I can announce that intrinsic
value is value that results from intrinsic properties of the object concerned,
but also allow that that value can vary because of changes elsewhere, that
is, in those properties whose presence or absence can make a difference to
the ability of the intrinsic properties to generate the value that they do. The
notion of supervenience draws less fine distinctions than that of resultance,

8 See G. E. Moore, Principia Ethica (Cambridge: CUP, 1903), 30.

% For an early proponent of this view of supervenience, see A. C. Ewing, The Morality of
Punishment (London: Kegan Paul, 1929), 166: ‘It does follow from the conception of good-
ness or value that the value of something cannot be different except as the result of some
other difference, but this difference need not necessarily lie in the thing itself, it may lie in
something else. We cannot therefore say that the intrinsic value of any quality will always
be the same under all circumstances.’

The Particularist’s Progress 141

and all we can say is that intrinsic value supervenes upon other properties
not p'farticularly upon intrinsic properties. And once we have said that’
there is no reason to stop short of allowing that the ‘other properties’ can’
be properties of other objects, or relations between them and the first one
or whatever. ,
. My doctrine, then, is a sort of global supervenience, since the superven-
ience .base is cast so wide, while Moore’s is a sort of local supervenience
WhO.IS right? I do not see that there is any way of determining the answex:
to this question before we get down to arguing about particular cases. It is
not, that is, going to be a logical question which of us is right. Nor is it going
to be decided quickly by appeal to the notion of a reason, or to naturalism
in metaphysics, or anything like that.

So the overall situation, as far as value-holism goes, is that if values are
to track reasons, and if the structure of value-holism is therefore to be the
same as that of reasons-holism, we have to abandon one traditional for-
mulation of the doctrine of supervenience in favour of something less

familiar. I_Sut to appeal to the traditional doctrine to defeat my form of
value-holism would be to beg the question.’®

Holism in the Theory of Choice

Let us suppose now that [ am right on both counts: my reasons-holism is
the truth, and my value-holism is the truth as well. What does this tell us
about the possibility of a full ordering, in which everything has its place
and where for each A and each B, A is either better than B, worse than B or’
roughly as good as B? Well, so far as what we have so far seen will take,us
there might still be a full ordering of that sort, in which everything has it;
place in the table of values, from best to worst. For all the considerations we
have so far adduced concern the way in which the value of a complex is
determined from the values of its parts, and the way in which parts may
change their values as they move from one complex (context) to another.
Once the value of the whole is determined, however, it is not going to vary'
and we can enter the whole in its proper place in the great ordering. Thi;
.would mean, for instance, that transitivity is not threatened by particular-
ism. For with everything in its own place, we are never going to get a situ-
ation in which A is above B, B above C, and C above A in the Great Order.

10 It seems to me that Susan Hurley doe ke thi i
Oxford GUP. 955, 298 y s make this appeal in her Natural Reasons
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This pleasing picture is however not as secure as it initially appears, sad
to say. Let us remember that some of the things that ha}ve value are actions,
and actions are chosen out of a set of alternatives avallat?le to the agent at
the time. Now to adopt the picture I have just describ.ed is to suppose that
each alternative action has its place in the great ordering of \.Ialues, a plac.e
that is not affected by the place or nature of other alternatives. And this
seems to require that the value of an action is never affected by tl?e ques-
tion what the available alternatives are. Now this is a very attractive doc-
trine indeed, partly because it enables us to retain a plausd?le Prmcnple of
rational choice which we might call the principle of the indifference of

independent alternatives (I1A):

JJA: If in one situation I prefer action A to action B, it can never be
rational for me to prefer B to A in other situations which differ from the
first merely in the fact that further alternatives are available.

In simpler terms, if I choose A where my choice is between A and B, 1 cafi-
not rationally choose B where my choice is bet.ween A, .B and C. The avail-
ability of C may indeed alter my overall choice, but it cann.ot.affect the
relative ranking order of A and B that has already been estflbllshed.

Though this principle is very attractive, I am not convu’gced that. stub-
born adherence to it is fully compatible with the bfoademng .pamcular-
ist perspective that 1 have been developing. For it is not obvious to me
how one can prevent available alternatives from counting as part of tbe
context within which an action is placed. And if one cannot do this,
then the general particularist claim that context can make a c-llfference to
value as well as to reasons seems likely to take us to the view that the
value of an action or choice can be affected by the alternatives that are
available at the time. '

There is a reply to this, however. The argument of the previous para-
graph might have been merely that every alternatlYe is an obJect., though
not all objects are alternatives (to each other). slnce every ob).ect may
have its value affected by others, every alternative may have its value
affected by other objects, including some that are alternatives to it. There
could be no bar against this happening—no bar that ensured that oply
those objects that are not alternatives to this one are cgpable of affecting
its value. But this, though true, does nothing to establlsh th.e controver-
sial doctrine that is really what we are after. That doctrine is that when
one object becomes an alternative to another, that. change may make a
further difference to the value of the second—a difference beyond that

The Particularist’s Progress 143

made by the existence and nature of the first object. And this doctrine
does seem very peculiar.''

But not as peculiar as all that, perhaps. There may be examples of this
phenomenon—of the arrival of a new alternative making a difference to
the relative values of two existing alternatives, in ways that are not
explained merely by the existence or possibility of the thing that becomes
an alternative, but rather by its new status as an alternative. Suppose that
we have two alternatives A and B, and that we prefer B to A. Our original
question was whether we might be rationally led to prefer A to B if there
appears a further alternative, C.'2 Any successful example of this must meet
certain criteria. It must not be one in which we simply change our minds
about our initial ranking of A and B, perhaps for the reason that the
appearance of C as an alternative draws our attention to something that we
had previously missed. If nothing changes, however, it is hard to see how
the ranking of A and B can be reversed by the arrival of C. The question to
bear in mind is whether the examples offered contain the right or the
wrong sort of change.

Suppose that I have to buy a house in Reading, and have a choice
between a smaller house within walking distance of the university, and a
larger and more expensive one that requires a bus ride. I prefer the larger
one despite the bus ride. Then a third house, even larger but also further
away than the second, comes onto the market. I realize that if I buy the sec-
ond house, 1 will always regret not having bought the third. With this in
mind, [ buy the first house. Is this rational? I suggest that it can be.

There is of course a change of information here, but it is not the sorz of
change that I tried to rule out earlier—a change that leads to a change in
my initial ranking. If there were no further house available, 1 would still
have chosen the second. | have not changed my mind about that. So we are

" Thave expressed this doctrine in terms of a change. But that need not be the point. The
question could equally well be phrased in terms of the difference between the case where C
is not an alternative and the case where it is; can the difference between C’s being an alter-
native and its not being one make a difference to the relative values of A and B? Here there
is no talk of change. There is, of course, nothing wrong with examples that do involve
change. It is just that | should be careful to avoid supposing that change is essential 10 the
point.

'2 1t is not, of course, strictly necessary for us to find an example in which the order of
the initial choice is reversed. It would be enough if we found a case in which the relative val-
ues are altered, so that the one that we originally preferred we still prefer, but not by so
much—or by more, perhaps. Then we could argue that this sort of change in relative pref-
erence is bound to lead, on occasion, to a change in ordering. But it is more striking to pro-
duce an example in which the ordering is reversed.



144 Jonathan Dancy

not dealing here with a simple revision of the initial choice in the light of
new information.

Have I cheated in the description of the example? The obvious mistake
would be a slide in the nature of the ‘objects’ of choice. Let us be sure that
these ‘objects” are my buying house A, my buying house B and my buying
house C. House C was there all the time, but it was not on the market. The
mere possibility of a further house C that is even larger than B, though still
affordable, is not enough to cause me to prefer the nearer house. There has
actually to be such a house C available to me before my continual regret at
not having bought it can turn into a reason for me to choose the nearer
one.

The simplest example I know, and perhaps for that reason the best, is
found in Wilfred Thesiger’s Arabian Sands.*> He wrote, about his travels
across the desert on a camel: ‘1 would not myself have wished to cross the
Empty Quarter in a car. Luckily this was impossible when I did my jqu'r-
neys, for to have done the journey on a camel when I could have done it in
a car would have turned the venture into a stunt.

So it does look as if there may be examples in which independent alter-
natives are not indifferent.!4 Maybe, then, even if particularism does com-
mit us to the existence of such examples, this is not a disaster. But I raised
a question earlier that I have not yet answered. Does particularism itself
constitute a reason for rejecting I[A? My first attempt to show that it does
was a failure. ] argued that particularists should not be surprised to see the
nature of one thing making a difference to the value of another. But this
was irrelevant. The real question was whether the rather special feature of
‘being an available alternative’ can make a difference to the relative values
of two things. Particularism does not show that this must happen.
Particularism is everywhere permissive rather than prescriptive; or perhaps
we should say that it forbids some things and prescribes nothing but sus-
picion. In the present case it says that we should be open to the possibility

13 London: Longmans (1959), 260. ] g

14 | am grateful to Lars Bergstrom for very helpful discussion of this and other potential
examples. He referred me to M. Resnik, Choices (University of Minnesota Press, 1993}, 40,
for another example with the same structure. Here is a further one, which I owe to Eve
Garrard. I have to choose between two men, Joe and Sam. Joe is dull but reliabl_e, _Sam is
unreliable but exciting. I prefer Sam, because if I chose Joe I would always be missing the
excitement that Sam would have given me. But then Sebastian comes along, who is even
more exciting but yet more unreliable. I realize that if 1 chose Sam, 1 would alyvays be miss-
ing Sebastian’s excitements, even though Sebastian’s unreliability is so terminal that he is
ineligible. And this tells me that my reason for preferring Sam to Joe is no reason, in the new
situation, since choosing Sam will not lead to my having no lost excitement to regret. So 1
choose Joe.
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of such a thing and not make a fuss if some crop up. The only reason for
supposing that there cannot be any examples would be the generalist claim
that since the feature of ‘being an available alternative’ often makes no dif-
ference, it makes no difference anywhere.'>

There remains a difficulty. There appears to be an argument that there
could be no counter-example. If so, the situation is unstable. We would
have an example, our holistic position that there could be examples, and an
argument that there can’t be. Here is the argument. Sadly, it is one to which
there can be no particularist objection as such; it is not a switching argu-
ment, for instance.

Let us start with a supposed overall ranking, the Great Ordering.
Everything has its place in the order. We can compare the values of differ-
ent objects, and compare different objects in order to establish their rela-
tive placing, and these activities cannot themselves alter the values of the
objects compared or their relative places; otherwise the very notion of rel-
ative value would be incoherent. One can compare the values of merely
possible objects, e.g. possible courses of action or possible states of affairs.
Could there be any difference between the values of merely possible objects
and the values of those objects should they become real? No; for otherwise
the activity of establishing the relative values of different possibilities would
be incoherent. And this would make deliberation before action incoherent,
if deliberation is the establishing of relative values of possibilities so as to
decide which to make actual. Suppose then that I ask you to rank owner-
ship of each of ten paintings. What you are ranking is a set of possibilities.
Suppose then that I give you all the paintings, and ask you to rank the ten
actual ownings. There can be no conceivable reason for a change in your
ranking order (unless of course you have changed your mind). Now: could
there be a difference between an order of preference and a ranking order for

5 An interestingly different avenue of approach, which 1 will not pursue here, starts
from something that Derek Parfit is apparently happy to admit, namely an analogous claim
concerning not value but ‘ought’. Parfit’s view seems to be that it is possible that one ought
to do A if B is the only alternative, but that if C is also available one ought to do B. He denies,
however, the claim that the values of A, B and C can be related in a structurally similar way.
See his Reasons and Persons (Oxford: OUP, 1984), 429: ‘Whether I ought to act in one of
two ways may depend on whether it would be possible for me to act in some third way. . ..
[ then ask whether, compared with A+, A would have been better. The relative goodness of
these two outcomes cannot depend on whether a third outcome, that will never happen,
might have happened.’ So in the evaluative realm Parfit is what one might call a choice-
atomist but in the deontic realm he is a choice-holist. My own view is that this position is
unstable. And my reason is fairly predictable: that if one admits that there are examples of
choice-holism in the deontic realm, structurally similar examples will emerge in the evalu-
ative one.
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choice, where what one is dealing with is alternatives? No: there is no pos-
sible relevant difference between a preference order and a choice order.
Suppose that instead of giving you all the paintings, I give you the money
to buy one. You should buy the one that came top in your preference rank-
ing. So the feature of ‘being an alternative’ cannot make a difference.

Matters are more complicated than this. The complications do not make
a difference, but they are relevant to what happens later. There is an obvi-
ous difference between buying just one painting and ranking them all. The
difference comes out when we consider a case where I give you the money
to buy one painting, then enough to buy another, and so on until you have
all ten (though you never knew in advance that I would give you the money
for the next). The order in which you buy the paintings need not be the
same as your original order of preference. To see this point, it is important
to distinguish between two quite different preference orders. The first has
ten slots, in each of which one is asked to put one item of the form ‘1 own
picture n’. The second has ten slots, the first of the form ‘I own picture n,
the second of the form ‘I own pictures n and m), the third of the form ‘1 own
pictures n, m and p), and so on. There is no reason whatever why either of
these two orders should be extractable from the other. The point is that if
you already have, say, six of the paintings, you might rationally choose to
add to those six a painting other than the one that came seventh on the list.
To get a true analogue of the original ordering, when it comes to choice, we
have to suppose that I give you enough money to buy one, but that just as
you try to buy it someone else gets in first; so you should go for the second
on your original list—but the same happens again, and so on down to the
tenth. The order of choice should be the order of preference.

What we have, then, is an explanation of why a certain feature, ‘being
an alternative’ cannot make a difference, and therefore of why particular-
ism is compatible with a full ordering. In one sense (epistemically, per-
haps) it is possible that ‘being an alternative’ can make a difference. But
there is an argument (which is not a switching argument) that no instance
of this could be found. So the situation seems to be that we have on the
one side an example in which the feature does make a difference, and a
weak general reason derived from our holism to expect this sort of thing
to crop up, and an argument on the other side to show that it is impossi-
ble. Now this is not one of those situations in which there can be reasons
on one side and reasons on the other, and we can just decide where the
balance of probability lies, leaving the defeated reasons in place. If we go
with the example, we have to show what is wrong with the argument on
the other side.
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Luckily this can be done. The property of being an alternative is inca-
pable of making a difference to a ranking order already established because
there is no relevant difference between overall preference and overall
choice. And just as the ranking preference order may be affected by the list
of things to be ranked, so that if we take something off the list, the rankings
of the rest may change, so with the ranking of alternatives. But all that this
shows is that preference is like choice, and like choice in the crucial respect
that it deals with alternatives. Being alternatives is the same as being mutu-
ally exclusive. Not all preference rankings are rankings of objects conceived
as mutually exclusive, as we have seen. But some are. And the same is true
whether we are ranking existing objects or possible ones. So the explana-
tion of why the feature of being an alternative cannot be the cause of a dif-
ference between a preference ranking and a choice ranking is that this
feature is present on both sides.!® Our conclusion should be that being an
alternative can make a difference to all three rankings: of possible objects,
of actual ones, and of objects of choice.

The existence of persuasive examples should then move us without fur-
ther resistance from value-holism to a sort of choice-holism, which holds
that:

1. The value of one alternative can be affected by the nature of other
available alternatives.

2. Assessing the relative merits of different alternatives is not the same
as assessing the various alternatives one by one and then comparing
the results.

I want to end this section by comparing what I have said here with some-
thing I wrote in Moral Reasons:

My daughter trod on a sea-urchin on holiday a few years ago, and we caused her
considerable pain (not entirely with her consent) in extracting the spines from her
heel. Was the pain we caused her something which made our actions worse than
they would otherwise have been? Here is a switching argument which says that it
was. Had there been available a painless method of getting the spines out, we
would and should have adopted it. We would have been wrong to continue dig-
ging in her heel with a needle, because of the pain. Surely this shows that as things
were our actions were the worse for the pain they caused?

'® Thanks to Eve Garrard and David McNaughton here. It would be wrong to say, in
reply to this argument, that the feature we were originally discussing was that of being an
available alternative, not that of being an alternative. The notion of availability merely takes
u; from possible choices (preferences) between mutually exclusive options to actual
choices.
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I don’t think it does show this. What we should say about cases like these is that
a feature which would have made this sort of difference had there been any alter-
native choice need not necessarily make it if there is no alternative. It seems to me
quite consistent to say that as things stood our action was not the worse for the
pain it caused, though that pain should have led us to choose another method had

one been available.'”

The idea, expressed in terms of reasons rather than, as above, in terms of
values, was that the pain is not a reason against the action if there was no
alternative, pain-free course of action available. It is not just that it is not
sufficient reason; it is not any reason at all. I presented this thought as an
application of a style of switching argument, whose general form is: if this
action were less F, it would be better; so its being F must detract from its
overall value. But it can be seen immediately that the example 1 gave goes
further than is required for that purpose. My use of an example that hangs
on a point about alternatives was more of a distraction than a help, since
the general point I was trying to make was nothing to do with alternatives.
Talk about available alternatives was intended more as an explanation of
the supposed fact that, in the example given, the action was not the worse
for the pain caused, even if it would have been better with less pain. Since
it was not possible to do it with less pain, the pain caused does not make
the action worse than it would otherwise have been. In possible world
terms: even though, in the nearest world in which there was an available
pain-free alternative, the action we did was wrong, wrong because of the
pain it caused, and the worse for that pain, the actual action is not the
worse for that pain. This is just an application of the holistic thought that a
feature can make a difference in one situation that it does not make in
another. Where this occurs, particularists admit that there must be an
explanation of it; the explanation is that in the actual world, there was no
alternative.

Perhaps, then, the situation is like this. Holism takes away from us one
of our two main reasons for sticking to principles like IIA. If one is a holist,
it is going to be hard to think that the question whether something was a
real alternative cannot make a difference. If [IA expresses a form of gener-
alism, holists don’t have that reason to believe it. They might have the other
reason, which is that if we lose principles like IIA (and all the rest), we lose
what is really the only detailed account of the ‘Jogic’ of choice. The loss of
IIA seems to be another nail in the coffin of the idea that there is such a

logic.

17 Dancy, Moral Reasons, 65-6.
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. One mighF suggest, however, that the loss of IIA is far worse for general-
ists thar.1 it is for particularists. For generalists, the pillars of practical
rationality would really be tottering.

Choice-holism and the Possibility of a Full Ordering of Values

Suppose then that we accept a general choice-holism to go with our rea-
sons-holism and our value-holism. Have we totally lost any possibility of a
full ordering? There are two ways in which we could hope to retain any-
thing like a full ordering.

The first is to say that what we have established is only that the context
of real choice (i.e. the actually available alternatives) can affect the value of
an option. This result, we might say, is clearly disturbing. But it does not
altoge:ther disturb our full ordering. Choice-holism concerns itself with
rea? situations, in which the question what alternatives are available is a
serious practical one. As such, it is to be distinguished from any thoughts
about the effects of merely comparing one option with another. The value
of an option will not vary according to what we imagine as the possible
a.lternatives to it; it will only be affected by what actually are the alterna-
tives. And mere comparison is relevantly similar to imaginary choosing, we
might say, so long as the purpose of the comparison is to establish relative
valL'\e. So an object’s value is not affected by the mere act of mental com-
parison with another; it is only able to be affected if the two objects become
real alternatives for some agent.

Even this, of course, will do something to upset our full ordering, if we
suppose that the very same thing can occur in more than one actual choice
situation. But we might deny that possibility, supposing instead that
obj.ects of choice are incapable of recurrence. We cannot have the same
action again, that is, and we cannot have any other choosable object again
either. For the objects of choice are not repeatables. If I offer you a choco-
late bar today and you refuse it in favour of a pint of beer, and I offer the
very same bar to you tomorrow, the fact that it is the same bar does not
sho.w that you have the same choice again. You only have a similar one, and
holists allow that objects that are intrinsically similar may yet differ in value
because of their context.

Be that as it may, the position that this move is trying to defend is surely
another unstable one. It holds that mere comparison of two objects A and
B, which we can do at any time at will, is incapable of affecting the values
of A and of B; but should they become actual alternatives, their values may
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be affected. So I may compare A and B and prefer B, and yet when [ have to
choose between the two choose A without irrationality. This distinction
between actual and imagined choice, or between the effects of choice and
those of comparison, is surely unsustainable. And this means that the
dream of a full ordering collapses entirely. For if I cannot compare two
objects without being in danger of affecting their relative values by doing
so, there is surely no sense left in which objects have their own place in the

ranking order. The ranking order must mean that objects have their place .

on it whether one actually compares them or not; indeed, to compare them
is just to establish their relative placings in the order. If one could affect
those placings by the act of comparison, the notion of an order would be
destroyed.

So much for the first way of defending the possibility of a full ordering.
The second way involves us in redescribing each option in terms of the
available alternatives to it.'® Instead of thinking of ourselves as having the
three options of buying house A, buying house B, and buying house C, our
three options are:

1. Buying house A when we could have bought houses B or C.
2. Buying house B when we could have bought houses- A or C.
3. Buying house C when we could have bought houses A or B.

Now, we might say, these three options have an unvarying value, and
occupy a fixed place in the full ordering. For if one of the three houses is
taken off the market, or a fourth house enters the equation, we no longer
have any of these three options, but either two or four new ones.

The difficulty that I see in this approach is that if it is to avoid the diffi-
culty we have already exposed, that comparison of the value of two objects
is relevantly similar to choice, we will have to relativize every item on the
full ordering to all other items, first severally and then in pairs and so on up
until each is relativized to all others at once. And there will be no way of
predicting, from the value of an option that is relativized to degree n, what
its value will be relativized to other degrees. Given this, the use of the full
ordering will be limited indeed. Transitivity, for instance, must fail. For if
we rank ‘A when we could have had B’ above ‘B when we could have had A,
and ‘B when we could have had C’ above ‘C when we could have had B), it
in no way follows that we should rank ‘A when we could have had C” above

18 T have borrowed this manoeuvre from John Broome, Weighing Goods (Oxford:
Blackwell, 1991), ch. 5, and ‘Can a Humean be Moderate?’ in R. G. Frey and C. Morris
(eds.), Value, Welfare and Morality (Cambridge: CUP, 1993), 51-73.
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‘C when we could have had A™'® It will be perfectly true, that is, that every
relativized option occupies one and only one place in the ordering, with-
out this doing anything to preserve the conception of rational choice that
the ideal of a full ordering was designed to promote.

There is a further problem. Suppose that we have a full ordering of all
relativized options. This locates each option with respect to every other.
Suppose now that I ask of item 32 in the list how it compares in value with
item 33. It need not be the case that my answer is that item 32 is more valu-
able than item 33. The option ‘33 when I could have had 32’ is a different
option from the simple option ‘33’ no matter how internally complex
option 33 may be—and the same goes for option 32. But if my ranking
order does not even commit me to claims about the relative values of the
itemns ranked, it is pointless.

Holism and Explanation

There remains one further matter that I think it worth bringing out. It
seems to me that particularism commits one to a highly debatable doctrine
in the theory of explanation. In Moral Reasons I was not so clear about this.

I start by considering the relations between two doctrines. One is the
now familiar holism in the theory of reasons. The other is a doctrine in the

theory of explanation, which has no agreed name that I know of. Here they
are: : :

Holism: the ability of a consideration to stand as a reason for action can
be affected by the context in which it occurs: :

Non-guaranteeing explanations. an explanation can be perfectly good
without being ‘complete’, where a complete explanation is one that is
inconsistent with the non-occurrence of the explanandum. Where E and
O both occur, the occurrence of E can explain that of O without guar-
anteeing it. Perfect explanations can be ‘non-complete’ The idea that
non-complete explanations are enthymematic is a mistake.

12 Of course, relative to one and the same three-way comparison, transitivity must be
preserved—or at least nothing that I have said gives us any reason to dispute that. If we do
dispute it, we will probably do so for quite different reasons, i.e. those stemming from com-
parisons in which many different criteria are operating at once. For a recent rehearsal of
such considerations, see Larry Temkin, ‘Rethinking the Good’ in J. Dancy (ed.), Reading
Parfit (Oxford: Blackwell, 1997), 290-345.
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The question that I want to start with is whether I was right or wrong to
think, as I once did, that my doctrine of reasons-holism was effectively the
same as this doctrine in the theory of explanation. If it is, we have uncov-
ered another awkward consequence of particularism.

One preliminary first. Some philosophers maintain that though guaran-
teeing explanations are not required when what we are explaining is an
action, they are required when we are explaining events. A scientific expla-
nation, then, will have to be a guaranteeing one.?® My own view, however,
is that we would need a lot of persuasion to say any such thing. The only
reason for adopting it, I think, is a sense that we would do well not to
demand something of action-explanations that we have no prospect of
achieving; in science, by contrast, where prospects are better, we should not
be satisfied with anything less than perfection. The proper riposte to this is
that action-explanations are as good as any explanation needs to be, and
that, so far as the purposes of explanation are concerned, there is no reason
to think there is either need or room for anything better. We should there-
fore accept the possibility of non-guaranteeing explanations on both sides
or on neither.?!

The concept of a non-guaranteeing explanation requires that of an
enabling condition. If there is a non-guaranteeing explanation F of an
event E, there must be an event O such that:

1. The occurrence of O is not part of the explanation of E, and
2. If O were to fail, we would have a situation (F, not-E).

In such a situation, O would be an enabling condition for the explanation
that F gives us of E. The reason why there must be such things as enabling
conditions if there are to be non-guaranteeing explanations is that if every
candidate for the role of enabling conditions were to turn out to be part of
the explanation of the event-type E, all explanations would be
guaranteeing ones (when ‘complete’). If we think that there are any non-
guaranteeing explanations, then, irrespective of whether we think that no
explanations are guaranteeers, we must be able to make sense of the notion
of an enabling condition—a condition whose satisfaction is required for
the explanation, but which is not itself a part of that explanation. And this
sets us something of a challenge.

20 For a recent example of this view, see Philippa Foot, ‘Does Moral Subjectivism Rest
on a Mistake?’, Oxford Journal of Legal Studies, 15, 1 (1995}, 1-14.

2L My views on the nature of explanation in general bear interesting similarities to those
of Nancy Cartwright. See her How the Laws of Physics Lie (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1983).
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But we face the same challenge in the theory of reasons for action, once
we adopt holism there. This is not perhaps too surprising antecedently,
since presumably the reasons favouring an action are reasons that explain
that action’s rightness (or whatever moral status it has). If we start from
one case where there are reasons R1-Rn making the action right, but allow
that changes elsewhere may affect the ability of those reasons, not merely
to make the action right, but even to be reasons at all, we will again say that
features over and above the reasons must be functioning as enabling con-
ditions. They enable the features that are reasons to be the reasons they are
in this case, without themselves being among the reasons why the action is
right.

To give a very simple example: suppose that ought implies can. Then if I
cannot do the action, the features which, were I capable of doing it, would
be reasons why I should do it, are incapable of playing that role. But we
should not conclude that my ability to do it is one of the reasons why I
should do it. It is a condition that enables the reasons why I should to be
the reasons they are, but is not itself among those reasons. Allow this, and
you will probably allow the next: that I have the opportunity to help is
something without which the reasons why I should help would not be
those reasons. Her need is not a reason for me to help her if I have no pos-
sible opportunity of doing so. It is only a reason for me to seek an oppor-
tunity, which is different. But that I have an opportunity to help is not itself
among the reasons for doing so. Another similar example: if 1 were not
alive, the reasons that there are for me to help the needy would not be able
to be the reasons they are. But this does little to show that among the rea-
sons why I should help the needy is the fact that I am alive.

So we see the same structure both times. Both holism and the claim that
explanations need not guarantee are committed to making sense of the
notion of an enabling condition. One might think?2 that there are forms of
holism that don’t have this effect. We might try to adopt a sort of weak
holism without adopting any distinctive doctrine in the theory of explana-
tion.

Weak holism: the ability of a consideration to stand as a reason can be
affected by what other features are present as reasons (but not by other
things).

With this in hand, we might hope to avoid the need to talk about enabling
conditions at all, and avoid the need to allow non-guaranteeing

22 And I did think so, until Eve Garrard showed me that I shouldn’t.
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explanations. But we can only do this if we can add to our weak holism a
sort of:

Holistic generalism: taking all the reasons here present together, tlhey
guarantee the rightness of the action; i.e. where present together else-
where, they will always have the same effect (non-causally, of course).

This holistic doctrine is certainly compatible with the denial of a different
form of generalism:

Atomistic generalism: each reason has the same tendency as a reason, no
matter what the context in which it is found.

But in fact weak holism cannot be coherently combined with holistic gelr;-
eralism. If the ability of a consideration to stand as a reason }ian the
affected by what other features are present as reasons, why lsl l;l that r(:
presence of further reasons in a second case, in addition to al t .osel p
sent in the first, is incapable of making any dlfference to the original rea-
sons? Surely the official statement of weak holism says that a nhew rseast(})]r;
can upset others whether we take them one by one or_all together. So o
combination of weak holism and holistic generalism is not a sustainable
po;\;:\)/ri]r'lg now to the theory ofexplanatior}, we ﬁn.d the same tl;llng. Therf
might seem to be a form of holistic generall§m available there,'t atis Tom_
patible with the demand that all explanatlgns .b.e guaranteeing explana
tions. We might say, that is, that thoug.h no individual feature has iitls oS\Aronf
explanatory potency, which it carries with it from case to case, regar lesx o
changes in other explanatorily potent featur.es, still the entire comple o
features that together explain the event constitutes a guaranteemgfe;(p anes
tion. It is a guaranteeing explanation because that' complex o ea;cju(r
could not have occurred unless the event to be explained had occurred (or
to occur). - o
be;r:ng(t)gilf attempt 30 make room for guaranteeing explanatlodn§ w}nlthtl;::
holistic picture suffers from the same incoherence that.we founh in tne e
ory of reasons. No explanation is given of why the arrival on t_ e sce fe. .
new element is capable of affecting the explanatory co.nt.rlbutlons o l1n i
vidual features, but not of a set of such features. Why is it that a(r.rg:o e set
of explanatory features is necessarily invulnerable to the sort?ofh i e‘re'nce:
that a new feature can make to individual elements in that set? T nere :lzus
no answer to this question. So there is no way for a holist to avoid making

The Particularist’s Progress 155

room for the concept of enabling conditions, and denying the possibility of
guaranteeing explanations.2?

One useful consequence of these thoughts is that the incoherence of the
combination of weak holism and holistic generalism gives us an answer to
one leading reply to particularism.2* This reply is that my examples only
concern what we might call contributing reasons. It is true that contribut-
ing reasons do vary in their polarity from one context to another. But it is
not true of complete reasons. These remain the same, as reasons, regardless
of changes elsewhere.

There are two ways in which I can respond to this. The first is, as above,
to point out that there is no obvious explanation of why a new reason in a
new case is supposedly able to change the behaviour of one reason but not
of all of them at once. Why is it that the whole pack of them is immune to
change, when no individual one is? Note that this question is asked within
the constraints of weak holism; it would be a different matter to maintain
that considerations that are not reasons in the new case are able to make
changes in this way.

The second way in which I can respond to this attack is to challenge its
notion of a complete reason. This cannot be identical with all the reasons
present in the particular case, since we have already seen that there is no
justification for the view that the pack of all such reasons is invulnerable to
changes brought about by the presence of a new reason in a new case. It
must therefore be something greater than that; it will presumably contain
all the enabling conditions, as well as the absence of disabling conditions
(specified one by one). But, first, this collection is ceasing to look like a rea-
son at all, and, second, there is beginning to be a prospect that a complete
reason will expand indefinitely.2s

*' The same may be true about causal statements: a sufficient cause need not be a guar-
anteeing cause. But to try to argue this would take us too far away from present concerns.

** 1 mentioned this reply earlier, in discussing holism in theoretical reason. A recent
example is to be found in Jonathan Bennett, The Act Itself (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995),
80.

** Jonathan Lowe pointed out to me that a valid deductive argument is something we
could reasonably call a complete reason, since it js monotonic, i.e. no addition of premises
will affect the validity of the argument. In this, deductive reasoning differs from probabilis-
tic reasoning. So there is one model of a complete reason that 1 cannot undermine. This
model is, however, not applicable 1o moral reasoning, unless there are absolute moral prin-
ciples; reasoning that runs in terms of prima facie principles is non-monotonic. There is
certainly available a notion of deductive reasoning in ethics. The only question is whether



156 Jonathan Dancy

What 1 really want to say, of course, is just that my interests are in the
ordinary notjon of a contributing reason, not in the concocted notion of a
complete reason, which in my view is designed merely to save a dubious
philosophical theory from refutation. But this may seem to be a defini-
tional sulk; so I support it by attacking the notion of a complete reason that
is designed to save generalism from counter-example.





