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PARTICULARISM AND PRESUMPTIVE REASONS

Garrett Cullity

I: Two Kinds of Particularism

Moral particularists and their critics debate two issues. The two are related, but not as closely as is often thought.

One issue concerns the existence and nature of moral principles. Are there any correct general principles that can serve to justify moral judgements? The kinds of moral judgements we are ultimately interested in reaching are overall verdicts about the objects of moral assessment -- judgements about whether actions are right or wrong, whether a person or a way of living is virtuous or vicious, whether a state of affairs is (all things considered) good or bad, and so on. Call these "verdictive judgements". The question is then whether there are any general principles non-trivially linking verdictive moral properties -- properties such as the rightness of an action or the viciousness of a person -- to other properties. Or to put the question in a more metaphysically cautious way, we can ask whether there are any general principles linking the application-conditions of verdictive moral terms to the application-conditions of other terms.

The second issue concerns whether, if a consideration counts as a good reason for an action in one situation, it must do so in others.
 To take the particularists' leading example, it seems that normally the fact that I would enjoy something is a good reason for me to do it, and the fact that you would enjoy doing something is a good reason for me to help you to do it. However, they maintain, this is not always true. The enjoyment of cruelty or humiliation does not count in favour of an action at all: on the contrary, it actually counts against it. The normative "valency" of enjoyment changes from one context to another: in many contexts, it counts as a reason for action, but in some it does not.

Self-styled particularists typically make a claim about each of these issues.

(i) There are no exceptionless, finite general principles specifying the descriptive conditions under which a moral verdict is justified.

(ii) At least some considerations have variable normative valency.

However, these two claims are logically independent, and it is easy to find adherents of one of them who deny the other. Roger Crisp (2000) and Joseph Raz (2000) endorse (i) while arguing against (ii). And Frank Jackson, Philip Pettit and Michael Smith (2000) reject (i) while being prepared to accept (ii).


It makes sense, therefore, to distinguish particularism about principles from particularism about reasons.
 Each comes in different strengths. Weak particularism about principles
 is the acceptance of (i) -- the view that there is no finite list of conditions D yielding any correct general principle of the form:

Under descriptive conditions D, the correct moral verdict is V.

Someone who thinks this, however, might well think that there are principles of a less ambitious kind -- principles of the form:

Descriptive conditions D always count in favour of moral verdict V.

Such principles propose that there are general, descriptively specified pro tanto reasons -- reasons that always count in favour of a given moral verdict, although perhaps not always decisively so. A stronger kind of particularism about principles denies the existence of correct principles of this more modest form.
 And the strongest kind of particularist about principles denies that there are any true, non-trivial general principles of the form:

The presence of R supports moral verdict V.

On this view, even "thick" moral properties such as cruelty have variable valency: it is not simply that cruel actions are sometimes right because there are stronger reasons in their favour; for some cruel actions, their cruelty does not count against them at all.


Turning to particularism about reasons, we find that this equally comes in different strengths. Weak particularism about reasons is claim (ii): the claim that there are some considerations that are reasons in some contexts but not others.
 A stronger view is that this is true of every descriptive consideration: every descriptive consideration can be a reason, but all descriptive reasons sometimes change their normative valency.
 And once more, there is a stronger view still: the view that all non-verdictive reasons (even those supplied by "thick" moral properties such as cruelty) sometimes change their normative valency.


These two issues are connected. One connection between them is this. Some reasons to  are reasons for holding that ing is morally right: call these “moral reasons”. Then for any descriptive consideration D which is a moral reason of invariant valency, there will be an exceptionless principle of the form: 

D always counts in favour of the moral rightness of action.

Strong particularism about moral reasons entails and is entailed by particularism about principles.

To support their view, strong particularists about both reasons and principles commonly appeal to an argument which, in condensed form, goes as follows.
 The evaluative is "shapeless" with respect to the descriptive. That is, no finite disjunction of our descriptive concepts has the same extension as any evaluative concept.
 Wittgenstein taught us to reject the prejudice about rationality of thinking that a practice of concept-application must have an independently articulable backing rule in order to count as rationally constrained. In order for me to count as genuinely going on in the same way in applying a concept, it need not be the case that there is any way, independent of the use of that concept, of spelling out the conditions under which I count as successfully doing so. If so, we should deny that there is any reason to expect that evaluative verdicts should be backed by principles linking them to the descriptively specified conditions in which they obtain. Moreover, once we see that the evaluative and descriptive are independent in this way, we should press a further question. Why think that the contribution that any descriptive characteristic makes to the evaluative character of the situations in which it is present is independent of the rest of the context in which it is found? In the absence of any compelling reason for thinking this, we won't have pro tanto principles linking the descriptive and the evaluative either. That leaves us with a view on which reasons emerge holistically, from the entire conjunction of descriptive features that make up the evaluative character of a situation: the reason-giving character of a descriptive feature does not attach to it in an atomistic, context-independent way.

In this paper, I defend a version of weak particularism about reasons. I shall argue that the normative valency of some descriptive considerations varies, but others have an invariant normative valency. As far as I am aware, this view has not been defended by other contributors to the debate. This is surprising in one way, because it is such a natural thing to say about the examples I shall consider. In another way, however, the rarity of this view is not so surprising. For it requires arguing against opponents from two different directions, and that may seem to make it unstable position. I need to respond to arguments that a consideration cannot count in favour of any action unless it counts in favour of every action. But I need to do so without resorting to a global holism about reasons, if I am to claim that there are some examples of invariant valency. Arguing against these two opposing views will occupy Sections III and IV, respectively. What will emerge from this, in Section V, is a framework for understanding the relationships between practical reasons. A central part of this framework is the idea that there is an important kind of reason which need not be conclusive, but which is neither pro tanto nor prima facie: I shall call it a "presumptive reason". 

II: The Content of Reasons

Particularists and anti-particularists about reasons can agree about the conditions under which a person has a reason. They can agree, for example, that when an innocuous action of mine would be enjoyable, there is a reason for me to do it, and that the fact that an action would produce sadistic enjoyment does not amount to a good reason for doing it. Their disagreement concerns the content of the reasons that we have. According to the particularist, the content of the reason in the first, innocuous case is simply that I would enjoy doing this. In my innocuous circumstances, this consideration is a good reason for acting; but in the sadist's different circumstances, the same consideration is not a good reason. The anti-particularist's view, by contrast, is that the description of the reason in the first case is too simplistic. The unqualified fact that I would enjoy doing something is not enough to give me a reason: after all, if it is the wrong kind of enjoyment then I do not have a reason. In the situations where I do have a reason, the reason must be at least that I would non-sadistically enjoy doing this. Admittedly, it would be pragmatically odd to offer this as a reason for going to the pub. But speaking with strict accuracy is often pragmatically odd. A complete statement of the reason that does count in favour of my action will have to include the qualification.


Of course, qualifying the content of the reason by simply excluding sadistic motivation looks inadequate. If you do not think that there is a reason to pursue every form of enjoyment, you are unlikely to think that sadistic enjoyment is the only exception. There are forms of malice that it seems incorrect to describe as sadism; forms of enjoyment of the spectacle of harm to others that involve no malice, enjoyment of destruction which involves harm to no one, and so on. It looks as though the only succinct way to capture these exceptions will be to use an evaluative term, and say that when there is a reason, it is that I would innocuously, or morally permissibly enjoy doing this. 

One strong-looking argument for the anti-particularist view of the content of reasons can be put like this. Surely a fact can only be a reason for a given action if the obtaining of that fact is sufficient to make it the case that there is a reason to perform that action. However, the fact that an action would be enjoyable cannot be sufficient to make it the case that I have a reason to do it, if there are kinds of enjoyment that are not reason-giving. Therefore, when there is a reason to do something enjoyable, the reason cannot simply be that it is enjoyable. In order to mention the whole of the reason for doing it, we need to mention the kind of enjoyment that it involves, specifying that it is one of the kinds that is reason-giving, rather than one that is not. 


For a second argument to the same conclusion, we can turn to Joseph Raz.
 Raz’s argument against particularism about reasons begins with what he calls "the intelligibility of value" — the idea that

there is nothing 'arbitrary' in the domain of value.... There is an explanation for everything, an explanation for why what is good is good, what is bad is bad, etc.

Given this, it is not enough simply to say that the same consideration might be a reason in one situation but not in another: there must be some difference between the two situations which explains the evaluative difference. But that difference, according to particularists, is not itself part of the reason: if it were, that would mean there were different reasons in the two situations. The upshot is that, on their view, "not everything relevant for the evaluation of an action is part of the reasons for or against the action."
 But that looks wrong, for the notion of a reason for an action just is the notion of what counts in its favour.


Roger Crisp sets out a third argument for anti-particularism about reasons.
 He points out that it is not difficult, in the sorts of cases discussed by particularists, to give an explanation of the differences between the situations in which they claim that the normative valency of a consideration varies. In each case, a transparent explanation is given by using virtue-terms. Sometimes, doing what is enjoyable is prudent; at other times, it is cruel. Sometimes, lying is dishonest; at other times, it isn’t. Sometimes, doing what is illegal is unjust; at other times, it is required by justice. But that is to say that the ultimate reasons for action in each of these pairs of cases are given by these evaluative considerations, the normative valency of which does not vary. It may make pragmatic sense to cite as a reason for the wrongness of an action the fact that it was a lie, but when lying is wrong an explanation is readily available of why it is wrong, and that explanation amounts to the provision of the ultimate reason why it is wrong.

III: Reasons, Motivation and Explanation

I think that these arguments fail. To show this, I shall give a three-stage argument in support of particularism about reasons; then I shall explain what was wrong with each of the three anti-particularist arguments just given. The first stage of my argument connects normative reasons to motivation. The second connects motivation to a particular kind of explanation: self-explanation. The third then connects explanations with expectations of normality.

There are various different claims concerning the conceptual connection between normative practical reasons and the motivation of rational agents that have been called “internalism about reasons”.
 One claim which seems correct is this: a reason for me to  in circumstances C must be a consideration my rational orientation towards which could motivate me to  in C, were I acquainted with the facts about C.
 That is, my being aware of this reason and rational guidance by that awareness could explain my -ing. Given the nature of the concept of a reason, and the concept of rationality, it is hard to see how this connection could sensibly be denied. A normative practical reason is a consideration that counts in favour of my performing the action for which it is a reason: it is a consideration which makes it the case that I ought to do it – or, to use Allan Gibbard’s phrase, a consideration which shows why my doing it makes sense.
 And rationality, although it need not involve being successfully guided by the reasons for acting that apply to you (for you might be rationally mistaken about these), at least involves being appropriately guided by what you are warranted in treating as the reasons for acting that apply to you. If that is right, then the only way in which there could be a reason for me to  that could not explain my -ing when rationally oriented towards it would be if I could not be warranted in regarding it as a reason. But how could a consideration that I could never be warranted in regarding as a reason really count in favour of my performing any action? It could never make sense for me to act on such a consideration, no matter how rational I was. But a “reason” that we could never be warranted in treating as a reason looks like no reason at all. It would not be worth discussing, since it would not be something that it made sense for a rational person to care about. And if not, the claimed connection between reasons (the only reasons it makes sense for us to be concerned with) and rational motivation follows: it is a necessary condition of a consideration’s being a normative reason for me to  that my rational orientation towards that consideration could motivate me to .

This is a conceptual, not an empirical claim. It leaves it open that there are no considerations that meet this condition, and therefore no reasons. And it leaves it open that there are reasons, but we are never rationally oriented towards them. What it claims is this: for any consideration to satisfy the concept of a reason, and for any person to satisfy the concept of a rational agent, they must meet this condition. Notice also that it does not require the principle that “ought” implies “can”. For it leaves it open that even when I cannot be rationally motivated, I ought to do the things I would do if I were rationally motivated.

Now for the second stage of the argument. When we say what motivated an action, we are offering a certain kind of explanation of it: an explanation in terms of the agent’s aims in performing it. (I might explain what you are doing by saying that you’re confused; but it would not ordinarily make sense to say that you were motivated by confusion.) Normally, specifying those aims will involve saying what the agent thought of as counting in favour of the action.
 That is, it will involve saying what the agent regarded as the normative reasons that made the action worthwhile. Motivational explanation, then, is normally explanation in terms of the agent’s judgements about normative reasons. Suppose we ask this, though: explanation by whom, to whom? The answer is: In the first instance, explanation by me, the agent, to myself. If my action is motivated by the pursuit of some goal then that is to say that, at some level (the level at which I am motivated), I am seeing my action as the pursuit of that goal. At that level, I am giving an account to myself of why I am doing this, rather than something else. That account corresponds to the content of my goals in acting. When a third person explains my action by saying what motivates it, he is therefore giving an account of how I am explaining the action to myself.

When I say this, I am not saying that we have to privilege an agent’s own reports of his motives. We can be dishonest or even self-deluded about our motives. My claim is simply that in any case of motivated action, the correct account of what motivates me takes the form of attributing to me the pursuit of a goal through the action, and that my pursuing a goal through the action amounts – perhaps subconsciously – to my giving an explanation to myself of why I am doing what I do. This may not stop me from giving other, contradictory explanations of the same action to myself and others, and from wrongly believing that it is the more palatable goals that are really motivating my action. Suppose I think I’m being kind to you, but I’m really trying to dominate you by making you indebted to me. Saying this only makes sense if the action is explained by my seeing it, at some level, as enabling me to dominate you. The claim is that, at that level, I am explaining the action to myself as an act of domination.


The third stage of the argument concerns the nature of rational explanation. Clearly, the explanation it is rational to give of any phenomenon is relative to background expectations of normality. If the trees next to the vineyard normally flower before the vintage, it may be rational to appeal to the fact that they did not in order to explain why the vineyard suffered a lot of bird damage this year; but if not, it will not. If the trees never flower before the vintage, it may be true that had they done so, there would not have been a lot of bird damage; but it does not follow that their not flowering before the vintage should be included in an explanation of the bird damage. In general, it is fallacious to reason that if A would not have happened in the presence of B, the absence of B should figure in a rational explanation of why A happened.

Putting these three stages together, we have an argument for the particularist claim about the content of reasons. A reason for me to  must be a consideration my awareness of which could give a motivational explanation of my -ing, if I were rationally oriented towards that consideration and aware of the other facts. But a motivational explanation is primarily a self-explanation; so a reason for me to  must be something I could invoke in explaining my -ing to myself, insofar as I am rational.
 But the content of a rational explanation is relative to background expectations of normality. If so, the background expectations of normality it is rational to have will constrain the content of normative reasons, in the following way. The absence of those considerations that would defeat the presence of a reason will not normally be part of the content of my reason. For, in straightforward circumstances, they are not part of what I can rationally invoke in explaining my action to myself. When I have an opportunity to do something enjoyable, in a situation in which questions of permissibility do not normally arise, it will simply be the fact that the action would be enjoyable that features in a rational explanation to myself of what I am doing. It might be true that were my enjoyment morally objectionable, I would not have a reason to do what I am doing. But that does not mean that its being morally unobjectionable is part of the reason I do have. For its being morally unobjectionable will not normally be part of a rational explanation to myself of what I am doing; hence not part of the goal that motivates me; and if it could not be part of what motivates me insofar as I am rational, then it cannot be part of the reason there is for me to act.


The previous section gave three arguments for the opposite conclusion. We can now say what was wrong with them. The first maintained that the fact that I would enjoy doing this is not sufficient for the existence of a reason for action. There is a clear sense in which this is true: this fact is not sufficient for the existence of a reason in all circumstances. However, given the argument I have just presented, we should still say that this fact is sufficient for the existence of a reason for action in most circumstances, where the background is uncomplicated. We must be careful not to commit a counterfactual fallacy about practical reasons that corresponds to the fallacy about explanation identified earlier. When there is a reason for me to , but there would not have been a reason for me to  had consideration C been present, it does not follow that the absence of C must be part of the reason for me to . 

Raz’s argument involves a dubious inference of a different kind. He begins by observing, correctly enough, that on the particularist view, if a consideration counts as a reason in one situation but not another, there must be some further feature of the situation which is not part of the content of the reason, and which explains the difference. But he moves from there to supposing that this explanation of the evaluative difference cannot be part of the reasons for and against the action for the particularist, and complaining that this drives an unsatisfactory wedge between reasons and what explains evaluative nature. This does not follow, though. The evaluative difference, on the particularist’s view, lies outside the content of the reason whose variable valency is being explained. But that does not mean that it lies outside the content of any practical reason. Indeed, in the case we have been considering, we can see that this is not so. Enjoyment may fail to be a reason for an action when it is malicious. On the particularist’s view, we should say that non-maliciousness is not part of the reason for doing enjoyable non-malicious things. But it still makes sense to say that their being malicious is part of the reason for not doing things that are malicious. Facts about whether something is malicious or not are not always part of the reason for doing enjoyable things, on the particularist view. But that does not mean that it has to say that the factors that explain the difference between the situations in which you ought to do what is enjoyable and the situations in which you ought not are not part of the content of practical reasons at all.

Crisp's anti-particularist argument was that we can make sense of cases of apparently variable normative valency by appealing to invariant ultimate reasons, expressible using virtue-terminology. But our three-stage argument shows what is wrong with this. Crisp’s "ultimate reasons" are not the reasons that motivate rational agents: my reason for going to the pub is that I would enjoy it, not that it would be prudent. Maybe it would be prudent, and maybe (prudent person that I am) I wouldn't go if it were imprudent. But in a situation where issues concerning its possible imprudence do not arise, my going is not explained by my seeing it as prudent. Reasons are the considerations that motivate us insofar as we are rational; so it is the simpler considerations that supply our reasons in straightforward circumstances.

IV: Resisting Holism

I have argued for the first half of my weak particularism about reasons: the claim that there are some descriptive considerations that have variable normative valency. The other half is the claim that some have invariant valency. 


This second claim is one that other particularists about reasons -- writers like Dancy, Little, McNaughton and Rawling -- all reject.
 Their thought is that once we notice the variable normative valency of some descriptive considerations, and once we notice the shapelessness of the evaluative with respect to the descriptive, we will see that we need to embrace the general thesis that the way descriptive considerations function as reasons is holistic. Descriptive considerations, on this view, are of the wrong kind to have invariant normative valency: the evaluative significance of any descriptive consideration depends on the rest of the context in which it is found. 

This is a surprising view, since holism’s leading claim about the normative status of descriptive reasons – the claim that every descriptive consideration has variable normative valency – is obviously wrong. Indeed, our discussion of why enjoyment should be thought to have variable normative valency supplies us with the most obvious example of a descriptive consideration with invariant normative valency: inflicting suffering on others for your own enjoyment. This always counts against an action. Indeed, a stronger claim looks plausible: such actions are always wrong. Even if someone deserves to suffer, and even if there are further reasons that make it very important to do what makes him suffer -- even if he is an evil megalomaniac who needs to be harmed in order to save the world -- it is wrong to make him suffer for your enjoyment. Maybe you should make him suffer because he deserves it, or because it will save the world; but it would always be wrong to make him suffer for your own enjoyment.

Finding this descriptive property was easy. Having noticed that enjoyment sometimes counts as a reason and sometimes does not, we have simply taken one class of cases in which it does not, and noticed that when this class of cases is described in a way that includes the agent's motivation, that generates a description of invariant normative valency. This will give us a recipe for generating other descriptive reasons of invariant valency: stealing for enjoyment, annoying someone for enjoyment, forcing someone to do something so that you can enjoy feeling superior to him, and so on.


Why should it be the case that some descriptive reasons have variable moral valency while others are invariant? The core of the explanation is this. Sometimes, in stating a descriptive reason, we are referring to a state, such as enjoyment, that can have different contents. I have argued that the particularists are right that often, the correct description of the reason for doing something enjoyable takes the simple, “content-neutral” form: I would enjoy this. However, one of the ways in which the contents of a state such as enjoyment can differ is that they can have different values. Many of the contents of enjoyment are not bad, but some are bad. And there are some ways of describing the content of a state such as enjoyment which make it always bad. If so, we can use the descriptions of those contents in order to generate further, more specific considerations -- such as the consideration that this would be an action of harming someone for enjoyment -- which amount to reasons of invariant valency. This is consistent with thinking that, in circumstances in which there is no reason for me to be raising the question of whether the content is bad, the reason should be stated in the simple content-neutral form.


This is suggestive; but we need to take it further. What other "content-neutral" reasons are there? How do they relate to each other? And why should it be the case that some contents of a state such as enjoyment make it invariably bad? What I offer next is no more than a start towards answering these questions. But I think enough can be said to indicate the lines along which these questions can be answered.

V: Presumptive Reasons, Practical Norms, and Undermining

In Section III, I opposed Raz's argument for anti-particularism about reasons. However, I think he is right about what he calls "the intelligibility of value". It cannot simply be a brute evaluative fact that a certain consideration is a reason in one place and not in another: there must be a justifying explanation of why the two cases are evaluatively different. The idea of that which is supported by reason is to be fundamentally contrasted with the idea of that which is arbitrary. 


Now we have at least the beginnings of an answer to the question why a consideration that gives a reason in one situation does not give a reason in others. “Content-neutral” descriptive considerations refer to states that can have good and bad contents; and the difference in the values of these contents explains the difference in the normative status of those considerations in different situations. However, we cannot stop there. A concern with the intelligibility of value will resurface as the question: what explains why some contents are good and others bad?

Having opened this question, we might wonder what would count as a complete answer. What form must a justification of evaluative claims take, if it is not ultimately to appeal to brute evaluative facts?
 I do not propose to offer an answer to that larger question here. But it is possible at least to make a start on explaining why some contents of “content-neutral” descriptive considerations are bad, and thus why they fail to provide reasons when they have those contents. 

In order to do this, we should start by asking which other content-neutral descriptive considerations are reasons. When a consideration provides a normative reason for an action, I shall refer to the relationship of support that exists between the consideration and the action as a practical norm. And I shall use the following arrow notation to express the existence of a practical norm:

(1)
-ing would be enjoyable

                         (
                      -ing

This is the norm we have been concentrating on so far. Other descriptive considerations that can favour an action give us other simple norms, for example:

(2)
-ing would be interesting

                         (
                      -ing

(1) and (2) are naturally thought of as non-moral norms: someone who fails to follow them, the thought goes, is failing to be properly responsive to reasons, but they are not open to moral criticism.
 However, we can extend our list of descriptive reasons to cite those that seem to provide us with moral norms:

(3)
-ing would get her X



she needs X

                         (
                      -ing

(4)
she wants to know whether or not P



P is the truth

                         (
                  asserting P

(5)
others are relying on me to 
                         (
                      -ing

 (6)
-ing would be forcing him against his will

                         (
                   not -ing

(7)
-ing would be lying

                         (
                   not -ing

 (8)
I have promised to 
                         (
                      -ing

(9)
-ing would be illegal

                         (
                   not -ing

In (1)-(9), we have a plausible (if not exhaustive) list of descriptive reasons that are “content-neutral”. In each case, the argument of Section III supports the view that, in straightforward circumstances, good reasons for acting can have the simple, unqualified contents just listed. However, in each case, the descriptive consideration refers to a state whose content can be good or bad. Often, this is because it refers directly or indirectly to attitudes of a person that can be well- or badly-directed. We have seen this in the case of (1). Normally, enjoyment is good; but when it is enjoyment of what ought not to be enjoyed, it is bad. The same general point applies to (2)-(6). If I am only interested in something as part of a bad enterprise -- I am interested in finding out more about how to harm or swindle other people, say -- then the fact that I find it interesting is not a good reason: it is the wrong kind of interest to provide a good reason. The same goes for needing something, wanting to know something, or relying on me for something: these could all be serving a bad enterprise. And likewise, if someone's will is directed towards what is bad, forcing him to act against his will may cease to be something there is a reason to avoid.


Norm (7), concerning lying, gives us a subtler case of content-neutrality. Here, unlike (2)-(6), there is no direct reference to attitudes of another person that may be well or badly directed. However, the explanation of the variable normative valency of lying is similar. There is no reason not to lie to a murderer at the door because the evil nature of his enterprise means there is no reason not to deceive him. We have a reason not to deceive other people out of respect for their pursuit of their own ends. But sometimes, others' pursuit of their ends is not respectworthy: indeed, sometimes we ought to frustrate it. Deceiving people in relation to these ends is not something there is a reason to avoid.

The reasons spelt out in (8) and (9) are content-neutral in a different way. Here, the normative variation in content is not a variation in the contents of people's attitudes or enterprises, but more directly a variation in the content of promises or laws. Promises and laws that are directed towards an evil purpose are ones that we have no reason to keep.

What we have started to compile is a list of norms associated with different virtues. In straightforward circumstances, (3) gives us the reason the recognition of which is characteristic of beneficence or kindness. (4) and (7) are the simplest manifestations of one sort of honesty: honesty-as-veracity. Another sort, honesty-as-fidelity, is found in (8). A reliable person is someone who often follows the norm set out in (5), a respectful person (6) and a law-abiding person (9). We might want to say that the joie-de-vivre associated with (1), and the curiosity associated with (2) are not moral virtues. But if we do, we should still be prepared to say that a good person – someone who is properly responsive to the reasons there are – is someone who is guided by (1) and (2), along with the other norms we have listed.

I do not want to suggest that every norm associated with a virtue contains a content-neutral descriptive reason, as (1)-(9) do. Very often, the content of the reason recognized in virtuous agency will be evaluative, even in the simplest cases. Thus a further kind of honesty involves following the norm: 

 (10)
-ing would be stealing 

                         (
                   not -ing

-- where stealing will have to be understood as an evaluative notion, since stealing is taking from someone not simply what they possess, but what they are entitled to possess. And norms for justice, conscientiousness and public-spiritedness include these:

(11)
-ing would result in distribution D of these goods


D is the fair distribution

                         (
                      -ing

(12)
-ing would get her X


she has a right to X

                         (
                      -ing

(13)
I have a duty to 
                         (
                      -ing

(14)
we all ought to be -ing


we can only if people like me  

                         (
                      -ing

These evaluative considerations can have different contents, but they do not count as “content-neutral” in the sense employed here, since it is not natural to think of their contents as sometimes being bad.


I have said that these norms are “associated” with virtues. But what, more precisely, is the association? Clearly, it is not that any virtue simply consists in following one of these norms. In the case of (10)-(14), we might want to say that possessing the virtues associated with them is at least in part a matter of recognizing the evaluative considerations they cite as always giving pro tanto reasons. However, it is not true that the considerations mentioned in (3)-(9) are pro tanto reasons wherever they obtain. So why think that these norms tell us anything important about the virtues with which they are (sometimes) associated?

I think that in each case there is a deep association between the norm I have indicated and the relevant virtue: each of these norms gives us the core of a virtue. To explain this, we need a term to describe the kind of reason that is provided by a consideration such as that doing something would be enjoyable, or would be the fulfilment of a promise. These considerations, I have maintained, do not always give us pro tanto reasons. They sometimes do, but at other times, their status as reasons is undermined by further considerations (ones that show that my enjoyment, or my promise, is bad). But it would be too weak to say that they give us merely prima facie reasons: considerations that on first inspection appear to be reasons. They are reasons, unless undermined. We can mark this special status by giving them a label of their own. These considerations are presumptive reasons -- that is, they are pro tanto reasons unless undermined. Being properly responsive to reasons requires recognizing this. And being morally good requires recognizing the considerations set out in (3)-(14), amongst others, as presumptive reasons.

This allows us to say in what way norms such as (1)-(9) are central to the virtues associated with them: in each case, possessing the virtue requires recognizing as a presumptive reason the consideration picked out in the statement of the associated norm. But also, finally, it allows us to answer our question about what explains why some contents of “content-neutral” descriptive considerations are bad, and thus to make a contribution to the intelligibility of value. The norms we have mentioned set out (some of) the considerations a good person should recognize as presumptive reasons for action. But they also tell us what is presumptively bad. It is presumptively bad to act in ways contrary to these norms – to harm people (3), to let them down (5), to coerce them (6), and so on. Again, this is only presumptively bad: sometimes we ought to coerce people to abandon evil ends. But this is enough to give us an account of when a consideration that supplies us with a presumptive reason fails to give us a good reason. Such a consideration fails to give us a good reason when its content is bad. And its content is bad when the “normative orientation” of that content is contrary to a norm that a good person should recognize. Thus our list of norms gives us not only a list of presumptive reasons, but a list of explanations of when their status as normative reasons is undermined. The problem with malicious enjoyment is that the normative orientation of malice is contrary to (3); the problem with the enjoyment of domination is that it is contrary to (6); and the problem with vandalistic enjoyment is that it is contrary to:

(15)
X is precious


-ing would damage X

                         (
                   not -ing

The norms associated with these presumptive reasons give the normative orientations that a good person should have. But sometimes, the considerations that give us presumptive reasons can have contents that themselves violate those normative orientations. And when they do, it makes sense for a good person to think that the presumptive reason is only presumptively a reason: its status as a good reason for action has been undermined.
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�  A related but different issue is whether, if a consideration counts as a reason for a given evaluative verdict in one situation, it must do so in others. Jackson, Pettit and Smith (2000), pp.96-9 and Little (2000), pp.280 discuss this further issue. Raz (2000), pp.58-61 and Crisp (2000), pp.32-42 discuss the one in the text. Dancy (1993), Ch.4 and McNaughton and Rawling (2000) move between the two.


�  A proponent of (i) owes us an account of the distinction between the descriptive and the evaluative. It seems to me that a satisfactory account can be given by saying that evaluative terms are those the assertoric use of which expresses a judgement of goodness or badness, and then understanding descriptive terms by contrast. The distinction between descriptive and evaluative properties can then be understood derivatively.


�  Compare Crisp (2000), who also distinguishes these two views from particularism about motivation.


�  Examples of weak particularists about principles are McNaughton and Rawling (2000), Raz (2000), Crisp (2000) and Nussbaum (2000).


�  E.g. McNaughton (1988), Ch.13, and Little (2000).


�  E.g. Dancy (1993), Chs 4-6.


�  I prefer to talk of reasons as “considerations” rather than “facts” because I think of them as linguistic entities, and not the states of the world these entities represent. My reason for this is that the content of a state of the world is always fully specific; but the content of a reason (as I shall argue in Section III) is not.


�   E.g. Little (2000).


�  See again Dancy (1993), Ch.4.


�  See McDowell (1979) and (1981); Dancy (1993), esp. Ch.5, Section 4; and Little (2000), esp. Section II; also, for discussion, McNaughton and Rawling (2000), Section II.


�  It is hard to see how they could have a good argument for thinking there could not be descriptive concepts with the same extension as any evaluative concept; but as I read it, their argument relies only on the fact that we do not in fact have such concepts. I am grateful to Frank Jackson for a very helpful correspondence on this point.


�  Raz (2000), esp. Section 3.


�  Raz (2000), p.50.


�  Raz (2000), p.60.


�  Crisp (2000), pp.32-42.


�  For further discussion of a claim closely related to the one I concentrate on here, see Parfit (1997). For some of the others, see the taxonomy in Audi (1997); also Darwall (1983), esp. Ch.5.


�  One kind of “externalism” about reasons is McDowell’s (1995) view that there can be reasons for me to act which are such that, given my actual motivations, there is no rational process through which I could come to be motivated to act on them. This would have to occur by a process of non-rational “conversion”. Notice that even this view is consistent with the “internalism” proposed in the text. McDowell’s reasons are still reasons I could (if “converted”) be rationally motivated by.


�  Gibbard (1990), Ch.1.


�  “My rational orientation towards that consideration could motivate me to act” is more awkward than, “I would be motivated to act on that consideration if I were fully rational”. It deals better, however, with situations where I have reasons to correct my own irrationality. I would not be motivated to act on those reasons if I were fully rational. But acting on those reasons is what I will do insofar as I am rational in responding to my own irrationality.


�   I say “at least normally” in order to allow for the possibility of the kind of counter-rationally motivated action discussed in Stocker (1979) and Velleman (1992)..


�  This is a necessary condition on something’s being a reason; not a sufficient one. It might be rational for me to explain my action by appealing to something that is not a reason at all (as Frank Jackson pointed out in discussion).


�  My understanding of what is normal will change over time. Does that mean the content of the reasons there are for me to act will change? Suppose I begin by being sensitive to whether my enjoyment of your company is morally objectionable (I’ve been told you’re an unsavoury character). Then, as I get to know you, the fact that this enjoyment is unobjectionable becomes part of my background expectation. Does that mean that, although the unobjectionableness of the enjoyment was part of the reason there was for me to spend time with you initially, that ceases to be true? 


	No. My claim is that a reason must be something I could be rationally motivated to act on, given knowledge of the facts. If the background facts themselves change, my reasons will change: that does not seem an embarrassing result. But this does not imply that the reasons I have will change simply because my rational expectations change. Thanks to Philip Pettit for pressing me on this.


�  Raz discusses at some length a different response that  particularists might make to his argument: a reason for an action must be capable of being the reason why someone acted; but no one can be guided by all the evaluatively relevant factors that are present (p.61). He replies that if reasons are objective, one can refer to them without understanding them fully (pp.61-9). This does not seem decisive: we should certainly agree that I can refer to reasons without understanding them ("the reasons set out in the book I ought to read"); but what is less clear is how I can be guided by them without understanding them. However, it seems unwise for a particularist to take the line Raz is considering. For although particularists about principles do want to say that there is no finite descriptive account of the evaluatively relevant factors, they do want to say that there are evaluative terms capturing all the relevant factors, by which we can be guided.





�  Dancy (1993), Little (2000), McNaughton and Rawling (2000). In the vocabulary preferred by the latter, the position defended here is a version of “fat intuitionism”.


�  According to one line of thought, taking this problem seriously draws us towards a Kantian position. If answers to the question "Why?" are to avoid either resting on an unvindicated claim about brute evaluative facts or leading to an infinite, uncompletable regress, this requires us to give an account of the formal nature of reasons, and derive from this formal account substantive conclusions concerning the particular reasons we have. See O'Neill (1992) and Korsgaard (1996).


�  Can moral and non-moral reasons be clearly distinguished, and if so, is the distinction important? I am not relying on any answer to these questions here.


�  Thanks to an audience at the Australian National University for very helpful comments on an earlier version of this paper.
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