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Murdoch, Practical Reasoning, and Particularism
E l i j a h  M il l g r a m *

1. P a r tic u la r ism  is a c o n te m p o ra ry  m o v e m e n t in  m o ra l  p h ilo s o p h y  th a t  it is 
h a rd  to  k n o w  w h a t to  d o  w ith . O n  th e  o n e  h a n d , i t ’s h a rd  to  d ism iss. I ts  ra n k s  
in c lu d e  re sp e c ta b le  -  ev en  p ro m in e n t -  a u th o rs  su ch  as J o n a th a n  D an cy , M a rg a re t 
L ittle , J o h n  M cD o w ell, D a v id  M c N a u g h to n  a n d  R ic h a rd  N o rm a n .1 I t p u rp o r ts  to  
o c c u p y  o n e  o f  th e  tw o  e x tre m e  p o s i t io n s  o n  th e  s p e c tru m  o f  v iew s  a b o u t  th e  
g e n e ra lity  o f  re a so n s  fo r  a c tio n , a n d  is w o r th  a  c lo se  lo o k  ju s t  fo r  th a t .  A n d  it 
re fu se s  to  go  aw ay: p a r tic u la r ism  is th e  c u r re n t  in c a rn a t io n  o f  w h a t u s e d  to  b e  
ca lled  “ s itu a tio n ism ” o r  “s itu a tio n  e th ic s ” , w h ich  m e a n s  th a t  it h a s  b e e n  a ro u n d  
fo r  a  w h ile . P h ilo so p h ica l v iew s th a t  s tick  a ro u n d  u su a lly  h a v e  so m e th in g  to  th e m , 
a n d  o n e  is ill-ad v ised  to  w rite  th e m  o ff  w ith o u t f u r th e r  a d o . O n  th e  o th e r  h an d , 
m u c h  o f  w h a t is sa id  o n  its  b e h a lf  is e i th e r  d ifficu lt to  b e lie v e , o r  lo o k s  to  b e  a 
p h ilo so p h ic a l d e a d  en d . A n d  th e  v iew  is faced  w ith  o b je c tio n s  a n d  d ifficu ltie s  -  
o ld  o b jec tio n s , w h ich  fo r  th e  m o s t p a r t  o n e  can  f in d  f ie ld e d  a g a in s t s i tu a tio n ism 2 -  
to  w h ich  it seem s to  h a v e  n o  sa tis fa c to ry  re sp o n se .

I  w a n t to  s u g g e s t h e r e  t h a t  p a r t ic u la r is m  w o u ld  b e n e f i t  f ro m  r e n e w in g  its  
c o n n e c tio n  to  th e  w o rk  o f  I r is  M u rd o c h .3 I  am  g o in g  to  r e c o m m e n d  M u rd o c h ’s 
u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  p ra c tic a l re a so n in g  a s  a  u se fu l p h ilo so p h ic a l f r a m e  f o r  w h a t I 
w ill c la im  is th e  m o s t  im p o r ta n t  s h a re d  e le m e n t  o f  th e  p a r t ic u la r is t  fa m ily  o f 
p o s i t i o n s .  I n  d o in g  s o , I  m e a n  to  b e  e n c o u r a g i n g  t h o s e  w h o  w o r k  in  th e  
p h ilo so p h ic a l su b sp ec ia lty  o f  p ra c tic a l re a so n in g  to  a d d  M u rd o c h ’s t a k e  o n  it to  
th e  c o n te m p o ra ry  m e n u  o f  co m p e tin g  a cco u n ts . T h a t  i t  is n o t  a lre a d y  o n  th e  m e n u  
d e se rv e s  a t le a s t b r ie f  e x p la n a tio n . T h e  n o tio n  th a t  p ra c tic a l re a s o n in g  a n d  m o ra l 
o r  e th ic a l th e o ry  a re  tw o  d is tin c t to p ic s  fo r  in v e s tig a tio n , a n d  th a t  th e  fo rm e r  can  
b e  p u r s u e d  m o re  o r  le ss  in d e p e n d e n t ly  o f  th e  la t te r ,  is , in  th e  p h i lo s o p h ic a l  
c o m m u n ity , o f  r e la t iv e ly  r e c e n t  c u r r e n c y  ( p e r h a p s  1 9 8 0  o r  s o ) .4 M u r d o c h ’s 
p h ilo so p h ic a lly  m o s t p ro d u c tiv e  p e r io d  w as p ro b a b ly  th e  1960s, a  p e r io d  th a t  
a n te d a te s  th is  s e p a ra tio n  o f  su b je c t m a tte rs , a n d  so  sh e  is u su a lly  th o u g h t  o f  as 
h a v in g  b e e n  a p o w e r fu l  a n d  in s ig h tfu l  m o ra l  p h i lo s o p h e r ,  b u t  n o t  a s  h a v in g
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a r tic u la te d  im p o r ta n t  o p in io n s  a b o u t  how  o n e  o u g h t m o re  g en era lly  to  m ak e  u p  
o n e ’s m in d  a b o u t  w h a t to  d o . T h a t  is u n fo rtu n a te : M u rd o ch ’s tre a tm e n t o f  th e  
su b jec t is c h a ra c te r is tic a lly  p e n e tra tin g , a n d  in  p a r t  b ecau se  she w as n o t a m e m b e r 
o f  th e  c u r r e n t  g e n e ra t io n  o f  spec ia lis ts  in  p rac tica l ra tionality , h e r  u n d e rs tan d in g  
o f  p ra c tic a l re a s o n in g  c a n  se rv e  as a  co rrec tiv e  to  p re su m p tio n s  a b o u t th e  sub jec t 
m a tte r  th a t  a re  to d a y  p re t ty  m u c h  c o m m o n  g ro u n d  in  th e  field.

2. I f  it  is h a rd  to  f in d  a  c risp  a n d  u n co n tro v e rs ia l s ta te m e n t o f th e  p a rticu la ris t 
p o s i t io n , t h a t  is p e r h a p s  b e s t  e x p la in e d  b y  th e  m o s t c o m p e llin g  a n d  b ro a d ly  
sh a re d  m o m e n t  in  p a r tic u la r ism  b e in g  a m o v e  r a th e r  th a n  a claim . P articu la ris ts  
will p o in t  o u t  (ca ll th is  th e  d e fu s in g  m o v e ) th a t w hile a given co n sid e ra tio n  m ay  
c o u n t as a  m o ra l r e a s o n  o n  o n e  occasion , say  fo r  do in g  such-and-such , th e  very  
sam e  c o n s id e ra t io n  is o n  a n o th e r  occasio n  n o  re a so n  fo r  do ing  such-and-such , o r  
e v e n  a  r e a s o n  p r e c is e ly  f o r  n o t  d o in g  s u c h -a n d -s u c h . In  a n  e x a m p le  o f  th e  
p h e n o m e n o n ,  n o t  i t s e l f  m o r a l ly  lo a d e d ,  t h a t  D a n c y  b o r ro w s  f ro m  W ilf re d  
T h esig e r, th e  h a rd s h ip s  in v o lv ed  in  crossing  th e  d e se rt o n  cam elback  a re  (p a rt of) 
a re a so n  to  e m b a rk  o n  th e  a d v e n tu re  -  b u t on ly  so long  as th e re  a re  n o  ro ad s, “ fo r 
to  h a v e  d o n e  th e  jo u rn e y  o n  a cam el w h en  I could  h av e  d o n e  it  in  a  ca r w ould  
h a v e  tu r n e d  th e  v e n tu r e  in to  a  s tu n t .” 5 In  a ty p ica l e x e c u tio n  o f  th e  d e fu s in g  
m o v e , th e  o r ig in a l  c o n s id e ra t io n  h a s  n o t  b e e n  o v e r r id d e n  by  a n o th e r  s tro n g e r  
re a so n ; it  is n o t  th a t  th e  c h a rm  a n d  ch a llen g e  o f crossing  th e  d e se r t b ed o u in -s ty le  
is t r u m p e d  b y  s o m e  o th e r  w e ig h tie r  co n s id e ra tio n , su ch  as y o u r  a iling  m o th e r ’s 
th r e a t  to  jo in  th e  F r e n c h  R e s is ta n c e  w h ile  y o u  a re  aw ay. R a th e r ,  th e  r e a s o n  
b e h a v e s  d i f f e r e n t l y  -  f o r  in s ta n c e ,  i t  h a s  a d i f f e r e n t  “ v a le n c e ” -  o n c e  th e  
b a c k g ro u n d  h as  c h a n g e d . P a rtic u la ris ts  a re  im p ressed  by  th e  a p p a re n tly  un ifo rm  
a v a ila b ility  o f  th e  d e fu s in g  m ove; o n ce  y o u  g e t th e  k n ack  o f  it, y o u  a re  likely  to  
fe e l q u i te  c o n f id e n t  in  y o u r  a b ility  to  p ro d u c e  a  d e fu sin g  c ircu m stan ce  fo r  ju s t  
a b o u t  a n y  p u ta t i v e ly  g e n e r a l  c o n s id e r a t io n .6 A n d  so  b o th  p r o p o n e n ts  a n d  
o p p o n e n ts  p r o d u c e  r e m a r k s  l ik e  th e  fo llo w in g : “T h e  le a d in g  th o u g h t b e h in d  
p a r t i c u la r i s m  is ... t h a t  th e  b e h a v io u r  o f  a  r e a s o n ...  in  a n e w  c a se  c a n n o t  b e  
p re d ic te d  f ro m  its  b e h a v io u r  e lse w h e re .” “P articu la ris ts  ho ld  th a t th e  very  sam e 
p r o p e r t ie s  m a y  c o u n t  m o ra lly  in  fa v o u r  in  so m e  c irc u m s ta n c e s  a n d  a g a in s t in  
o th e r  c irc u m s ta n c e s .” 7 M y sen se  o f  th e  te r r ito ry  is th a t  ch a rac te riza tio n s  o f  th is 
k in d  a re  th e  le a s t  lik e ly  to  p ro v o k e  d issen t, b u t a re  a lso  less th a n  a  th e o re tic a l 
p o s i t io n . I n s te a d ,  th e y  fu n c tio n  as e x p re s s io n s  o f  c o n fid e n c e  in  th e  d e fu s in g  
m o v e .

P a r t ic u la r is ts  th e n  d o  g o  o n  to  p ro v id e  a  th e o re tic a l p o sitio n , b u t o n e  w hich  is 
u n sa tis fy in g ly  th in . T o  ex p la in  th e  success o f  th e  d efu sin g  m ove, th ey  ad d u ce  th e  
h o lis m  a n d  c o n te x t - s e n s i t iv i ty  o f  re a s o n s  fo r  a c t io n .8 T h e y  p ro c e e d  to  d ra w  
le sso n s  fo r  o u r  u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  m ora lity , a n d  th o se  lessons a re  to  o n e  o r  a n o th e r  
d e g re e  a n t in o m ia n :  m o s t ra d ic a lly , th a t  m o ra lity  h a s  n o  p lace  fo r  ru le s ; m o re! 
m o d e s tly , th a t  m o ra l  ru le s  fu n c tio n  m e re ly  as re m in d e rs , o r  as  g e n e ra liz a tio n s  
a b o u t  th e  k in d s  o f  s i tu a tio n s  w e te n d  to  fin d  o u rse lv es  in. So, fo r  in s tan ce , o n e  
e x t r e m e  v e r s io n  o f  p a r t ic u la r is m  is d e s c r ib e d  as h o ld in g  th a t  “ [i]t is n o t  th a t  
g e n e ra l p r in c ip le s  a re  in su ffic ien t to  g u id e  us in  o u r  c o n s id e ra tio n  o f  th e  p a rtic u la r  
case  -  th e y  sim p ly  d o  n o t  e x is t.” M cN a u g h to n  has it  th a t  a  p a rticu la ris t “be lieves 
th a t  w e h a v e  to  ju d g e  e a c h  p a r tic u la r  m o ra l d ec ision  o n  its in d iv id u a l m erits ; w e
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c a n n o t a p p e a l to  g e n e ra l ru le s  to  m a k e  th a t  d e c is io n  fo r  u s .” A n d  L itt le  te lls  us 
t h a t  “ th e  r e a l  le s s o n  o f  p a r t ic u la r is m  is ... t h a t  t h e r e  is  r e a s o n  to  d o u b t  th e  
ex is ten ce  o f  a n y  co d ifiab le  g e n e ra litie s  lin k in g  m o ra l  a n d  n o n m o ra l  p ro p e r t ie s .”9 
(T h e re  is a n  in te re s tin g  a n d  p la u s ib le  o b je c tio n  in  th is  v ic in ity  to  o th e r  s ta n d a rd  
e th ic a l  v ie w s : p e r h a p s  u t i l i ty ,  o r  u n iv e r s a l i z a b i l i ty ,  w il l  b e  t h e  s ig n i f ic a n t  
c o n s id e ra tio n  in  a  g iven  ch o ice , b u t  i t  w o u ld  b e  h u b r is  to  b e  s u re  th a t  u tility , o r  
un iv ersa lizab ility , w ill a lw ays b e  th e  o n ly  re le v a n t c o n s id e ra t io n .)  T h e s e  w ays o f  
t a lk in g  th r o u g h  th e  s u c c e s s  o f  th e  d e f u s in g  m o v e  lo o k  l ik e  th e y  r e q u i r e  a 
m a tc h in g  m e ta e th ic a l view , a n d  so , a g a in  fo r  in s ta n c e , w h e n  F r a n k  Ja c k so n , P h ilip  
P e tt i t  a n d  M ic h a e l S m ith  a t ta c k  p a r tic u la r ism , th e y  c h a ra c te r iz e  i t  a s  “ th e  v iew  
th a t  th e  e v a lu a t iv e  is  s h a p e le s s  w ith  r e s p e c t  to  th e  d e s c r ip t iv e :  t h e r e  is n o  
d e sc rip tiv e  p a t te rn  un ify in g  th e  class o f  r ig h t a c ts .” 10

F o r  m y  ow n  p a r t ,  I  find  th e  f ra g m e n ts  o f  th e o ry  th a t  h a v e  a c c re te d  a ro u n d  th e  
d e fu s in g  m o v e  u n sa tisfy in g , a n d  n o t  n e a r ly  as co n v in c in g  as th e  m o v e  itse lf. F irs t, 
th e  g e s tu re s  a t  h o lism  a n d  c o n te x t d o  n o t  a p p e a r  a s  d is tin c t c o m p o n e n ts  o f  a n  
e x p la n a tio n ; to  say  th a t  h o lism  is t ru e  o f  re a so n s  fo r  a c tio n  is, in  th e s e  d iscu ss io n s , 
ju s t  to  s a y  th a t  h o w  a r e a s o n  w o rk s  v a r ie s  w ith  c o n te x t .  T h e y  a r e  n o t  e v e n  
p ro p e r ly  a n  e x p la n a tio n , as o p p o se d  to  a  r e s ta te m e n t  o r  re if ic a tio n  o f  th e  c la im  
th a t  th e  d e fu sin g  m o v e  w o rk s . A n d  in  an y  case , a p p e a ls  to  c o n te x t-d e p e n d e n c e  
sh o u ld  s e t  o ff a la rm  bells; th e y  u su a lly  fu n c tio n  p h ilo so p h ic a lly  as c o n v e rsa tio n -  
s t o p p e r s ,  a n d  th i s  s u b je c t  a r e a  is n o  e x c e p t io n .  T h e y  d i r e c t  a t t e n t i o n  to  
su rro u n d in g s  th a t  a re  a rb itra r ily  v a rio u s ; v a r ie ty  o f  th is  k in d  re s is ts  a c c o u n ts  o f  
h o w  c h an g e  in  c o n te x t effec ts  a c h an g e  in  (h e re )  th e  fo rc e  o f  re a so n s ; a n d  so  th e y  
b rin g  o n e  u p  sh o rt a n d  leav e  o n e  n o t  k n o w in g  w h a t to  th in k  a b o u t  n e x t.

S eco n d , th e  a n tin o m ia n  m o ra l co n c lu sio n s fly in  th e  face  o f  th e  e x p e rie n c e  o f  
m o ra l a rg u m e n t. I t  is n o t ju s t  th a t  th e y  can  m a k e  p a r tic u la r ism  se e m  lik e  a  m o ra l 
th e o ry  fo r  sco u n d re ls  (w ou ld  y o u  tru s t  so m e o n e  w h o  h a d  to ld  y o u  th a t  h e  m ig h t 
t r e a t  h is p ro m ise  as a  re a so n  n o t  to  k e e p  it? ) , o r  an y w ay  r e n d e r  m y s te r io u s  th e  
social ro le  o f  m o ra l d e lib e ra tio n .11 A ss im ila tin g  ru le s  o f  m o ra lity  to  th e  s tr in g  th a t  
o n e  ties  a ro u n d  o n e ’s fin g er (o n e  p a r tic u la r is t a t te m p t  to  m a k e  a  p la c e  fo r  th e m ) 
m ak es  it h a rd  to  see  ho w  th e  ru le  co u ld  b e  d e p lo y e d  as a p re m ise  in  a n  a rg u m e n t, 
a n d  w e d o  u se  ru le s  in  th is  w ay.12 T h e  h e u ris tic  v a lu e  o f  re m in d e rs  is to  ca ll to  m in d  
th e  p re m ise s  th a t o n e  will ac tu a lly  use... a t  w h ich  p o in t  th e  re m in d e rs  ex it s ta g e  left.

M o reo v e r, th e  o th e r  p a r tic u la r is t sp in  o n  ru le s  -  t r e a t in g  th e m  as  su m m a rie s  o f  
ro u g h  loca l re g u la r it ie s  -  se e m s to  m e  s im ila rly  n o t  to  m a tc h  o u r  p ra c t ic e . T o  
a d a p t  a n  ex am p le  o f  M u rd o c h ’s, a n d  o n e  to  w h ich  I w ill r e tu r n :13 w h e n  o n e  le a rn s  
a s e c o n d  la n g u a g e ,  o n e  s t a r t s  w ith  th e  g r a m m a r .  T h a t  g r a m m a r  is  u s e d  in  
ac tiv itie s  as v a rio u s  as g e n e ra tin g  u tte ra n c e s , ju s tify in g  o n e ’s ch o ice s  o f  p h ra s in g  
w h e n  th e y  a re  ch a llen g ed , a n d  c ritic iz in g  o th e r  p e o p le ’s p ro se . S o  th e  g ra m m a tic a l 
ru le s  a re  n o t m e re ly  su m m a rie s  o f  re g u la r itie s , a n d  th e y  e v id e n tly  d o  n o t  c a p tu re  
m e re ly  lo ca l re g u la ritie s : it is n o t  as  th o u g h  w e  m ig h t d is c o v e r  a n ew  re g io n  o f 
E n g l is h  in  w h ic h  th e  g r a m m a r  w e  h a v e  is  e n t i r e ly  i r r e le v a n t .  N o n e th e le s s ,  
m a s te ry  o f  a  lan g u a g e  is a v e ry  g o o d  illu s tra tio n  o f  th e  p h e n o m e n o n  o f  in te r e s t  to  
p a r tic u la rism . A s  o n e ’s e a r  fo r  th e  la n g u a g e  im p ro v e s , o n e  f in d s  th a t  th e  d e fu s in g  
m o v e  c a n  b e  a p p lie d  to  th e  g ram m ar. I t  is n o t  ju s t  th a t  th e re  is  m o re  to  g o o d  sty le  
th a n  g ram m ar, so  th a t  s ty lis tic  sen s ib ilitie s  ta k e  u p  w h e re  th e  ru le s  o f  g ra m m a r  
le a v e  off; ra th e r , s ty le  m a y  re q u ire  n o t  ju s t  d is re g a rd in g  a  g ra m m a tic a l  ru le  o n
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so m e  o c c a s io n , b u t  e v e n  t r e a t in g  th e  u n g ra m m a tic a lity  as a re a so n  fo r  d o in g  it 
t h a t  w ay . ( T h i n k  o f  t h e  o c c a s io n s  o n  w h ic h  y o u  h a v e  h a d  to  e x p la in  to  a 
c o p y e d ito r  w h y  y o u  a r e  g o in g  to  s te t  o u t h is  c o rre c tio n  o f  an  u n g ram m atica l b u t 
id io m a tic  p a s s a g e .14) H e re  w e h av e  a fam ily  o f  cases o f  p a rticu la ris t reaso n in g  in  
w hich  th e  ru le s  d o  re a l  (a n d  n o t  m ere ly  su m m ariz in g ) w ork , a n d  so  w e n eed  to  
f in d  a  w ay  o f  u n d e rs ta n d in g  p a r tic u la rism  th a t  d oes n o t p rec lu d e  ru les  from  do in g  
w o rk  o f  th is  k in d .

T h ird ,  th e  m e ta e th ic a l  r e m a rk s  th a t  a c c o m p a n y  o th e r  p a r t ic u la r is t  c la im s 
p ro m p t m e ta p h y s ic a l o b je c tio n s , a n d  w hile  I  d o  n o t th in k  th o se  o b jec tio n s o u g h t 
to  d e ta in  u s  fo r  lo n g , th e y  c a n  b e  u n d e rs to o d  to  exp ress a  w orry  th a t n eed s to  be  
ta k e n  fu lly  se rio u sly . T h e  p ro to ty p ic a l o b jec tio n  is th a t  o u r m o ra l co ncep ts  m u st 
su re ly  fo llo w  d isc e rn a b le , u sa b le  p a tte rn s  in  th e  w ay th in g s are; th e  p a rticu la ris t 
s e e m s  t o  b e  d e n y i n g  th i s .  T h e  o b je c t io n  is ,  a g a in  p r o to ty p ic a l ly ,  t i e d  to  
m e ta p h y s ic a l  v iew s a b o u t  s u p e rv e n ie n c e  th a t  r e q u ire  u n d e rly in g  p a tte rn s . F o r  
re a so n s  I w ill g e t to  sh o rtly , I  th in k  th a t  th is  seco n d  s te p  is a  m istake . T h e  re a l 
w o rry  h e r e  is th a t  th e  p a r tic u la r is t  d o es seem  to  be  ab ju rin g  th e  p a tte rn s , an d  it is 
th e  sy s te m a tic  w ay  in  w h ich  w e  n a v ig a te  th e se  p a tte rn s  th a t  g ives c o n te n t an d  
b o d y  to  o u r  c la im  th a t  w h a t w e h a v e  o n  h a n d  is a  reason . W h en  th e  p a tte rn s  a re  
th o u g h t o f  as ru le s , th e  c o m p la in t b ro u g h t to  b e a r  on  th e  p a rticu la ris t in sistence  
th a t  o n e  h a s  a  r e a s o n , b u t  n o t  a  g e n e ra l o n e  -  n o t o n e  th a t can  b e  reca s t a ru le  -  is 
th a t  w e  d o  n o t  k n o w  h o w  to  m a k e  re a s o n s  in te ll ig ib le  e x c e p t th ro u g h  th e i r  ; 
g e n e ra lity .15 N o w , f irs t, a  p a r tic u la r is t  v iew  w ou ld  do  b e s t to  avo id  p re se n tin g  a? 
p re te x t  f o r  th e  sp ec ifica lly  m e tap h y s ica l o b jec tions. A n d  second , th e  d em an d  th a t 
w e sp e ll o u t  w h a t w e  m e a n  b y  say ing  th a t  so m e th in g  is a rea so n  seem s to  m e to o  
d e e p  to  b e  a d d re s s e d  b y  a  sp ec ifica lly  e th ic a l th eo ry , a n d  e sp ec ia lly  by  o n e  as 
c u r re n tly  r e s o u rc e -p o o r  as p a rticu la rism ; it  w ou ld  again  b e  b est to  find  a  version  
o f  th e  v iew  th a t  w o u ld  a llo w  th e  q u e s tio n  to  b e  p o s tp o n e d .16

I h a v e  b e e n  p re s s in g  to w a rd  th e  co n c lu s io n  th a t  th e  d efu sin g  m ove  n e e d s  a 
b e t te r  th e o re t ic a l  h o m e  th a n  it h a s  in  m o st re c e n t p re se n ta tio n s  o f  p articu la rism . 
B u t b e fo re  I  c la im  to  h a v e  g o tte n  th e re , I h a d  b e tte r  h av e  said  so m eth in g  ab o u t 
th e  s e rv ic e a b ility  o f  th e  p o s itio n  th a t  M cD o w ell has b e e n  w ork ing  u p  o v e r th e  last 
fe w  d e c a d e s .  T h a t  p o s i t io n  is  by  n o w  im p re s s iv e ly  w e ll- c o n d it io n e d , it  h a s  
s tro n g ly  in f lu e n c e d  th e  c u r re n t  c a d re  o f  p a rticu la ris ts , an d  so o n e  m igh t th in k  th a t I 
th e re  w as  n o  n e e d  to  lo o k  an y  fu r th e r : M cD o w ell is d ev e lo p in g  a c o n tem p o ra ry  
r e n d e r in g  o f  A r i s t o t l e ,  a n d  so  p a r t ic u la r is m  c a n  b e  th o u g h t  o f  as a  k in d  o f  
A r i s to te l i a n  v iew . I t  w ill b e  a  r e m in d e r  o f  w h a t is m o s t d is tin c tiv e  a b o u t  th e  
d e f u s in g  m o v e  ( a n d  so  o f  j u s t  w h a t  w e  a r e  t r y in g  to  f in d  a n  i l lu m in a t in g  
th e o re tic a l  h o m e  fo r)  to  sh o w  h o w  th is  id en tif ic a tio n  can  be re s is te d .17

T h e  a l te rn a t iv e  th a t  I w a n t to  b e  a b le  to  se t aside  is focussed  o n  th e  n o tio n  th a t 
m o ra l ru le s  h a v e  e x c e p tio n s  th a t  n e e d  to  b e  m an ag ed  o n  a case-by-case  basis, o r 
th a t  m o ra l  c o n s id e ra tio n s  c o m p e te  a n d  c a n  o v e rrid e  o n e  a n o th e r, a lso  in  a  w ay 
t h a t  r e q u i r e s  c a s e - b y - c a s e  t r e a tm e n t .  A r i s t o t l e ’s v ie w s , a n d  fo r  th a t  m a t te r  
M c D o w e l l ’s , a r e  o f  c o u r s e  m o r e  c o m p le x  th a n  th is ,  so  ( e m u la t in g  a s im ila r  
h e d g in g  m o v e  b y  B e rn a rd  W illiam s) I w ill call th e  a lte rn a tiv e  th e  su b -A ris to te lian  
v ie w .18 O n  th e  s u b - A r is to te l ia n  v iew , e th ic a l  re a s o n in g  can  b e  th o u g h t  o f  as 
p ro c e e d in g  v ia  th e  m e d iu m  o f  a  p ra c tic a l syllogism . T h e  m a jo r  p rem ise  o f  th e  
sy llo g ism  e x p re s s e s  a  g e n e ra l  e th ic a l c o n s id e ra tio n  (o r, if  y o u  lik e , a ru le ) , b u t
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p ra c tic a l sy llo g ism s a re  d e fe a s ib le  ( th a t  is , th e y  c a n  b e  d e f e a te d  b y  c o m p e tin g  
c o n s id e ra t io n s ) .  F o r  in s ta n c e , m y  p ra c tic a l  sy llo g ism  m ig h t p r o c e e d  f ro m  th e  
m a jo r  p r e m is e  t h a t  I  o u g h t  to  b e  f r e q u e n t in g  r e s t a u r a n t s  t h a t  u s e  o r g a n ic  
in g re d ie n ts , a n d  th e  m in o r  p re m ise  th a t  C a fe  F a n n y  u ses  o rg a n ic  in g re d ie n ts , to  
th e  c o n c lu s io n  th a t  I  w ill f re q u e n t C a fe  F an n y . B u t th a t  p ra c tic a l in fe re n c e  m ig h t 
b e  d e ra i le d  by  th e  fa c t th a t  I  am  a lso  h u n tin g  fo r  ca fe s  w ith  a  lo t  o f  e d g e , a n d  
F a n n y ’s e d g e  h as  fa d e d . M cD o w ell h a s  a u g m e n te d  th is  p ic tu re  o f  d e fea s ib ility , in  a 
w a y  o b v i o u s l y  c o n g e n i a l  t o  p a r t i c u l a r i s t s ,  b y  i n s i s t i n g  t h a t  a d e f e a t e d  
c o n s id e ra tio n  m a y  b e  n o t  sim ply  o u tw e ig h e d , b u t  ‘s ile n c e d ’, th a t  is, m a d e  in to  no  
re a s o n  a t  all. I f  th e  u se  o f  o rg a n ic  in g re d ie n ts  h a s  b e c o m e  d o w d y ,  th e n  th e y  m ay  
n o  lo n g e r  b e  p ro p e r ly  tr e a te d  as a  (p o ss ib ly  o u tw e ig h e d  b u t s till)  p o s itiv e  fe a tu re ; 
ra th e r , o rg a n ic  c e rtif ic a tio n  m ay  n o w  b e  in  a n d  o f  its e lf  a  liab ility .

T h e  h e a r t  o f  th e  su b -A ris to te lia n  v iew  is its p ro p o s a l  fo r  d e te rm in in g  w h e n  a  
d e fe a s ib le  sy llog ism  is in  fac t d e fe a te d : th e  p h r o n im o s ,  o r  p ra c tic a lly  in te ll ig e n t 
p e rs o n  (w h o  is a lso  th e  v ir tu o u s  p e rs o n ) , is th e  r e f e re n c e  p o in t  w ith  re s p e c t  to  
w h ich  d e fea s ib ility  (a n d  ch o ice  m o re  g e n e ra lly )  is to  b e  m a n a g e d . T h e  r ig h t th in g  
to  d o  is w h a t th e  p h r o n im o s  w o u ld  d o  ( o r  a n y w a y  w h a t th e  p h r o n im o s  w o u ld  
ad v ise  y o u  to  d o ) . T h e  ch o ices  b e tw e e n  c o m p e tin g  p ra c tic a l c o n s id e ra tio n s  c a n n o t 
b e  sy s tem a tized , a n d  so  th e  b e s t o n e  c a n  d o  is to  re ly  o n  th e  sen s itiv itie s  o f  th e  
v ir tu o u s  m a n , a n d  h is g rasp  o f  th e  n o t-fu lly -a r tic u la b le  id e a l -  e u d a e m o n ia  o r  th e  
w ell-lived  life  -  th a t  re g u la te s  h is activ ity .

B u t  c la im in g  th e  s u b - A r is to te l ia n  p o s i t io n  a s  a  t h e o r e t i c a l  f r a m e  f o r  th e  
d e fu s in g  m o v e  w o u ld  b e  to  g ive th e  m o v e  less th a n  its  d u e . F o r  an y  c o n s id e ra tio n , 
o u r  d e sc r ip tio n  o f  th e  d efu sin g  m o v e  h a s  it, an  o c cas io n  c a n  b e  fo u n d  o n  w h ich  
th a t  c o n s id e ra tio n  w ill p o in t in  a  c o m p le te ly  d if fe re n t d ire c tio n . A n d  th a t  g o e s  fo r  
th e  c o n s id e ra tio n : th is  is w h a t th e  p h r o n im o s  w o u ld  (h a v e  r e a s o n  to )  d o . F o r  
in s ta n c e , w h a t is ca lled  fo r  m ig h t b e  m o ra l w eakn ess, p e rh a p s  w h e n  y o u r  f r ie n d , in  
a se rie s  o f  a k ra tic  e p iso d es , h a s  m a d e  a  m ess  o f  h is  life , a n d  n e e d s  c o m fo r t an d  
e n c o u ra g e m e n t to  p u t  th e  p ieces  b ack  to g e th e r. T h e  A r is to te l ia n  p h r o n im o s  m ig h t 
w ell, in  su ch  a s itu a tio n , b e  le f t h e lp le ss , h is a t te m p ts  a t  c o u n se llin g  b e in g  tu rn e d  
aw ay  w ith  th e  re se n tfu l c o m p la in t th a t  h e  ju s t  d o e s n ’t k n o w  w h a t i t ’s l ik e  n o t  to  b e  
a b le  to  re s is t te m p ta tio n , o r  to  h a v e  d o n e  so m e th in g  re a lly  s tu p id .20 A s  a  m o ra lly  
fra il p e rso n  y o u rse lf , p e rh a p s  ev e n  as th e  g ra d u a te  o f  a  tw e lv e -s te p  p ro g ra m , y o u  
h av e  re a s o n  to  sit d o w n  fo r  as lo n g  as it ta k e s , a n d  sy m p a th e tic a lly  te ll  y o u r  fr ie n d  
th a t  y o u  k n o w  w h a t i t ’s like ; b u t  y o u  d o  n o t  h a v e  re a s o n  to  d o  as  th e  p h r o n im o s  
w o u ld  d o , b e c a u s e  th e  p h r o n i m o s  c a n n o t  c o m e  o u t  w i th  t h a t  r e a s s u r a n c e  
convincingly .

A  fa llb a c k  p o s itio n , a lre a d y  m e n tio n e d  in  p a s s in g , is  to  ta k e  th e  r e f e r e n c e  
p o in t to  b e  w h a t th e  p h r o n im o s  w o u ld  ad v ise , r a th e r  th a n  w h a t h e  w o u ld  d o . T h is  
is o n ly  te m p tin g  as long  as o n e  h as  n o t  th o u g h t a b o u t  w h a t i t  ta k e s  to  g iv e  g o o d  
ad v ice . A llo w  th a t  th e re  is s o m e th in g  to  th e  A r is to te l ia n  id e a  th a t  v ir tu e  is a 
m e a n  b e tw e e n  e x tr e m e s . A lo n g  th e  s p e c t r u m  w h o s e  e x t r e m e s  a r e  c o m p le te  
o b liv io u sn e s s  to  o th e r s ,  a n d  im a g in a tiv e  o v e r in v o lv e m e n t  in  o th e r s ’ liv e s , th e  
v ir tu o u s  p e rs o n  o c c u p ie s  a  p o s it io n  th a t  is a m e a n ; h e  p a y s  s o m e  a t te n t io n  to  
o th e rs , b u t  h e  d o e s  n o t s p e n d  to o  m u c h  tim e  liv ing  v ica riously , im a g in in g  h im se lf  
in  o th e r s ’ sh o es, fin d in g  o u t ju s t  h o w  th e y  a re  th in k in g  o f  th e ir  s itu a tio n , a n d  so 
on . A  g o o d  adv iso r, h o w ev er, is so m e o n e  w h o  is g o o d  a t  a d o p tin g  o th e r s ’ p o in ts  o f
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view  ( if  th a t  w e re  n o t  th e  case , w e w ou ld  n o t h av e  n e e d e d  to  m ove to  th e  fa llback  
p o s itio n ) , a n d  th is  is v e ry  m u c h  a  sk ill th a t re q u ire s  p rac tice . So a g o o d  adv iso r is 
so m e o n e  w h o  sp e n d s  m u c h  o f  h is tim e  a n d  en erg y  find ing  o u t a b o u t o th e rs ’ lives, 
im ag in in g  w h a t h e  w o u ld  d o  in  th e ir  p lace , a n d  so on . T h a t is, a go o d  adv iso r is 
fa r  to o  c lo s e  to  th e  g o ssip y , n o sy  a n d  m e d d le so m e  e n d  o f  th e  sp e c tru m  to  b e  
a n y th in g  lik e  a d m ira b ly  v ir tu o u s , a n d  so  v ir tu e  sh o u ld  n o t  be  c o u n te d  u p o n  fo r 
g o o d  ad v ice . N o tic e  th a t  th e  c o n n e c tio n  is n o t ju s t a  m a tte r  o f  how  w e go  a b o u t 
o u r  c la s s if ic a t io n s :  e v e n  if  y o u  s ta r t  o u t  w ith  a v ir tu o u s  se lf, o v e rd o in g  y o u r  
e x c u rs io n s  in to  s y m p a th e t ic  im a g in a tio n , e sp ec ia lly  w h en  it is fo cu ssed  o n  th e  
tro u b le d , is lik e ly  to  m a k e  y o u  less su re -fo o te d  th a n  w h en  y o u  b eg an .21 G ra n te d , 
th e  c la im  th a t  th e  v ir tu o u s  m a k e  b a d  a d v iso rs  m ay  seem  to  sit b a d ly  w ith  th e  
w o rld  o f  d if fe re n c e  it  c a n  m a k e  to  ta lk  th ings o u t w ith  so m eo n e  w hose  ju d g em en t; 
le v e l-h e a d e d n e s s , in te g rity , a n d  so  o n  o n e  ad m ires . B u t ta lk ing  th ings o u t is in  
th e se  c a se s  o n ly  ra re ly  a  m a tte r  o f  b e in g  to ld  w hat to  d o . T h e  help fu l p h ro n im o s  
d o e s  n o t  n o rm a lly  d is p e n s e  in s tru c tio n s , a n d  th e se  a re  w h a t th e  fa llb a c k  su b - 
A r is to te l ia n  p o s it io n  re q u ire s .

T h e  f a l l b a c k  p o s i t i o n  is  u n w o r k a b le ,  a n d  w h ile  th e  p r e - f a l l b a c k  s u b -  
A r is to te l ia n  v iew  m a y  y e t b e  w o rk a b le  w h en  em b e d d e d  in  an  A ris to te lia n  m o ra l 
th eo ry , it is n o t  a  f ra m e  fo r  th e  m u ch  m o re  rad ica l p a rtic u la ris t defusing  m ove. 
A p p a re n tly , A r is to te l ia n  v ir tu e  e th ics  a n d  p a rticu la rism  occupy d iffe ren t lo ca tions 
in  th e  sp a c e  o f  m o ra l th eo ry , a n d  th e  d efu sin g  m ove rea lly  d o es  n e e d  a  th eo re tica l 
h o m e  a ll its  ow n .

3 . I t  is n o w  tim e  to  s ta r t  in  o n  an  ad m itte d ly  so m ew h at lopsid ed  sk e tch  o f  w h a t 
M u rd o c h  h a s  to  say  o n  th e  su b je c t o f  p ra c tic a l rea so n in g . (L o p s id e d  b ecau se , 
r e c a ll ,  M u r d o c h  a n d  h e r  c o n te m p o ra r ie s  d id  n o t  d is tin g u ish  h e r  v iew s a b o u t  
p ra c tic a l re a s o n in g  f ro m  h e r  su b s ta n tiv e  m o ra l v iew s; since I  am  d istin g u ish in g  
th e m , I  w ill h a v e  to  ta k e  m o re  th a n  th e  u su a l lib e rtie s  in  m y p re se n ta tio n . ) M o st 
s ta n d a rd  w ay s o f  s e e in g  th e  p ro b le m  sp ace  ta k e  p rac tica l re a so n in g  to  p ro c e e d  
f ro m  a  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  a  d ec is io n  s itu a tio n , o n e  th a t  is t re a te d  as sim ply  given, to  a 
p ra c tic a l co n c lu s io n : a  d ec is io n , a n  in te n tio n  to  act, o r  anyw ay a  rea liza tio n  as to  
w h a t th a t  a c t io n  sh o u ld  b e . B u t to  M u rd o c h ’s w ay o f th in k ing , th e  h a rd  p a r t  of 
p ra c tic a l  r e a s o n in g  is g e tt in g  th e  d e sc r ip tio n  o f  y o u r  s itu a tio n  r ig h t in  th e  firs t 
p lace . Y o u  h a v e  to  c o m e  to  see  y o u r c ircu m stan ces th e  rig h t way, or, equ ivalen tly , 
to  a p p ly  th e  r ig h t  s e t  o f  s p e c ia liz e d  te rm s , o r, p e rh a p s  a g a in  e q u iv a le n tly , to  
e m p lo y  th e  r ig h t fam ily  o f  m e ta p h o rs ; o n ce  th a t  is ta k e n  care  of, it w ill be  o b v ious 
w h a t to  d o . Y o u  m ig h t ta k e  so m e o n e  to  b e  a lo o f an d  d is tan t, an d  so b e  ra th e r  
s ta n d o ff ish  y o u rse lf; o n c e  y o u  c o m e  to  see  h is  m a n n e r  as shy, it will b e  n a tu ra l to  
b e  m u c h  m o re  o p e n  to w a rd s  h im . I t is red esc rib in g  his em p lo y e r as reck lessly  an d  
c r i m i n a l l y  e n d a n g e r i n g  i t s  w o r k e r s ,  n e ig h b o r s  a n d  c l ie n ts  t h a t  l e a d s  th e  
w h is tle b lo w e r  to  s te p  fo rw a rd . I t  is o p e n in g  u p  th e  q u es tio n  o f  w h e th e r so m eo n e  
is re a lly  y o u r  f r ie n d  -  w h e th e r  h e  c o u ld  rea lly  b e  y o u r  friend , g iven how  h e  h ad  
b e e n  a c tin g  -  th a t  is th e  m o s t im p o r ta n t  p a r t  o f  figu ring  o u t how  to  co n d u c t o n e ’s 
fu tu re  re la t io n s  w ith  h im .23

N o te  th a t  p a r t ic u la r is t  d e fu s in g  m o v es c a n  n o rm a lly  be  re c a s t as M u rd o ch ian  
m o v e s  to  im p ro v e d  d e sc r ip tio n s , o n es  in  w h ich  th e  d efu sin g  fea tu re s  p lay  a  p ivo ta l 
ro le . T h a t  a  c o m p a n y  is y o u r  e m p lo y e r  is a  re a so n  n o t  to  le a k  its  c o n fid e n tia l
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d o c u m e n ts  to  th e  p re s s , b u t  w h e n  its  e m p lo y e e s  a r e  b e in g  p re s s e d  to  b e c o m e  
co m p lic it in  its  m isd eed s , th a t  y o u  a re  a n  e m p lo y e e  b e c o m e s  p re c ise ly  a  r e a s o n  to  
leak .

T h e  id e a  th a t  th e  r e a l  p ro b le m  is g e t t in g  th e  p r o b le m  d e s c r ip t io n  r ig h t  is 
p e r t in e n t  n o t  ju s t  to  p ra c t ic a l  r e a s o n in g , b u t  to  th e o r e t ic a l  r e a s o n in g  a s  w ell. 
W h e n  th e y  a re  in  schoo l, th e  tr ick y  p a r t  is g e ttin g  th e  log ic  o r  p h y sics  s tu d e n ts  to  
c o n v e rt th e  s to ry  p ro b le m  to  th e  r ig h t s e t  o f  fo rm u la e , a n d  a f te r  th e y  g ra d u a te , 
th e  e v e n  tr ic k ie r  p a r t  is g e ttin g  th e m  to  c o n v e r t  th e  s itu a tio n  th e y  a re  fa c in g  in to  
th e  r ig h t s to ry  p ro b le m .24 N o w  w h en  o n e  s ta r ts  to  th in k  a b o u t  w h a t it  ta k e s  to  g e t 
th e  re p re s e n ta t io n s  r ig h t in  a s tric tly  th e o re tic a l  o r  fa c tu a l d o m a in , i t  is n a tu ra l  to  
s ta r t  w ith  p ro b le m s  in  w h ich  th e  go a l is g iv en , a n d  to  u n d e r s ta n d  th e  c o rre c tn e s s  
o f  th e  r e p r e s e n ta t i o n  in  te r m s  o f  i ts  u s e f u ln e s s  in  a t t a in in g  th e  g iv e n  g o a l. 
M u rd o c h ’s re c o g n itio n  th a t  g e ttin g  th e  p ro b le m  d e sc r ip tio n  r ig h t is ju s t  as m u c h  a 
d iff ic u lty  in  th e  p ra c tic a l  c a se  as in  th e  th e o r e t ic a l  c a se  s h o u ld  m a k e  u s  m o re  
c a u t io u s  h e re :  in  re a l-w o r ld  c a se s , s e t t in g  th e  g o a l  is p a r t  o f  f ig u r in g  o u t  th e  
d e sc r ip tio n  o f  th e  p ra c tic a l p ro b le m , a n d  it  c a n n o t b e  ta k e n  as s im p ly  g iv en .

M u rd o c h ’s in sig h t h e re  d o e s  n o t  so  m u c h  e n ta il as  p re s u p p o s e  p a r tic u la r ism .25 
S u p p o se  th a t  th e  d e fu sin g  m o v e  d id  n o t  g en e ra lly  w o rk . T h e n  i t  w o u ld  b e  possib le  
to  ac c u m u la te  a  ch eck lis t o f  th e  fe a tu re s  o f  s itu a tio n s  th a t  o p e ra te  as re a s o n s  fo r 
ac tion . (P e rh a p s  th e  list w o u ld  n e v e r  b e  c o m p le te d , b u t  w e co u ld  e x p e c t th a t  a f te r  
a w h ile  it  w ou ld , b a rr in g  o n e ’s e n c o u n te r in g  g en u in e ly  n o v e l c irc u m sta n c es , a tta in  
s tab ility  en o u g h .)  Y ou co u ld  th e n  c o n s tru c t a d e sc r ip tio n  o f  y o u r  d ec is io n  s itu a tio n  
m o re  o r  less m echanically , b y  p ro c e e d in g  d o w n  th e  ch eck lis t a n d  in c o rp o ra tin g  th e  
fe a tu re s  o n  th e  list th a t  tu rn  u p  in  th e  d ec is io n  s itu a tio n  in to  y o u r  d e sc r ip tio n . A n d  
so , a f te r  so m e  in itia l s ta r tu p  p e r io d  (a n d  a f te r  so m e  p ra c tic e  w ith  a  p o ss ib ly  long ish  
list), th e  p ro cess  o f  a rriv in g  a t  th e  r ig h t d e sc r ip tio n  o f  o n e ’s p ro b le m  w o u ld  n o t  b e  
th e  d ifficu lt p a r t  o f  d e lib e ra tio n  a t  all, w h ich  is to  say  th a t  M u rd o c h ’s sh if t o f  focus 
on ly  m a k e s  sen se  if  th e  p a rtic u la ris ts  a re  r ig h t a b o u t w h a t I h a v e  su g g e s te d  is th e  
m o st im p o r ta n t  e le m e n t o f  th e ir  v iew  26

T h e  v iew  a g a in s t w hich  M u rd o c h  is m o v in g  w ill se e m  to  its  p ro p o n e n ts  to  b e  
m e tap h y sica lly  m o tiv a te d : th e  d e sc r ip tio n  o f  th e  d e c is io n  s i tu a tio n  is a  d e sc r ip tio n  
o f  th e  fa c ts , a n d  so  g e ttin g  i t  r ig h t is a  jo b  fo r  th e o re t ic a l  r a th e r  th a n  p ra c tic a l 
r e a s o n in g .  B u t  t h a t  m o t iv a t io n  b e g s  th e  q u e s t io n ,  a n d  C o r a  D ia m o n d  h a s  
re c o n s tru c te d  M u rd o c h ’s re sp o n se : th a t  in s is tin g  o n  th e  d is tin c tio n  b e tw e e n  fac t 
a n d  v a lu e  h a s  to  b e  u n d e r s to o d  as i ts e lf  th e  e x p re s s io n  o f  a  s u b s ta n t iv e  (a n d  
m is ta k e n )  ev a lu a tiv e  p o s itio n .27 O n c e  o n e  is lo o k in g  fo r  it, th e  re s p o n s e  is h a rd  to  
m iss: M u rd o c h  th ro w s  d o w n  th e  g a u n t le t  v e ry  e a r ly  o n  in  T h e  S o v e r e ig n ty  o f  
G o o d ,  b y  lis ting  as am o n g  th e  fac ts  to  w h ich  h e r  a c c o u n t w ill b e  re sp o n s ib le , “ th e  
fac t th a t  a n  u n e x a m in e d  life  ca n  b e  v ir tu o u s  a n d  th e  fa c t th a t  lo v e  is a  c e n tra l  
c o n c e p t in  m o ra ls ” (lf/2 9 9 ).

T h e  p ro b le m  o f  g e ttin g  th e  r ig h t d e sc r ip tio n  is to  see  th in g s  as th e y  re a lly  a re , 
b u t “ t ru th ,” “ rea lity ,” an d  th e ir  p a ro n y m s , a re , in  M u rd o c h ’s w ay  o f  u s in g  th em , 
n o t to  b e  c a p tu re d  by  th e  id e a  o f  a ccu racy , o f  a m a n  in  a  la b  c o a t  ch eck in g  th a t  h is 
m e a s u re m e n ts  c o r re s p o n d  to  th e  d im e n s io n s  o f  th e  o b je c ts  o n  h is  w o rk b e n c h . 
M u r d o c h ,  b e s t  k n o w n  a s  a  n o v e l i s t ,  t h i n k s  o f  t r u t h  b y  w a y  o f  n o v e l i s t i c  
tru th fu ln ess : “T ru th  is n o t  a  s im p le  o r  ea sy  co n c e p t. C ritic a l te rm in o lo g y  im p u te s  
fa lse h o o d  to  a n  a r tis t by  u sing  te rm s  su ch  as fan ta s tic , se n tim e n ta l, se lf-in d u lg en t,
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b an a l, g ro te s q u e , te n d e n tio u s , un c la rified , w ilfully  obscu re  an d  so o n .”28 E lsew here  
she  w arn s  h e r  r e a d e rs  o f  th e  “ [p h ilo so p h ic a l d ifficulties [that] m ay  arise  if w e try  
to  give a n y  s in g le  o rg a n iz e d  b a c k g ro u n d  sen se  to  th e  n o rm ativ e  w ord  ‘rea lity ’”.29 
W h en  th e  p o in t  is to  se e  y o u r  w ay th ro u g h  a  p ra c tic a l  p ro b lem  -  to  tak e  a very  
sim p le  e x a m p le , th e  p ro b le m  su b jec ts  w ere  g iven in  M a ie r’s m em o rab le  study  -  it 
m ay  b e  a c c u ra te , b u t  ir re le v a n t, to  view  a p a ir  o f  p liers  as a g ripp ing  tool: to  b ring  
o n e  h a n g in g  c o rd  w ith in  re a c h  o f  th e  o ther, you  will h av e  to  m ak e  a p en d u lu m  o u t 
o f  it, a n d  to  d o  th a t  y o u  w ill h av e  to  see th e  p liers  as a w eight.30

P u t th is  w ay, it  is o b v io u s  th a t  g e ttin g  a d e sc r ip tio n  rig h t is n o t  n o rm a lly  a 
m a t t e r  o f  g e t t i n g  t h e  m e t a p h y s i c a l l y  r ig h t  d e s c r ip t io n .  T h e  m e ta p h y s ic a l  
o b je c t io n s  I g e s tu r e d  a t  e a r l ie r  to o k  i t  fo r  g ra n te d  th a t  o n e  d e sc r ip t io n  o f  a j  
p ro b le m  s i tu a t io n  ( th e  “ f a c tu a l” ) w as p r iv ile g e d  in  a w ay  th a t  m a d e  f u r th e r  
d e s c r ip t io n s  ( th e  “ e v a lu a t iv e ” ) a c c e p ta b le  o n ly  if  th e y  s to o d  in  so m e spec ified  
re la tio n  (e .g ., r e d u c tio n  o r  su p e rv e n ie n c e )  to  th e  p riv ileged  ones. B u t as fa r  as 
M u r d o c h  is  c o n c e r n e d ,  th e  a l le g e d  m e ta p h y s ic a l  p r iv i le g e  o f  th e  ‘f a c tu a l ’ 
d e s c r ip t io n  is ju s t  b e s id e  th e  p o in t .31 D e s c r ip tiv e  p r iv ile g e  fo r  th e  fa c tu a l, in  
p ra c tic a l re a so n in g , w o u ld  h av e  to  b e  th e  conclusion  o f  a  p ra c tic a l o r  m o ra l  -  n o t 
m e ta p h y s ic a l  -  t r a i n  o f  th o u g h t ,  a n d  w h ile  I c a n  se e  h o w  th e r e  a r e  s p e c ia l 
c i r c u m s ta n c e s  u n d e r  w h ic h  th e  m o ra lly  o r  p ra c tic a l ly  r ig h t th in g  to  d o  is to  
d is tin g u ish  q u e s tio n s  o f  fac t fro m  fu r th e r  p rac tica l q u estio n s, I  d o  n o t k now  w h a t 
th e  a rg u m e n t fo r  a lw ay s  so  d o in g  w o u ld  b e .32 T h e  tru ism  th a t you  n e e d  to  k e e p  an  
o p e n  m in d  w h ile  lo o k in g  fo r  th e  d esc rip tio n  th a t will le t you  m ak e  head w ay  on  a 
p ra c tic a l p ro b le m  h a s  n o th in g  to  d o  w ith  -  a n d  do es n o t en ta il -  th eses  reg a rd in g  
th e  ‘s h a p e le s s n e s s ’ o f  th e  e v a lu a tiv e  w ith  re sp e c t to  th e  descrip tive . .

T h e  c a s e s  t h a t  a r e  th e  m o s t n a tu ra l  e x a m p le s  o f  M u rd o c h ’s t r e a tm e n t  a re  ", 
ty p ica lly  a  b i t  to  o n e  s id e  o f  th e  c o n te m p o ra ry  p a rtic u la r is t’s fav o rite  exam ples. 
P e rh a p s  th a t  it  is p la g ia r ism  is a  re a so n  to  sen d  it o n  to  th e  H o n o r C ouncil. T h e  
p a r t ic u la r is t  a p p ly in g  th e  d e fu s in g  m ove lo o k s fo r c ircu m stan ces w h ere  its b e ing  
p la g ia rism  is  p re c ise ly  a  re a so n  n o t  to  p u rsu e  th e  m a tte r , w h ereas  th e  M u rd o ch ian  
lo o k s  f o r  a  w ay  to  d is lo d g e  th e  d e sc r ip tio n . (W h e n  B o rg es  im ag in es  so m e o n e  
in te n tio n a lly  w ritin g  a  n o v e l th a t  is w ord -fo r-w ord  id en tica l w ith  C e rv a n te s ’ D o n  
Q u ix o te , th a t  is n o  lo n g e r  p lag ia rism , th e  offic ia l d e fin itio n  n o tw ith s tan d in g .) I 
th in k  w e  sh o u ld  n o t  b e  p u t  o ff  b y  th e  w ay th e  illu s tra tio n s  d iverge; it suffices th a t 
a p p l i c a t i o n s  o f  t h e  d e f u s i n g  m o v e  c a n  b e  r e d e s c r i b e d  as M u r d o c h ia n  
re d e sc r ip tio n .

4. M u rd o c h  h as  a  n u m b e r  o f  claim s to  m ak e  a b o u t th e  p ro cess  o f im prov ing  
o n e ’s d e s c r ip t io n  o f  o n e ’s c ircu m stan ces , a n d  I w a n t to  sk e tch  som e o f  th ese  in  a 
m a n n e r  th a t  sh o w s th e i r  h o sp ita li ty  to  p a r tic u la r ism . I d o  n o t ex ac tly  w a n t to  
a rg u e  fo r  th e m , b u t  r a th e r  to  in d ic a te  h o w  th e  d iffe re n t p ieces o f  th e  view  fall in to  
p la c e  w h e n  o n e  is  lo o k in g  a t  th e  o th e r  p ie c e s .33 (I  d o  th in k  th a t ,  e v e n  w h en  
m o tiv a te d , a  n u m b e r  o f  h e r  c la im s a re  q u ite  im p lau sib le , an d  I  w ill reg is te r  m y 
d is se n t f ro m  tim e  to  tim e .)  T h e  n e x t p iece  o f  th e  puzzle  th a t I w an t to  ta k e  u p  is 
h e r  f r e q u e n t  su g g e s tio n  th a t ,  w ith  th e  r ig h t d e sc rip tio n  in  p lace , y o u r  p rac tica l 
re a s o n in g  is d o n e :  “ tru e  v is io n  o ccasio n s rig h t c o n d u c t” (66/353). Y ou a re  to  a rm  
y o u r s e l f  w ith  d e s c r ip t io n s  t h a t  in  a n  a c tu a l  c h o ic e  s i tu a t io n  w ill h a v e  d ire c t  
p ra c tic a l im p o r t;  in  h e r  c h a ra c te r iz a tio n , “ th e  agen t... w ill b e  say ing  ‘T h is is A  B C
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D ’ (n o rm a tiv e -d e sc r ip tiv e  w o rd s ) , a n d  a c tio n  w ill fo llo w  n a tu ra l ly ” .34 W h ile  I  am  
in c lin e d  to  th in k  th a t  h e r e  sh e  is  o v e rs ta t in g  h e r  p o in t ,  w e  ca n  sa y  s o m e th in g  
a b o u t  w h a t w o u ld  m a k e  su ch  a  c la im  se e m  a ttra c tiv e .

O f  th o s e  s i tu a t io n s  in  w h ic h  o n e  se e m s  to  h a v e  o n  h a n d  a  d e s c r ip t io n  th a t  
m a k e s  p ra c tic a l d e m a n d s , b u t  w h e re  o n e  s till d o e s  n o t  k n o w  w h a t to  d o , m a n y  a re  
cases  in  w h ich  th e  re le v a n t c o n s id e ra tio n s  co n flic t o r  c o m p e te . “ G e n e ra l is ts ” (a  
p a r tic u la r is t  la b e l fo r  th e ir  o p p o n e n ts )  m ig h t a p p ro a c h  su c h  a  p ro b le m  b y  ask in g  
w h ich  c o n s id e ra tio n  w as m o s t w e ig h ty  (w h ich  h a d  g re a te r  a n te c e d e n t  fo rc e ) , b u t  a 
p a r tic u la r is t  sh o u ld  n o t  e x p e c t th a t  th e re  is a p ro c e d u re  th a t  w ill ta k e  as  in p u ts  th e  
w e ig h ts  o f  th e  c o n s id e ra t io n s  a n d  p ro d u c e  a n  a n s w e r  as  o u tp u t .  A f te r  a ll, th e  
d e fu s in g  m o v e  w o rk s  o n  ju s t a b o u t a n y th in g , so  so m e tim e s , th a t  a  c o n s id e ra tio n  is 
w e ig h ty  s p e a k s  f o r  i t ,  b u t  th e r e  w ill b e  o th e r  t im e s  -  e .g ., t im e s  t h a t  c a ll  fo r  
fr iv o lity  o r  su p e rc ilio u sn ess  -  w h e n  it  sp e a k s  a g a in s t.35 So th e  e v a lu a tiv e ly - lo a d e d  
d e s c r ip tio n s  o f  th e  s itu a tio n s  w ill h a v e  to  th e m s e lv e s  f it  to g e th e r  in  a  w ay  th a t  
re so lv es  th e  p ra c tic a l p ro b le m , w ith o u t th e  in te rv e n tio n  o f  a  w e ig h in g  m ech an ism . 
(M u rd o c h ’s e x a m p le  o f  th is  is th e  u n ity  o f  th e  v ir tu e s : w h ile  it m ig h t s e e m  th a t  o n e  
n e e d s  to  c h o o s e  b e tw e e n  d o in g  th e  b r a v e  th in g , a n d  d o in g  th e  h o n e s t  th in g , 
p e rc e p tiv e  re d e sc r ip tio n  w ill c o n v e n ie n tly  sh o w  th a t  o n ly  th e  h o n e s t  th in g  is  th e  
b ra v e  th in g , a n d  so  th a t  th e  co n flic t is m e re ly  a p p a re n t .36) B u t  if  co n flic ts  m u s t b e  
re so lv e d  by  u n ify in g  re d e sc r ip tio n , th e n  successfu l d e sc r ip tio n  w ill i ts e lf  h a v e  to  
c a r r y  o n e  o n  to  th e  e n s u in g  a c t io n . F o r  w h e n  th e r e  is  d e l ib e r a t iv e  d is ta n c e  
b e tw e e n  a  d e s c r ip t io n  a n d  a n  e n s u in g  a c t io n ,  t h e r e  a r e  a lw a y s  f u r t h e r  a n d  
co n flic tin g  c o n s id e ra tio n s  to  in te rv e n e .

T h e  u p s h o t fo r  o u r  p u rp o s e s  is th a t  M u rd o c h ’s w ay  o f  f ra m in g  th e  d e fu s in g  
m o v e  a v o id s  s o m e  o f  th e  e x c e s s e s  o f  a n t in o m ia n i s m .  F i r s t ,  if  a c c e p t in g  a 
d e sc r ip tio n  D  sh ow s th e  a c tio n  a  to  b e  a p p ro p r ia te ,  w ith o u t fu r th e r  in te rv e n in g  
d e lib e ra tiv e  s te p s , th e n  w e h a v e  a  ru le  th a t  ta k e s  o n e  f ro m  D  to  a. A n d  th is  w ill 
a llo w  a  p a r t ic u la r is t  to  s id e s te p  th e  o b je c t io n  th a t  w e  c a n n o t  m a k e  s e n s e  o f  
r e a s o n s  w ith o u t  a llo w in g  fo r  th e ir  g e n e ra lity . F o r  o n  th e  M u rd o c h ia n  p ic tu re , 
w h e n e v e r  D  is th e  a p p ro p r ia te  d e sc r ip tio n , a  p ro p e r ly  fo llow s. B u t  (a n d  th is  is w hy 
a  p a r tic u la r is t  c a n  a llo w  h im se lf  th a t  la s t c la im ) n o n e  o f  th e  w o rk  is b e in g  d o n e  by  
s u c h  r u l e s ,  b e c a u s e  o n e  c a n n o t  d e t e r m i n e  w h e t h e r  D  is  t h e  a p p r o p r i a t e  
d e sc r ip tio n  o f  a g iv en  s itu a tio n  sim ply  b y  tic k in g  o ff  th e  f e a tu re s  m e n tio n e d  in  D .

S e c o n d , th e  M u rd o c h ia n  p ic tu re  c a n  a llo w  s u b s ta n t iv e  ru le s  -  e .g ., ru le s  o f  
g ra m m a r -  to  p la y  a g u id in g  ra th e r  th a n  m e re ly  h e u r is tic  ro le , w h ile  n o n e th e le s s  
m a k in g  ro o m  fo r  th e  d e fu s in g  m o v e . W h e n  th e  a p p r o p r ia te  d e s c r ip t io n  h a s  it 
th a t  th is  is a n  o c c a s io n  to  a p p ly  th e  ru le  (a s  w h e n  w ritin g  E n g lis h  p ro s e  is an  
o ccas io n  to  ap p ly  th e  ru le s  o f  E n g lish  g ra m m a r) , th e n  th e  ru le  fu n c tio n s  as  m y  
re a so n  fo r  w ritin g  it th is  way. B u t w h e n  th e  a p p ro p r ia te  re d e s c r ip t io n  h ig h lig h ts  
th e  id io m a t ic  r e g i s t e r  in  w h ic h  I m u s t  w r i te  o n  th is  o c c a s io n ,  th e  r u le  n o w  
fu n c tio n s  as a  re a so n  n o t  to  w rite  it  th is  way.

5 . M u rd o c h  c o m m its  h e r s e lf  to  tw o  fu r th e r ,  r e la te d  c la im s . O n e  is  t h a t  th e  
p ro c e ss  o f  su b s titu tin g  b e t te r  d e sc r ip tio n s  n e v e r  e n d s ; th e re  is a lw ay s m o re  w o rk  
to  b e  d o n e  o n , as sh e  say s, c o m in g  c lo s e r  to  s e e in g  th in g s  a s  th e y  re a l ly  a re . 
S e c o n d , d o in g  so  is s e e in g  th e m  m o re  a n d  m o re  id io s y n c ra tic a lly ;  p ro g re s s  in



Elijah Millgram 73

m o ra l re a s o n in g  is p ro g re s s  aw ay  fro m  th e  sh a re d  p u b lic  w orld  a n d  in to  p riv a te  
v is io n  a n d ,  e v e n tu a lly , m u tu a l  u n in te llig ib ility : “ since  w e  a re  h u m a n  h is to rica l 
in d iv id u a ls  th e  m o v e m e n t o f  u n d e rs ta n d in g  is o n w ard  in to  increasing  privacy.”37 
W h e n  o n e ’s d e s c r ip t iv e  a p p a r a tu s  m o v e s  f u r th e r  a n d  f u r th e r  aw ay  f ro m  th e  
s h a re d  c o m m o n  c o n c e p tu a l  w o rld , a su ccessfu l d e lib e ra to r  w ill so o n e r  o r  la te r  
re a c h  th e  p o in t  w h e re  o th e rs  s im p ly  c a n n o t u n d e rs ta n d  his reaso n s (or, w hat is th e  
sa m e  th in g , h is  c h a ra c te r iz a tio n s  o f  choice situ a tio n s). T h a t p o in t can  p e rh a p s  b e  
p o s tp o n e d  b y  m a k in g  o n e ’s u n p re c e d e n te d  d esc rip tio n s availab le  to  o th e rs  as b e s t 
o n e  can , b y  f o r  in s ta n c e  e m b e d d in g  th em  in fic tion  th a t conveys th e ir  c o n te n t an d  
p o te n tia l  re le v a n c e , a n d  p e rh a p s  th is  is o n e  ex p la n a tio n  fo r  M u rd o ch ’s tak ing  th e  
a r t  o f  th e  n o v e l so  se rio u sly . B u t it w ill so o n e r  o r  la te r  b e  re a c h e d  a n d  m o v ed  
b e y o n d , if  th e  d e l ib e ra t iv e  e n te rp r is e  is o n  tra c k . N o w  th e re  a re  s tro n g e r  an d  
w e a k e r  w ay s o f  re a d in g  su ch  a  claim , b u t th e  fac t th a t  M u rd o ch  sp en d s m uch  o f 
h e r  e s s a y  o n  “ T h e  I d e a  o f  P e r f e c t io n ” a rg u in g  a g a in s t W ittg e n s te in ’s P r iv a te  
L a n g u a g e  A rg u m e n t  is co n v in c in g  ev id en ce  th a t  (w h a t I w ill call) th e  id iosyncracy  
c la im  is m e a n t  to  b e a r  a  ro b u s t  c o n s tru c tio n .38

O n c e  a g a in ,  w e  c a n  m o tiv a te  th is  p a r t  o f  h e r  v iew  b y  a p p e a lin g  to  o th e rs . 
A llo w  th a t  c o n flic tin g  c o n s id e ra tio n s  a re  n e g o tia te d  b y  red esc rip tio n . T h e re  are  
a lw ays f u r th e r  p o te n t ia l  con flic ts  o n  th e  h o rizo n , an d  so  th e re  is alw ays ro o m  for 
f u r th e r  r e d e s c r ip t i o n .  W e c a n  th in k  o f  th e  lim it in  w h ich  a ll th e  d e m a n d s  
in tro d u c e d  b y  o u r  c o n flic tin g  “n o rm a tiv e -d e sc rip tiv e ” te rm s h av e  b e e n  reso lved , 
a n d  all o u r  e v a lu a tio n s  u n ified , as o u r  a p p re h e n d in g  a n  in fin ite ly  th ick  o r  frac ta l 
c o n c e p t, th e  G o o d , a n d  so  w e  m ig h t th in k  o f M u rd o c h ’s p ic tu re  o f  th e  G o o d  as a 
k in d  o f  K a n tia n  re g u la tiv e  id ea l. C onv inc ing  unify ing  red esc rip tio n s  o f th is k ind  
te n d  to  b e  in g e n io u s , c lever, a n d  su rp ris in g ; th e y  tu rn  o n  h igh ligh ting  so m e fe a tu re  
o f  a  s i tu a t io n  th a t  o n e  h a d  b e e n  o v e rlo o k in g , an d  show ing  how  it te lls w h en  it is 
p la c e d  n e x t  to  so m e  o th e r  o v e r lo o k e d  fe a tu re  o n  th e  o th e r  side o f  th e  s itua tion . 
(M u rd o c h  in s is ts  th a t  th e  G o o d  is en o rm o u sly  h a rd  to  see, and  th e  b es t re a so n  in 
th e  v ic in ity  fo r  th a t  c la im  is th a t  th e  ev a lu a tiv e  u n ifica tio n s a re  unob v io u s.) T h ey  
a re  a lso  p a th - d e p e n d e n t :  w h a t n e x t d e sc r ip tio n  w ill b e  a p p ro p r ia te  is p a r tly  a 
m a t te r  o f  th e  c u r re n t ly  a v a ila b le  d e sc rip tio n s  th a t  give rise  to  th e  con flic t, an d  
th e s e  in  t u r n  h a v e  r e s u l t e d  f ro m  d e s c r ip t io n s  o n e  h a d  b e e n  w o rk in g  w i t h '  
p rev io u sly . T h e  u n o b v io u sn e s s  o f  ea c h  m o v e , to g e th e r  w ith  p a th -d e p e n d e n ce  o f 
th is  k in d , w ill p ro m o te  id iosyncrasy .

I  a m  n o t  e n tire ly  su re  h o w  M u rd o c h ia n  th e  c o n n e c tio n  I am  draw ing  h e re  is. 
M u rd o c h  d o e s  s k e tc h  (b u t o n ly  sk e tc h ) an  a rg u m e n t fo r  th e  id iosyncrasy  claim . 
W h e n  id e a l  o r  l im i t  c o n c e p ts  a r e  in  p la y  (a s  th e y  ty p ic a lly  a re  in  th e  m o ra l 
d o m a in ) ,  a p p l ic a t io n  o f  th e  c o n c e p t c a n n o t b e  a n c h o re d  to  a  p u b lic  s ta n d a rd . 
T h is  is p a r t ly  b e c a u s e  th e  u n in s ta n t ia te d  id e a l lim it c a n n o t b e  e x h ib ite d  as a 
re fe re n c e  p o in t ,  a n d  th is  in  tu rn  is p a r tly  b ecau se  o f  th e  w ays in  w hich ap p lica tio n  
o f  th e s e  c o n c e p ts  is a  fu n c tio n  o f  o n e ’s p e rso n a l h isto ry .40 O n e ’s h isto ry  is in  p a r t  a 
h is to ry  o f  o n e ’s re d e sc r ip tiv e  re so lu tio n s  o f  con flic ting  co n sid e ra tio n s , an d  since 
th e  c o n c e p tu a l  a n d  m o re  g e n e ra lly  d e sc rip tiv e  re p e r to ire  in  te rm s o f w hich one  
see s  a  n e w  co n flic t is a  fu n c tio n  o f  th a t  h isto ry , o u r  g es tu re  a t an  a rg u m e n t is a t 
an y  r a te  c o m p a tib le  w ith  w h a t M u rd o c h  says a b o u t h e r  rea so n s  fo r  idiosyncrasy.

T h e  c la im  t h a t  d i f f e r e n t  p e r s o n s  w ill p r o p e r ly  w o rk  w ith  id io s y n c r a t ic  
d e sc r ip tiv e  to o ls  th a t  th e y  d o  n o t  sh a re  w ith  o th e rs  m u st be  d is tin g u ish ed  from
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th e  c la im  th a t  o ccas io n s  fo r  p ra c tic a l d e l ib e ra t io n  w ill r e q u ire  o n e -u se , th ro w a w a y  
c o n c e p ts , th a t  is, w ays o f  see in g  a p p ro p r ia te  to  a  s in g le  o ccas io n . T o  r e tu r n  to  a n  
ex a m p le  o f  w h ich  I h a v e  a lre a d y  m a d e  so m e  u se , a t  th e  e a r ly  s ta g e s  o f  m a s te r in g  a 
lan g u ag e , th e  ac tio n -g u id in g  d e sc r ip tio n s  can  b e  s h a re d  as w id e ly  as y o u  lik e , a n d  
th e y  f ig u re  in to  ru le s  to  w h ic h  th e  s p e a k e r  o r  w r i te r  m u s t  c o n fo rm . (E .g .,  th e  
g r a m m a t ic a l  c o n c e p t  “ s p l i t  in f in i t iv e ” , w h ic h  l a u n c h e s  t h e  r u le  “ D o n ’t  s p li t  
in f in i t iv e s .” ) A s  o n e ’s c o m m a n d  o f  t h e  l a n g u a g e  g ro w s , h o w e v e r ,  a n d  o n e  
b e c o m e s  a  b e t te r  a n d  m o re  a u to n o m o u s  p ro s e  sty lis t, th e  c risp ly  fo rm u la b le  ru le s  
a re  n o  lo n g e r  b in d in g  (a  g o o d  s ty lis t c a n  d e c id e  w h e n  to  sp li t  in f in i t iv e s ) , th e  
p ra c tic a l g u id e lin es  to  w h ich  o n e  re sp o n d s  a re  b e t te r  th o u g h t o f  as e m b o d ie d  in  
d e s c r ip t io n s  r a th e r  th a n  ru le s , a n d  as a s t ro n g  w r i te r  d e v e lo p s  a n  e a r  f o r  th e  
lan g u a g e  a n d  h is o w n  w ritin g  vo ice , th e  d e sc r ip tio n s  th a t  se rv e  h im  in  th is  c a p ac ity  
w ill b e  -  w h ile  fu lly  re sp o n s ib le  to  th e  d e m a n d s  o f  th e  la n g u a g e  -  p e c u lia r  to  h im  
a lo n e  (a n d  q u ite  p o ssib ly  in te llig ib le  to  h im  a lo n e ) . N o n e th e le s s , b e c a u s e  a  w rite r  
m ay  c h o o se  to  m a in ta in  a c o n s is te n t v o ice , th e  d e s c r ip tio n s  h e  d e p lo y s  fo r  th is  
p u rp o se  w ill fo r  th e  m o s t p a r t  le n d  th e m se lv e s  to  r e p e a te d  u se .

H a v in g  m a d e  th e  d is tin c tio n , a  p a r t ic u la r is t  m a y  w e ll w o n d e r , f ir s t , w h y  h e  
sh o u ld  ta k e  M u rd o c h ’s id io sy n c ra sy  c la im  o n  b o a rd , o r  e v e n  w h e th e r  i t  is o f  a 
p ie c e  w i th  t h e  d e f u s in g  m o v e  ( r a t h e r  t h a n  j u s t  a n  e x t r a n e o u s  h e l p i n g  o f  
re la tiv ism ). N o w  I a m  n o t m y se lf in s is tin g  o n  th e  id io sy n c ra sy  c la im ; I  h a v e  tr ie d  
to  m o tiv a te  it, b u t  I  h a v e n ’t  p ro d u c e d  a n y th in g  lik e  a n  a rg u m e n t th a t  w o u ld  m a k e  
its co n c lu s io n  im p o ss ib le  to  e v a d e , e v e n  if  o n e  a lre a d y  a c c e p te d  m u c h  o f  th e  re s t 
o f  M u r d o c h ’s v iew . S till , I  th in k  th e  id io s y n c ra s y  c la im  is w o r th  p a r t ic u la r i s t  
a t te n tio n , a n d  le t  m e  try  to  say  why.

I f  th e  d e fu s in g  m o v e  d id  n o t  n o rm a lly  w o rk , th e n  M u r d o c h ’s v ie w s  a b o u t  
id io s y n c ra s y  w o u ld  n o t  b e  s u s ta in a b le ;  th e  r e l e v a n t  r e a s o n s ,  w h e n  y o u  a re  
d e lib e ra tin g , w o u ld  a f te r  all b e  th e  re a s o n s  th a t  a re  r e le v a n t  e ls e w h e re  to  o th e rs . 
So o n e  c a n  see  th e  id io sy n c ra sy  c la im  as a  v iew  a b o u t  w h a t p a t te r n s  a re  to  b e  
d is c e rn e d  in  su ccessfu l a p p lic a tio n s  o f  th e  d e fu s in g  m o v e . Id io sy n c ra sy  d o e s n ’t 
p u r p o r t  to  g iv e  n e c e s s a ry  o r  s u f f ic ie n t c o n d i t io n s  f o r  th e  e f fe c t iv e n e s s  o f  th e  
m o v e , b u t  it  d o e s  h a v e  it  th a t  o n e  im p o r ta n t  ty p e  o f  sh if t in  c o n te x t  th a t  c a n  a lte r  
th e  fo rc e  o f  a  r e a s o n  is, e sp ec ia lly  in  th e  m o ra l d o m a in , th e  sh if t to  a  d if fe re n t 
in d iv id u a l w ith  a d if fe re n t d e lib e ra tiv e  h is to ry .

R e c a l l  th e  c o m p la in t  t h a t  p a r t i c u l a r i s t  g e s t u r e s  a t  c o n t e x t  f u n c t i o n  a s  
c o n v e rsa tio n -s to p p e rs . I f  th a t  c o m p la in t is to  b e  a d d re s se d , p a r tic u la r is ts  n e e d  to  
b e  lo o k in g  fo r  p a t te rn s  w ith  ro u g h ly  th e  le v e l o f  t r a c t io n  th a t  th e  id io sy n c ra sy  
cla im  p u rp o r ts  to  h av e . So w h a t I  am  p re ss in g  is n o t  th e  d e m a n d  th a t  p a r tic u la r is ts  
ta k e  th e  id io sy n crasy  cla im  o n  b o a rd , b u t  th a t  th e y  u se  it  as a  m o d e l fo r  w o rk in g  u p  
o th e r, s im ila rly -sh ap ed  cla im s th a t  th e y  a re  w illing  to  ta k e  o n  b o a rd .41

6. W h e n  th e o re tic a l re a so n in g  is fa c e d  w ith  o n e  o r  a n o th e r  c o n u n d ru m , it  m ay  
re f ra in  f ro m  d ra w in g  a c o n c lu s io n  o n  th e  g ro u n d s  th a t  th e  e v id e n c e  a t  h a n d  is 
in su ff ic ie n t.42 B u t w h e n  p ra c tic a l r e a s o n in g  is fa c e d  w ith  a  d e c is io n , a  d e c is io n  
m u s t b e  m a d e , b e c a u se  d o in g  n o th in g , i t  is o f te n  re m a rk e d , is a  d e c is io n  to o . (A t 
a n y  r a te ,  d o in g  n o th in g  is  a  c h o ic e  in  a  f a r  m o r e  r o b u s t  s e n s e  th a n  s k e p t ic a l  
e p o c h e  is a b e lie f.)  T h is  a sy m m e try  b e tw e e n  th e  p ra c tic a l a n d  th e o re t ic a l  re a lm s  
ge ts  e x p re sse d  in  s ta n d a rd  p ic tu re s  o f  p ra c tic a l re a s o n in g  as  th e  n o tio n  th a t ,  in  an y
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d e c is io n  s i t u a t i o n ,  p r a c t ic a l  r e a s o n in g  c o r r e c t ly  p e r f o r m e d  m u s t  b e  a b le  to  
p ro d u c e  a n  a n s w e r  to  th e  q u es tio n : w h a t sha ll I d o ?

M u rd o c h  d isa g re e s . A s  in  th e  th e o re tic a l d o m ain , y o u  m ay n o t h av e  availab le  . 
p re m ise s  su ff ic ie n t fo r  d e riv in g  a n  an sw er to  y o u r q u estio n . To b e  su re , you  m ay  
(h a v e  to )  d e c id e  to  d o  o n e  th in g  o r  a n o th e r ; b u t in  such  a case, you  will n o t be 
d o in g  it b e c a u s e  y o u  h a v e  dec isive  reaso n s. To con c lu d e , from  th e  fact th a t you  
m u st m a k e  a  c h o ic e , th a t  y o u  h av e  g ro u n d s  a d e q u a te  fo r  m ak ing  o n e  cho ice  in  
p a r t i c u l a r  ( o r  t h a t  i t  d o e s n ’t m u c h  m a t t e r  w h ic h  c h o ic e  y o u  m a k e ) ,  is  l ik e  
co n c lu d in g , f ro m  th e  fa c t th a t  y o u r  p la n  ab so lu te ly  m u s t  w ork , th a t  it  w ill w ork . 
T h a t  is , i t  is  a l lo w in g  e m o t io n a l  c o n v e n ie n c e  to  o b s c u re  th e  o b v io u s , o r, as  
M u rd o c h  w o u ld  p u t  it, it is le ttin g  th e  se lf -  th e  “fa t re len tle ss  e g o ” (52/342) -  ge t 
in  th e  w ay  o f  s e e in g  w h a t is re a lly  th e re . T h e  s ta te  o f  b e ing  in ad eq u a te ly  p re p a re d  
fo r  th e  d e c is io n  o n e  is fac in g  h a s  a p h e n o m en o lo g ica l ch a rac te r, a  sense  o f  th e  
c h o ice  b e in g  u p  to  o n e ’s a rb itra ry  will. O r  ra th e r , to  p u t it th e  o th e r  w ay a ro u n d , 
th e  f r e e d o m  c e le b ra te d  by  m o ra l p h ilo so p h e rs  o f such  d iverse  s trip es  as H a re  an d  
S a r tr e  is m e re ly  w h a t  it  is lik e  to  b e  p u t  o n  th e  sp o t w ith o u t th e  d e lib e ra tiv e  ; 
re so u rc e s  n e e d e d  to  m a k e  an  in te llig e n t choice.

B e c a u se  M u rd o c h  th in k s  th a t  th e  m o st im p o rta n t p a r t o f  th e  e q u ip m e n t one  
n e e d s  is  a  s u i ta b le  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  -  o r  w ay  o f  s e e in g  -  o n e ’s s i tu a t io n , th o se  
r e s o u r c e s  in c lu d e  d e s c r ip t iv e  a p p a ra tu s  th a t  h ig h lig h ts  its  p ra c tic a lly  re le v a n t 
a sp e c ts , a n d  in c lu d e  th e  a b ility  in  p rac tice  to  d ep lo y  th a t  a p p a ra tu s . (I m e a n  th a t 
if  y o u  d o  n o t  ta k e , say, th e  c o n c e p t o f  a b icycle  to  in c lu d e  th e  ab ility  to  recogn ize 
p ass in g  b icy c les , th e n  y o u  n e e d  n o t  ju s t  th e  co n cep t, b u t th a t ab ility  to o .)  I t  shou ld  
n o t  b e  a s su m e d  th a t  e i th e r  th e  acq u is itio n  o r  th e  ap p lica tio n  o f  such  a descrip tive  
e p i th e t  is im m e d ia te . F o r  e x a m p le , as p h ilo so p h y  teach e rs , w e try  to  te a c h  o u r 
s tu d e n ts  to  h a v e  o n  h a n d  -  a n d  to  b e  ab le  co rrec tly  to  recogn ize  occasions fo r  -  
la b e ls  lik e : a n  e v a s iv e  m o m e n t  in  a n  a rg u m e n t, o r  a v ic ious c ircu la rity , o r  an  
in su ffic ie n tly  m o tiv a te d  p o s itio n . I t  m ay  ta k e  years  fo r  a s tu d e n t to  d ev e lo p  th is 
k in d  o f  c o m p e te n c e  ... a n d  e v e n  o n c e  th is  h a p p e n s , h e  m ay  e x h ib it a p e c u lia r  
b lin d n e ss  w h e n  it c o m e s  to  reco g n iz in g  occasions fo r  th e ir  ap p lica tio n  in his ow n 
w o rk .

P a r t  o f  th e  r e a s o n  th a t  a u g m e n tin g  o n e ’s s to ck  o f  (e .g .) co n cep ts  is so tim e ­
c o n su m in g  is th e  o n e  th a t  M u rd o c h  em phasizes: it is o fte n  a p rocess th a t re q u ire s  
g e ttin g  p a s t a n  e m o tio n a l s ta k e  o n e  h as  in  see in g  th in g s som e o th e r  way. M u rd o ch  
in  fa c t  h o ld s  th a t  th e  m a in  a n d  p e rh a p s  th e  o n ly  re a l  o b s ta c le  to  d e lib e ra tiv e  
p ro g re s s  is th e  p u ll o f  fan tasy , th a t  is, th e  se lf’s d esire  to  av e rt its gaze from  w h a t is 
“ re a lly  th e r e ” in  f ro n t  o f  o n e . ( “ [C o n sc io u sn e s s  is ... n o rm ally  ... a c loud  o f  m o re  
o r  less f a n ta s tic  re v e r ie  d e s ig n e d  to  p ro te c t th e  p syche from  p a in ” (79/364); th e  
p r o d u c t io n  o f  g r e a t  a r t  is a  m o d e l fo r  p ra c t ic a l  d e lib e ra t io n , b e c a u se  b e a u ty  
d is tra c ts  u s  f ro m  fa n ta sy  a n d  allow s us to  see  w h a t is “really  th e r e ” .) I w ill la te r  
try  to  say  w h a t I th in k  is r ig h t a b o u t th is  claim ; b u t fo r  now, M u rd o ch ’s m a n n e r  o f 
sp e a k in g  n o tw ith s ta n d in g , it  is o b v io u s en o u g h  th a t  res is tan ce  is by  no  m ean s the 
o n ly  r e a s o n  a u g m e n tin g  a n d  d e p lo y in g  o n e ’s d e sc rip tiv e  re p e r to ire  ta k e s  tim e. 
C o n s id e r  D o u g la s  C o u p la n d , a re c e n t ex am p le  o f  so m eo n e  w ho m ad e  a c a re e r  o f 
f in d in g  n a m e s  f o r  v e r y  f a m il ia r ,  b u t  u n t i l  t h e n  u n la b e le d ,  b i ts  o f  n in e t ie s  
e x p e r ie n c e .43 H is  success w o u ld  b e  in ex p licab le  if a n y o n e  cou ld  ju s t  com e u p  w ith 
a p t  d e s c r ip tio n s  a t  th e  d ro p  o f  a  h a t. C o m in g  by  th e  te rm s n e e d e d  fo r  a d e q u a te ly  '
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d esc rib in g  o u r  w o rld  is h a rd  e n o u g h  fo r  f in d in g  le  m o t  ju s te  a  h a n d fu l o f  t im e s  to  
m a k e  a  b e s ts e l le r  ( o r  a s in g le  te l l in g  c o n c e p t ,  a n  a c a d e m ic ’s c a r e e r ) ,  a n d  fo r  
in v e n tin g  a w o rd  to  o ccasio n a lly  b e  a n  im p o r ta n t  p o litic a l a c h ie v e m e n t.

S o  i f  y o u  a re  to  fa c e  d e c is io n s  in  w h ic h  y o u  a r e  e q u ip p e d  to  a c t  f o r  y o u r  
re a so n s , y o u  m u s t d o  y o u r  h o m e w o rk  a h e a d  o f  tim e ; if y o u  w a it u n til  it  is  tim e  to  
ch o o se  b e fo re  y o u  s ta r t  th in k in g  a b o u t w h a t to  d o , to o  m u c h  o f  th e  tim e  it  w ill b e  
to o  la te . B u t if  M u rd o c h  is r ig h t a b o u t th e  im m e n se  d ifficu lty  o f  p ro g re s s in g  to  a 
m o re  a d e q u a te  se t o f  p ra c tic a lly  o r ie n tin g  d e sc r ip tio n s , s im p ly  s ta r t in g  e a r ly  is n o t 
go in g  to  b e  en o u g h . W e h a v e  ju s t  s u p p le m e n te d  h e r  r e a s o n  fo r  th a t  c la im , th e  
in e r tia  o f  a  f ra m e  o f  m in d  th a t  is e m o tio n a lly  ea sy  o n  o n e , w ith  th e  p o in t  th a t  i t ’s 
h a r d  t o  t h i n k  o f  s p e c i a l l y  a p t  c o n c e p t s ,  a n d  t h e  m o r e  s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d  
c o n s id e ra tio n  o f  th e  tw o  show s th a t,  e v e n  w ith  a g o o d  d ea l o f  le a d  tim e , y o u  will 
h a v e  a  sc a n ty  co llec tio n  o f  p ra c tic a l g u id e s  if  y o u  h a v e  to  fa b r ic a te  all o f  th e m  by  
y o u rse lf . Y ou w ill d o  m u ch , m u c h  b e t te r  if  y o u  c a n  h e lp  y o u rs e lf  to  th e  p ro d u c ts  
o f  o th e r s ’ la b o r  -  as  in  p re t ty  m u c h  e v e ry  o th e r  p a r t  o f  life . B u t  fo r  th e  c o n c e p ts  
d e v e lo p e d  b y  o th e rs  to  b e  u sa b le  b y  y o u , th e y  w ill h a v e  to  b e  c o m m o n  r a th e r  th a n  
id io sy n c ra tic  co n cep ts .

I  th in k  th e re  is a  re a l d ifficu lty  fo r  th e  v iew  h e re . I t  is f irs t o f  a ll a  p ra c tic a l 
r a th e r  th a n  a  th e o re tic a l d ifficulty , a n d  it is a  d ifficu lty  fo r  p a r tic u la r is m  w h e th e r  
o r  n o t  M u rd o c h ’s fu ll th e o re tic a l f ra m e  is b e in g  ta k e n  on . O n  th e  o n e  h a n d , th e  
le a d  tim e  re q u ire d  to  d e v e lo p  th e  m e a n s  o f  se e in g  o n e ’s s i tu a tio n  p ro p e r ly  m e a n s  
th a t  o n e  h a s  to  p re p a re  fo r  d e lib e ra tio n  a h e a d  o f  tim e . T h e  o p tim a l w ay  to  d o  
th a t  is to  a c q u ire  g en e ric , a ll-p u rp o se  d e lib e ra tiv e  re so u rc e s  f ro m  o th e rs  (b e c a u se  
th e  r e s u l ts  o f  o n e ’s o w n  e n d e a v o r s  w ill s im p ly  b e  to o  s p a r s e  to  s u f f ic e ) .  A  
p a r t i c u la r i s t  r e a d in g  o f  th e  m o ra l  r e a lm , h o w e v e r , is c o n s t r u c te d  a r o u n d  a n  
a w a re n e ss  o f  th e  lim ita tio n s  o f  g en e ric  d e lib e ra tiv e  re so u rc e s . I f  th e  p a r tic u la r is t  
re a d in g  is r ig h t, th e n , m u ch  o f  th e  tim e  w e a re  b o u n d  to  d e l ib e ra te  p o o rly .

T h e  id io sy n c ra sy  c la im  p ro v id e s  a  fu r th e r  r e a s o n  fo r  th in k in g  th a t  th e  w ay  o n e  
sees th in g s  m u st b e  e n o u g h  to  d e te rm in e , a ll by  itse lf , w h a t o n e  is to  d o . I f  fu r th e r  
in fe re n c e  is r e q u ir e d  to  a r r iv e  a t  d e c is io n , th e n  o n e ’s d e s c r ip t io n  w ill o n ly  b e  
u s e f u l  i f  i t  d e p lo y s  t e r m s  a n d  c o n c e p ts  t h a t  e n g a g e  o n e ’s o t h e r  i n f e r e n t i a l  
re so u rc e s ; like  a p t d e sc rip tio n s , th e se  a re  a lso  h a rd  to  c o m e  b y  in  a  tim e ly  w ay  o n  
o n e ’s o w n , a n d  so  m o s t o f  th e m  a re  in e v ita b ly  c o m m u n ity  p ro p e r ty . F o r  in s ta n c e , 
th e  d e sc r ip tio n  o f  a  p o te n tia l  b u s in ess  p a r tn e r  as d ish o n e s t a n d  u n re lia b le  is u se fu l 
b e c a u se  o n e  h as  h a n d y  a  tr ie d  a n d  te s te d  ru le  o f  th u m b  to  th e  e ffe c t th a t  o n e  h a d  
b e t te r  n o t  e n te r  in to  c lo se  w o rk in g  re la t io n s h ip s  w ith  d is h o n e s t  a n d  u n re lia b le  
p e o p le . B u t h ig h ly  id io sy n c ra tic  d e sc r ip tio n s  w ill n o t  in te r lo c k  in  th is  w ay  w ith  
o th e r  in f e r e n t ia l  r e s o u rc e s . I n  M u r d o c h ’s n o v e l  T h e  I ta l ia n  G ir l ,  E d m u n d ,  its  
n a r r a to r  a n d  p r o ta g o n is t ,  d e s c r ib e s  a  s ta g e  in  a r r iv in g  a t  a  d e c is io n  to  o f f e r  
M ag g ie , th e  I ta lia n  se rv a n t o f  th e  title , a  r id e  to  Ita ly , a n d  h im se lf  in  th e  b a rg a in :

I  c o u l d  n o t  r e m e m b e r  t h a t  I  h a d  l o o k e d  a t  a n y o n e  i n  q u i t e  t h a t  w a y  b e f o r e :  w h e n  o n e  is  a l l  
v i s io n  a n d  t h e  o t h e r  f a c e  e n t e r s  i n t o  o n e ’s  o w n .  I  w a s  a w a r e  t o o  o f  a  b o d i l y  f e e l i n g  w h ic h  w a s  n o t  
e x a c t l y  d e s i r e  b u t  w a s  r a t h e r  s o m e t h i n g  t o  d o  w i t h  t i m e ,  a  s e n s e  o f  t h e  p r e s e n t  b e i n g  in f i n i t e l y  
l a r g e .  ( 1967, p .  168)

I t  is a  p la u s ib le  i l lu s tra tio n  o f  w h a t id io sy n c ra sy  in  p e rc e p tio n  is s u p p o s e d  to  c o m e  
to , a n d  i t  is p lau s ib le  th a t  o n ly  su ch  a  fo rm  o f  w o rd s  m ig h t c a p tu re  th e  c o n te n t  o f  
o n e ’s p e rc e p tio n  o n  so m e  o ccasio n . T h e  p ro b le m  is th a t  o n e  is  u n lik e ly  to  h a v e
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av a ilab le  ru le s , o r  e v e n  ru le s  o f  th u m b , like: w h en  o n e  is aw are  o f  a bod ily  feeling  
th a t  is n o t  d e s ir e  b u t  r a th e r  to  d o  w ith  tim e , e tc ., o f fe r  h e r  a r id e  to  Italy . So 
a p p lic a tio n s  o f  h ig h ly  id io sy n c ra tic  co n cep ts  w ill on ly  b e  usefu l if th e y  can  do  th e ir  
w o rk  o n  t h e i r  o w n , w i th o u t  th e  c o n tr ib u t io n  o f  o th e r  in te r lo c k in g  p ie c e s  o f  
in te lle c tu a l m a c h in e ry .

B u t th is  is n o t  a  p la u s ib le  p o s itio n  a t w hich  to  h av e  e n d e d  up. To p o in t o u t th a t 
o n e  h a s  to  h a v e  d o n e  o n e ’s h o m e w o rk  if  o n e  is g o in g  to  b e  su ffic ie n tly  w ell- 
p re p a re d  to  th in k  a b o u t  o n e ’s s itu a tio n  is n o t to  h av e  show n th a t  o n e  m ust b e  so 
w e ll-p re p a re d  th a t  o n e  d o e s  n o t  ev en  h av e  to  th ink . E v e n  if  o u r  aim  is to  reach  a 
s ta te  in  w h ic h  th e  g a p  b e tw e e n  see in g  a n d  ac ting  has b e e n  e lim in a ted , it o u g h t to  
b e  a c k n o w le d g e d  th a t  th e  a im  is ra re ly  a tta in e d ; m o s t o f  th e  tim e , w e a re  still 
go in g  to  h a v e  to  th in k  a b o u t w h a t to  do , a n d  so  th e  re so u rces  w e lay  by  fo r  a  ra in y  
d a y  s h o u l d  p r e p a r e  u s  to  d o  o u r  th in k in g ,  w h ic h  is  to  sa y  th e y  s h o u ld  b e  
su ffic ien tly  s ta n d a rd iz e d  to  in te r lo c k  w ith  o th e r  co n cep ts  th a t we have.

7. P ra c tic a l re a s o n in g  is re a so n in g  d ire c te d  to w ard  decid ing  w h a t to  do , and  
a c c o rd in g ly  th e r e  is a  lo n g  lin e  o f  s c h e m a tiz a tio n s  o f  p ra c tic a l re a so n in g  th a t 
d e s ig n a te  as th e  f in a l s te p  a  dec is io n , o r  th e  fo rm ing  o f  an  in te n tio n , o r  ev en  an  
a c tio n . T h a t  c o n n e c t io n  h a s  r e c e n t ly  b e e n  b ro u g h t in to  th e  fo re g ro u n d  b y  a 
p e r c e p t iv e  g r o u p  o f  m o r a l  p h i lo s o p h e r s  w h o  h o p e  to  r e a d  o f f  th e  s h a p e  o f 
p ra c tic a l  d e l ib e ra t io n  fro m  th e  sh a p e  o f  th e  ac tio n s th a t  a re  its  p ro d u c t.44 N ow  
w h e n  o n e  s e e s  p ra c t ic a l  re a s o n in g  in  th is  way, it is n a tu ra l  to  se e  e p iso d e s  of 
p ra c tic a l r e a s o n in g  as th e m se lv e s  ac tions: in stan ces o f  th e  ac tio n -ty p e  “decid ing  
w h a t  t o  d o ” t h a t  c o n s e q u e n t ly  c o n c lu d e  s u c c e s s fu lly  in  a c tu a l  d e c is io n .45 
M u rd o c h ’s u n d e rs ta n d in g  o f  p ra c tic a l re a so n in g  do es n o t, how ever, sh a re  th is a rea  
o f  c o m m o n  g ro u n d  in  th e  c o n te m p o ra ry  d eb a te .

L e t  u s  c o n tin u e  to  id en tify  p rac tica l rea so n in g  as u ltim a te ly  d o n e  w ith  a  view  
to  a c tio n .46 A s  M u rd o c h  h as  n o ticed , how ever, m o st o f  it m ust be  d o n e  fa r a h ead  
o f  tim e , w h ile  it  is to o  e a r ly  to  h av e  an y  v e ry  d e fin ite  c ircu m stan ces fo r ac tio n  in 
m in d . I t  fo llo w s th a t  e p iso d e s  o f  p ra c tic a l re a so n in g  o fte n  d o  n o t, ev en  w hen  
th e y  a r e  p r o p e r ly  e x e c u te d , te r m in a te  in  d e c is io n s  o r  a c tio n s . R a th e r , w h en  
su ccessfu l th e y  e v e n tu a te  in  th e  p ro d u c tio n  o f  cogn itive  resou rces: m e ta p h o rs  o r  
c o n c e p ts  o r  w a y s  o f  s e e in g  s i tu a t io n s  th a t  h a v e  p ra c tic a l fo rc e  o n c e  th e y  a re  
b ro u g h t to  b e a r  o n  a p p ro p r ia te  s itu a tio n s  47

B u t it  is a lso  o v e rs ta t in g  m a tte rs  to  say  th a t  o n  M u rd o c h ’s v iew  exerc ises  in 
p ra c tic a l d e lib e ra t io n  te rm in a te ;  reca ll th a t  sh e  h o ld s th a t  th e re  is alw ays fu r th e r  
ro o m  f o r  im p ro v e m e n t in  o n e ’s p rac tica l vision. O n e  m ay leav e  o ff w o rk in g  on 
s o m e  s e t  o f  “ n o rm a t iv e -d e s c r ip t iv e ” e p ith e ts  fo r  a w h ile , in  th e  w ay th a t  o n e  
m ig h t ta k e  a b re a k  f ro m  w ash in g  th e  d ishes; b u t o n e  is n ev e r d o n e  w ith  th em  (o r 
sh o u ld  n e v e r  b e  d o n e  w ith  th e m ), ju s t  as in  so m e h o u seh o ld s  o n e  is n e v e r  d o n e  
w ith  th e  d is h e s . E v e n  w h e n  a n  o c c a s io n  fo r  a c tio n  th a t  d e p lo y s  th e  c o n c e p ts  
c o m e s  a n d  g o es , th a t  n e e d  n o t  m e a n  th a t  o n e  is d o n e  w ith  th e  job ; b ecau se  the 
k in d  o f  p ra c tic a l re so u rc e s  o n e  is d ev e lo p in g  m ay  b e  usefu l la te r, th e re  will o ften  
b e  a  p o in t  to  try in g  to  see  a  p a s t ch o ice  b e t te r  th a n  o n e  h ad  m an ag ed  to  a t the 
tim e . (A n d  o f  c o u rse  th e re  m a y  b e  a m o ra l o r  e th ica l p o in t, ev en  if th e re  is no  
fu tu re -d ire c te d  re a s o n  to  k e e p  im p ro v in g  th e  d esc rip tiv e  too l.)
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T h is  m e a n s  th a t,  w h ile  th e  p o in t o f  th is  k in d  o f  d e lib e ra tiv e  ac tiv ity  m a y  still b e  
to  a d v a n c e  th e  cau se  o f  w e ll-ch o sen  a c tio n , b e c a u se  th e re  is n o  v is ib le  p o in t  o f  
c lo s u re  to w a rd s  w h ic h  i t  c a n  b e  o r ie n te d ,  th e  k in d s  o f  c o n t r o l  s t r u c tu r e s  th a t  
g o v e rn  ac tio n s  w ill n o t  b e  a p p ro p r ia te  fo r  re g u la tin g  it. V o g le r h a s  e m p h a s iz e d  th a t 
b e c a u se  ac tio n s co m e  w ith  a  b u ilt- in  e n d  o r  te rm in a tio n  p o in t, to  w h ich  th e  a c t io n ’s 
p rev io u s  s tag es a re  m e a n s  o r  s tep s , o n e  c a n  ch eck  th e  p ra c tic a l ra tio n a lity  o f  a  s tep  
b y  c h e c k in g  to  se e  w h e th e r  i t  is a  s te p  to w a rd s  th e  te rm in a t io n  p o in t. (S o , fo r  
in s tan ce , if  th e  te rm in a tio n  p o in t h as  a lre a d y  b e e n  re a c h e d  w h e n  th e  s te p  is ta k e n , 
as w h en  y o u  h a v e  a lre a d y  fo u n d  y o u r  k ey s, b u t  k e e p  o n  lo o k in g  fo r  th e m , th e n  
y o u r  fu r th e r  lo o k in g  is n o t ra tio n a l b u t  co m p u lsiv e .)  S ince  th e re  is n o  e n d  o f  th is 
k in d  in  v iew  in  m u ch  M u rd o c h ia n  d e lib e ra tio n , th e  s tag es  o f  d e lib e ra tio n  c a n n o t b e  
re fe r re d  to  a n  e n d  in  th is  w ay  to  see  if  th e y  a re  p rac tica lly  ra tio n a l.

I  e a r l ie r  w o rr ie d  th a t  th e  p a r tic u la r is t  g e s tu re  a t  th e  d e p e n d e n c e  o f  re a s o n s  o n  
c o n te x t h a d  th e  e ffec t o f  b rin g in g  d iscu ss io n  u p  s h o r t , a n d  I  h a v e  b e e n  try in g  to  
su g g est th a t  w e w ill d o  b e t te r  b y  re im p o r tin g  M u rd o c h  in to  th a t  d iscu ssio n . T h e  
h a rd  p a r t ,  o n c e  a g a in , o f  f ig u rin g  o u t  w h a t to  d o  is s u p p o s e d  to  b e  g e tt in g  th e  
d e sc r ip tio n  o f  y o u r  s itu a tio n  r ig h t; so  w h a t w e n e e d  to  th in k  a b o u t  n e x t  is h o w  you  
o u g h t to  go  a b o u t g e ttin g  th e  r ig h t d e sc r ip tio n . T h is  m ig h t so u n d  lik e  a  p ro p o sa l 
fo r  a m a n u a l th a t  w o u ld  in s tru c t u s  in  p ro d u c in g  p ra c tic a lly  re le v a n t  p o r tra y a ls  o f 
o n e ’s c irc u m sta n c es  ( th in k  o f  so m e th in g  a lo n g  th e  lin e s  o f  th e  jo u r n a l is t ’s “ F ive  
W ’s” , o n ly  m o re  so ). A  p a r tic u la r is t  w ill n o t  f in d  su ch  a  p ro je c t  p ro m is in g  a t firs t 
g la n c e , a n d  n o w  t h a t  w e  h a v e  r e o p e n e d  th e  q u e s t io n  o f  th e  k in d  o f  c o n t r o l  
s tru c tu re  th e  d e sc rip tiv e  p h a se  o f  p ra c tic a l d e lib e ra t io n  h a s  to  h a v e , it w ill se e m  
e v e n  le s s  p r o m is in g  a t  s e c o n d  g la n c e .  M a n u a l s  w o r k  b e s t  w h e n  t h e y  a r e  
e x p la in in g  h o w  to  ach iev e  so m e  fa irly  d e f in ite  e n d .

M u rd o c h  h a s  it, w e saw , th a t  th e  p r im a ry  o b s ta c le  to  s e e in g  m a tte r s  as th e y  
r e a l ly  a r e  is b e in g  d is t r a c te d  b y  o n e s e lf :  b y  th e  d e s i r e  to  b e  v in d ic a te d ,  by  
co m fo rtin g  fan ta s ie s , a n d  th e  like . H e r  p re s c r ip tio n  is to  r e d ire c t  o n e ’s a t te n tio n  
aw ay  fro m  th e  self, a n d  she  h o ld s  th a t  th is  ca n  b e  d o n e  o n ly  in c re m e n ta lly , an d  
th a t  it  w ill n o rm a lly  re q u ire  e x te rn a l  a id s . (S h e  re c o m m e n d s  g re a t  a r t ,  n a tu re ,  
an d , possib ly , p ra y e r.)  T h is  d iag n o sis , I  a rg u e d , is d iff icu lt to  a c c e p t as s ta te d ;  th e  
d is tra c tio n s  o f  th e  se lf  a re  so m e  a m o n g  m a n y  o th e r  o b s ta c le s , th o u g h  I a m  w illing 
to  b e lie v e  th a t  in  th e  m o ra l d o m a in  th e y  a re  e sp ec ia lly  im p o r ta n t .  B u t  th e re  is 
so m e th in g  th a t  M u rd o c h  is g e tt in g  r ig h t a b o u t  p ra c tic a l re a so n in g , a n d  I  w o u ld  
like  to  c o n c lu d e  b y  try in g  to  say  w h a t th a t  is.

G e t t in g  o n e ’s d e s c r ip t io n s  r ig h t  -  s e e in g  th in g s  in  th e  r ig h t  w ay  -  is m o s t  
im p o r ta n tly  a m a t te r  o f  w h a t o n e  n o tic e s .48 A n d  so  th e  ta s k  h e r e  re a lly  is th a t  o f  
d ire c tin g  o r  re d ire c tin g  o n e ’s a tte n tio n . N o w  w h ile  th e re  is so m e  d e g re e  to  w h ich  
o n e  c a n  fo rc e  o n e ’s a t te n t io n  th is  w ay  o r  th a t ,  a n d  so  to  w h ic h  a t t e n d in g  o r  
n o tic in g  c a n  fig u re  as s tag es in  a  p la n , to  a  g re a t  e x te n t  a t te n t io n  re s is ts  v o lu n ta ry  
d ire c tio n . Y ou c a n ’t k e e p  y o u r  ey es  f ro m  slid in g  o ff  th e  p a g e s  o f  so m e  b o o k s ; y o u  
su d d e n ly  rea lize  th a t ,  d e sp ite  y o u r  f irm e s t in te n tio n s , y o u  c a n n o t r e m e m b e r  th e  
la s t te n  o r  so  m in u te s  o f  a ta lk  th a t  y o u  a re  n o w  w illing  to  d e sc r ib e  as te d io u s ; you  
a re  u n a b le  n o t  to  n o tic e  a n  in te r lo c u to r ’s v e rb a l tics. A t te n t io n  fo llow s re sp o n se s  
l ik e  in te r e s t  o r  c u rio s ity , in  s o m e th in g  lik e  th e  w ay  th a t  th e  g ro w th  o f  p la n ts  
fo llow s th e ir  re sp o n se s  to  light.

L e t m e  p re ss  th e  a n a lo g y  ju s t  a  b it  fu r th e r . P la n ts  so lv e  p ra c tic a l  p ro b le m s , b u t
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th e y  d o  n o t  ty p ic a l ly  ( th e r e  a r e  o c c a s io n a l e x c e p tio n s , as  in  th e  c a rn iv o ro u s  
p la n ts )  a c t.  A g e n c y  in v o lv e s  a  k in d  o f  c o o rd in a t io n  th a t  r e q u ire s  c e n tra liz e d  
c o m m a n d , b u t  p la n t s  p r o d u c e  o u tc o m e s  ( su c h  as e f f ic ie n t c o n f ig u ra tio n s  o f  
l e a v e s )  w i t h o u t  c o o r d i n a t i o n  o f  th is  k in d .49 (W h e n  o n e  r o o t  e n c o u n te r s  a 
c o n c e n tr a t io n  o f  n u tr ie n ts ,  a n d  so  b ra n c h e s , th e re  is n o  ce n tra l n e rv o u s  system  
d e c id in g  w h e th e r  th is  r o o t  sh o u ld  b ra n c h , o r  so m e  o th e r.)  A n d  since  a c tio n s  
re q u ire  a  h ig h  d e g re e  o f  c o o rd in a tio n  o f  th is  k in d , p la n ts  d o  n o t p ro d u c e  actions. 
W h e n  a  p la n t  g ro w s to w a rd  th e  ligh t, th e re  is v e ry  o fte n  n o  d e te rm in a te  e n d  p o in t 
a g a in s t w h ic h  th e  p re v io u s  s tag es  o f  g ro w th  can  be  p o s itio n ed  as s tep s  in  a p lan . 
(R a th e r , th e  p la n t  w ill c o n tin u e  grow ing  as lo n g  as th e  ligh t a ttrac ts  it  -  som etim es 
to  its  d e t r im e n t ,  a s  w h e n  a  t r e e  b re a k s  u n d e r  its  o w n  w e ig h t).50 O u r  p rac tica l 
v o c a b u la ry  is sp e c ia liz e d  a ro u n d  agency, b u t  w e n e e d  to  com e to  recogn ize  th is as 
a  p ra c tic a l h in d e ra n c e : n o t  a ll p rac tica l p ro b lem s a re  so lved  by  d o in g  som eth in g .

T h e  th o u g h t  th a t  h u m a n  b e in g s en g ag e  in , o r  a re  th e  locus of, activ ity  th a t  is 
less th a n  a c tio n  is n o t  u n fam ilia r. O u r  b o d ie s  grow , d igest, a n d  a ll th e  re s t o f  it, 
a n d  t h e  n o t i o n  o f  “ s u b p e r s o n a l  c o g n i t iv e  p r o c e s s e s ” h a s  b e e n  f a ir ly  w e ll 
a s s im ila te d  in to  th e  c u r r e n t  p ic tu re  o f  h u m a n  psychology. B u t w e h av e  n o t ye t 
m a n a g e d  to  r e je c t  a  v iew , p e rh a p s  in h e r i te d  f ro m  as f a r  b a c k  a s  A r is to t le , o f 
w h e re  th e s e  p ro c e s se s  fit in to  th e  o rg a n iz a tio n  o f  th e  p e rso n  -  a  v iew  th a t is m o re  
a n  e x p re s s io n  o f  p re -C o p e m ic a n  ev a lu a tiv e  b ias th a n  it is an  h o n e s t d esc rip tio n  o f 
w h a t w e  a re  re a lly  lik e . O n  th is  view , so m e  c re a tu re s  have  m ere ly  veg e ta tiv e  souls; 
th e s e  so lv e  th e i r  p ra c tic a l p ro b le m s  th ro u g h  devices like  p h o to tro p ism . C re a tu re s  
w ith  a n im a l so u ls  -  th a t  is, c re a tu re s  th a t  so lve th e ir  p rac tica l p ro b le m s by  ac ting  
o n  th e  b as is  o f  w h a t th e y  p e rc e iv e  -  have , as it w ere , a  veg e ta tiv e  su b stra tu m , bu t 
th is  is s u b s e r v ie n t  to  th e  g o v e rn in g  a n im a l o rg a n iz a t io n  o f  su c h  a  c r e a tu re .  
C r e a tu r e s  w ith  r a t i o n a l  so u ls  -  h u m a n  b e in g s  -  h a v e  v e g e ta t iv e  a n d  a n im a l 
s u b s tra ta  in  tu rn ,  b u t  th e s e  lo w e r lay e rs  se rv e  th e  h ig h e r ra tio n a l o rg an iza tio n , 
a n d  in  p a r t ic u la r  th e  a n im a l (viz., p e rc e p tu a l an d  ac tiv e) aspec ts  o f  h u m a n  activ ity  
a re  d ire c te d  b y  th e  h ig h e s t a n d  a u to n o m o u s  layer, th e  p e rso n ’s ra tio n a l agency.

W h a t  M u rd o c h  h a s  r ig h t is th a t ,  in  h u m a n  b e ings, agency  a n d  th e  ac tio n s  it 
p ro d u c e s  a re  th e m se lv e s  d ire c te d  b y  p ro cesses  th a t resem b le , in  th e  te rm s o f  the  
A r is to te l ia n  p ic tu re ,  a c tiv ity  o f  th e  v e g e ta tiv e  p a r t  o f  th e  so u l.51 T h e  a g e n tia l 
s t ru c tu re  o f  p e rs o n s  is b e t te r  th o u g h t o f  n o t as th e  g o v ern ing  to p  layer, b u t as o n e  
o f  th e  m id d le  la y e rs  in  a san d w ich . T h is  is w hy th e  s tages o f p rac tica l d e lib e ra tio n  
th a t  M u rd o c h  is fo cu ss in g  o n  d o  n o t  lo o k  like  ac tio n s o rie n te d  to w ard s  de fin ite  
te rm in a t io n  p o in ts .

T h e  a sp e c ts  o f  r a tio n a lity  th a t  w e m o st va lu e  tu rn  o u t to  b e lo n g  to  w h a t we 
h a v e  th e  u n ju s tif ia b le  h a b it  o f  re g a rd in g  as a  “lo w e r” p a r t  o f  th e  soul. T h a t id ea  is 
lik e ly  to  g e n e ra te  a  c e r ta in  a m o u n t o f  re s is tan ce . F irs t, it w ill b e  o b jec ted , p lan ts  
g ro w  to w a rd  th e  lig h t b lin d ly ;  h o w  c a n  a  p ro cess  o f  th a t so rt co u n t as ra tio n a l -  
a n d , a  p a r t ic u la r is t  w ill a d d , h o w  ca n  w e e x p e c t it  to  be  m o re  flex ib le  th a n  the 
ru le s  h e  is re je c tin g ?  S eco n d , th e  co m p e llin g  fo rce  o f  ra tio n a l in fe ren ce  is lacking: 
if  it  is a ll n o tic in g  a n d  a t te n tio n , th e  p ra c tic a l re a so n in g  c a n n o t lie in  a rriv ing  at 
th e  d e s c r ip t io n  o f  o n e ’s p ro b le m , b e c a u se  th e re  is -  as Jo n a th a n  D an cy  vividly p u t 
i t  to  m e  -  n o  th e re fo r e  in  m e n ta l  m o v e m e n ts  o f  th is  k ind .

B u t, o n  th e  f irs t c o u n t, h u m a n s  d o  d iffe r f ro m  p lan ts  in  th a t  we can  to  som e 
e x te n t  t r a in  th e  re sp o n se s  th a t  g u id e  o u r  a t te n tio n  (an d  so  o u r  ab ility  to  n o tice
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what we need to). Taking the response of interest as representative, along with a 
nearby example, recall that what it is to become a philosopher is in part to acquire 
a sense of what is philosophically interesting; if things are going well, what one 
finds interesting will change not only as one comes to understand the field better, 
but as the field itself changes. It is their mutability, their ability to track or 
underwrite assessments as content-rich as “interesting”, and the traction they allow 
for criticism that makes the responses that direct our attention less hidebound than 
the unvarying reasons that so frustrated the particularist. So if the hardest part of 
thinking through our practical problems is arriving at the right way of seeing them, 
the next thing to think about is how to modify and adjust the responses that 
determine our attention, so that we will be able to notice what needs to be noticed. 
That is itself a practical problem, and if Murdoch is right, we will have to address it 
situation by situation, starting off by trying to describe what the impulses that 
direct our attention are responses to, and how well they are doing their job.

On the second count: I don’t have a satisfactory account o f the force of a 
“therefore,” and while sometimes that does not preclude arguing for its presence, 
I’m not going to attempt that here. Instead, by way of suggesting that we should 
be less certain about the alleged contrast than the objection has it, I want to point 
out that what looks like a symptom  of this kind of compellingness is present. That 
one cannot believe at will is best explained by the fact that beliefs stand in 
inferential relations to other beliefs, and that we also cannot notice at will, and 
have a great deal of difficulty paying attention at will, may likew ise be best 
accounted for by som ething of a p iece with the force o f (uncontroversially  
rational) inference.

8. I have been advancing a series of suggestions about how to proceed in the 
development of an area of moral theory. I pointed out that the sub-Aristotelian 
position is a poor fit for particularism, and that particularism needs a better 
theoretical home if it is not to function as a philosophical conversation-stopper. I 
introduced M urdoch’s idea that the early-on descriptive phase o f practical 
reasoning should be the focus of our attention, because that is where all the hard 
deliberative work has to get done. This does seem to me to be a promising way to 
think about the defusing move, which I suggested was the heart of particularism. 
However, I tried to show how pressure develops in Murdoch’s view (and possibly 
more generally, in views of this kind) to connect description directly with action, 
at the expense of subsequent deliberation. I inspected M urdoch’s notion that 
successfully executed redescription will tend to be idiosyncratic; while I am not 
entirely convinced, I think that particularists ought to be entertaining claims with 
roughly this look and feel. I have just been asking you to notice how Murdoch’s 
understanding of practical reasoning is tied to a nonstandard picture of the place 
of agency in the person. And I hope that the way I have laid matters out makes 
the idea of pairing particularism with M urdoch’s take on practical reasoning  
attractive. But the argumentatively-inclined reader may be thinking that we have 
had far too much in the way of suggestion, and not nearly enough in the way of 
argument. So this would be an appropriate place to remind him that, on the 
account o f practical deliberation that we find in M urdoch, this is just what 
deliberation with a practical point is supposed to be like.
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Notes

1 Dancy, 1993, pp. 55-119; Dancy, 1985; Little, 2000; Little, 2001 (but see note 19, below); 
McDowell, 1998, esp. ch. 3; McNaughton, 1989, esp. p. 62 and ch. 13; Norman, 1997, esp. pp. 122 ff. 
It’s not clear that McDowell self-identifies with the movement, but the movement does seem to 
identify with him; I will return to the question of the fit between them below.

2 See, for instance, Kolnai, 1970.
3 As it happens, there is a history of influence to be recovered: McDowell is (modulo the 

qualification mentioned in note 1) probably the most influential of the contemporary particularists; 
other particularists have been strongly influenced by him, and McDowell was himself influenced by 
Murdoch. Most particularists are either not aware of or do not devote much attention to the 
connection; it is indicative of how little that a recent anthology titled Moral Particularism contains 
only one reference to Murdoch, and that reference gets the title of her best-known philosophical 
publication wrong: Hooker and Little, 2000, p. 292n. For traces of the pattern of influence, see 
Dancy, 1993, pp. ix, xii; McDowell, 1998, ch. 3, notes 35-37; McNaughton, 1989, p. ix.

4 Of course, the idea itself has been around for a long time; decision theorists have taken n for 
granted since, anyway, the 1940s, and (as Michael Thompson has reminded me) G. E. M. Anscombe 
famously made a point of choosing examples of reasons for action that went against the moral grain. 
Note that the distinction I am invoking here is not to be confused with that between ethics and 
metaethics, which was quite popular for much of the twentieth century; if this latter distinction can 
be sustained, both substantive theories of practical reasoning (in particular, those that specify the 
forms that practical inference takes) and substantive moral theory will come down on the same side 
of it.

5 Dancy, 2000, p. 144, quoting from Thesiger, 1959; he produces the example in the course of a 
discussion of the Sure-Thing Principle, and does not seem to think of it as an illustration of the 
defusing move. Dancy, 1999, p. 144, acknowledges that particularism has had to get by without having 
a “canonical expression”.

6 To be sure, not everyone agrees that the defusing move always works. For instance, Brad Hooker 
is willing to insist that pleasure, at any rate when it’s not a sadist’s pleasure, is always a “moral plus” 
(2000, p. 8), and David Bakhurst, even while agreeing that it is not always in the same way a reason 
for action, likewise holds that “[suffering is enduringly significant... [and] not something that... [a 
morally sensitive] agent could leave out of a moral description” (2000, p. 173). A similarly hedged 
resistance can be found in Branmark, 1999. But disagreement of this kind is, on the occasions 1 have 
run into it, premature. To continue with pleasure and suffering, variations on the camelback 
adventure will serve as defusing surrounds; or again, climbing a mountain might be motivated by the 
extreme limits to which one will pushed, i.e., by the pain and suffering it will involve. When someone 
chooses to undergo real suffering on his way to the next peak or oasis, the suffering may well not 
belong in a morally oriented description of the situation.

7 Dancy, 1993, p. 60; Hooker, 2000, p. 6.
8 Dancy, 1993, pp. 60-62; Dancy, 2000.
9 McNaughton and Rawling, 2000, p. 257 (the view they are describing here is not their own); 

McNaughton, 1989, p. 190; Little, 2000, p. 288; Little also adopts the generalization explanation of 
rules. The reminder view of rules can be found in Dancy, 1993, p. 67; he gives a related account of the 
moral uses of imagined situations at Dancy, 1985,150f. See also McDowell, 1998, pp. 57f, on what he 
subsequently calls the “thesis of uncodifiability”, and the quoted characterization of particularism at 
Dancy, 1985, p. 149. '

!0 Jackson et al., 2000, p. 99; compare Dancy, 1993, pp. 73-79. ,
11 For the objection, see Hooker, 2000, pp. 16ff. ,
12 Dancy, at any rate, has committed himself to taking considerations of this kind seriously: he' 

writes that “[o]ur duty as philosophers of ethics is to make sense of the discoverable patterns of 
moral reasoning; if we cannot do this it is a fault on our side, a fault in the philosophy rather than in 
the reasoning” (1985, pp. 149f).

13 89f/373: Murdoch’s Sovereignty o f  G ood  (1970) is perhaps the most widely available of her 
philosophical works, but Existentialists and Mystics (1998) stands a good chance of becoming the 
canonical collection of her non-fiction. (It is not to be treated as a critical edition; for instance, her 
important paper, “On Vision and Choice in Morality” has been abridged so as to remove its original
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concessions to Aristotelian Society format.) The essays in Sovereignty appear in Existentialists as well. 
Accordingly, slashed cites in the text will give first the page in Sovereignty, followed by the page in 
Existentialists; unslashed cites give the page in Existentialists.

14 Compare MacNaughton, 1989, p. 203, on rules of style.
15 For this last claim, see Raz, 2000, pp. 66f.
16 Distinguish reasons whose force is general, but which are not governed by the Principle of 

Sufficient Reason (that is, reasons that are good enough this time, but which won’t always be good 
enough), from kleenex reasons (use them once and throw them away). The former are probably best 
taken up under the heading of Aristotelian moral theory; particularism might look like an occasion to 
work on the more radical option, but I don’t see that it is nearly ready for a challenge of this 
magnitude.

17 See Irwin, 2000, for some objections to attributing particularism to Aristotle.
18 Williams, 2001, p. 78; when particularists themselves face off against a view with the features I 

have just mentioned, they sometimes take Ross as their stalking horse.
19 For a particularist gesture at the sub-Aristotelian position, see Dancy’s “account of the person on 

whom we can rely to make sound moral judgements” (1993, at p. 64). Little, in correspondence, has 
described her current position in a way that comes out close to the sub-Aristotelian view in some but 
not all respects. Perhaps compatibly, MacNaughton, 1989, pp. 203-205, expresses his qualms about 
using the professional ethicist (who is to be distinguished from the phronim os) as a moral reference 
point.

20 The point is related to one made by Williams against Aristotelian alternatives to his “internalism” 
(1995). Because your differences from the phronim os  can give you reasons for action, what the 
phronim os has reason to do may not be what you have reason to do: the virtuous person is temperate 
and so has no need to lock his liquor cabinet, but if you are an alcoholic, you may have all the reason 
in the world to lock it up and throw away the key. (Perhaps if we mute Aristotle’s insistence that the 
phronim os have been well brought up we can allow for one who remembers, e.g., an akratic past. 
But we obviously cannot have a phronim os who has lived through all the possible fallings-away from 
virtue.) The counterexamples exploit what Shope (1978) has labelled the “conditional fallacy”.

21 Three remarks. First, the effect should be familiar from the identity crises suffered by senior-year 
applicants for fellowships abroad -  the upshot of having worked up four or five rather different 
projects and accompanying interview personalities. Second, all this is of course not to suggest that 
meddlesomeness is enough to make one a good advisor. There is also, just for instance, the ability 
(the advice columnists’ stock-in-trade) to be completely matter-of-fact about anything, which is 
likewise probably not the way a virtuous person comports himself. And third, perhaps there are 
people one could legitimately call virtuous advisors, but these would be people who possessed the 
advising virtues, not people who were both virtuous and advisors. (The mistake involved in conflating 
these has been well-described by Geach, 1956; I’m grateful to Lauren Tillinghast for allowing me to 
read an unpublished manuscript discussing Geach’s argument.)

22 Murdoch herself tends to think of the background to her ethical views as philosophy of mind or 
moral psychology; see 4/301f.

23 These examples are due to Lori Alward and Amy Johnson.
24 Psychologists and cognitive scientists have found these issues of interest for much of the last 

century; see, e.g., Duncker, 1945, or, more recently, Chi, et a l ,  1981.
25 She does explicitly endorse views of a piece with contemporary particularism at 85 ff.
26 The checklist metaphor, differently deployed, crops up in discussions of particularism, including 

Dancy, 1985, p. 150; MacNaughton, 1989, p. 62; and Little, 2000, p. 287.
27 Diamond, 1996.
28 Murdoch, 1992, p. 86. The volume I have taken this passage from is disorganized in the extreme, 

and it is hard not to attribute the state it is in to the illness from which Murdoch eventually died. (See 
Bayley, 1999, Bayley, 2000, for her husband’s account of the final stages of Murdoch’s battle with 
Alzheimer’s.) Nonetheless, I think that standalone remarks can be culled from the Gifford Lectures 
that do illuminate her considered views.

29 40/332; compare 37/329,64/352.
30 Maier, 1931.
31 It is here that keeping track of particularism’s historical debt to Murdoch could especially have 

prevented wasted m otion. Jackson, Pettit and Smith, for instance, begin their discussion of
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particularism by introducing “the distinction between, on the one hand, the descriptive, non- 
evaluative, factual, natural, etc. and, on the other, the evaluative, ethical, normative, moral etc.” as a 
distinction without which the view they oppose cannot be so much as stated. (2000, p. 81). But 
perhaps they would have been less confident on this point had they identified Murdoch as a member 
of the particularist tradition. Murdoch was, after all, thought of until recently by philosophers in the 
analytic tradition primarily as the source of the view that what are now called “thick ethical 
concepts” can be used as an objection to the fact-value distinction. (The term was made familiar by 
Geertz, 1973, ch. 1, who in turn attributes it to Ryle; I’m grateful to Gopal Sreenivasan for helping 
me follow the citation trail. See Millgram, 1995, for the way in which Murdoch’s ideas were adapted 
by writers such as McDowell, Putnam and Williams.) ■

I don’t, however, want to suggest that the analytic appropriation of Murdoch was faithful to her 
views. As she was appropriated, the objection was supposed to be that concepts such as “devious,” 
“sleazy,” “cute,” and so on have both evaluative or prescriptive and factual or descriptive aspects, but 
that they cannot be factored into separate evaluative and descriptive components; the conclusion that 
was supposed to follow was that the fact-value distinction is impossible to sustain. But there is, as we 
might expect, no argument to that effect in Murdoch’s own discussion; her claim is rather that it is 
inadvisable to sustain the distinction.

32 I’m grateful to Carla Bagnoli for discussion on this point. Murdoch herself seems to think that 
there might be arguments for sometimes but not always doing do; she describes the demand as part of 
“a Liberal ideal” (84). ;

There is a further way to see how the allegedly metaphysical distinction is beside the point. Return 
to the grammar example, and call grammatical particularism the thesis that the defusing move works 
within the grammar of a language. In a language of which grammatical particularism was true, that a 
noun was masculine, say, would be a reason for using the masculine article... except that there would 
be a not-fully-systematizable array of contexts in which it was a reason for using the feminine o r  , 
neuter article. (If the defusing contexts are really unsystematizable, they cannot be judged 
grammatical or ungrammatical by appeal to a non-trivial rule, but we can suppose that native 
speakers classify them as acceptable and unacceptable.) We can imagine languages of which 
grammatical particularism is true; I sometimes suspect that it is almost true of French and English. It 
is evidently possible to modify arguments against particularism of the type advanced by Jackson, et 
al., 2000, to conclude that grammatical particularism cannot be correct: that there must be codifiable 
rules that determine some patterns of the linguistic elements (such as words, phonemes, or letters) to 
be the grammatically correct constructions.

Now notice that when the metaphysical or metaethical contrast between “evaluative” and 
“descriptive” is drawn, the elements that the grammar governs -  words, sentences, and even letters -  
are not so much as identifiable using only those features that those who draw the distinction could 
defend placing on its descriptive side. This strongly suggests that the concerns regarding particularism ' 
do not at bottom have anything to do with the contrast between evaluative and descriptive, and that 
arguments that so present them are their less than faithful expressions.

33 Murdoch does not present anything like a standardly-shaped argument for them herself. In 
Millgram, 1998, I outlined and assessed what I took to be Murdoch’s strategy for supporting her 
theses, that of using her own novels as arguments for her view. I am now less certain that I correctly 
understood her intentions. As we will see, on Murdoch’s account, moral progress is a matter of 
gradually redirecting on e’s attention; this happens incrementally, and can be assisted, but not 
compelled, by providing better objects on which to fix one’s attention. So we should not expect an 
argument, even a novelistic argument, that is intended to force an abrupt turn in one’s moral life; at 
most we will be provided with, or reminded of, other things to think about, and terms to think about 
them in, and it is likely that this is the way she intends Sovereignty to operate.

34 42/333; actually, she seems to be suggesting not just that one need not do further practical 
reasoning, but that one cannot. She writes: “One is often compelled almost automatically by what one 
can see” (37/329). She speaks repeatedly of “a world which is compulsively present to the will”; “we 
cannot suddenly alter what we can see and ergo what we desire and are compelled by” (39/330f); 
“[m]an ... is a unified being who sees, and who desires in accordance with what he sees ...” (40/332, 
her emphases throughout).

I indicated earlier that the uptake of Murdoch’s work among analytic philosophers was focussed on 
the deployment of a special class of (“thick ethical”) concepts. But this was perhaps misleading, since 
analytic philosophers are educated to think of concepts as functions from objects to truth-values, and
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Murdoch’s “normative epithets” (18/313) have not merely truth-values, but actions, as their outputs. 
As we will see, they also, and most importantly, have the task of directing one’s attention in one 
direction or another; that is, instead of taking objects as inputs, they pick out and delineate objects 
for consideration. Their inputs include not merely already well-defined objects, but imprecisely 
marked-out contexts of application, and those contexts include the histories of their users. (26/319, 
33/325) Not surprisingly, Murdoch herself is much more ginger about the term than the philosophers 
who have appropriated her; with som e exceptions, she avoids “con cep t” in favor o f less 
philosophically loaded vocabulary, such as “specialized normative words” (22/317), “normative- 
descriptive words” (31/324), and so on. I will do the same (like her, with exceptions).

35 Alternatively, one will not be in a position to say, before arriving at one’s answer, what the 
weights are. Compare McNaughton, 1989, pp. 199 f.

36 57f/346f; 95/378. To forestall confusion, let me contrast the differing roles the unity of virtue plays 
in Murdoch and in McDowell. In Murdoch, unity of the virtues is a paradigmatic instance of how 
disparate objects of choice can be seen in a way that resolves conflict. In McDowell, however, unity 
of the virtues is a way of talking about how this kind of resolution of competing considerations into 
decision goes ahead in the agent. And his way of talking about the final evaluative unification of 
apparently conflicting objects of choice takes the label “eudaemonia” -  the Aristotelian notion of 
the well-lived life -  rather than (as in Murdoch, who reads more Plato than Aristotle) the Good.

37 29/322, and compare 33/326: “Reasons are not necessarily, and qua reasons, public.” This may be 
Murdoch’s view of specifically moral thought, rather than a rendering of practical deliberation more 
generally; certainly she allows that many concepts whose structure is simple and public -  “red light” 
and “green light”, for example -  are fine as they are.

38 llff/307ff; I am not claiming that Murdoch has the (very controversial) Private Language 
Argument right, and so I don’t need to take a stand myself on what the Argument is or how it works. 
What matters for the point at hand is its reception in the 1960s: Murdoch is arguing against the claim 
that the private is logically parasitic on the public, and so that thoughts whose contents are in 
principle incommunicable cannot be made sense of. This was understood at the time as a claim about 
the metaphysics of mind.

For obvious reasons, one should not expect convincing and worked-out examples of robustly 
idiosyncratic reasons (though I will present a surrogate for one below). Difficulties of this general 
flavor are typical of particularism; compare Lippert-Rasmussen’s complaint that Dancy is not in a 
position to treat his imagined cases as arguments for his view (1999, p. 106n).

39 See 42/333.1 don’t see how a particularist could have a guarantee that such evaluatively unifying 
redescriptions will always be available; an argument to that effect would have to turn on some feature 
of situations that was guaranteed always to be present and always to be practically relevant, but the 
central motivating thought of particularism is that there can be no such feature. Murdoch seems to 
acknowledge this when she says that while “[t]he search for unity is deeply natural ... [it] may be 
capable of producing nothing but a variety of illusions.” (76/362)

40 28ff/321ff, and especially the following remark: “... if M [a mother-in-law in a famous example] 
says D [her daughter-in-law] is ‘common’... this use of it can only be fully understood if we know not 
only D but M” (33/325).

41 Earlier on, I quickly rehearsed a complaint fielded against particularism, that the aspects of 
morality that have to do with social control are not accommodated by antinomianism, and you may 
be wondering why Murdoch’s view is supposed to do any better on that score. I’m not sure that 
Murdoch would insist that it does; she acknowledges “the m oral dangers of... specialised and esoteric 
vision and language” (43/334), and ends up saying merely that “we know roughly how to deal with 
these dangers and part of the moral life is dealing with them” (91f). Possibly the analogy with 
mastery of a language lends some credibility to this posture.

42 Of course, in-principle sufficiency is not all there is to it: the theoretical reasoner may fail to see 
how  the evidence is sufficient. The science student may know full well that the questions in the 
problem set have solutions, but nonetheless refrain from turning answers in because he cannot tell 
what the supplied information is sufficient for.

43 See especially his breakout novel, Generation X  (1991), which has the dubious distinction of 
having become a culture icon almost entirely on the basis of its title and marginalia.

44 Vogler, forthcoming, argues for the primacy of instrumental reasoning on the grounds that 
actions are instrumentally structured. The product of successful practical reasoning is action, and 
consequently practical reasoning must trace the means-end outline of the action it is generating;
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other forms of practical rationality are optional, but this one is not. Vogler regards her view as 
descended from Anscombe and, indirectly, Aquinas; for related work, see Thompson, in preparation. 
Schapiro, 2001, suggestively argues that actions are moves in a practice, and I take it that the 
suggestion is that practical reasoning will have to be something like reasoning about what move to 
make in a game (and so will accordingly conform to something like Kant’s Categorical Imperative). 
Korsgaard, 1999, develops an argument for similarly Kantian conclusions turning on what it takes to 
attribute actions to agents. '

45 Vogler, 2001, p. 461, makes this upshot explicit in the course of developing an argument, one 
which she attributes to Anscombe, against “inferentialist” approaches to practical reasoning. 
Inferentialism is roughly the view that practical reasoning is just generic reasoning with a special 
subject matter, and that practical reasoning can accordingly be understood on the model of 
theoretical reasoning, by paying special attention to the inference rules that are appropriate to and 
distinctive of that subject matter.

I think however that the criticism Vogler develops misses the mark, because inferentialists share, 
albeit implicitly, the view of practical reasoning as itself action, the action of rationally deciding what 
to do. This kind of action will admit of being planned; the plan will show it as proceeding in stepwise 
fashion, and the inferentialist is focussed on the question of what the allowable steps in such a plan 
might be -  that is, what inference rules, or approximations to them, might be deployed.

46 The reader might reasonably wonder if Murdoch herself would concede that much; she makes 
much of the idea that moral progress is valuable even when it has no consequences for action at all. 
(Compare 3/301, 17/312, and her essay on “Vision and Choice in Morality”, 76-98.) But since, as I 
have remarked, she does not distinguish her substantive moral theory from her account of practical 
reasoning, it is hard to know what aspect of her view to pin this idea to.

47 Vogler points out elsewhere (2000) that the development of such cognitive resources (her own 
example is writing a cookbook) cannot simply be assumed without further ado to be a stage in what I 
am inclined to think of as the normal and central case, practical reasoning interrupted or divvied up 
between persons. “Once the book is done,” she reminds us, “it can be read for pure entertainment 
and the author need never again cook another French meal (this could be why he writes the book -  in 
order to be done with French food forever).” But it is important that (to switch to an adjacent 
example) when a manufacturer cans garbanzos, it is taking over a phase of my own food preparation, 
viz., saving me the trouble of boiling them myself; that is the point of providing the ready-made 
ingredient, even if the manufacturer does not know of me personally, or of my cooking plans, or even 
whether that particular can is slated to be used as food or an impromptu doorstop.

48 For examples in a non-moral subject area, see Duncker, 1945, esp. chs. 7-8.
49 An important account of agency as a response to the need for coordination is worked out in 

Korsgaard, 1996.
50 Having said that, let me qualify it. A good deal of plant activity is characterized by the stepwise 

progress toward a termination point that is central to Vogler’s account of action. Even when it is not' 
governed by a central command center, we find a plant, say, first blooming, then bearing fruit, then 
shedding its leaves, and then hunkering down for the winter.

51 This idea is not unique to Murdoch -  for instance, Bratman takes the disposition to reconsider 
one’s plans on some occasions but not on others to be more or less of this type (1987). But the1 
amount of emphasis Murdoch places on it is distinctive.
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