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claims that particularistic principles can be derived from that non­
particularist principle.

Conditions for a Successfully Deflationary Derivation Approach

To be successfully deflationary, a derivation approach must satisfy two fur­
ther conditions beyond the two considerations earlier: (1) acknowledg­
ment of genuine particularity on the lived level; and (2), attempting to
account for the character and value of the particularity on the deeper or
normatively/philosophically sounder level.

(3) The characterization of the normatively sounder level must be dis­
tinctly impartialist, expressed in terms of concepts genuinely incompatible
with particularity at that same level. While the relevant two-level views
aspire to meet this condition, not everything that conforms to the specifi­
cations for two-level views does so; for not every concept characterizing the
deeper, basic level of moral concepts is non-particularist. Take the view
that virtue (rather than impartiality, maximizing agent-neutral value, or
universal principle) is the fundamental concept of ethics, and that ethical
phenomena at the lived level-for example, specific virtuous acts-have
ethical value precisely and only in so far as they instantiate virtue. Such a
theory would not be deflationary of particularity, since virtue allows for
particularity. Yet its theoretical scaffolding would still be in the form of a
'two-level' view. More generally, the mere fact that a view proffers an
account, or theory, of morality, does not render that account necessarily
impartialist or non-particularistY

Furthermore, not every two-level view need characterize the deeper level
in terms ofa unitary conception of the moral point ofview such as charac­
terizes all the two-level views so far mentioned. Rather the deepest level
could consist ofa plurality ofmutually irreducible ethical notions all taken
to be basic, but none more basic than the others. There might, for exam-

17 By speaking of 'account or theory', I mean to avoid the current controversy about the
place oftheory in ethics. I am accepting the idea that philosophy needs to be able to provide
an account ofwhy the moral phenomenon in question on the lived level (compassion, hon­
esty, justice, filial loyalty) possesses the kind ofvalue it does. Sometimes this account is spo­
ken of as 'justifying' the lived level phenomenon. I am trying to avoid using this term as I
fear that it implicitly tilts toward impartialist conceptions of the philosophical account.
What are taken as requiring justification are particularist or partialist phenomena rather
than impartialist ones. If 'justification' can shed this connotation, I do not object to it. I do
not want to rest content with purely particular intuitionist judgements of the moral worth
of specific actions, but seek a more general level that accounts for this worth.
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pIe, be both impartialist and virtuist or particularist notions at the deeper
level.

Views that, at the deeper level, contain concepts themselves reflecting
particularity--either by themselves or as one of a set of mutually irre­
ducible basic ethical notions-do not satisfy condition (3), and would not
be successful as deflation projects. The deflating of particularity can be
accomplished only if the impartialist (or other particularity-inconsistent)
conceptions are the sole occupants of the philosophically sounder level,
thus excluding particularistic notions from being fundamental to the
philosophical account of morality. Only then will they have undercut the
claims of particularity to characterize morality at the deepest and most
fundamental level.

(4) The final condition is that the impartiality, universality, and the like,
on the deeper level must succeed in fully accounting for the particularity
on the lived level. That is, it must account for the character of the particu­
larity; and it must account for the type of value that the particularistic
phenomena is pretheoretically taken to possess. (Remember that the
derivation approach does not challenge the pretheoretic moral worth of
the particularistic phenomena as does the dismissive approach.) The
impartiality must provide a form of explanation of the particularity that
fully reveals its (form of) value. 18 The deeper level explains why the lived
level phenomenon is good. For example, if the derivation accounts for an
act of generosity or familial love as morally permissible, but accords and
accounts for no value beyond this, it will have failed condition (4); for gen­
erosity is pretheoretically valued (ceteris paribus) as a positive moral good,
not merely morally permissible, such as is, say, drinking tea.

Condition (4) distinguishes the derivation project from the validation
project, which does not aspire to give a full account of particularity's form
of value but only to ensure the phenomenon's consistency with impartial­
ity. For example, for validation to be successful on its own terms, it would
be sufficient that an act of generosity be consistent with certain limiting
conditions set by universalizable principles of permissibility, not that this
consistency account for the (full) moral value of the generosity.

Hare's Indirect Consequentialism as a Derivation Approach

Let me now turn to the best-known version of a particularity-deflating
two-level theory: consequentialism. Its deflationary aspect is more an

18 I am grateful to Bernard Williams for help in formulating this condition.
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upshot than an explicit aim of consequentialists' discussions of particular­
ity, which are set in a framework of defending consequentialism against
certain objections that involve particularistic phenomena. For example,
R. M. Hare responds to the charge that because of their non-impartialist
nature the moral validity ofloyalties to members ofone's family constitutes
an objection to utilitarianism. 19 Hare counters that such loyalties are not
contrary to utilitarianism, but the upshot of his argument is that family
loyalties are morally valuable only in so far as they are derivable from util­
itarianism. They have no moral standing independent of their serving an
impartial concern for the welfare of all. So the legitimacy of partiality is
acknowledged only on the lived level; its aspirations to a fundamental place
in ethics are rebuffed.

Hare's version of consequentialism (in his case, utilitarianism) exempli­
fies a deflationary approach in its pure form. Some earlier utilitarians (such
as William Morris) thought that acting from familial love or loyalty was
contrary to the demands of utilitarianism, since doing so often requires
promoting the good of a less needy person (the member of one's family)
rather than a more needy stranger. This view also seems an implication of
act-utilitarianism in its classic form-that a moral agent should, in her
every action, aim at the maximal agent-neutral good (or happiness), that
is, the good ofpersons independent of their relationship to the agent.

In Moral Thinking, Hare, joining the trend among contemporary utili­
tarians and consequentialists, decisively rejects this understanding of utili­
tarianism. He says it is a good thing that people (in general) have emotions
that lead them to give preferential attention and aid to those closest to them
emotionally, such as friends and family members. He crafts a version of
consequentialism that validates these partialist phenomena.

At the same time, Hare equally decisively retains maximization ofagent­
neutral good as the ultimate moral criterion for assessing the moral worth
of behaviour. In doing so, he puts forth a version of what has come to be
called 'indirect consequentialism'. This is the view that individual actions
are not the only, or even the primary, subject of consequentialist assess­
ment; for example, general dispositions to action are to be assessed conse­
quentialistically. It follows that moral agents ought not necessarily directly
aim at maximizing agent-neutral value in each distinct action.

Using the example of a parent's preferential concern for her children,
Hare reasons as follows: If a parent possessed a sentiment of caring for all
children equally, this would have the effect of so diluting the sense of

19 R. M. Hare, Moral Thinking: Its Levels, Method, and Point (Oxford: OUP, 1981), 135 f.
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responsibility of parents toward children that all children would be cared
for less well than if each parent possessed a preference for her own chil­
dren. 20 Hence, Hare appears to reason, in the long run the currently famil­
iar forms of agent-relative preference for one's own children serves
maximal agent-neutral good better than aiming at that goal directly, even
ifin some particular case it would be consequentialistically better to attend
to the needs of children other than one's own.2 !

Other indirect consequentialists see a problem in Hare's view that leads
them to seek a different form of that doctrine. It is that for Hare familial
preference, love, and loyalty do not possess value in their own right but
only in so far as they serve the external, agent-neutral end of (for example)
maximizing all children's welfare. Their value is purely instrumental. For
Hare it is a deficiency of human nature that we require ourselves to be
inculcated with familial preferences in order to stave off a weakening of
responsibility toward children. Familial love plugs up this responsibility
gap, as a means to overall consequentialist good. It is not a human good in
its own right.

The form of indirect consequentialism I wish to consider retains our
ordinary intuition that familial and philial relationships, and the senti­
ments and dispositions they require, have some worth in their own right
independent of their instrumental value, and that Hare's view is deficient
in denying this.

Railton's Indirect Consequentialism as a Derivation Project

In 'Alienation, Consequentialism, and the Demands of Morality' Peter
Railton develops a form of indirect consequentialism (which he calls
'sophisticated consequentialism') that affirms the intrinsic worth of per­
sonal relationships yet aspires to deflate particularistic sentiments and
motives.22 Railton says 'We must recognize that loving relationships,
friendships, group loyalties, and spontaneous actions are among the most

20 Hare, Moral Thinking, 137.
21 Consequentialists disagree whether to retain an element of act-consequentialism in

the view that we should continue to call 'right' those actions which in fact promote the best
consequences, as Sidgwick proposed; or whether to call 'right' those actions which would
be performed by an agent whose set of dispositions was good-maximizing in the long run,
even if in some particular case that act was not good-maximizing. This dispute does not
bear on the aspects of consequentialism relevant to the deflation of particularity.

22 P. Railton, 'Alienation, Consequentialism, and the Demands of Morality', in Samuel
Scheffler (ed.), Consequentialism and Its Critics (Oxford: 1988),93-133.
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important contributors to whatever it is that makes life worthwhile; any
moral theory deserving serious consideration must itselfgive them serious
attention.'23 While Hare sees the dispositions involved in personal rela­
tionships as validated by utilitarianism because their presence is instru­
mental to agent-neutral good, Railton sees these agent-relative goods as
themselves components of the good that is to be maximized. That overall
good is understood pluralistically, to include a range ofintrinsic and mutu­
ally irreducible non-moral goods. (Knowledge, solidarity, autonomy are
instances beyond those enumerated above.)

Railton takes his view to be deflationary in that the value of particular­
ity-his dominant example is of personal love, especially for one's
spouse-must be affirmed from some standpoint 'more general' than that
of an individual agent simply conferring value on his loved one, or on his
love for him or her. Railton sees Bernard Williams as having denied this
point, and he may be correct about this (at least prior to Williams's Ethics
and the Limits ofPhilosophy). 'She's my wife', Railton says, is not a sufficient
warrant for conferring preferential benefit on her. Railton's view is only
successfully deflationary, however, if the more general standpoint that con­
fers value on particularistic phenomena is itselfanti-particularistic in char­
acter. Railton appears to assume that this is necessarily the case-that any
general standpoint must be impartialist (and, in particular, consequential­
ist). As noted earlier, however, not all general standpoints are either impar­
tialist or exclusively impartialist. For example, a 'virtuist' standpoint is
general yet non-impartialist. Of course, for Railton as a consequentialist,
the more general point of view-the deeper level articulating the funda­
mental character of morality-is consequentialist, hence impartialist.

Examining consequentialism as a deflationary project involves looking
at consequentialism in a different light than that familiar in current
debates. The usual disputes focus on whether consequentialism is consis­
tent with certain moral intuitions that at first glance seem inconsistent with
it, regarding dispositions to engage in certain acts; or whether, if it cannot
be made consistent with those intuitions, it provides sufficient reason for
abandoning them. An oft-debated question, for example, is whether the
disposition to show preference regarding beneficence toward family mem­
bers or friends as opposed to perhaps needier strangers is consistent with
consequentialism as an impartialist theory.

Showing that maximizing agent-neutral value prescribes certain partial­
ist acts or dispositions does not, however, suffice for deflating particularity.

23 Railton, 'Alienation', 98.
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This is so for two reasons. First, particularistic phenomena such as gen­
erosity, compassion, unselfish love of one's friend, and familial devotion
involve more than actions and dispositions. The specific sort ofvalue they
have depends on further emotional reactions, forms of attentiveness and
personal vulnerability, as well as other conditions inherent in these virtues
and sentiments; that value is not reducible to the value of the acts and dis­
positions that may also be a component ofthese phenomena. For example,
consequentialism will not have accounted for generosity by showing that a
disposition to benefit others in certain circumstances is generated by con­
sequentialism. For generosity is more than such a disposition; it requires
that the item that is being given to the other person be ofvalue to the agent
(and that she recognize this), and that the action lies outside what is
morally prescribed (and that the agent recognize this).24 It requires that the
agent be motivated purely or dominantly by a direct concern for the other,
or a desire to give her pleasure.

All these features contribute to the specific value that we pretheoretically
confer on generosity, a value not reducible to the mere disposition to ben­
efit. We value generosity the way we do because it lies outside (and often
beyond) the structure of generally accepted obligation; and also because
(e.g. in contrast to a kind of thoughtfulness that sees that an acquaintance
would like to have an item one possesses that is no longer of any value to
oneself) it involves giving up something valuable to oneself.

Unless these other morally significant features are built into what it is that
consequentialism is taken to prescribe, it will not have prescribed generosity.

An entirely different point-which would survive finding some way for
consequentialism to prescribe actual generosity (and other particularist
virtues in their complex psychic and moral structure)-is that showing
that consequentialism can generate, prescribe, or approve ofcertain virtues
does not yet offer-at least not explicitly-a view of the source ofvalue of
those dispositions. To meet condition (4), a deflationary project must
aspire to, and succeed in, accounting for the source ofvalue of the particu­
laristic phenomena being explained. If the view merely says, 'These partic­
ularistic phenomena are valuable, and consequentialism approves of them'
then it remains in the domain of a validation rather than a derivation pro­
ject. Later I will consider the significance of this possibility.

First, however, I want to explore the resources Railton's view provides in
the way of a deflationary project-that is, that it proffer an account of
the pretheoretic value of goods of a particularistic character. I will focus

24 See my earlier argument about generosity, p. 211 f.



222 Lawrence Blum

particularly on two examples. One is generosity, as discussed above. The
other is familial devotion, as portrayed in the following example: Manuel
is an exceptionally devoted parent, one manifestation of this being that he
is acutely attentive to his children. He makes exceptional efforts to under­
stand them and their needs. He gives his children's welfare an important
place in his life priorities, and is frequently willing to jettison his own per­
sonal plans of the moment to attend to their needs. In addition, let us
assume, Manuel gives no more, though no less, than average attention to
the ways in which he might be able to help other people's children.

What does Railton's view provide as an account of why generosity and
familial devotion are good? One candidate might be that these are simply
among the non-morally good things in life, and are thus to be maximized
in action. Railton implies this in the quote earlier where he lists some ofthe
things (including 'loving relationships') that make life worthwhile.

This interpretation is clearly unsatisfactory as a derivation of particular­
ity, hence inadequate as a deflationary project. For it gives no account ofthe
character or value of these goods in impartialist terms; it simply says that
they are goods, leaving the question of why entirely open. This option
therefore violates condition (2)-that it proffer an explanation of particu­
larity in terms of impartiality-hence (4) as well-that the explanation be
satisfactory. That these goods are intrinsic is perfectly consistent with their
having an irreducibly particularistic character, rather than being ulti­
mately, or at a deeper level, impartialist. (Indeed, this is what Railton some­
times implies that he believes.)

Beyond this difficulty, the interpretation in question requires Railton to
construe family love, friendship, and group loyalty as non-moral goods, in
contrast with the good of right action, or of the production of maximal
agent-neutral value, which is a moral good. Consequentialism requires this
particular structure-what is moral maximally generates non-moral good.
Morality, then, is a value applicable to agency; while other non-moral val­
ues attach to states of affairs and other non-agentic phenomena.

However, given this particular division between moral and non-moral
goods, the goods of generosity and familial devotion cannot be consigned
to the category of the non-moral. This is particularly obvious in the case of
generosity, which is generally pretheoretically regarded as a moral virtue. It
may seem less so for familial devotion. The good of family relationships
could be seen as a personal good to the parties to it, but not a moral good
in one of those parties.

I think it is both. The good of family relationships can be realized only
as the good Railton intends in his placing it on the list of one of most
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worthwhile things in life ifthe family members possess certain virtues that
are partially, but essentially, constitutive of those goods. One of those
virtues is, as Manuel exemplifies, (parental) familial devotion (which, in
any case, is the particularist phenomenon in question, rather than familial
relationships). Without Manuel's attentiveness, understanding of his chil­
dren, and willingness to give their welfare a high priority in his life plan, the
full good offamilial relationships will not be realized by the members ofhis
family (including, at least to some extent, himself). So familial devotion is
a moral or moral-like virtue. In any case it can not be consigned to the cat­
egory of purely non-moral good.25

It is also true that, as a personal good, the good of family relationships
can be treated as a state of affairs to be sought in action. However, part of
what it will take to accomplish this goal will be the realization of moral or
moral-like virtues on the family member's part. Unless the family member
comes to love the members ofhis family for their own sake, and not for the
sake of securing a good for himself, he will not secure that good for him­
self. (Railton is perfectly aware of this complexity.)26 So the personal good
to be sought requires a moral good, contrary to the supposition of this
interpretation of Railton's view as deflationary.

A second interpretation of a Railtonian account of the value of particu­
laristic acts and virtues shifts the locus of value from the to-be-realized
non-moral good to the agentic process of realizing that value. On this
account, what makes Manuel's actions admirable is that they help to real­
ize the good of personal or familial relationships. Here the form ofvalue is
a value of agency, and that value is construed as lying in the production of
the personal goods discussed a moment ago.

But this account does not in fact capture the kind of value we actually
attach to Manuel's devotion to his family, or to generosity. We value gen­
erosity not because the agent strives to bring about the good of generosity
in the world but because generosity reflects a certain kind of moral relat­
edness to and concern for other persons. It is not even clear that an act
motivated by a desire to bring generosity into existence would be a gener­
ous act.

25 One reason family relationships may be thought not to be ethical goods is that they
are conceived of solely as goods of good fortune. One is fortunate if one has the goods of
family love in one's life, but this is a matter ofluck rather than ethical effort or attention.
This view is only a partial truth. It may be a matter ofsome degree ofluck whether one ends
up forming a family with people one is able to love and be loved by in ways necessary for
the good of familial love to be fully realized. However, actually loving members of one's
family in the way exemplified by Manuel is a matter of ethical attention and effort.

26 Railton, 'Alienation', 110.
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The type ofvalue in the familial case differs from that of a person striv­
ing to bring about the good of familial relationships, in her own life or the
life ofothers. For we admire Manuel, not because he seeks the goal of real­
izing the good of familial relationships, but because he seeks the welfare of
his particular children in a way that instantiates various virtues (even
though possessing those virtues is in fact one of the best ways to realize
those goods). IfManuel's dominant motivation in attending to his children
were the desire to bring about a family life that is deeply satisfying to him­
self, we would probably admire him at least somewhat-and perhaps a
good deal-less than if he seeks to realize his children's welfare simply out
of a concern for them for their own sake.

It might be replied that the value of the promotion of the good of famil­
ial relationships should not be seen as lying in something the agent engages
in. It should rather be taken as providing a reason for a consequentialist to
promote in others, and perhaps in herself as well, the psychological struc­
tures constitutive of familial devotion. This interpretation, however, com­
promises the sense ofagency attributable to Manuel. Railton may not think
this troubling, ifhis consequentialism is of the type that severs the produc­
tion of maximal good from the individual human agent. However, inde­
pendent of this concern, this move prescinds from even proffering an
account ofthe source and character ofthe value ofManuel's parental devo­
tion. It would thus preclude Railton's view (on this interpretation) from
being a candidate for a deflationary project.

There is a third possible interpretation of Railton's view of the good of
particularity. That is that what makes Manuel's action good-like what
makes anything connected with agency good or worthy of approval-is
that it aims to realize, or contributes to realizing, the overall good that
reflects the consequentialist commitment to impartial concern for every­
one's interests. This contrasts with the account immediately prior in which
the good the production of which is held to be the value in question is the
specific category of good (in our case, loving family relationships) that is
most intimately tied to the particularistic virtue in question (family devo­
tion). In this third interpretation, the agent's goal must be overall good, not
merely one specific type of good. Here the agent must in some way be
aware of the role of the specific good in the panoply ofall goods constitut­
ing overall good, and must be promoting this specific good because and in
so far as it occupies the place it does in that overall good.

This view does no better in accounting for the form ofvaluing we actu­
ally see in Manuel's actions, and in generosity. The argument for this could
equally well be given against Hare, despite Railton's deliberate departure
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from Hare in according intrinsic value to friendship and familial relation­
ships, while Hare accords them only instrumental value. Manuel's actions
are good notbecause they contribute to overall good. They are, rather, good
because they manifest certain virtues involved in familial devotion. In a
sense this third interpretation ofRailton takes the inadequacy ofthe second
one step even further in the wrong direction-away from the focus on the
particular persons whose welfare is served by the virtue of family devotion,
toward an even greater level of abstraction and distance from those per­
sons. Similarly with generosity. Generosity is not the specific moral virtue
that it is, with its particular kind of value, because it involves striving to
maximize agent-neutral value. It does not typically have such an aim, and
would often be inconsistent with it.

At the same time this third interpretation of Railton at least retains the
virtue of bringing the consequentialist character of the theory into closer
contact with a conception of moral agency.

Does Consequentialism Aspire to Derive and Deflate Particularity?

Thus, in sum, Railton's theory fails to provide the resources for a satisfac­
tory account of the form of value involved in particularistic virtues and
actions. Hence it violates condition (4)-providing an adequate account of
the value of the particularity-and so fails as a derivation project.

As suggested earlier (p. 218), my argument is perhaps not appropriately
construed as a criticism of Railton. Perhaps he should be taken not as
attempting to account for the value ofmoral phenomena on the lived level,
but simply as showing how the consequentialist moral notions at the deeper
level can prescribe these phenomena (e.g. generosity, or family devotion), or
at least prescribe the conative dispositions involved in them. Impartialist
consequentialism would, then, be declaring these phenomena good in some
way, if not in the way that aspires to capture their pretheoretic value.

On this interpretation, Railton's consequentialism would have backed
away from a goal it often appears to aspire to-to give an overall philo­
sophical account of the character of the moral or ethical life. It would
instead be aspiring to an account of only one part of that life, leaving other
sources ofethical value uncommented upon.

Such a view would perhaps usefully be seen as a validation project,
rather than a derivation one. Like the neo-Kantian version of the latter it
would have provided a moral standard for the approval and disapproval of
purportedly moral phenomena. In at least one version of the Kantian case,
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the standard is a limiting condition grounded in the idea ofuniversalizable
principle. In the consequentialist case it would be compatibility with the
production of maximum agent-neutral value. In neither case would the
view aspire to account for the full ethical value of the phenomena approved
of. There would be an important distinction between the two cases, how­
ever, which lends a greater credibility to the neo-Kantian validation pro­
ject. The neo-Kantian project presents itself as supplying limiting
conditions on phenomena (or maxims) whose source lies entirely outside
neo-Kantianism itself. We get the proposed maxims from our inclinations,
desires, and other ethical and non-ethical sources. But before carrying
them out, we check them against the limiting condition. If they do not pass,
we refrain from acting on them.

Consequentialism has much greater difficulty in allowing sources ofeth­
ically acceptable disposition that lie entirely outside of its own edifice. For
if a disposition is to be consistent with promoting maximal agent-neutral
value, then it must actuallypromote agent-neutral value. In this sense, con­
sequentialism raises the bar quite a good distance beyond where the neo­
Kantian puts it. It is, ultimately, difficult to see how consequentialism can
stop short of saying that the approved of dispositions are in an important
sense actually generated by the fundamental principle ofconsequentialism
itself. This will be the only way ofensuring that a disposition actually meets
that standard.

In conclusion, then, I have argued that some influential consequentialist
forms of deflation of particularity fail. I hope to have suggested that
particularity and partiality, as manifested in various virtues, are no less
fundamental features of the moral life than are impartiality and universal
principle-and that whatever theory or philosophical account of morality
we finally rest with must reflect this truth. I have suggested that this
account will be pluralistic, with several irreducible ethical notions playing
fundamental roles. The philosophical account thus provides for recogniz­
ing multiple moral concerns, including those of a non-particularist and
non-partialist nature. It therefore bids a moral agent reflect on her aims
and dispositions. It does not promote the conception of particularity as
mindlessly following one's emotions and inclinations and intuitions ofthe
moment. At the same time it recognizes, as none ofthe impartialist projects
discussed here do, that various sorts of particularistic and partialist
motives, sentiments, and perceptions are a source of moral or ethical value
distinct from that provided by impartialist theories, and are no less funda­
mental to the moral life and to theories thereof.




