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Abstract

Towards all humans, just in virtue of their mere humanity, we have
a minimum of duties; e.g., the duty not to harm them. These are
‘general’ duties. Towards some people we also have ‘special’ duties
because of the interactions (for example, a promise we have made
to them) that have arisen between us and them but not between us
and others. Both of these kinds of duty are grounded in general
moral principles, with the difference that in the general principles
that are related to special duties some interaction is included. Do we,
in addition to the aforementioned kinds of duty, also have ‘duties of
partiality’ toward those with whom we have ‘relations,” duties that
are grounded in the goods of the relations, not in general moral
principles? This essay aims at defending an affirmative answer to
this question; some of our duties to our children, parents, etc., are
to them as our children, our parents, etc. The method of the essay
is to investigate the elements and the structure of the reduction of
duties of partiality to special duties, to critique an important
arguement in its favour, and to defend the elements and the
structure of nonreduction of duties of partiality to special duties and
to put forward some arguements in its favour. Briefly, I have
concluded that reducing duties of partiality is not plausible enough
and, in contrast, nonreducing them is a view that at least not only
deserves considering but also have sufficient plausibility.
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Introduction

By definition, a duty is an action that it is wrong not to do, or is an omission that it is wrong to do.
Duties of partiality are some duties of those who enjoy a relationship toward each other, for example,
family relationship, friendship, etc. We can assume that there are duties of partiality (or so we shall
assume in this essay). For example, we have duties to care for our children and for our elderly parents
but not for other’s children and eldetly parents. In this context, partiality does not mean bias; rather, it
means that in some respects we prioritize the other party to the relationship over others and place
greater importance on his/her interests and well-being in certain respects. We also have special duties,
duties that are toward particular (classes of) persons. Do duties of partiality have to be reduced to special

duties? Are they so reducible?

1. Reduction View

A reductionist believes that actual moral duties are either special duties or general duties, and that the
empirical realities of relationships are incapable of providing acceptable moral foundations for
independent duties of partiality. This first point of the reductionist alerts the anti-reductionist to the
point that the mere existence of a relationship or its empirical fact cannot be regarded as grounding
duties of partiality (call this ‘shallow anti-reductionism’. Instead, one must consider an aspect within the
relationship that can have moral status as grounding duties of partiality (call this ‘deep anti-
reductionism’).

The reductionist view holds that all duties of partiality are grounded in general moral principles (like
the following) and that none of them are grounded in the relevant relationship. These principles are
independent of any relationship between the duty-bearer and the duty-holder, in the sense that they can
also be applied in situations where there is no relationship. Among the most important principles for
reductionism are principles of ‘reliance,” ‘trust, ‘vulnerability,” ‘reciprocity,” ‘gratitude,” ‘consent,’
‘promise,” and ‘contract.” For example, when we deliberately lead certain individuals to expect or
anticipate that we will behave in specific ways, we ought to behave in those ways, or otherwise do

compensations, etc., and therefore we incur duties towards those individuals.

2. Freedom Arguement for the Reductionist View & an Anti-reductionist Critique of it

An important arguement for the reductionist view can be made that is based on the fundamental value
of ‘freedom.” According to the reductionist view, if we had duties of partiality (independent of special
duties), they would conflict and be at odds with our freedom (which is manifested in our will and
choice). Duties of partiality that significantly restrict the agents’ freedom and also lack any basis in none
of their acts of will are morally unacceptable. The reductionist believes that general moral principles,

such as those mentioned in the previous section, put the conditions under which duties arise
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significantly under the duty-bearer’s control.

The first significant obstacle for the proponent of this arguement is the duties of children towards
their parents. The objection to the reductionist is that principles of reciprocity and gratitude do not
condition their respective duties on the occurrence of our acts of will, because they are applicable even
in cases where we have benefited from the support and care of others but did not consent to it. The
reductionist, in order to remain committed to the arguement of freedom, must (a) accept only a limited
range of general moral principles, namely those in which the condition of our ‘act of will’ is present,
and (b) reject many duties to which we consider ourselves obliged, towards loved ones or in social life.

Another objection to the reductionist is that he objects to duties of partiality but does not object
to general duties, even though both are independent of our acts of will. The reductionist’s response
should essentially be that the control over the agent provided by general duties is not substantial, but
the control created by duties of partiality is too much because gives some people control over the agent.
But the reductionist is wrong in some respect: Although the moral value of freedom, choice, and will
are beyond doubt, the moral value of our relationships with others is not entirely dependent on our
freedom, choice, and will; rather, they have independent aspects. Another point is that relationships are

not merely restrictive; they also contain certain freedoms that we can exercise.

3. The Structure and Foundations of the Anti-Reductionist View: A Defence
The duties of partiality are inseparable from ‘relationships’, meaning they occur within the context of
relationships, and understanding them requires understanding this context. What establishes an
inseparable bond between such duties and relationships is that ‘relationship goods’ ground the duties
of partiality. A relationship is a substantial and lasting interaction between two or more people that is
mutually recognized and affirmed by them. Interaction distinguishes a relationship from a ‘relation.”
That relationships are ‘interactions’ means that the parties involved in the relationship perform
actions directed towards each other. According to their nature, the goods of relationship cannot be
created unilaterally; rather, the participants in the relationship must act as both doers and recipients for
the goods of relationship to come into existence. The goods of relationship play important roles in
human flourishing or well-being, and so they are objective goods. Some of these goods include intimacy,
closeness, or warmth, mutual concern, shared goals, and so on. The anti-reductionist view at least

believes that the goods of relationships are valuable ends rather than valuable means.

3-1. Arguing for Anti-Reductionism
The most tangible argument or support for the anti-reductionist view is that it accords with the
phenomena of our experience in adducing and expressing reasons and grounds for our duties of

partiality. We often consider our relationships with people — not our scattered or particular interactions
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with them — as the ground of our duties of partiality toward them. The accordance of anti-reductionism
with our experience is an important reason to accept it.

The following two arguments are based on situations where the result of anti-reductionism is
acceptable, but the result of reductionism is unacceptable. One argument is that some situations indicate
that the kind or nature of the duties we have in certain relationships differs from the type or nature of
the duties that general moral principles create for us. In the case of parents, for example, their moral
claim on us is unlike an unknown person’s moral claim on us. The other is that there are certain
situations in which we intuitively believe that we have duties of partiality towards the other party in the
relationship, but in them there is no special duty. It is natural to ground these duties on the goods of

this particular relationship of marriage, friendship, parent-child, etc (anti-reductionism).

Conclusion

Based on this essay’s investigation, it seems that reducing duties of partiality to special duties does not
enjoy sufficient plausibility and, in contrast, regarding them as independent of special duties is plausible
enough. Some points that support this conclusion are: the moral value of our relationships has aspects
independent of the value of freedom; Some situations indicate that the nature of our duties in certain
relationships differs from the nature of the duties created for us by general moral principles; Some
situations indicate that, while we have no special duty towards the other party in the relationship, our

intuition suggests that we have duties based on the goods of the relationship towards him.
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