Gewirth’s Argument for Rights

(From ‘Protagonist and Subject in Gewirth’s Ethical Rationalism’, Andrew Chitty, 2006)

Alan Gewirth claimed to have proved that any agent is rationally committed to asserting that it has rights to freedom and well-being, and that all other agents have the same rights. If he was correct, then he succeeded in the task that Kant set himself, to found certain basic principles of morality in reason alone. However Gewirth’s argument differs from Kant’s in that it attempts to derive these moral principles from an argument that begins with prudential considerations. A widespread response has been to assert that the gap between the prudential and the moral simply cannot be bridged, so that there must be something wrong Gewirth’s argument. However it has proved much harder to develop this thought into a decisive refutation of the argument. Such a refutation is proposed here. 

To begin with we need to state Gewirth’s argument, and first of all to say something about its method.
 The argument begins with the idea of an agent, by which Gewirth means a being that acts or engages in action, i.e. behaviour that is voluntary (chosen in an unforced way) and purposive (done so as to achieve a purpose).
 Gewirth distinguishes between an ‘actual agent’ and a ‘prospective agent’ or prospective purposive agent (PPA), namely a being that looks ahead to acting for its present and future purposes, and he presents the argument from the standpoint of the latter.
 However since the distinction is not important for the present discussion we shall present the argument from the standpoint of an actual agent. Gewirth usually refers to this agent as ‘I’, but it will be clearer if we refer to it by the variable ‘A’.

Gewirth says that the method of his argument is ‘dialectical’ in that it ‘begins from assumptions, opinions, statements or claims made by protagonists or interlocutors and then proceeds to examine what these logically imply’. That is, it proceeds to examine what an individual who makes such statements is rationally committed to accepting. It follows that that the argument claims to do no more than establish conclusions that are rationally obligatory for that individual. Gewirth’s argument is also ‘dialectically necessary’ in that it begins not from contingent statements made by particular individuals but from statements attributable to every agent in virtue of the nature of action, so it begins with any agent A. Nevertheless it begins with propositions that A accepts and moves to others that A rationally must accept, so that it claims no more than to be rationally obligatory for A and, insofar as it is a practical argument, to provide reasons for action for A. Gewirth expresses this restriction by saying that the argument proceeds ‘from within the standpoint’ of A.
 Because the argument is so restricted, when it is stated formally it needs to be expressed as a series of steps beginning ‘A must accept that’ or ‘A must assert that’ rather than simply as a series of bare propositions.

Here then is Gewirth’s argument. 


Assume that A is an agent.


(Step 1) A accepts ‘I act to achieve my purposes’.

Acting to achieve one’s purposes is part of what it is to be an agent, and every agent implicitly accepts the above proposition simply in virtue of so acting.


(Step 2) So A must accept ‘My purposes are good’, where this means ‘My purposes have some value for me’.

Here and in the remainder of the argument, ‘A must accept’ stands for ‘A is rationally obliged to accept’ or ‘A is rationally committed to accepting’.
 Step 2 says that A is rationally obliged to value the realisation of its purposes (not the psychological fact of having them). 


(Step 3) A must also accept ‘My freedom and well-being are proximate necessary conditions for me to achieve my purposes’.

Here ‘freedom’ means the ability to control one’s own behaviour through unforced choice, and ‘well-being’ consists in the abilities and conditions required for achieving one’s purposes in general. Given these definitions, the proposition of step 3 (that is, the proposition that A must accept in step 3) is close to an analytic truth.


(Step 4) So A must accept ‘My freedom and well-being are necessary goods’, where this means ‘My freedom and well-being are valuable to me whatever purposes I have’.


(Step 5) So A must assert ‘I must have freedom and well-being’.

That is, A must advocate or endorse its having freedom or well being.


(Step 6) So A must assert ‘Other persons ought to refrain from interfering with my freedom and well-being’.

Gewirth explicates the ‘ought’ here briefly by saying that at this stage the agent ‘demands of other persons that they at least not interfere with his having what he needs to have in order to be an agent and to have general chances of success in fulfilling his purposes’, and does so on the grounds of its own fundamental interest in achieving his purposes in general.
 The ‘ought’ in which the agent expresses this demand is a prudential rather than a moral ‘ought’, but a prudential ‘ought’ of a particular kind. In asserting that others ought to refrain from interfering with its freedom and well-being, the agent does not say to them, ‘You ought to refrain because it is in your interests that you do so’, but rather ‘You ought to refrain because it is in my interests that you do so’.
 Correspondingly, in making this demand the agent does not assert that others have ordinary prudential reasons for acting in accord with it, but only that there is a reason from its own point of view why they should, namely that their doing so is a necessary condition of the agent achieving its purposes in general.


(Step 7) So A must assert ‘I have rights to freedom and well-being’.

This simply restates step 6 in different terms. Its ‘rights’ are to be understood as Hohfeldian claim-rights to non-interference with A’s freedom and well-being that are defined as strictly correlative with the ‘oughts’ of step 6.
 Thus for A to assert that it has rights to freedom and well-being is simply for A to demand of others that they not interfere with its freedom and well-being, on the grounds of its own fundamental interest in achieving its purposes in general. The particular character of the ‘ought’ of step 6 applies also to the ‘rights’ of step 7, which Gewirth accordingly calls ‘prudential rights’.

At this stage the original agent A has to step back from the whole argument up to this point and draw a single conclusion from it. To make discussion of this easier, let us call the argument up to this point (steps 1 to 7) the basic argument.

(Step 8) A must accept ‘(I am an agent) is a sufficient reason for (I have rights to freedom and well-being)’.

Step 8 is reached through a combination of the basic argument and what is called the Argument for the Sufficiency of Agency (hereafter ASA), which will be examined below. The proposition that A must accept in step 8 can be called the sufficiency claim. In his strictest formulation of this claim Gewirth writes ‘is a sufficient justifying condition’ rather than ‘is a sufficient reason’, but he uses ‘sufficient reason’ interchangeably with this phrase, so we will adopt it here.
 To say that one proposition is a ‘sufficient justifying condition’ or ‘sufficient reason’ for another is in general to say that if the first proposition is true then the second ‘must be justified or established as correct’.

Up to this point the argument has referred exclusively to the original agent, A, but Gewirth will now ‘universalise’ the sufficiency claim of step 8 so that it refers to every agent. To effect this universalisation he introduces what he calls the Logical Principle of Universalisability (hereafter LPU).


(LPU) If, for a given entity E, ‘E has property P’ is a sufficient reason for ‘E has predicate Q’, then for every entity X, ‘X has property P’ is a sufficient reason for ‘X has predicate Q’.
 

By applying LPU to the sufficiency claim, there follows:


(Step 9) A must accept ‘For every entity X, (X is an agent) is a sufficient reason for (X has rights to freedom and well-being)’.


(Step 10) So A must assert ‘Every agent has rights to freedom and well-being’.

In other words, since A has to accept that in its own case being an agent is a sufficient reason for its having prudential rights to freedom and well-being, it must accept that the same is true in the case of any other entity. Thus in the same way as it has to demand, simply on the basis of being an agent, that others not interfere with its own freedom and well-being, so in the case of every other agent it has to demand that all others apart from that agent, including A itself, not interfere with that agent’s freedom and well being. Thereby it has to turn the demand for non-interference back on itself.
 When the agent asserts prudential rights on behalf of others in this way, they become genuinely moral rights.

Gewirth calls rights to those conditions that are necessary for an agent to achieve its purposes in general ‘generic rights’,
 so the proposition of step 10 could also be stated as ‘Every agent has the generic rights’.


(Step 11) So A must accept ‘I ought to act in accord with the rights to freedom and well-being of all other agents as well as of myself’.

The ‘ought’ of this step is strictly correlative with the rights of step 10, and so is also genuinely moral. In fact the proposition of step 11 is one formulation of Gewirth’s ‘Principle of Generic Consistency’, the supreme principle of morality, of which he claims every other valid moral principle is simply a specification,
 so for Gewirth the ‘ought’ of step 11 is the most fundamental moral ‘ought’ from which all others can be derived.

In sum, the argument is that any agent is committed, on pain of irrationality, to acting in accord with the rights to freedom and well-being of all other agents, where this means at least refraining from interfering with their freedom or well-being.
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� Gewirth, Reason and Morality, pp. 26-42.





� Gewirth, Reason and Morality, pp. 111-112.





� Gewirth, Reason and Morality, pp. 43-44, 123, 158; ‘Replies to my Critics’, p. 206; Human Rights, pp. 20-24.





� Gewirth, Reason and Morality, p. 152.





� Gewirth, Reason and Morality, pp. 42-43.





� For steps 1 and 2, cf. Gewirth, Reason and Morality, pp. 48-52. Here he gives the steps as ‘I do X for purpose E’ and ‘E is good’. 
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� Cf. Gewirth, Reason and Morality, pp. 52-63, 65, 77, 171, 198. There Gewirth also says that minimal levels of freedom and well-being are necessary conditions, and so ‘generic feature’, not just of successful action or agency (of action that leads in general to the achievement of one’s purposes), but of action or agency as such. However only the former claim follows from Gewirth’s definition of ‘well-being’.





� Cf. Gewirth, Reason and Morality, pp. 59-61, 77-82; Human Rights, 46-49. In these statements of the argument steps 3 and 4 are not clearly distinguished as they are in ‘The Justification of Morality’, p. 246. The interpretation of the term ‘necessary goods’ given here follows Beyleveld, The Dialectical Necessity of Morality, pp. 23-30. 
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� Gewirth, ‘The Justification of Morality’, p. 250. Gewirth argues that A must further assert that in certain circumstances others ought to assist A to have freedom and well-being, hence the ‘at least’ in this sentence (Gewirth, Reason and Morality, pp. 88, 312-319; Human Rights, pp. 11, 62-65). This extension to the argument will be ignored here.








� Gewirth comments extensively on the nature of these ‘oughts’ and the prudential rights correlated with them, which have proved controversial. See in particular Gewirth, Reason and Morality, pp. 63-75, 79, 91, 95; ‘Comments on Bond’s Article’, Metaphilosophy 11 (1980), pp. 54-69, at pp. 65-66; Human Rights, pp. 68-72, 74-76; ‘Replies to my Critics’, pp. 208-209; ‘From the Prudential to the Moral: Reply to Singer’, Ethics 95 (1985), pp. 302-304, at pp. 302-303; ‘The Justification of Morality’, pp. 254-260; ‘“Ought” and Reasons for Action’, p. 172; and the assessment in James Scheuermann, ‘Gewirth’s Concept of Prudential Rights’, Philosophical Quarterly 37 (1987), pp. 291-304.
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� Cf. Gewirth, Reason and Morality, pp. 109-112. Parentheses and square brackets have been used here and below to avoid a multiplication of quote marks.





� For the strict formulation see Gewirth, Reason and Morality, p. 104. Sometimes Gewirth states the sufficiency claim as ‘I have rights to freedom and well-being because I am an agent’ (Gewirth, ‘Replies to my Critics’, p. 210; ‘The Justification of Morality’, p. 247), but he specifies that ‘because’ here signifies a sufficient justifying condition (‘Replies to my Critics’, p. 210). Gewirth also uses the phrases ‘justifying reason’, ‘sufficient justificatory reason’, ‘sufficient condition of the justifying reason’ and ‘sufficient condition’ as equivalents for ‘sufficient justifying condition’ (Gewirth, Reason and Morality, pp. 104-6, 109-114; Human Rights, p. 51; ‘Replies to my Critics’, p. 206).
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� Cf. Gewirth, Reason and Morality, pp. 105, and for his clearest statement of the principle Human Rights, p. 52. The exact formulation of the principle here follows those at Beyleveld, The Dialectical Necessity of Morality, pp. 44, 58, 418.





� Gewirth does not state step 9 explicitly. It has been interpolated here following Beyleveld, The Dialectical Necessity of Morality, p. 44 (see proposition (8) on that page).
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� Cf. the similar summary at Scheuermann, ‘Gewirth’s Concept of Prudential Rights’, p. 304.
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