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my teacher and friend.
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Introduction

Michael Boylan

This volume of original essays was generated from a conference to honor and explore the vital issues contained within the moral philosophy of Alan Gewirth. The conference was held at Marymount University in Arlington, Virginia (at the Ballston Campus) November 7 and 8, 1997. Much of the spirit of the conference is maintained within these covers with the welcomed addition of Deryck Beyleveld, who, though he could not be present in person at the conference, was there in spirit through his excellent monograph on Gewirth.

Alan Gewirth was born on November 28, 1912—in Union City, New Jersey. In 1930, he graduated from Memorial High School in West New York, New Jersey, as the class valedictorian with a number of interests, including the violin (he was the school’s concertmaster and was the concertmaster of Columbia’s orchestra from 1933 to 1936). He went on to get his A.B. and Ph.D. from Columbia in 1934 and 1947, respectively. He served in the U.S. Army during World War II—moving up the ranks from private to captain in four years. From 1947 onward he was a regular member of the faculty at the University of Chicago, where he was appointed Edward Carson Waller Distinguished Service Professor.

Alan Gewirth’s honors and awards are too numerous to name here, but a few can be mentioned. He has twice been a N.E.H. Grant recipient and was a Rockefeller Fellow, a Guggenheim Fellow, a Fellow of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences, the Nicholas Murray Butler Medal winner (Columbia), the Gordon J. Laing Prize winner (University of Chicago), president of the American Philosophical Association’s Western Division, president of the American Society for Political and Legal Philosophy, a visiting professor at Harvard University, the University of Michigan, Johns Hopkins University, and the University of California at Santa Barbara. He has worked on numerous editorial boards and has served his profession in other leadership positions.

A bibliography of Gewirth’s writings can be found at the end of this volume. Of particular note are his books: Reason and Morality (University of Chicago Press, 1978), Human Rights: Essays on Justification and Applications (University of Chicago Press, 1982), The Community of Rights (University of Chicago Press, 1996), and Self-Fulfillment (Princeton University Press, 1998).

The bulk of the existing literature on Gewirth has followed the example of the authors of the essays in the 1984 collection of Gewirth’s Ethical Rationalism edited by Edward Regis Jr. (University of Chicago Press, 1984). These, by and large, focus upon Gewirth’s derivation of the Principle of Generic Consistency (PGC). They (and others) believe that the central issue is whether Gewirth, in his derivation of the supreme principle of morality, solves the “Is-Ought” problem in just the way he says he does. Period. Simpliciter.

This sort of analysis is important, just as analysis of Immanuel Kant’s derivation of the first form of the Categorical Imperative is important. We need to know the status of the logical justification of a supreme principle of morality. Otherwise, why should we accept it?

However, this alone misses several points. (1) Can Gewirth’s direct argument for the PGC be amended (even if there are problems, as stated) to do the work he intends? (2) What is the effect of the indirect argument for the PGC? Is it stronger than the direct argument? (Almost all of the critical work on Gewirth has ignored his indirect, dialectical, argument—save for Beyleveld and myself. I believe this to be Gewirth’s strongest version.) (3) How can we understand Gewirth’s argument? This means: What would be the difference in my life and others if we adopted Gewirth’s supreme principle of morality (SPT—or supreme principle theory)?

This last sort of question I term “understanding the theory.” “Understanding” and “justifying” are two different sorts of activities. They are both important in ethics. But it is my contention that other considerations are also requisite in evaluating the truth of a moral theory. We must ask ourselves what reality would be like if we acted in accord with Gewirth’s supreme principle of morality (the Principle of Generic Consistency).

These questions are addressed by several authors in the book, but first I would like to provide some background to the reader by (1) introducing the reader to Gewirth’s moral philosophy, (2) outlining the general structure of the essays in the book, and (3) acknowledging the assistance I have received in this process.

AN INTRODUCTION TO GEWIRTH’S MORAL THEORY

Alan Gewirth’s moral philosophy is based upon a supreme principle of morality, which he calls, “The Principle of Generic Consistency” (PGC). It enjoins us to “act in accord with the generic rights of your recipients as well as yourself” (Gewirth 1978, 135). To understand this a little better, let us turn to the direct justification of the PGC (as per Deryck Beyleveld).

THE DIRECT VERSION OF GEWIRTH’S ARGUMENT

Stage I

A Purposive Prospective Agent (PPA) claims:

1. I do (or intend to do) X voluntarily for some purpose, E. By virtue of making this claim, the PPA rationally must consider that (claim) in logical sequence.

2. E is good.

3. My freedom and well-being are generically necessary conditions of my agency.

4. My freedom and well-being are necessary goods.

Stage II

By virtue of having to accept premise 4, the PPA must accept:

5. I (even if no one else) have a claim right (but not necessarily a moral one) to my freedom and well-being.

Stage III

By virtue of having to accept premise 5 on the basis of premise 1, the PPA must accept:

6. Other PPA’s have a moral right claim to their freedom and well-being. If this is the case, then every PPA rationally must claim, by virtue of claiming to be a PPA:

7. Every PPA has a moral claim right to its freedom and well-being.
premise 7 = a version of the PGC.

From this, several things should be noted. First, what is a PPA (prospective purposive agent)? Much can rest on this because (as we have seen in Rawls) when one characterizes an agent in a way that is thought to be materially questionable, then one’s justification is subject to critical re-evaluation. For Gewirth, PPAs must be (1) rational and (2) committed to acting in such a way that at least they believe they are acting rationally. (This is rather reminiscent of Plato saying that agents never knowingly act badly or stupidly—to know the “good” [at least as you perceive it] is to do the good.) Some may say that this is a rather large assumption. But it is no greater than Kant, Rawls, Donagan, or others have made.

Second, there is the issue in stage I of valuing. Does the action of intending imply valuing? What sorts of intention count? Does this make a difference?

Third, is the move from “valuing” to “valuing as necessary.” This is also an important step that should be considered. Where does necessity enter the picture? Presumably it occurs via the definitional properties of the subject term. But do these properties actually obtain? This is another important question.

Fourth, is the issue of prudential versus moral rights. Are there really prudential rights? If so, then upon what are they based? Do they imply any prudential duties? What constitutes the “turn”? Is it the act of universalization? There are certainly other possibilities. These include being “altruistic”—i.e., being for the sake of another as opposed to for oneself. Another choice might be attuning oneself to the mores of the existing community.

Fifth, is the issue of one who would contend that the acceptance of premise 5 does not entail directly or otherwise premise 6.

There are, of course, other issues involved here, but this will suffice to illustrate some of the variety of discussion on the direct form of justification for the PGC.

The indirect version of Gewirth’s argument works somewhat differently. I have reconstructed this version according to my rather interpretative neo-Gewirthian fashion which should be compared to Beyleveld’s rather more literal account (Beyleveld, 56-59).

THE INDIRECT VERSION OF GEWIRTH’S ARGUMENT

1. Antithesis: “I” (some possible objector to Gewirth) claim that some PPAs do not have a moral claims right to freedom and well-being—Assertion.

2. Action is essential to being human (i.e., is a part of one’s human nature)—Fact.

3. In order to act (i.e., to be a PPA), I (or anyone else) must have some modicum of freedom and well-being—Fact.

4. In order to act effectively (meaning “at an approximately level starting line”), I (or anyone else) must have a fuller sense of freedom and well-being (beyond biological minimums; relative to the “starting line” in each society)—Fact.

5. All people must claim the rights for themselves of that which is essential to their human nature—Fact.

6. All people when confronted with acting minimally versus effectively will choose to act effectively—Fact.

7. All people must claim for themselves (prudential only) the rights of freedom and well-being (in the fuller sense)—premise 2-6.

8. “I” or anyone else can recognize the prudential truth of premise 7—Fact.

9. It is rational to assume that “I” am no different from anyone else in a relevant sense concerning the foundations of action—Fact.

10. To deny to others that which I claim for myself (viz., freedom and wellbeing), when the basis of attribution is premise 7, is to assert that I am an exception to the general rule or that others are to be excepted from the general rule; is to fail to recognize basic facts of deductive and inductive logic, viz., the basic principles of class inclusion (whether seen deductively [as an instance of the universal quantifier] or inductively [as a “cogent” feature which will allow said attribution])—Fact.

11. All people to be fully homo sapiens, must accept the dictums of rationality (a minimum sense of deductive and inductive logic—which includes some informal understanding of the universal quantifier)—Assertion.

12. The universal quantifier does not permit exceptions to a properly constructed generalization nor does induction allow a special status for any members of a properly described sample space—Fact.

13. Premise 7 is a properly constructed generalization about what rights must be claimed by everyone—Assertion.

14. To believe in exceptions for myself (or anyone else) from a universal statement covering all people (when “I” am no different from others), is to be irrational—8-13.

15. To deny others the freedom and well-being which I claim for myself is to be irrational—7, 14.

16. I cannot (or anyone cannot) deny to others the freedom and well-being (in the fuller sense) that I claim for myself—15, 11.

17. Moral rights are those rights that apply to every PPA—Assertion.

18. To admit to a universal claims right (which applies to every PPA for freedom and well-being) is to admit to a moral right to freedom and well being—Assertion.

19. “I” (or anyone) must claim that all PPA’s have a (moral) claims right to freedom and well being—16-18.

20. Thesis: “I” or anyone else, i.e., every PPA has a (moral) claims right to freedom and well being—1, 19.

What should be noted about this version of the argument is that it operates rather differently than the first form. In the first form the logical status of various concepts of valuing and action are put under the microscope for examination, separated and by themselves, while in the dialectical form one is automatically committed to (at least) the fiction of an actual person denying that they have the prudential right for freedom and well-being for themselves.

From this vantage point we encounter several self-referential problems for those who seek to deny the interplay between speaker and audience. To deny that one claims to have freedom and well being is well nigh to deny that they have the power to act (which would include the claim, itself, that they do not claim the goods of freedom and well-being).

By investing a persona into the situation, one is reminded of Aristotle’s argument in favor of the principle of noncontradiction.

In short, the indirect argument puts the critics somewhat at bay because it shifts the burden of proof. It also adds considerable empirical content since in order to understand the operation of the dialectic, one must infuse it with particularity.

In both forms of the justification, one is trying to support generic conditions for action that would apply to any prospective purposive agent (PPA). However, a further question that might be asked is, “Rights to what?”

The answer to this question relies on the notion of correlative rights and duties within a claims right. The right in question is to some good, and the basis of the right rests upon some moral institution.

The goods in question can be divided into three classes: basic, nonsubtractive, and additive. They refer to: (1) goods which are essential to human action (cf. the minimal and enhanced senses cited in the indirect version of the argument), (2) goods which are already possessed, and (3) those goods we wish to possess.

These goods are arranged in an order of decreasing proximity to action. Thus, a basic good (such as food, clothing, and shelter) is more essential to action than the stereo I own or the car I wish to buy. Because of this ordering (when conflict occurs) one can trump the claim for a lower good by referring to a higher one. For example, if Gotham City had only enough money to fund one new project in its projected budget, and the choice was between funding a breakfast program for poor children and a new tennis court, the city should choose the former because food is more proximate to action (i.e., is a basic good) as opposed to an additional outlet for recreation (an additive good).

In this way Gewirth aspires to connect his moral system to distributive justice, as well as to traditional moral questions. He envisions a supportive state which would take away some of our money (nonsubtractive good) to provide the basic goods for all the citizens.

Just what counts for goods in each category is an interesting exercise in which to engage. I have done this with students over the years in order to get a firmer grasp on what exactly might fall into each class. For example, it seems that there are two senses of a good being basic to action: (1) a minimal sense of what is necessary to stay alive; and (2) an enriched sense of what is necessary to compete on an even “starting line” in each society. If only sense (1) is intended by a basic good, then the government (in an affluent, industrialized nation) will have very few real responsibilities in its duties to the citizens. However, if (2) is intended (as I believe it should be), then such goods as the highest appropriate level of education, medical care, various equal opportunity programs for hiring, housing, and employment equity should be thrown into the pot.

This question is in some dispute among scholars of Gewirth’s writings. From my point of view, the minimal sense of basic goods is not strong enough to do the work that I believe a moral theory must do in its obligation to provide for the well-being of its citizens because the action which is brought about by the minimal interpretation is not effective action but a very unacceptably impoverished sense of the term. To reach the equal starting line, more is necessary in today’s world than food, clothing, and shelter.

It is impossible to capture the full depth and texture of a moral theory in a few short pages, but this brief overview can provide the reader with the basics in order to read and appreciate the discussions that follow.

THE ESSAYS IN THIS VOLUME

I have chosen to divide the essays in this book into four categories: I. The Normative Structure of Action; II. Gewirth and Kantianism; III. Justification and the Wider Context; and IV. Comments by Gewirth (who was present and an active participant of the conference).

The first of these categories discusses new insights into the traditional questions that have been asked of Gewirth’s direct justification of the PGC. The second category is new. Very little (if anything) has been written on the Kantian interpretation of Alan Gewirth. This is surprising to me since it seems a natural extension of his SPT (supreme principle theory) project. The last section is also new for it takes Gewirth into the arena of other contemporary projects of note: viz., Communitariansim and rationally based morality. Both of these projects are exciting in themselves, and their reflection upon Gewirth enhances our understanding of each. Finally, Gewirth assesses these essays from his own point of view (including a special comment on Beyleveld’s essay).

The Normative Structure of Action.

In this section there are three principal essays: Virginia Held, Michael Slote, and Donald Regan. Each treats aspects of the direct version of Gewirth’s justification process via “stage I” and “stage II” (as per the above depiction of the direct version).

In Held’s essay the relationship between choosing and valuing is explored. Do all our actions imply that we value them? This is an interesting question. There are, perhaps, some notions of free-will lurking, but it is rather interesting to consider whether tapping a pencil or other such mundane activities, are really valued (in any meaningful sense). Held’s own inclinations are towards an empirical testing procedure in which we “try things out.” Obviously, there are limits to this, but such a notion implies some sort of inner self that could evaluate such tests. If such a test were feasible, then a force of conviction could create a situation in which moral theories were more than speculations among people who are probably very ethical to begin with.

David DeGrazia tries to press further on the issue of the merits of rationalism in justifying a moral theory. While sympathizing with many of the feminist critiques of philosophical rationalism (particularly a purely deductivist approach to normative ethics), he nonetheless supports rationalism’s insistence upon logical consistency as a benchmark in evaluating moral theories. Though he admits that lived experience should be considered in evaluating theories, DeGrazia holds that it is merely one among several tests that should be used when evaluating an ethical theory.

Michael Slote similarly focuses upon choosing and valuing. He presses further on the issue of whether we might choose various goods that we do not value. In a similar way to Held, Slote brings up the case of an addict who does things that he (in another sense) hates and are self destructive. (Held’s addict is only “habituated” thus playing the free-will issue somewhat differently.) For Slote, another example of this is in Sartre’s paradigm of choice. Since there is no preexisting good, what one chooses may simply be “what one chooses.” It is the result of factual and not normative considerations—certainly not moral considerations.

Lawrence C. Becker responds by acknowledging the relationship between purpose and valuing has a rich tradition in the philosophical literature. He then states that the Stoics (contra Slote) believed that purposes imported valuation. Next, he addresses certain problems in moral psychology and rational choice. These problems revolve around terms such as: desires, wants, inclinations, impulses, and general “pro-attitudes” towards various objects. Slote’s addict example follows from this and is discussed. In the end, Becker believes that when we voluntarily engage in goal-directed activity we necessarily endorse the activity, nothing-else-considered. If this is the case, then Gewirth (on the direct model, can move from stage I-premise 1 to premise 2).

Finally, Donald Regan raises a somewhat
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