authority a n d objectivity of moral rules is precisely that authority and
objectivity which belongs to the exercise of reason. Hence their central
prqject was, indeed is, that of showing that any rational agent is logically
committed to t h e rules of morality in virtue of his o r her rationality.
1 have already suggested that the variety of attempts to carry through this
project and their mutual incompatibility casts doubt on their success. But it
is clearlv necessary to understand not only that the project fails, but why it
Fails, a n d to d o this it is necessary to examine one such attempt in a little
detail. T h e example which I have chosen is that made by Alan Gewirth in
Rearon and Moralrly ( 1 9 7 8 ) . 1 choose Gewirth's book because it is not only o>e
of the most recent of such attempts, but also because it deals carefully and
with objections and criticisms that have been made of earlier
writers. Moreover Gewirth adopts what is at once a clear and a strict view of
what reason is: in order t o be admitted as a principle of p r a w e a s o n , a
principle must be analytic; and in order for a conclusion to follow from
premises of p r a c t w s o n , it must be demonstrably entailed by those
premises. T h e r e is none of the looseness and vagueness about what
constitutes ' a good reason' which had weakened some earlier analytic
attempts to exhibit morality as rational.
,
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Gewirth's argument may be spelled out as follows. Every
rational agent has to recognise a certain measure of freedom and well-being
a s precequisites for his exercise of rational agency. Therefore each rational
agent must will, if he is to will at all, that he possess that measure of these
what Gewirth means when h
x
h
e sentence quoted of
goods. T=
'necessary goods'. And there is clearly no reason to quarrel with Gewirth's
argument so far. It turns out to be the next step that is at once crucial and
questionable.
Gewirth argues that anyone who holds that the prerequisites for his
exercise of rational agency are necessary goods is logically committed to
holding also that he has a right to these goods. But quite clearly the
introduction o f the concept of a right needs justification both because it is at
this point a concept quite new to Gewirth's argument and because of the
special character of the concept of a right.
It is first of all clear that the claim that I have a right to do or have
something is a quite different type of claim from the claim that I need o r want
o r will be benefited by something. From the first - if it is the only relevant
consideration -it follows that others ought not t o interfere with my attempts
to do or have whatever it is, whether it is for my own good or not. From the
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second it does not. And it makes no difference what kind of good o r benefit is

of course true that if I claim a right jn virtue of my
of certain
characteristics, then 1 a m logically committed to holding that anyone else
with the same characteristics also possess this right. But it is just this
property of necessary universalisability that does not belong to claims about
either the possession of or the need or desire for a good, even a universally
necessary good.
O n e reason why claims about goods necessary for rational agency are so
different from claims to the possession of rights is that the latter in fact
presuppose, as the former d o not, the existence of a socially established set of
rules. Such sets of rules only come into existence at particular historical
periods under particular social circumstances. They are in no way universal
feature: of the human condition. Gewirth readily acknowledges that
expressions such as 'a right' in English and cognate terms in English a n d
other languages only appeared at a relatively late point in the history of the
language toward the close of the middle ages. But he argues that the
existence of such expressions is not a necessary condition for the embodiment
of the concept of a right in forms of human behaviour; and in this a t least h e
is clearly right. But the objection that Gewirth has to meet is precisely that
those forms of human behaviour which presuppose notions of some ground to
entitlement, such as the notion of a right, always have a highly specific and
socially local character, and that the existence of particular types of social
institution or practice is a necessary condition for the notion of a claim to the
possession of a right being a n intelligible type of human performance. (As a
matter of historical fact such types of social institution o r practice have not
existed universally in human societies.) Lacking any such social form, the
making of a claim to a right would be like presenting a check for payment in
a social order that lacked the institution of money. Thus Gewirth has illicitly
smuggled into his argument a conception which does not in any way belong,
as it must d o if his case is to succeed, t o the minimal characterisation of a
rational agent.
I take it then that both the utilitarianismof the middle a n d late nineteenth
century and the analytical moral philosophy of the middle and late twentieth
century are alike unsuccessful attempts to rescue the autonomous moral
agent from the predicament in which the failure of the Enlightenment project
of providing him with a secular, rational justification for his moral allegiances
had left him. I have already characterised that predicament a s one in which
the price paid for liberation from what appeared to be the external authority of
traditional morality was the loss of any authoritative content from the would-

