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At[pmplfd Suicide (New York, 1964), pp. 112-14.
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6. Once I acknowledge this possibility, it would be muddleheaded and query.
Ious to cut short my years before checking it out. Very well, check it out. Put those
pieces of yourself together and see if the result makes music. And peace.

7. But how does a man really do that? How, I want to ask, does he will uncan.
ditionally to be the one he is? So there can be no sham about it, he wills it for as long
as he lives. And the turled white flag he’s been carrying in his knapsack gels
ceremonial burning.

8. And he gives that critical and caring side of himself a full say in all the
decisions that count for anything. A costly move, this, because that side won't let m¢
do less than my best at any task that has my name on it.

9. The cost of trying that alternative! Disarm myself and get on speaking terni, .}

with the Damon who seems to find more than a Cracker Jack prize in this life.
package. Get on friendly terms with the side of me that’s already warm towar|
Damon and would monitor my bife in that warmth. 1 may act against its advice on
this or that, but this won't be the same as carrying it out of existence—against its will.
(I'll be pretty shammetaced, [ suppose, if that side of me turns out to he interesting
company.)

One thing this pause has taught me. Ia the first rush of thoughts 1 was of one
mind: end it. But what was the hurry? Well, I had to end it before the other side
could get a word in. So ending it meant smothering and brutalizing the side of ¢
that would be Damon K. with a passion if it had its way. Suffocate it and scatter its
ashes—what a formula for generating myths about restless spirits!

COMMENT

Itis risky to generalize from a single example, but one may be enough
to raise a few suspicions about Margolis’s position. The unclearness of his
proposed basis for suicide—a person’s deciding that life. is utterlyv
meaningless—infects any inference drawn Irom it.* Rhetorically it Auc-
tuates anywhere between a pessimist’s cliché and a moan of despair. To
suppose that someone can believe the sentence “sincerely” does nothing to
remove its unclearness or make it more like a bona fide description of
“life,” its grammatical subject. As Damon begins 1o notice in the entry dated
February 19, this is where the confusion lies in Margolis’s formula for a
rational suicide.

Classroom use of such extended examples, at least in my own experi-
ence, provides a helpful balance to the often abstruse and rarefied litera-
ture of value theory.

4. For anore systematic discussion of this point, see Erwin Stengel, Suicide and

ZvughtU can be derived from an
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Reason aND MoraLiTy. By Alan Gewirth. )
Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978. Pp. xii+393. $20.00.

What can one say of Professor Gewirth’s book, if not that it is an
incomparable philosophical performance! Massive, powerful, and
thorough, it seems to move onto the contemporary philosophical scene like
some great tank—not necessarily with guns blazing, but certainly with mul-
tiple defenses all intact, and seemingly ready to take on all comers. The
better to understand the fundamental stance of the book, it might be well to
begin with a somewhat superficial sketch of the way the land lies in con-
temporary ethics, at least as this must presumably appear to Gewirth as he
looks out from behind his heavily armored turret. What first strikes one, of
course, in such a view is that ethics. in its contemnporary phase, has ded-
sively abandoned the splendid isolation of the metaethics of a time not so
long past, and having come down from its one-time heights, has started 0
maneuver directly within the world of present-day politics and society. Nor
is it hard to discern at least the nxajor rival sets of ethical theoretical princi-
ples that seemingly inspire the different moral philosophers who carry out
these maneuvers. For suppose one asks whether it might perhaps be
something like the old traditional natural aw principles that guide our
lattey-duy ethical generals and field marshals in their marches and coun-
termarches, The answer can only be a decisive “No!™ F(nw

iaken as an absolute if ja ruism that there just is way in which an

knowledge of nature, be it scientific or otherwise—no, not even a thorough

grasp ol she known facts about human nature—can shed light on questions
a5 1o whit human beings ought to be. or how they ought to act. Instead,
when it comes 1o current rivalries among those who inhabit today’s
academic establishments, these seem to be confined almost entirely to such
issues as whether moral rules and moral values are to be conceived in terms
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- ofgﬂg&r)gica] or of deontological principles. For instance, assuming thyg

no knowledge of the realities of our human situation can ever disclose an
naturally grounded rights and duties incumbent upon us in virtue ol'm.);
nature as human beings, an obvious alternative for moral philosophers is;
then to have recourse once again to mere utilitarianism: “Why w
whether we have any naturally grounded responsibilities or obligations
merely as human beings? Rather, our concern need be with no more thang
getting what we want, and getting as much of it as we can, and for as iy
of us as possible, and regardless of whether the various goods and gouls
that we thus happen to fancy have any authorization in nature.”
One trouble, though, is that the attractions of such a utilitarian alter-
native have tended to pale rather perceptibly in the last few years. “For iy it
not a scandal,” so the objection runs, “that the maximizing of happiness for
the greatest number could well be purchased at the price of the misery und
suffering of the lesser number—at least when these are additively consid-
ered?” And so considerations such as these have recently boosted the stock B
of various deontological alternatives to utilitarian teleological theories. And 3
indeed, 5o far as Gewirth is concerned, there would seens to be no mistak.
ing that it is his intention to maneuver his mighty armament in such a wiy
as to bring it uttimately around to the side of the deontologists.
Yet Gewirth would be the first to insist, and rightly so, that his is a
deontologism with a difterence! For the trouble with the mine-run of
deontologisms, stemming as they do from Kant, and then flowing down
into the mud flats of Oxford, and eventually broadening out into (he
messy, muddy delta of the many curious currvent varieties of
deontologism—of Frankena, of Rawls, of Nozick, or of whomever—is that
apparently nonc of them seems to deal adequately with the problem of|
Justification. And after alf, the problem is one that is forced npon ihe
deontologist by nothing less than the very logic of his own moral language g5
game. For supposing it to be a question of ¢tegorical, and not mere
hypothetical, iniperatives—and the former are of the very essence of any 3
proper deontology—immediately. the one who is subject to such ()l)lig;li
tions as are expressed in the imperatives inay well ask, “But why and on
what grounds am 1 thus bound by such imperatives? What is there about
then that makes them binding upon me, or for that matter u pon anyone:”
To be sure. hypothetical imperatives pose no such problem. it is en-
tirely intelligible why someone might be said to be obliged to do X. given
the condition that he wants or is desirous of Y, and X is the best or only
means of attaining it. But by definition a categorical imperative to do X can [
never be justified on the hypothesis of the moral agent's wanting something -
else, Y. Inother words, there justis no way in which the binding force of a
categorical imperative may be made evident through any appeui o ends or
purposes outside of and extrinsic to the imperative itself. But if the binding
force of a categorical imperative cannot be made evident by any appeal o
extrinsic purposes or considerations, there would seem to be no alternative
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_ but to hold such imperatives to be somehow self-evident—that is, “You

1 ought, just because you ought.” But how can this be? How can the binding

or obligatory character of any imperative be held to be literally self-
——————————

evident?

——Ufvtourse, Kant’s answer was that a categorical obligation, like that of
never making a lying promise, is a self-evident obligation, just in the sense
mi

involve one in self-contradiction. And yet this Kantian way of construing
the'Self-evidence of categorical obligations has scarcely carried much con-
viction. Hegel is not the only one who has felt that while it might be true
that a categorical imperative was one whose self-evidence could only be
manifested by the fact that to deny or repudiate it would involve one in
self<contradiction, nevertheless Kant was singularly unable to come for-
ward with any concrete or specific examples of such categorical duties or

i1 obligations. Hence Kant’s ethics has seemed to many to be an empty tor-

malism, with no concrete moral content of any kind.

Moreover, to move from Kant to the Oxford Kantians, it appears that
they simply gave up trying to exhibit the self-evidence of categorical duties
by showing that to repudiate them would be self-contradictory. Instead,
ihey contended that categorical duties and obligations had to be simply
intuited, there being no other way that their self-evidence could be made
manifest. But the seeming arbitrariness of such appeals has meant that the
deontologists who have taken this line have been scarcely able to hold their
own, much less to sweep the field, in the contemporary struggles between
rival ethical theories. And so it is at such a juncture, and against the
hickground of these many tailed attempts to justity our categorical duties
and obligations, that Gewirth would have us think of himself as entering
ihe lists on behalf of the faltering deontologists. For he is convinced that
what all earlier ethical thinkers of a deontological persuasion, from Kant
on, have never succeeded in doing, he, Gewirth, can now bring off, and
bring off successfully. Indeed, for well over the first half of Reason and
Morality he is concerned with explicating and detending a single supreme
principle of morality, which he terms the Principle of Generic Consistency
(PGC), and which he contends is subject to just such rational justification as
Kant strove for but never attained. That is to say, it is a principle that can
indeed be evidenced by the fuct that one can deny it only on pain of
self-contradiction.

Moreover, in passing, it perhaps should be added that it is not merely
ihe ethical deontologists whom Gewirth feels able to set right by invoking
this supreme principle of the PGC. No, contemporary teleologists, no less
then deontologists, have all lunked Gewirth’s key test of whether or not
they are able to provide a rational justification for moral principles. Thus as
Gewirth understands morality, it is “a set of categorically obligatory re-
quirements for action that are addressed at least in part to every actual or
prospective agent, and that are cancerned with furthering the interests,
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espe(ia}lly the most important interests, of persons or recipients ather than or
in addition to the agent or the speaker” (p. 1, emphasis added). Or aguin
“morality, however, is primarily concerned with interpersonal actions, lhu£
is, with actions that affect persons other than their agents” (p. 129). Cleayly.:
though, il morality be so conceived as being primarily, if not wholly, nlhé;
directed, then teleologists must face the problem of the rational justificad
tion of their moral principles, no less than deomologists. That is to say, ,‘(
can never suffice fov a teleologist to ofter, by way of a justification of higt
moral actions, the fact that such actions ave those that he wants to perforin &
or that lead 10 the attainment of his acknowledged ends or goals. No., 1o ;
strictly “moral” action, as Gewirth understands the erm, can only hef
justified on the ground that it benefits others, and not o the ground it ig
bencefits us, or is somehow what we ourselves want to do. But why and o k-
what grounds. then, may a teleologist suppose that we have duties ¢
obligations to promote the good of others? With reference to such a ques
tion, Gewirth has an easy timc isposing of the likes of Mill's questionuble
“argument from each individual’s desiving his own happiness to the conclu
sion that the general happiness is desirable” (p. 203). And if Mill be not thef
one 1o set the standard that teleologists ave to follow in the matter of moralff
justification, what other standard is to be put forward? Can one any longer
simply posit with Hume the presence in all human beings of moval senti-§
meuts, or sentiments of henevolence, as supposedly providing the warrantg
for our other-divected actions and behavior, and in this sense of our moratl
behavior? Worse yet would be to invoke a so-called moral point of view a la
Baier, and then say that moral behavior is justified just to the extent that we
give ourselves over to the lets-pretend game of being moral. Or is thef
woril language gawe somehow one that we cannot avoid playing, with thel
result that morality gets its justification by virtue of a kind of transcendental 3
argument? Or we might follow R. M. Hare, and by a kind of hocus-pocus o :
universaltzability, try (o transform such actions as we happen to be person-
ally inclined woward into actions of o truly universal, and hence moral,
import.

Clearly none of these alternatives would seem 10 do. It is not surpris-
ing, then, that as he surveys the field of moral strategies, as these have been 4
developed by either telealogists av deontologists, Gewivth is able 1
conlidently to affirt that in no instance, either in history or in the cirrent 3
discussions, has anyone been able to come forward with anything that cvenf
approaches im adequate rational justification of moral behavior. Moreover, ;
it s precisely in this light that he would have us see his own Principle o
Generic Consistency: [t is a principle that is not to be thought of as rev-
olutionizing ethics so much as one that for the first time in history provides
ethics with a vruly rational basis and thus turns it into a respectable disci- g
pline, not to say an houest woman, at long last.

Needless to say, these are ho mean claims, and to substautiate themfg
Gewirth offers a most thorough and scarching scrutiny of his PGC. Re-
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Jduced 10 its simplest terms, what this scrutiny discloses is that human ac-
don, all of it and any of it, is distinctive just in the fact that it cannot be other
than voluntary and purposive. Indeed, the argument here, at least in its
weneral features, is not unlike Aristotle’s argument to the effect that change

" or motion must involve at least three principles. That is to say, how could

one possibly conceive of change—supposing there to be such a thing—that
was not somehow a change of something, from something, and to some-
thing else? So likewise, Gewirth argues that an action would not be an
action, or an agent an agent, if such action were not free in the sensc of

s being uncompelled and uncoerced, and if it were not directed toward some
_ end or purpose, of whatever sort that might be. And not only, Gewirth goes
. - on to argue, musl an action be free and purposive, but also as agents we

(annot but value such freedom and purpostveness as necessarily attaches to
our actions. True, it is concevable that an agent might seek to renounce his
reedom or surrender it or otherwise deny it; but in doing so, he would

. *lierally and in the very act be doing so freely; and in thus freely renounc-

ing his freedom he cannot but value that very freedom just in the sense that
without it he could not’ possibly carry out even his own act of freely rce-
nouncing it. And so, Gewirth concludes, there just is no way that a human
agent can repudiate or disvalue his freedom as an agent without thereby
sffirming the very thing he is denying, or without valuing that which he is
pretending to disvalue.

Moreover, like considerations would apply to that other distinctive
jcalttre of action, its purposiveness. For an action to be purposive simply
means for it to be aimed at something that the agent thinks to be in some

“way or other beneficial or as making for the agent’s own well-being, how-
_ever diverse may be the conceptions which different agents may have of
“what their well-being might consist in. In other words, however varied and

divergent the purposes of different agents, no agent could act or be an
agent without purposing and valuing his very being, and hence his well-
bring as an agent.

And now for the next step: just as actions could not be actions, or
wents agents, without such actions being free, and without theiy purposing

“the agent's own well-being, so also that very freedom and well-being, which

Eims~cannot but value in and by their very actions, must also be things

i
{ wirich aglnts cannot think of themselves as having anything other than a
right to.

fter all, if as an agent | cannot but value my {reedom and my

wellbgifig as being the absolute prerequisites of my being an agent, must

“tht§e not be things that | therefore cannot but consider myself as being

antitled to? Or, 1o put it still differently, since 1 could not even claim to be
what I am without being free and without my enjoying a certain well-being
just qua agent, then surely my freedom and well-being cannot even be
wnceived by me in any other light than as things to which 1 am basically
ad absolutely entitled. But no sooner is it thus established that 1 have

; rights just as an individual, than thgrewi[h there are established all of the
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correlative duties and obligations of all other agents, past, present, and 10,
come, to respect these rights of mine. Not only that, but just as 1 haye
rights, qua agent, so also will all other individuals have the same rights, qua
agents, as well. But this means that just as all other agents have duties 10

respect my rights, so also must 1 acknowledge that | have duties toward

each and every other agent to respect just those rights that he has qua
agent. And with this there emerges that basic condition of all human
agents, which Gewirth likes to call “egalitarian universalism® (p. 127):itisa
universalism, because it extends to all rational agents just insofar as they are
agents; and itis egalitarian in that the reeiprocal rights and duties extend 1o

AR i 0

agents, not in virtue of any special status or condition or qualitication that §

any other agent may happen to have, but rather in virtue simply of his
being an agent, and in this sense of his being on an equal tooting with any

and all other agents. Yes, Gewirth conceives of the exercise of human &

agency in the world as involving what he calls “transactions”: the agent as

actor acts, but in the normal human situation there are other agents, who

within the context of that particular action may be said to be its “recipients.”
n ather words, whether it be buying or selling, doctoring or lawyering,

soldicring or conscientious objecting, philandering or practicing chastity,

philosophizing or playing the ponies—in all such instances of human act-
ing, there are bound to be both actors and recipients.

And so with this, the way is at last prepared for the grande entrance of §

the Principle of Generic Consistency: “Act in accord with the generic rights
of your recipients as well as yourself” (p. 135). “But,” you will say, “docs
this not sound mightily like the now-haekneyed first formulation of the
categorical imperative: Act so that you can will that the maxim of your

action shall be a universal law?” Well, of course it does. For the matier of §
that, Gewirth's formulation of the PGC sounds not only like the categorical E

imperative of Kant; it also sounds like the second part ol the so-called

Summary of the Law which Gewirth's own colleague at the University of §

Chicago, Alan Bonagan, in a book published scarcely a year before

Gewirth's, has most ingeniously undertaken to exploit as a possible su- E
preme principle of morality: “Love thy neighbor as thyself.” And yet the

point would seem to be not that Gewirth considers his tormulation of the

supreme principle of morality to be so vadically different from such other §

comparable principles as may have been put forward by other deon-
wlogists. Rather, what Gewirth would claim is that he has managed so 10

construe and explicate his principle that it comes off as being in a quitc g
literal and precise way self-evident and sell-justifying. Fhus Donagan, torf

example, would say that his supreme principle rests on intuition, and hence
is not such that its very denial turns out to be self-contradictory. And as fo
Kint, we have already remarked how questionable it is whether he was able
to make good his claim that for anyone to go counter to the categorical
imperative would involve one in self-contradiction. In eontrast, Gewirth

with his very careful and sustained analysis, is able to show that if onefi
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¢ denies to another his generic rights either to freedom or to well-being, then

IR A SRR

it needs only to be pointed out how the very person who denies these rights
to another cannot avoid claiming such rights for himself, just in virtue of
his being an agent. But if one must think of oneself as having such rights,
and on no other ground than that one is oneself an agent. then one must
also acknowledge that any other agent has exactly the same rights as one-
selt. Hence to deny such rights to others is to fall into a patent inconsis-
tency, so far as one’s own rights claims are concerned. Q.E.D.!

Nor is that all, for Gewirth would also no doubt wish to insist that even
it Kant were able 1o maintain that the Kantian categorical imperative can-
not be challenged without involving oneself in self-contradiction, there
uonetheless is the further difficulty that attaches to Kant's way of conceiv-
g his moral first principle, in that apparently for Kant the principle
remains purely formal and resists all application to concrete cases. Not so,
though, with Gewirth’s principle. For given Gewirth’s analysis of human
action, it follows that any and every agent is committed to the specific
recognition of the concrete values of freedom and well-being. Accordingly,
in the second half of his book (chaps. 4 and 5), Gewirth spells out in
claborate and painstaking detail various of the specific ways in which
human agents have sought either to deny, or to question, or to look the
other way when it comes to facing up to the generic rights of others in
specific concrete cases. And in each such case Gewirth is able to show, with

. remarkable ingenuity, how one has but to invoke the PGC, and at once the

various evasions ol the generic rights of others turn out to be selt-
contradictory.

Unfortunately, in the comparatively narrow limits of even this long
‘eview one cannot begin either to outline or to give adequate illustration of
the richness and intricacy with which Gewirth works out his account of the
manitold and varied applications of the supreme principle of morality. But
just by way of giving a foretaste of what may be found in this second part of

" the book, consider how Gewirth attempts to sort out some of the specific

obligations that human beings have with respect 1o others' rights to well-
being. Such well-being, he suggests, must involve a variety of so-called
yoods. For instance, there are basic goods—things like “lite, physical integ-
rity, health and its various contributing factors, general freedom, mental
cquilibrium and the like.” These are “attributes of an individual without
which he cannot act, either at all or beyond some minimum relative to his
pursuing and achieving purposes” (p. 211). Besides such basic goods, there
are also what Gewirth calls “nonsubtractive goods.” Thus “a person has a
nonsubtractive good when his status quo as to his possession ol good is
mnaintained so that his level of purpose-fulfillment is not lowered through
his being made to lose something he views as good” (p. 230). And hinally
there are additive goods. These “consist in the means or conditions that
cnable any person to increase his capabilities of” purpose-fulfilling action
and hence to achieve more of his goods” (p. 240). Now with respect to each
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and every one of these varying sorts of goods, there arise rights and obliga-
tions on the part of any one agent as regards the possession of these goods,
both by himself and by others. Thus specifically, in Gewirth’s eyes, the PG(
requires not merely that agents not interfere with the freedom and well- .
being of their recipients; in addition, they have a duty to contribute posi-
tively to the well-being of others, considered as recipients of their actions o) ;
possible actions. Thus the drowning man has a right to be aided and suc- }
cored, assuming that others are in a position to save him without undue risk ;
to their own basic goods of life and health, etc. Or when it comes to additive
goods, as opposed to basic goods, agents have an obligation actually to ¢

forgo some of their own additive goods, in order that others’ lack of these
goods may be made up for: “In certain circumstances, when prospective
agents are unable o provide for their additive well-being through their
own efforts, the agent's obligation extends to assisting them to have such
well-being .. ." (p. 241). Yes, when it comes to questions about privaic
property and property rights, Gewirth unequivocally declares that “the B
right to property is limited by the PGC’s requirement that agents also act in §
accord with their recipients’ rights to well-being” (ibid.). Need it be added §
that Gewirth finds himself having to tread very warily here, considering
that some of his own most foyal students are libertarians, and, while
wholeheartedly accepting the PGC, they tend to be no less insistent that it
scarcely commits one to thus helping others, as opposed to merely no
interfering with them or injuring them?'

Particularly interesting, too, is Gewirth's concluding chapter, which he
entitles “Indirect Applications of the Principle” (i.e., of the PGC). What he
means by indirect applications as contrasted with direct applications is that
while in many instances an individual's actions and behavior are directed
toward others, considered simply as individuals and as possessed of their
appropriate rights and duties directly under the PGC, at other times our
actions are directed toward others in terms of the roles that we and they
may have, as these are determined by various social rules. For example.
given the fact that in a context of such sacial rules a judge may sentence a
criminal to prison, or an umpire declare a batter out (p. 273), would this
not seem to involve a measure of actual coercion or of harm being meted
out to recipients; and how is this ever to be justified in terms of the PGC? In
meeting such a challenge Gewirth wishes to avoid both the extreme of a
libertarian individualism and anarchism, on the one hand, and that of a
mere utilitarian calculation of aggregate benefits as over against aggegraic

harms on the other. [n general, his tactic is to argue that “all persons have a
prima facie right to participate in activities or associations whose rules they
have freely accepted” (p. 286). For is this any more than a specification of
any agent’s right to freedomn under the PGC? However, if an agent has

1. See the interesting series of articles by Roger Pilon that is scheduled 10

appear in the Georgia Law Review, vol. 13 (Summer 1979), and is entitled, “Corpora-
tions and Rights: On Treating Corporate People Justly.
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voluntarify accepted the rules of a given association, then, Gewirth argues,
if he refuses to accept “the adverse impact of procedurally justified rules on
himself and others, or if he violates any of the rules, then he contradicts
himself” (p. 287).

But then, it soon turns out that the principle that is here involved
needs to be considerably nuanced and qualified, depending upon whether
the social rules that are thus voluntarily accepted be the rules of some mere
voluntary association like a club or professional society, or those of the
so-cafled minimal state, or those of the supportive state, etc. Nevertheless,
Gerwirth never once draws back from a careful and thorough examination
of all of these situations and circumstances, showing in each case how
the relevant sorts of social rules may be justified or not, in terms of an
ultimate appeal to the PGC. For instance, the differences between the
spheres of “retributive” and “distributive” justice, between the methods of
consent in the case of, say, a basic social contract as over against specific
items of legislation within a state—all of these questions are taken up and
dealt with in an incredibly thoroughgoing and systematic fashion. In
short, the very last accusation that could be made against a deontological
ethics such as that developed by Gewirth is that it reduces to a mere formal-
ism without concrete applications in our individual and social existence.

Nevertheless, this will have to suffice by way of indicating the extent
and the subtlety of Gewirth’s concern with how his PGC may be applied in
concrete cases. For inadeqirate though our summary of this part of his book
may be, it should enable one to see that however much one may be inclined
10 agree or disagree with Gewirth's specific applications of his principle,
there can be no question of himself having so construed his supreme prin-
ciple of morality as to make it eminently susceptible of such application.
Gewirth’s ethics, in short, is no formalism. Far from it! But even though it
can thus escape the charge of formalisin, is it, as an ethics, really a basically
successful achieveinent after all? For there is no mistaking the claim which
Reason and Morality makes. It is true that Gewirth’s inherent modesty for-
bids him to articulate the claim in all of its stark reality. And yet there is no
mistaking that his book claims to do what no other major figure in modern
cthics has succeeded in doing—not Kant, not Prichard, not Ross, not any of
today’s worthies or unworthies, whatever their stature or nonstature, be it
Rawls or Hare or Frankena or Brandt or Donagan or whoever. For
Gewirth would surely say that he for the first time has managed to establish
a supreme principle of morality on such a footing as 1o make it absolutely
unshakable: it cannot be denied without self-contradiction; and upon this
one absolute first principfe the entire edifice of ethics can be erected. Still, is
Gewirth’s claini in this regard really justified?

With no li itation and reluctance, I feel that I must answer this
question in éﬁf negativd. It is true that, considering the very carefully
worked out dialéctic that Gewirth has developed to exhibit the self-evident
and self-justifying tharacter of his supreme principle of morality, one can-
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not but feel that in criticizing it one may have overlooked or missed a poine | "Matter of fact (or necessity)? Might it be ‘hf‘“ what Gewirth fai]e"d to do was
somewhere. But for whatever the following consideration may be worth, is to apply what some h:’we been. wont to call “the Eu.lh.yphro test”: Is a thing
it the case that he really has succeeded in showing the indefeasible right of good because. 1tis desired, or is it fiCSlrt_?d beca.use ;lz is seen son'lehow to be
€ach and every human agent to freedom and well-being? For granted that good, af‘d ql.mle independently ofits bemg desired?* Now imagine Gewirth
every human being does in fact cherish both freedom and well-being—yes, 10 }f]avle applied this I‘TSI to [h? ObJeC[.S;‘m‘lj]“emS of T/alye, Wh'lch, as he se;ms
granled even that every human agent must value such things not just in to teel, are necessarily associated with all human action, namely, freedom

fact, but necessarily and unavoidably, as being a part of the very notion of ¢  and well-being. And imagine further that having applied the test, it should
"wha’l it mieans to be an agent—still how does it follow from this that every % | UM out that freedom and well-being, so far from being things of worth

human agent has a right to $tuch freedom and well-being? Is there not = {"d Valt:’e merely because we cannot help d?51ri"g or cherishing lh‘;m» but ey 3,
someﬁrjw’a'ﬁ'llﬁal_fJT(;cess here from fact to right, or from ‘is’ to ‘ought’ § | ldlh}t:r .C}C]al.lse, llke\them.or not, they areﬁFhlngs that we oulEhl to value ar;]d '30744'
Merely because | or anyone else happens to have or cherish something very § | lthl eris ,J:st becagse mh the.mselve.s t] ey really are ‘:la ua“ beqr worth- !
dearly, surely that does not mean that | therefore somehow have a right 1, § | while. In other words, what if Gewirth's freedom and well- ing were .
what 1 thus love and cherish, or even that it is right for me thus to love and ¥ | €steemed 1o be values, not because lh‘?re was something about our situation Qﬂ(
cherish it. Recall how Hume sought to argue that all men do, as a matter of § 48 human agents that makes such things appear to be of value to us, but .

rather because they really are of value, whether they seem so or not?
With this, would not the entire situation change radically for Gewirth,
so far as the grounding for his ethics is concerned? No longer would he be
forced into any dubious moves from the fact of men’s valuing certain things
to their having a moral right to what they so value. Instead, prior to any
10 apprave, not so much benevolent or useful actions, as rather malevolent | fact, be it necessary or otherwise, that men do desire certain lhmg’sl,lls’the
or sadistic ones, that of course would not serve to justify such actions or 1o f -~ more basic fact that certain things just are desirable as being naturally and
o iwht. ¢ intrinsically good for us. Ar}d from this it wguld fol!ow that such thmg§ as
mdl\e();'hce(:r:f one knows what Gewirth’s reply to all of this would be. He g ire naturally desirable are for that reason things which we ought to desire,
would saylhm’as long as human beings just happen to approve (‘)f freedom § ‘m‘jl Wh'd? it is l'herefore morally gg:l f"" llls l(f desnre{ lr;]oth’er t‘)"'(_“dsv
and well-being, it certainly does not follow either that it is right for them so ; whatever is thus d’ naturaf gp()d, andt ul? a ndlurdlllense or U[Ll.dn eylln.gsh,
to do, or that they have rights to such things. But the case must be different whether they be aware of it or not, will necessarily be something whic

fact, tend to approve such actions as are useful or agreeable either t().lhc
agent himself, or to others. And yet surely lhe.fact of such appr()bat.mn,
assutning it to be universal, still does not make it right that human beings
should bestow their approbation upon such useful or benevolent actions.
After all, suppose that, just as a matter of fact, human beings were inclined

when we recognize that as human beings we cannot avoid esteeming our § " human beings will have a "3’[“”‘1 Obhgaﬁ"?"} and resporlsd)‘llity—an(l 'lh'efe—
human freedom and well-being, when our so esteeming them is no less g lore also a moral obh’gallon and rCSPOnSl'?llll)'—lO pursue and lr_y to attain.
than the very condition of our being agents in the first place. In other § Moreover, whatevervlt be thus naturally right that any hl.lnl'dll being should
words, Gewirth would insist that it is precisely the necessity and absolute try to ‘140 and be—lo-r Bxiall_lple. to bc? free zm.d l(’) enJo'y s'uch a naturz'll‘
inescapability of our thus valuing our freedom and well-being l.hfn.melke 2 ll(?urlshlnl)g or well-!)elnghés‘lis "lfpr(')p“;‘l.e to htls [ll)d[u'r'c;*lds ‘;](Perf"nv_‘h'li
such things a matter of right for us, and not merely a matter of liking orf '{“)’ also be Som?lhmg ‘;‘ ich a human eI'ng m%y e sfu : '[10 ;\./e ‘? r;;n;vrfl
choice or inclination. But again, why should something’s being necessarily » right to. Does this not, then, E)f()Ylde us—and hfld P'Ie avail ed himse .() it,
the case make it any more a matter of right or obligation than its mercly§ “’0}11(1 It not 'ha\{e. provided (j‘ew'”h as w.el]—'wnh‘{m emlrel)" Prf.’ll)e' ‘"}]]d
being actually the case? s an inference from ‘must be’ to ‘ought’ any more (lefens;ble [rd"Slllofl f'roml nature 1\0 E[th'& and frU:“ the natura lf) the
valid than one from ‘is’ to ‘ought’? Indeed, suppose that an old-timef ~ woral? Indeed, such a transition could hardly be faulted in the way mn
psychological hedonist were actually to bring off a dem()ns[mmmA to thef

effect that human beings not merely do not, but cannot, seek anything hutf 2. Richard McKeon once remarked that this was a principle particulatly dear
pleasure. That still would not mean that pleasure was for that reason afg o moral philosaphers in the eighteenth century. For example, see Kant's formula-

2,

good, in the sense of being something that human beings have a right to. tion of the same principle in the Critique of Practical Reason, trans. L. W. Beck (New

. is indeed thi stionable. if notk York: Liberal Arts Press, 1956), p. 61, n. 2: “The expression sub ratione boni is also
Supposing, then, that there is indeed something questionable, ¥« amhiguous. For it can mean: we represeni something to ourselves as good, if and

downright faulty, in Gewirth’s key argument in justification of his supreme b | hecause we desire (will) it. Or it can mean: we desire something, because we repre-
principle of morality, might we perhaps go a step further and presume 10f 1 <ent it to ourselves as good. Thus either the desire is the determining ground of the
offer a possible diagnosis of just where and how and why he may have gonef ¢ concept as a good or the concept of the good is the determining ground of desire
S T : W (will).”
astray in conjuring a rabbit out of the hat—or a matter of right out ol )
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which from our earlier analysis it would seem that Gewirth’s own attempted
transition is only too open to fault.

But no, for Gewirth such a line of argument would never do! True, by
following such a line, he might be able to get himself off the spike on which
he would seem to have got himself impaled, namely, that of trying to derive
a matter of right from a matter of fact. But to get off in this way could wel
seem to Gewirth to be an even worse fate than that of being impaled! For jn
his eyes it is absolutely essential to the success of his own variety of dialectj.
cal demonstration of the supreme principle of morality that the freedon
and the well-being, which he considers to be necessary conditions of ouy
human agency, be things which as individuals we are impelled toward ow
of purely prudeutial considerations (see esp. pp. 71-73). But this amouns
to saying that freedom and well-being are, in Gewirth's eyes, things of value
only because we desire them; they are not things that we need to value, and
hence are obligated to value, because in the first place they are valuable iy
themselves. In other words, our original esteem for freedom and well-
being does not proceed from any sense of obligation or duty at all. Instead.,
the obligation and the duty come later, when from a necessary inclination
toward our own freedom and well-being, we are supposedly compelied 1o
recognize that we have certain duties and obligations to promote the free-
dom and well-being of othevs.

But there is an even deeper reason why Gewirth might wish to look the
other way, when it comes to applying the Euthyphro principle, and partic-
ularly to invoking that one feature of the principle according to which cer-
tain of our human ends and purposes—like freedom and well-being—so far
from being valued merely because we desire thewm, are rather things that we
should or ought to desire because of their inherent worth. For no sooner
might Gewirth resort to such constderations, than he would suddenly tind
himself in an entirely difterent ethical ball game {rom the one we ave all
accustomed to today between teleologists and deontologists. Or rather than

TR
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a different ball game, it might be better to stick with our carlier metaphor
and speak ol an aliogether ditferent battdeground, namely, that of tradi- E

tional natural law cthies, as one might call it, the type of ethics associated f
with Plato and Aristotle in the ancient world, or with Aquinas in the Micldle §

Ages, and possibly with Hooker in the modern period.

Unfortunately, on such a battleticld Gewirth's otherwise magnificent B

armor would seem ill-suited and out of place. For how would he deal with a g
type of ethics which refuses 10 1ake for granted what to him appears so §
evidentas to be beyond question? Thus in the context of a natural law ethic, §
morality is not to be thought of as being primarily, not to say exclusively, ]
other directed; rather, icis fundamentally, and in the firse instance, scli-§
directed. "The properly human good, or the good for man, is man's own g
natural or proper telos: and unlike the tele of modern teleological ethics,
such an end consists not of such objects of desire as are good only because
they are desired; rather it is desired hecause it is seen to be good. Not onh
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that, but a man’s telos, conceived as his fulfillment and perfection as a
human person, is something that the human individual has a moral obliga-
lion to try to bring about. And after all, is it so strange that, as less than
perfect individuals, we should have a responsibility, as it were, to make
something of ourselves, and to become that which as human persons we are
naturally ordered to becoming? So it is that our development of ourselves
in our jobs and in our professions, in our community and in our religious
life, and indeed in our entire lives as persons, so far from being the sorts of
things that can be written off as having to do only with so-called nonmoral
goods, is rather that which is the very substance of the moral life itself.

And as for others—that is, our neighbors and fellow human beings—is
it 50 far-fetched to suppose that we need to recognize that we are by nature
political animals? For the matter of that, who knows but that by nature we
may be children of God as well? (After all, the thing is at least conceivable!)
Very well, then, our very duties and responsibilities to ourselves as persons
must incorporate countless duties and responsibilities to our neighbors, to
our families, to our professional associates, to our fellow citizens. and
perhaps even to God. How different, and even in a way how alien, all of this
is from what one finds in the context of a deontological ethics like
Gewirth’s. For there, having recognized that our own freedom and well-
being are of course things of value to us, we must at the samne time recog-
nize that they are of value as nonmoral goods. And then, from the fact that
we value these as nonmoral goods for ourselves, we are supposedly bound
to recognize the equal value—but this time a moral value—of the freedom
and well-being of all other human beings. But even supposing the logic of
ihis connection to hold, is there not something questionable about such a
dissociation of the objects of our duties from all objects of our love and
interest? For logic aside, how hinding are duties going to seem to be to us. if
the objects of those duties are quite dissociated from all concern with our-
selves as persons and with what we ourselves want to be and ought 1o be as
mdividuals? Must not a mere duty for duty’s sake eventually appear 1o be
not really a duty at all?

Clearly, though, all of this is another story from anything that Gewirth
seviously adresses himself to in Reason and Morality. But then, no less is it
all another story from anything that contemporary moral philosophers,
cither teleologists or deontologists, are inclined to address themselves to
cither. Why, then, should Gewirth be expected 10 have bothered with an
cntire approach to ethics which is no longer a la mode, and the issues of
which are scarcely heeded at alt anymore? Besides, it must surely seem not
just captious, but even churlish, that we should wish to fault Gewirth's
achicvement in Reason and Morality, when we would be the first to admit
that what he has attempted to bring off in this book, and in such painstak-
ing detail, is something that no other contemporary moral philosopher, be
he teleologist vr deontologist, has ever been able to bring off at all.
Granted! Yet for all that, while we cannot deuy that Gewiith's achievement
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would be something absolutely non pareil, if he has really succeeded, has
he entirely succeeded? And if he has not succeeded, might he not then be
well advised to look to another, even if seemingly outmoded, type of moral
philosophy, which though conceived very differently from his, might
nevertheless provide him with a possible issue out of his difficulties? In-
deed, the very “stone which the builders rejected” could well be the “one to
become the head of the corner.”

HeNRrY B. VEaTCH
Georgetown Universily

Notes on New Books*

AporNO, THEODOR. Minima Moralia. Translated from the German by E. F. N.
JePHCOTT.
London: NLB, 1978. Pp. 251. $11.95.

Magna Moraka is generally regarded as being the work of a student of Aristotle’s
who listened carefully to The Philosopher’s lectures on the good for man in the
fourth century, B.c. Adorno's Minima Moralia, on the other hand, takes leftist pokes
at the charred remains of the good life in the twentieth century, a.p. “What the
philosophers once knew as life has become the sphere of private existence and now
of mere consumption, dragged along as an appendage of the process of material
production, without autonomy or substance of its own. . .. Our perspective of life
has passed into an ideology which conceals the fact that there is life no longer” (p.
15).

Written between 1944 and 1947 after Adorno had fled Nazi Germany, the
book is a loose collection of aphoristic reflections whose starting point “is the nar-
rowest private sphere, that of the intellectual in emigration™ (p. 18). While not
following a set mode of development, the subject matter of these aphorisms (which
include such diverse topics as marriage, the family, furniture, movies, and contem-
porary philosophy) gradually become broader in scope, touching on Adorno’s var-
ied interests in sociology, psychoanalysis, aesthetics, politics, philosophy, and the
vole of the intellectual in modern life.

The personal and aphoristic style of Minima Moralia clearly sets it apart from
other works in a Hegelian or Marxist tradition. At times the tone echoes Nietzsche
and even Kierkegaard, as when Adorno inverts Hegel by claiming “the whole is the
false” (p. 50). The justification for critical theory’s extended dwelling in the private
sphere is itself based on a criticism of Hegel's neglect of the life of the individual
and the confession that “part of the social force of liberation may have temporarily
withdrawn 1o the private sphere” (p. 18). This last remark would seem to apply even
more directly to the “rise of privatism” in the current American situation, making
the arrival of the new U.S. edition of Minima Moralia particularly well timed. (And
yet, as the passage from p. 15 implies, in withdrawing to the private sphere critical
theory condemns itself to ideological false consciousness.)

Originally published in Germany in 1951, this translation was first released in
Britain by New Left Books in 1974 (five years after Adorno’s death). This edition is
being distributed by Schocken Books, the American and Canadian distributor for
New Left Books.

*The notes in this issue were written by Burt Louden and David Trickett.
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