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David Gauthier

Morals by Agreement

David Gauthier’'s Morals by Agreement is a philosophical framework that seeks to
understand the nature of moral obligations and ethical behavior through the lens of rational
agreement among individuals. At the core of Gauthier's theory lies the idea that morality is
not an inherent quality of actions or principles but rather a set of agreements made
between rational agents who recognize the benefits of cooperating with one another. This
concept challenges traditional views of morality and offers a fresh perspective on ethical
decision-making, particularly within the context of social contracts.



Overview of Gauthier's Ethical Framework

David Gauthier is primarily known for his work in political philosophy and ethics, particularly
through his seminal text, "Morals by Agreement," published in 1986. His approach is heavily
influenced by social contract theories and the ideas of rational choice.

Key Concepts

1. Rational Agents: Gauthier assumes that individuals are rational beings who act in their
self-interest. Each person aims to maximize their own utility while acknowledging the
presence of others with similar goals.

2. Mutual Advantage: Central to Gauthier's theory is the notion that agreements should be
mutually beneficial. Individuals are more likely to adhere to moral norms when they
recognize that such norms lead to better outcomes for everyone involved.

3. Practical Reasoning: Gauthier emphasizes the importance of practical reasoning in
making moral decisions. He argues that rational agents can reach agreements based on
reasoning that accounts for their interests and the interests of others.

4. The Role of Agreement: According to Gauthier, moral principles emerge from agreements
made between individuals. These principles are not pre-existing but are formed through the
deliberation and consent of rational agents.

Gauthier's Social Contract Theory

Gauthier’s moral philosophy operates within the framework of social contract theory, which
posits that moral and political obligations arise from an implicit agreement among
individuals to form a society.

The State of Nature

Gauthier begins with the concept of the "state of nature," a hypothetical scenario in which
individuals exist without any overarching authority or moral rules. In this environment:

- Individuals are guided solely by self-interest.
- There is no security or stability, leading to conflict and competition.
- Rational agents recognize that cooperation can lead to more favorable outcomes.

Gauthier argues that rational individuals would eventually realize that forming a
cooperative agreement is in their best interest, as it allows them to escape the chaos of the
state of nature.



The Formation of Agreements

The transition from the state of nature to a moral society occurs through the formation of
agreements. Gauthier describes this process as follows:

1. Negotiation: Individuals come together to negotiate terms that they can all accept. This
negotiation process is guided by the desire to achieve mutual advantage.

2. Consent: For an agreement to be moral, it must be based on the consent of all parties
involved. This consent is crucial as it legitimizes the moral obligations that arise from the
agreement.

3. Enforcement: To ensure compliance, there must be mechanisms in place to enforce
agreements. This could involve social sanctions or institutional arrangements that promote
adherence to the agreed-upon norms.

4. Dynamic Nature: Gauthier acknowledges that moral agreements can evolve over time as
individuals reassess their interests and the conditions of their interactions.

Implications of Morals by Agreement

Gauthier's concept of morals by agreement has far-reaching implications for ethics, politics,
and social interactions.

Ethical Implications

1. Subjectivity of Morality: Gauthier's approach suggests that morality is not an absolute or
objective set of rules but is instead shaped by the agreements made by individuals. This
could lead to varying moral standards across different societies.

2. Cooperation and Trust: His theory emphasizes the importance of cooperation and trust
among individuals. Moral norms that promote cooperation can lead to more stable and
harmonious social arrangements.

3. Rationality and Morality: Gauthier challenges the notion that moral behavior is always
altruistic. He argues that individuals can act morally out of self-interest when it aligns with
mutual benefits.

Political Implications

1. Legitimacy of Authority: Gauthier's theory raises questions about the legitimacy of
political authority. If political power is derived from agreements among individuals, then
authority must reflect the collective consent of the governed.



2. Social Justice: The concept of mutual advantage can be extended to discussions of social
justice. Gauthier's framework suggests that social norms should be designed to benefit all
members of society, particularly the most disadvantaged.

3. Policy Making: Policymakers can utilize Gauthier's ideas to create laws and regulations
that reflect the agreements of the community, fostering a sense of ownership and
responsibility among citizens.

Critiques and Challenges

While Gauthier's morals by agreement offers a compelling framework, it is not without its
critiques.

Challenges to Rationality

1. Assumption of Rationality: Critics argue that Gauthier's framework relies heavily on the
assumption that all individuals are rational and self-interested. This assumption may not
hold true in real-world scenarios where emotions and irrational behaviors play a significant
role.

2. Complexity of Agreements: The process of reaching agreements can be complex and
fraught with power imbalances. Critics argue that not all individuals have equal bargaining
power, which can lead to unjust agreements.

The Problem of Moral Relativism

1. Subjectivity of Morality: Gauthier’'s emphasis on agreement may lead to moral relativism,
where different societies can justify vastly different moral systems. This raises concerns
about the possibility of universal moral standards.

2. Disregard for Non-Agreed Principles: If morality is solely based on agreements, it could
lead to the dismissal of principles that may be fundamentally ethical but are not agreed
upon by all parties.

Conclusion

In summary, David Gauthier’s morals by agreement presents a thought-provoking approach
to understanding morality as a product of rational agreements among individuals. By
framing morality within the context of social contracts, Gauthier challenges traditional
notions of ethics and highlights the importance of cooperation, consent, and mutual
advantage. While his theory offers valuable insights into the nature of moral obligations and
the formation of social norms, it also invites critical examination and discussion regarding
the assumptions of rationality, the complexities of human behavior, and the implications for



social justice and authority. Ultimately, Gauthier’s work encourages ongoing dialogue about
the foundations of morality and the role of agreement in shaping ethical behavior within
society.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central premise of David Gauthier's 'morals
by agreement’ theory?

David Gauthier's 'morals by agreement' theory posits that moral principles are justified by
the agreements made among rational individuals, emphasizing that moral norms emerge
from self-interested cooperation.

How does Gauthier reconcile self-interest with moral
obligations?

Gauthier argues that individuals can achieve better outcomes through cooperation, and
that moral obligations arise from agreements that promote mutual benefit, thus aligning
self-interest with moral behavior.

What role does rationality play in Gauthier's moral
framework?

In Gauthier's framework, rationality is key as it underpins the ability of individuals to form
agreements that are mutually beneficial, thereby establishing a foundation for moral norms
based on rational deliberation.

How does Gauthier's view differ from traditional moral
theories?

Unlike traditional moral theories that often rely on objective moral truths or divine
command, Gauthier's 'morals by agreement' emphasizes the subjective nature of moral
principles as products of collective agreements among rational agents.

What criticisms have been raised against Gauthier's
morals by agreement?

Critics argue that Gauthier's theory may overlook the complexities of moral intuitions and
the potential for exploitation in agreements, as well as the challenge of achieving true
consensus among individuals with differing interests.

Can Gauthier's theory be applied to contemporary
ethical issues?

Yes, Gauthier's theory can be applied to contemporary ethical issues such as climate
change and social justice, where cooperative agreements among stakeholders are essential
for addressing complex societal challenges.
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