| s Benevolent Egoism Coherent?

What was Ayn Rand'’ s * new concept of egoism”?* Rand lamented that the word “ selfishness”
conjures up in the popular mind the image of someone who cares about no one and who
violates others rightsindiscriminately in the pursuit of hisown whims.? Her new conception
of egoism wasto be that of aboth rational and benevolent (but selfish) way of life. Theidea
of combining rationality with egoism is understandable to most, but, to many, the idea of
combining benevol ence with selfishness seems paradoxical. It isthis apparent paradox that |
want to examine.

Centra to Rand’ sideal of benevolent egoism are the following two principles:

P1: | should never sacrifice myself for the benefit of others.

P2: | should never sacrifice others for the benefit of mysalf.®

Whilethese principlesarelogically consistent with each other, there is a deep tension between
them in the context of the Objectivist ethics. The tension consistsin the fact that Rand gives
arguments in support of P1 and P2 that contradict each other, that depend on contradictory
assumptions, and/or that are extremely implausible empirically. The result is that while the
conjunction of P1 and P2 islogically coherent, Rand’ sdefense of it isnot. | will explain these

problems below, followed by a proposal for how one might try to resolve the tension.

1. The Principle of Ethical Egoism

P1 is an application of a more fundamenta principle apparently endorsed by Rand, ethical

egoism. Ethical egoism is usually defined, roughly, as the doctrine that each person should
always do whatever best promotes his own interests.” However, ethical egoismisnot merdly a
description of what one should do. Rather, it is concerned with why one should act; it isa

theory about the sort of reasons one can have for acting in a particular way.”



To make this point clear, suppose you met a theist who believed that the ultimate
purpose of lifewasto glorify and serve God, and not to serve oneself. Suppose, however, that
this theist dso believed that, if one acted rightly by obeying God’s commands, God would
ultimately reward one for it, so that it would turn out to have been in one’s own interests to
serve God. Nevertheless, the theist insists, what makes an action right isthe fact that it serves
God, not the fact that you will be rewarded for it. So although your acts, say, of worshiping
on Sundays, would both serve God and serve your own interests, you should perform them
because of the former and not because of the latter. The point of this example: the theist in
guestion is not an ethical egoist. Why not? Because, even though he believes you should do
the thingsthat will serve your own interests, he does not believe that you should do them for
that reason; he thinks the reason you should do them is something el se.

Thus, if wewant to capture the essence of ethical egoism, we must state what the egoist

considers to be a good reason for acting. Namely, the egoist thinks:

EE: Theonly good reason | can ever have for doing (or not doing) anything isthat it would

serve (or interfere with) my own interests.’

P1isan application of EE: by definition, sacrificing myself for the benefit of otherswould not
serve my own interests,” while refraining from doing so would; therefore, according to EE, |

have good reason not to sacrifice myself for the benefit of others, and no reason to sacrifice
myself. | should not do what | have no reason to do and good reason not to do; ergo, | should
not sacrifice myself for the benefit of others. P1 is, then, an implication of EE, and it is
reasonabl e to assume that Rand conceived EE asthe reason why P1 istrue—athough wewill

have occasion to scrutinize this assumption further below.

2. Moor e’ s Objection to Ethical Egoism

Before going on to examine the arguments in support of P2, it will be useful to have first

considered an objection to ethical egoism that G. E. Moorefirst brought forward around the



start of the last century. Moore identified the following as the fundamental contradiction of
egoism: The egoist says that each person ought rationally to hold, “My own happinessisthe
sole good.” “What egoism holds, therefore, is that each man’s happinessis the sole good—
that a number of different things are each of them the only good thing there is—an absolute

contradiction!”®

Moore seems to have been relying on the premise that, if you say that a
person should pursue x exclusively, you are thereby committed to saying that x is the sole
good. Thus, if | say that | should pursue my own happiness exclusively, | am committed to
saying that my own happinessis the sole good; if someone else’ s happiness were also good,
then that would be areason for me to pursueit. But at the same time, the egoist thinks that
you should pursue your own happiness exclusively, which implies that your happinessisthe
sole good. Two distinct things can’t both be the sole good, so egoism cannot be true.

We can phrase the conflict another way, interms of theideathat individualsareendsin
themselves. Let A be an egoist, and let B be the egoist’s next-door neighbor. A regards his
own life as an end in itself, and he says B ought to regard B's life as an end in itself. But,
insofar as A is concerned only for furthering his own life, A can not, himself, treat B'slife as
an end in itself. A’ssolevalueis A’slife; therefore, A can value B’sllife, if at dl, only asa
means (i.e. if B'slifefurthers A’s).° Similarly, when A recommendsto B that B should be an
egoist, he is recommending that B should regard A as being only valuable as a means. This
necessarily followsfrom the supposition that B should regard B’ slife asthe soleend in itself.
A therefore seemsto be caught in acontradiction: A holdsthat A’sown lifeisanend initself,
but at the same time A thinks that no one else ought to recognize A’slife asbeing an end in
itself. Inaparallel contradiction, A holdsthat other people are valuable only as means, but he
holds that other people are correct in regarding themselves as valuable not merely as means
but as ends in themselves. In other words: Each individual is correct in abelief which directly
contradicts what every other individual correctly believes. A iscorrect to believe P, but B is
correct to believe not-P.

Noticethat here, the Objectivist doctrine that rational peopl€e’ sinterests never conflict,
even if true, would provide no help. That the life of my next door neighbor should be an end
initself and that also, it should be valuable only as ameansto further my own happiness, isa

contradiction, regardless of how well my and my neighbor’ s happiness may harmonize.



The likely Objectivist response would be that Moore is here relying on an absolutist
conception of value, whereas Objectivism recognizes only relative value'>—that is, Mooreis
assuming that it makes senseto call something good ssmply, without any further qualification;
whereas, according to Objectivism, things can only be good for, or relative to, specific

individuals. In fact Moore made this assumption explicit:

[W]hen | talk of athing as ‘my own good’ all that | can mean is that something
which will be exclusively mine, as my own pleasure is mine . . . is aso good
absolutely; or rather that my possession of it is good absolutely. The good of it
can in no possible sense be ‘private’ or belong to me; any more than athing can

exist privately or for one person only.™

But just as Moore emphatically asserted that value was absol ute, Rand emphatically asserted
that it was relative.’? If there is only agent-relative value, then the egoist can respond to
Moore sargument asfollows: “Y our argument involves an equivocation. Y ou attribute to me
the view that my happiness is the sole good and my neighbor’s happiness is the sole good.
Thisisacontradictionif thereisasingle sense of ‘good’ involved there, which would be what
you call ‘absolute good.” But | maintain that in fact there are two sorts of ‘good’ involved:
good relative to me, and good relative to my neighbor. My own happinessiis the sole good-
for-me, and my neighbor’ s happinessisthe sole good-for-him. Thisis no contradiction, since
the predicate ‘good-for-me’ is not the same as the predicate ‘good-for-my-neighbor.’”
Unfortunately, neither Rand nor Moore produced detailed argumentsfor his own conception

of value, so we seem to be a an impasse so far. We will return to thisissue later, however.

3. Argumentsfor P2

P2 cannot be derived from EE in the same way as P1 was. That is, one cannot argue: “By
definition, sacrificing othersfor the benefit of myself would not serve my owninterests. . .”,

for the opposite seemsto be the case: by definition, sacrificing othersfor the benefit of myself
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would serve my interests. EE seems to imply, off hand, the contrary of P2, namely that |
should sacrifice othersfor the benefit of myself whenever possible, for | would have areason
to do so (it would serve my interests) and no reason not to.

What, then, does Rand say in defense of P2? Three things:

1)

First: sacrificing otherswould not in fact best serve my interests: “ The Objectivist ethics
holds that human good does not require human sacrifices and cannot be achieved by the
sacrifice of anyone to anyone. It holds that the rational interests of men do not clash.”*® So
theargument isthat | should never sacrifice othersfor my own benefit, because | will never be
successful in doing so; any attempt to do so will always backfire on me in some way.

It isimportant to realize that Rand is making a strong universal generalization. Itisnot
just that, for the most part, sacrificing others or violating their rights won’t help you; sheis
claiming (see above) that sacrificing others cannot benefit you. She makes equally absolute
statements about rights: “ Since Man hasinalienableindividual rights, this meansthat the same
rights are held, individually, by every man, by all men, at all times.”** And: “Inalienable
means that which we may not take away, suspend, infringe, restrict or violate—not ever, not
at any time, not for any purpose whatsoever.”*® The preceding remarks indicate that Rand
held the principle of individual rights (which, for her, amountsto the principle that no person
may initiate the use or threat of physical force against another'®) asan absolute one: that is, as
amoral principle admitting of no exceptions. Given this, it is reasonable to assume that Rand
would have regarded P2 as equally absolute; indeed, P2 seems to be alogical implication of
the principle of individual rights, insofar as ‘sacrificing’ another person seems to entail
violating his rights in some way.

Giventhis, inorder for thisfirst argument on behalf of P2 to succeed, Rand would have
to be able to argue that there are no circumstances whatsoever under which any person can
profit from sacrificing others, or violating their rights. Now, there are two problems here. The
first problem is that Rand lacks adequate evidence for this very strong clam. Referring to

people who make aliving by preying on others, she writes:



Such looters may achieve their goals for the range of a moment, at the price of
destruction: the destruction of their victims and their own. As evidence, | offer

you any criminal or any dictatorship.™’

Unfortunately, Rand gives no further elaboration on the last sentence. But the argument

seemsto be this;

1. Every crimina and every dictatorship has destroyed hinm/itsalf.
2. We can generalize from this to the conclusion that every violation of rights will run
contrary to the violator’ s interests.

3.  Therefore, no one should violate rights.

This reasoning would be in accordance with the general framework of ethical egoism, thus
resolving the tension between EE and P2. But in order to establish (1), Rand would have to
give somefurther elaboration beyond the assertions above. An extensive, empirical study of a
wide range of dictatorships and criminals, from various time periods and various places
around the world, would be necessary in order to rationally conclude that none of them have
ever profited. Obvioudly, the‘evidence’ Rand offersusisinadequate. Furthermore, evenif (1)
were established, it is far from clear that we can reasonably generalize from that to a
conclusion about every possible rights violation. (I will consider another class of rights
violations below, to which Rand’ s generalization does not seem to apply.)

Now, the second major problem, apart from having no real evidence in its support, is
that Rand’s claim that sacrificing others, or violating others' rights, would always harm the
agent’s own interests, is extremely implausible empirically. Consider only one instance. We
know that, according to Rand’ s conception of rights, the activities of the federal government
of the United States involve widespread, serious rights-violations, which have been ongoing
for several decades at the least and show no signs of letting up. The individualsinvolved in
carrying out those rights-viol ations have been what Rand would call “looters.” Y et they have
not been destroyed, and their victims (the taxpayers) have not been destroyed either.™® Where

Rand may have gonewrong isin considering only two extremes: that of completely respecting



others' rights, and so stealing nothing, and that of stealing so much that the economic system
collapses. The*prudent predators of today’ swelfare state implement an intermediate strategy
designed to net themselves the greatest amount (or at least a large amount) of unearned
wealth.® Nor, incidentally, do these looters appear to experience a guilty conscience; all
outward signs point to their being well-satisfied with their own activities. Perhaps Rand would
predict that the looters will be destroyed at some future date, that the welfare state will
collapse, and so on. Perhaps that is true, though by no means has any such conclusion been
established; it remains speculation. But even if the welfare state should collapse at some
future date, it would not have done so before many of those who helped build it had lived out
their days peacefully. | know of no evidence, in general, that left-wing politicianstend to have
lower life expectancies or less happiness than other, non-looting individuals® It therefore
seemsthat thefirst argument hasfailed to resolve the tension between ethical egoism and P2,

leaving us with no reason why an ethical egoist would not sacrifice others.

(2)

We turn to Rand’ s second argument in defense of P2:

The basic social principle of the Objectivist ethicsisthat just aslifeisanendin
itself, so every living human being is an end in himself, not the means to the ends
or the welfare of others—and, therefore, that man must live for his own sake,

neither sacrificing himsalf to others nor sacrificing others to himself.*

In this brief passage, both P1 and P2 are putatively supported by a single premise: every
person is an end in himself.

When one saysthat something is*an end-in-itself,” one meansthat the thing isgood, or
valuable, inacertain way: namely, it isgood for its own sake, as opposed to being good only
for the sake of something el se obtainable by means of it. Remembering our earlier discussion
of Moore' s objection to egoism, this prompts usto ask: good absolutely, or good relative to
some individual? Let us take each case separately.

First, suppose that Rand was using an absol ute conception of goodnessin this passage.



Inthat case, by “every living human beingisan end in himself,” Rand meant that every person
isan end in himsalf absolutely. This premise would support P2 to some extent, sincein this
case every person would have a reason to regard each individual as an end in himself, and
since treating every individua as an end in himsalf would seem to entail never sacrificing
anyone.” Unfortunately, however, this use of an absolute conception of value would open
Rand up to Moore' s objection considered above: if she accepts the concept of an absolute end
initself, then Rand has no defense against the charge that egoism is self-contradictory.

Suppose, then, that Rand was using an agent-rel ative conception of goodness. In this
case, by “every living human being isan end in himself,” Rand meant that every personisan
end in himself relative only to himself. So for me, my lifeistheonly end initself, whereasfor
you, your lifeistheonly end initself. Thisisat least formally consistent so far. But now what
about the rest of the sentence: “ not the meansto the ends or the welfare of others.” Well, of
course for me my lifeisan end in itself. But for other people, it is not; we just established
that. So why wouldn’t my life be for themjust ameansto their own ends? Why wouldn’t my
life from my neighbor’ s point of view be good only as a means to promoting my neighbor’s
life?®

Similarly, what are we to make of the remark, “man must live for his own sake, neither
sacrificing himself to others nor sacrificing others to himself”? Clearly, given that my lifeis,
for me, the only end in itself, | would be irrational to sacrifice it for the sake of others. But
why would | not be rationa to sacrifice others to myself? True, their lives are ends in
themsalvesfor them, but why should | care about that? Once we introduce agent-relativity of
value, the value of my neighbors’ lives (to them) becomes irrelevant to my own practical
deliberation; it provides no reason for meto act. Rand’ simplicit assertion that it follows (*. . .
therefore . . .”) from the statement that another person’slifeisan end initself that | should
not sacrifice another person’slife clearly depends on the absolutist conception of value, for
only such absolute value would provide auniversal reason to act (i.e., areason that all agents
have); agent-relative value would only provide a reason for that individua to act. If my
neighbor’ slifeisnon-instrumentally good-for-him, nothing follows about its being good-for-
me, given that “good-for-him” and “good-for-me” are two different predicates, and so

nothing follows about its being bad-for-me to sacrifice my neighbor’slife.



Thus, Rand is caught in adilemma: if she adopts an absolute conception of value, then
she cannot maintain the general principle of ethical egoism, because the value of others' lives
and happiness will in this case become areason for meto act on their behalf; but if she hews
to the agent-relative conception of value in order to avoid this result, then she cannot
consistently appeal to the value of others' lives and happiness as areason for me not to harm
them. Rand’'s ostensible reason for regjecting postive obligations towards others is

incompatible with her reason for accepting negative obligations towards others.

©)

A third thing that Rand saysrelevant to P2 isthat rights are necessary for one’ ssurvivd;
one cannot survive unless one is free to act on one's own judgement.?

Thisexplainswhy an ethical egoist would defend hisown rights. It does not explain why
he would respect therights of others. Therights of others may be necessary to their survival,
but how does that show that | have any obligation to respect those rights?> Conspicuousin
Rand’' s remarks about rightsis the absence, in her discussions of what rights one has and of
theimportance of rights, of any appeal to EE*®: she says people have rights because they must
be free to act on their own judgement if they are to live; she does not say that people have
rights because | must let them act on their own judgement if | am to live. The sort of reason
that she gives for individuals having rights, then, is not the reason that, according to EE, is
the only good one | could possibly have for acting or not acting. Instead, she appears to be
relying on the above-discussed idea that each individua lifeis an end in itself (absolutely);
when this is combined with the premise that peopl€'s rights must be respected in order for
them to live, one can infer (at least prima facie) that 1 should respect the rights of every
individual > But we have aready seen the pitfalls for Rand involved in appealing to the
intrinsic value of every individud life.

Perhaps Rand would argue along the following lines: as an egoist, | have a motive for
trying to protect my own rights. But then, in order to be consistent, | will have to admit that
other people must also have the same rights. Thus. “The only ‘obligation’ involved in
individual rightsisan obligationimposed . . . by the nature of redity . . . : consistency, which,

in this case, means the obligation to respect the rights of others, if one wishes one’s own



rightsto be recognized and protected.” * Such an argument would be valid, however, only on
an absol ute conception of value. Rand triesto derive the existence of rights from the value of
life. If the value of lifeisrelative to an individua (i.e., each individua’slife is valuable only
for that individual, and not absolutely), then it stands to reason that rights would be agent-
relative aswell, so that they would provide reasonsfor action only to theindividual whoselife
was promoted by the recognition of the particular right in question (i.e., each individua would
have reason only to recognize hisown rights). If that consequent seems absurd, it can only be
because the notion of deriving rights from agent-relative value is absurd.

In other words, why might not an egoist consistently say: “For me, my lifeisthe only
thing that matters. My rights are necessary for my life. Therefore, for me, the protection of
my rights is imperative, and therefore | have good reason to try to stop anyone else from
violating them. | recognize that the protection of other people’ srightsisimperative for them,
and so they have reasons for wanting their rights protected. But that gives me no reason for
wanting their rights protected, and accordingly gives me no reason not to violatetheir rights.”
This speech makes perfect senseif the egoist’ s defense against Moore above made sense, i.e.,
if it makes sensefor the egoist to reject the value of others' livesasareason for himto act on
their behalf, on the grounds that that value is only relative to them. Thus, it seems that this
argument, too, fails to explain why an egoist should not sacrifice others.

Having rejected all three of Rand’ s proposed defensesfor P2, we seemto beleft with an
unresolvable tension, not to say conflict, between EE—putatively the fundamental moral
principle of Objectivism—and P2, the fundamental normative, socia principle of Objectivism.

| conclude with aperhaps surprising interpretive proposal that may at last resolvethistension.
4. Was Rand an Egoist?

Most students of Rand, whether followersor critics, will immediately answer “of course.” But
before accepting the conventional wisdom on this point, | ask the reader to carefully ook

through Rand’ sremarks about rights, selfishness, and related topics, for an explicit statement
of ethical egoism. | predict that you will not find one. Ethical egoism, again, asserts:

10



EE: The only reason | can ever have for doing anything is that it would serve my own

interests.

The most obvious textual evidence that Rand was an ethical egoist isthat she used the word
“egoism” to describe her position. The problem isthat, as anon-academic philosopher, Rand
may not have been aware of the usual usage of that term in philosophy; at any rate, we are not
entitled to assumethat “egoism” in her mouth meanswhat most philosophersmean by it, i.e.,
principle EE above. Instead, we need to look at her explanations of what egoism entails.

In fact, Rand rarely used theword “ egoism,” preferring to speak rather of “ selfishness’
or “rational selfishness.” Nowhere in her workswill one find a statement that looks like EE.
Nor isthere, to my knowledge, even the statement that a person should always pursue only
his own welfare. What one will find is Rand's definition of “selfishness’ as “concern with
one's own interests.”* Concern with one' s interest need not imply exclusive concern with
one' sown interests, so either Rand was speaking imprecisely and, uncharacteristically, saying
something less strong than what she meant, or she did not, in advocating * selfishness,” mean
to advocate ethical egoism as | have defined it here.

Part of the evidence that Rand was not a true egoist,*® then, consists in her repeated
failure, when given the opportunity, to say something quite as strong as ethical egoism would

license one to say. Consider these examples:

To live for his own sake means that the achievement of his own happiness is
man’s highest moral purpose.®
EE would presumably imply that the achievement of his own happinessis one's only mora
purpose. Why did she say only “highest”? Might the achievement of other peopl€e' s happiness

be a secondary purpose?

The moral purpose of aman’slife isthe achievement of his own happiness. This
does not mean that he is indifferent to all men, that human life is of no value to
him and that he has no reason to help others in an emergency. But it does mean

that he does not subordinate his life to the welfare of others. . .
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In other words, he does not regard others' lives as more important than his own; thisis

compatible with attributing some non-instrumental value to their lives. Continuing the same

passage:

. . . that he does not sacrifice himself to their needs, that the relief of their
suffering is not his primary concern, that any help he givesis an exception, not a
rule, an act of generosity, not of moral duty, that itismarginal and incidental . . .
and that values, not disasters, are the goal, the fir st concern and the motive power

of hislife3?

All of which makes plain that one’ s main concern should be with one' s own interests, which,
again, is compatible with attributing some non-instrumental value to the interests of others.

And again from the same essay:

[Consider] the issue of saving a drowning person. If the person to be saved isa
stranger, itismorally proper to save him only when the danger to one’ sown lifeis
minimal; when the danger is great, it would be immoral to attempt it: only alack
of self-esteem could permit oneto value on€e' slife no higher than that of arandom

stranger.*®

Notice that the position Rand is attacking is that one should value a stranger’s life equally
with one's own; she is not attacking the position that one should value a stranger’s life to
some degree (even non-instrumentally), nor does she ever attack that position. So far, then,
Rand seems to have studiously avoided asserting EE.

But thereis still stronger evidence that Rand was not a true ethical egoist:

But the creator isthe egoist in the absolute sense, and the selfless man isthe one

who does not think, feel, judge or act. These are functions of the self.*
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Particularly in view of the second sentence, this suggeststhat Rand intended “ selfish” to mean
something like, “having awell-developed self,” implying asort of independence of mind. This

is corroborated by the following remarks:

The choice is not sdlf-sacrifice or domination. The choice is independence or
dependence. The code of the creator or the code of the second-hander. Thisisthe
basic issue. . . . The egoist in the absolute sense is not the man who sacrifices
others. He is the man who stands above the need of using othersin any manner.
He does not function through them. He is not concerned with them in any primary

matter.*®

Man'’ sfirst duty isto himself. Hismoral law isnever to place hisprime god within
the persons of others. His moral obligation isto do what he wishes, provided his

wish does not depend primarily upon other men.*

Two things are noteworthy in these passages: first, that again Rand uses a qudlifier,
“primarily”: “not primarily” doesnot imply “not at all.” Theitalicsare Rand’s, and Rand was
never one to understate her point, so the qualification must be taken to be quite deliberate.
Second, the ‘egoist’ is defined as one who is not dependent on others. This is quite a bit
different from the traditional definition of an egoist as a person who believes the only reason
to do anythingisthat it serveshisowninterests. An‘egoist’ in Rand’ s sense might think there
arelotsof other reasonsfor doing things; theissue of not needing other peopleisorthogonal .

A puzzle might arise about how, on this interpretation, one who makes his living
through trade could beaRandian ‘ egoist,” since trade requiresthe presence of other people. |
believe what Rand had in mind was rather that the trader pulls hisown weight, so to speak—
he produces equal valueto the value he receives from others, and thusisin a sense supporting
himself, as opposed to requiring othersto support him.*’ Thisis consistent with principles P1
and P2. In addition, thereisapsychological sense of “independence” which may be the most
important sensefor Rand: a psychologically independent person does not depend upon others

for his sense of self-esteem, nor does he rest his values and other philosophical beliefs on
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conformity with the beliefs of others.®

Obvioudly, thisinterpretation removes the putative tension in Rand’ s moral philosophy
between EE and P2, by removing EE. According to thisinterpretation of her position, Rand
no longer need try to defend P2 by arguing, implausibly, that violating others rights will
always harm the agent. It is now open to her to defend both P1 and P2 by appealing to the
absolute value of each individua life and (for P2) the idea that recognition of rights is
necessary to preservethelife of therights-bearer. Moore’ s objection as discussed in section 2
above goes by the wayside, if Rand was not in fact defending EE.

There remain two problemsfor thisinterpretation. First, given what we have just said,
why did Rand in fact try to defend P2 by claiming that rights-violations would always harm
the violator, given that she already had another, much more plausible way of grounding
individua rights? | suggest two possible explanations. (a) She may have wanted simply to
provide additional support for P2: not only isit wrong to violate others' rights because of the
intrinsic value of the others lives, but it won't even satisfy your aims anyway. (b) It is
possible that Rand did not clearly distinguish between the two meanings of “egoism” that we
have just identified, viz. egoism as independence and egoism as exclusive pursuit of self-
interest. If so, this would explain why she thought she had to defend P2 by appeal to the
second sort of ‘egoism’ even though she had a better defense based on the first sort of
‘egoism.’

Second, however, amore serious problem arises when considering Rand’ s meta-ethica
theories. What did she mean when she said, “ The concept ‘value' . . . presupposes an answer
to the question: of value to whom” and “the good is an aspect of redlity in relation to man” 2%
Doesn't this assert the agent-relative conception of value, thereby creating aproblem for the
defense of P2? Perhaps—Dbut thisisfar from clear. Consider three possibleinterpretations of

Rand' s remarks:

1. Vaueisagent-relative. A thing can be good only relative to some being; the same event
might be good for one being and not good for another.
2. Athingisgood only if it benefits someone.

3. Athingisvalued only if thereis some being who valuesit.
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Notice that these are three distinct and logically independent statements. We have already
discussed (1). (2) is compatible with (1), of course, but it is also fully compatible with an
absolutist conception of value. It may be that the only things which are absolutely good are
the things (the events and states of affairs) that benefit people. More plausibly, it may be that
theonly intrinsically, absolutely good thing is happiness, or flourishing, or something else that
constitutes a ‘benefit.” As an illustration of this point, compare utilitarianism as an ethica
theory. Utilitarians accept (2), since they think happinessisthe soleintrinsic value. But they
reject (1), since they think the happiness of any person is good absolutely, not just good
relative to that individual. This is, of course, what leads utilitarians to believe that every
person has equal reason to aim at the happiness of any person; however, one need not draw
that conclusion in order merely to see that (1) and (2) are logically independent. The
confusion between (1) and (2) is most unfortunately aided by the possibility of equivocating
on “is good for,” as meaning either “benefits’ or “is good relative to”; note that the fina
clause of (1) isto beinterpreted along the lines of the latter, i.e., so that it isanalogousto the
relativist thesisin (4) below.

Statement (3) is logicaly unrelated to either of the statements preceding it, since (3)
concerns, not the nature of the good, but the nature of the act or process of regarding
something as good (‘valuing’). Thus, the relationship between (1) and (3) above s like the
relationship between (4) and (5) below:

4. Existenceis perceiver-relative. A thing can exist only relative to some perceiver; the
same object might exist for one person and not for another.

5. Athingisperceived only if there is some being who perceivesit.

(1) does not follow from (3), just as (4) does not follow from (5). We can see that the
inference from (5) to (4) would be invalid, since (5) istrividly true, whereas (4) istrivialy
false (notwithstanding that that inference is the major basis for relativism in philosophy).
Now, theimportant point isthis. Rand’ sremarks need not be interpreted a ong the lines
of (1). She may instead have had in mind (2) or (3) (possibly both), in either of which cases
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her failure to see a need to justify the remarks would be rendered more understandable. (3),
like (5), istrividly true. (2) isnon-trivial but nevertheless highly plausibleinitially. Evidence
that Rand actually meant (3) isfound in her definition of “value,” immediately preceding the
“of valueto whom” remark, as“that which one actsto gain and/or keep”“’: this suggests that
by “value,” she means “that which is regarded as good,” rather than “that which is good,”

since a person acts to gain something when he regards it as good, not necessarily when it is
objectively good, and Rand was certainly aware of thislast point.* Given her use of “value,”

the claim that the concept of value presupposes an answer to the question, “Of value to
whom?’ may merely mean that theidea of X’ sbeing regarded as good presupposes someone
who regards X as good—an innocuous truism.

On the other hand, evidence that Rand had in mind (2) appearsin her description of the
‘intrinsic’ theory of value, intended as a contrast to her own view, which precedes the “ aspect
of readlity in relation to man” remark: “Theintrinsic theory holds that the good isinherent in
certain things or actions as such, regardless of their context and consequences, regardless of
any benefit or injury they may cause to the actors and subjects involved.”** The intrinsic
theory, in other words, isadenia of (2); infact, it ismuch stronger than that: it is, apparently,
the view that benefitsto individuals are completely irrelevant to what isgood or bad. | am not
aware of anyone who has held such aview; in any case, areview of Moore' s above-quoted
remarks on absolute val ue should convince the reader that he asserted no such thesis asthis;
the intrinsic theory, therefore, is not the absolutist conception of value.

Thus, it seems that the two remarksin which Rand initially appears to be putting forth
the agent-relative conception of valueasin (1), are better interpreted, respectively, as putting
forward theses (3) and (2), both of which are entirely acceptable to an absolutist.

Another, unfortunate possibility to consider is that Rand ssimply did not distinguish
clams (1), (2), and (3) from one another, with the result that thereis no fact of the matter as
to what she meant. In numerous discussions of Rand and Objectivism over the years, | have
never seen this distinction drawn, other than by myself, which suggests that the confusion is
easily made. Confusion between (1) and (2) would be quite sufficient to lead one mistakenly
to think that athing is good relative to an individual only if it benefits him, and from there to

conclude that an individual can only have reason for doing what benefits himself, thus
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endorsing EE. After that, a further confusion between EE and (3) (or, more precisely,
between “value” and “good”), in turn, might enable oneto think that sacrificing otherswould
not be* selfish,” provided onedoesnot ‘value' such sacrifices (thereby making them not * good
for oneself’).

Thethree-way confusion among (1), (2), and (3) appearsto be operativein this passage:

‘Sacrifice’ isthe surrender of a greater value for the sake of alesser one or of a
nonvaue. Thus, atruism gauges a man’s virtue by the degree to which he
surrenders, renounces or betrayshisvalues. . . . Therational principle of conduct

isthe exact opposite: always act in accordance with the hierarchy of your values.®

How should we understand this argument? Altruists, presumably, believe something likethis:

A: You should often sacrifice your own interests (for the benefit of others).

How does Rand transform that into the view that you should betray your values? It seemsthat
two stages are involved: First, substitute for “your own interests,” “what is good for you.”
Second, substitute for “what isgood for you,” “what you regard as good (i.e., your values).”
We then get:

A': You should often sacrifice your values (for the benefit of others).

Thefirst substitution involves the confusion between (1) and (2), or more precisely, between
“benefits’ and “isgood relative to.” The second substitution involves the confusion between
“isgood relative to” and “isvaued by.” The fact that Rand could regard A as equivaent to
A, then, shows that she probably made these mistakes.**

5. Conclusion

The answer to the title question of this essay depends upon the meaning of “egoism.” Given
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the received interpretation of the word (given by EE), a doctrine of benevolent, or even
minimally rights-respecting, egoism is probably not coherent, in that there seem to be no
arguments capabl e of resolving the prima facie tension between the two parts of the doctrine.
An argument for rights-respecting behavior based on the claim that rights-violations can never
benefit the agent would conflict with well-known empirical facts, including, for example, the
modern history of government. And an argument for rights-respecting behavior based upon
the intrinsc value of the individual will face a dilemma: if one employs an agent-relative
conception of value, then the intrinsic value of each individua life will provide no reason for
an ethical egoist to respect others' lives;, whereas if one employs an absolute conception of
value, then ethical egoism can be shown to be contradictory, asin G. E. Moore sobjection. In
general, the would-be egoist, in defending the principle of individual rights, must either make
extremely implausible empirical claims, or else alow the interests of others to count in his
own deliberationsin just the way that EE forbids.

However, if “egoism” isinterpreted in the manner suggested in section 4, a coherent
doctrine can be constructed. In this interpretation, the ‘egoist’ (better named an
‘individuaist’) believes that each individud lifeisintrinsicaly valuable in an absolute sense.
This, in turn, coheres with the moral principle that no individual life should be sacrificed for
the sake of another individual or group—thus leading us to both P1 and P2, where EE was
only able to give us P1. The individualist of this stripe remains free to accept the intuitively
plausible principles (2) that athing is good only if it benefits someone and (3) that athing is
valued only if there is someone who valuesit, even while hergectstheidea (1) that all value
facts are agent-relative.

It is difficult to determine which interpretation has better claim to being Rand's true
theory, and | do not claim to have resolved that question here. | have tried to show that the
first interpretation is by no means inevitable, that Rand nowhere clearly asserts EE, and in
particular that the passages which initially seem to support an agent-relative conception of
value can plausibly be interpreted otherwise. There remains the unfortunate possibility that
thereisno fact of the matter as to which interpretation of Rand is correct, for the reason that
Rand herself failed to distinguish the two possible theories, even in her own mind.

Nevertheless, as any admirer of Ayn Rand’swork will appreciate® the most important issue
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hereisnot what is Rand’ stheory, but rather which isthe more reasonable ethica theory. And

that is a question which, | think, is not difficult to answer at all.*

Notes
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1. The subtitle on the title page of VOS.
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2. VOS vii.

3. See note 21 below. The principles are supposed to apply to all rational beings, i.e., the
theory isthat no rational being should sacrifice himself for the benefit of others, etc.

4. See for example, Peikoff, OPAR, 230; Rachels, 66.
5. Hunt, 74.

6. Thisisto betaken toimply that ‘that it would serve my own interests’ isareason for doing
something (provided it is true that the thing would serve my interests). See VOS, 25, 27.

7. Thisseemsto betrue by virtue of the meaning of “ sacrifice.” Rand, however, givesan even
quicker argument against ‘ sacrificing’ in general (VOS 44): she seemsto think that it means
giving up a greater value to obtain a lesser. My argument does not depend on this strong
interpretation of ‘sacrifice’; it only depends on the fact that “ sacrificing onesdlf for the benefit
of others’ entails (predictably) winding up, oneself, worse off.

8. Moore, section 59; emphasis Moore’'s.

9. Lester Hunt has challenged this inference, arguing that the good of some others might,
consistent with egoism, partly constitute my own good, rather than merely being ameansto it
(81-2). He suggests that this might hold particularly for my friends because “events in my
friend' slifecan also be. . . eventsin my life,” so that “athough my friend’s body does not
overlap my body, hislife does overlap my life,” and therefore, “good thingsin my friend’ slife
will begoodsinmy lifeaswell.” (91) | cannot give Hunt’ stheory afull discussion here, but a
few brief remarks arein order.

First, the last quotation above seems to use “good” in an absolute, rather than an
agent-relative sense (see below in the text for discussion); otherwise theinferenceisinvalid.
To illustrate, consider the case of ajailer and his prisoner. One day, the jail burns down,
allowing the prisoner to escape. Thisis an event both in thejailer’slife and in the prisoner’s
life. But from thefact that it isagood (for the prisoner) event in the prisoner’ slife, it does not
follow that it isagood (for the jailer) event in the jailer’ s life.

Second, in order to argue that some event that was part of my lifewasaso literally a
part of someone else’ slife, Hunt must take avery expans ve conception of what constitutesa
person’s life. He gives “the dinner we shared the other day” as a possible example an event
belonging both to my life and to my friend’s, indicating that, in his view, the entire process,
including the movements of both my and my friend’ s bodies, possibly including the thoughts
that went along with those movements in both our minds—not just the movements and
thoughts carried out by me—was part of my life. Note that it won’t do for Hunt to say merely
that some of that process was part of my life and some was part of my friend’s, since that
won't establish a literal overlap between our lives. Hunt's view must be that, for example,
your picking up thefork and putting some of that dinner into your mouth wasitself part of my
life. It is doubtful whether Rand would have accepted such abroad (dare | say collectivist?)
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notion of an individud’slife.

Lastly, note that the contradiction in egoism allegedly results as long as there is any
person whose life the egoist fails to treat as an end in itself while the egoist holds that that
person should regard his own life as an end in itself. Thus, the problem will not be removed
even if Hunt succeeds in showing that an egoist can treat some lives as ends in themselves.

10. Smith, 97-9.
11. Moore, 99.

12. See the text to note 39 below; however, see also the discussion in section 4 regarding
whether Rand actually held an agent-relative theory of value.

13. VOS 31, second emphasis added.
14. Lexicon, 215; emphasis added.
15. Lexicon, 211; italics Rand's.

16. Lexicon, 215; VOS, 32; Atlas Shrugged, 949.

17. VOS 24.

18. Contrast VOS, 93-4, where Rand opinesthat rights are necessary for human survival; and
VOS, 23: “ Such looters are parasitesincapabl e of survival, who exist by destroying those who
arecapable. . ..”

19. | owethispoint to Bryan Caplan, who putsit in economic terms. “ A parasitewill want to
hit the maximum point on hisvictims Laffer Curve. The Laffer Curve normally shows tax
revenuesraised asafunction of tax rates. Revenues are 0 at 0% tax (mathematically) and O at
100% tax (no incentive to work), so they reach a maximum somewhere in the middle. A
rational exploiter keepsraising therate of exploitation until demanding alarger fraction yields
asmaler result.” (Caplan, persona communication.)

20. Rand claimsthat it isimpossible for irrationa people to be happy (VOS 28-9), but note
that this would require independent evidence. The following circular argument is to be
avoided, at any rate: Theleftist politicians can’t be happy, becausetheir actionsareirrationd;
their actions are irrational, because they go against their (the agents’) own interests; the
actions are against their interests, because they prevent them (the agents) from being happy.

21. VOS 27.

22. Difficult to resist is the comparison to Kant’s categorical imperative: “Act so that you
treat humanity, whether in your own person or in that of another, always as an end and never
asameansonly.” (Kant, 47) Nozick (30-3) argues persuasively that this principle leads to

24



respect for individual rights. However, see the qualification in note 27 below.
23. This problem is briefly discussed in King (119-20).

24. Lexicon, 213-14; VOS, 93-4.

25. See Mack (152ff.) for further discussion of this problem.

26. See Lexicon, 212-17.

27. | say this can be inferred “prima facie” because | see no way to derive an absolute
(exceptionless) principle of individual rightsfrom these kinds of considerations. Suppose that
A, B, and C are each ends in themselves. Then it follows that | should not sacrifice A for no
reason; but it does not follow that | should not sacrifice A if by doing so | could preserve B
and C from destruction. It may well be true for some reason that | should not so sacrifice A,
but that certainly does not follow from the mere fact that A is good for its own sake; being
good for its own sake does not entail having infinite value, such that its value could never be
outweighed. But this problem is extraneous to our main purpose.

28. Lexicon, 217. See also the text to note 14.

29. VOS vii.

30. By a“true egoist,” of course, I mean someone who subscribesto EE as | have stated it
above.

31. VOS, 27; emphasis Rand’s.

32. VOS 49; | have altered the placement of italics to emphasize my point.

33. VOS, 45.

34. Lexicon, 449.

35. Lexicon, 449-50.

36. Lexicon, 450; emphasis Rand’s.

37. See VOS 31; CUI, 19; contrast VOS, 33, about the holdup man. Thisideais presumably
to be interpreted as follows: what | trade should have at least equal value to my trading
partner asthe thing | seek to gain from him, so that | am not asking for charity from him.

38. Atlas Shrugged, 943, 945.

39. VOS 15; CUI, 14.
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40. VOS 15.

41. VOS 24. Rand frequently criticizes people for pursuing what isn’t good.
42. CUI, 14; emphasis Rand's.

43. VOS 44.

44. That A differsfrom A" is obvious once one realizesthat the altruist is recommending that
you value other people highly. If you value other people highly, sacrificing your own interests
to help them would not be sacrificing your values. It isfor this sort of reason that no moral
theory advocates the sacrificing of one’s values.

45. Barring, perhaps, those individuals with a strong interest in defining official Objectivist
doctrine. See Peikoff, OPAR, xiv-xv; cf. the concluding paragraphs of “Fact and Value.”

46. | would liketo thank Bryan Caplan and an anonymousreferee at the Journal of Ayn Rand
Sudies for their comments on the manuscript.
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