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CHAPTER 2: LIFE AND NEEDS

Life as the Ultimate Value

Ethicsisabody of universal principlesthat provide people with fun-
damental guidancein their choices. Plainly, moral principlesare useful only to
beings of conceptual consciousness, who can grasp them, and who furthermore
possessfreewill and so must choosetheir actions. That’ swhy ethics pertainsto
human beings, and not to stones, chipmunks or rhododendrons. At root, every
ethic seeksto guide people toward an ideal or goal, usually theideal of a“good
life,” based on aconception of what is of value. The Objectivist ethicsisbased
on the principle that the ultimate value is life itself, and that the standard by
which we measure the good lifeis* man’ ssurvival quaman,” as Ayn Rand put
it.

What is the logical basis of this view? Rand did not begin, as many
philosophers have done, with assumptions about what things are of value. She
began with aquestion: Why do we need the concept of valuein thefirst place?
What does it refer to? What facts of reality give rise to the concept? In other
words, she followed the method implied by the Objectivist epistemology as
outlined in the previous chapter: she sought to place the concept inits hierarchi-
cal context by tracing itsroots back to observations of reality. Theimplications
of her analysisare spelled out in Diagram 2.1.

Rand described value as “that which one acts to gain and/or keep”
(Premise la of Diagram 2.1).! This description identifies values with ends,
purposes and goals; and identifies valuing with the pursuit of goals. We can
understand thisidentification by observing the different types of goal-directed
actions and contrasting them with other types of action. The goals of which we
are directly aware are our conscious purposes. These are the easiest cases of
valuing to recognize, and thefirst kind of valuesachild |earns about. We know
introspectively that our purposeful actions are aimed toward goal's, because we
envision or consider the goal before acting. Our conscious goal s include such
things as ameal, ajob, avacation, a checkup at the doctor’s, an education, a
marriage, and so on. In valuing these things, we clearly seek to “gain and/or
keep” them. In pursuing goals, we are directly aware of the waysin which we
adapt our actions to achieve our purposes, as circumstances demand. And we
are directly aware that our purposes aim at some benefit: they aim to achieve
something we regard as good for us.?

Do we haveto be aware of an action’ spurposeintrospectively to know
if itisadapted toward attaining agoal ? Of course not: we can also observe goal-
directed action from the outside. Suppose your friend gives you aride to the
office. You can infer his goal from the way he acts: he switches lanes to pass
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dlow carsand changes hisrouteto avoid atraffic jam. If his car breaksdown, he
hailsataxi. All hisdifferent specific actions (turn | eft, turn right, stop, hail cab,
etc.) havethe effect of achieving the goal of getting you both to the office.

We can observe similar adaptation toward a goal in the realm of hu-
man action beyond ourselves, and aso in the actions of animals and plants.
Animals act for goals without rational deliberation and choice, and plants act
for goals without conscious sensations or desires at all. All of these things ex-
hibit the basic pattern we pointed out above: their actions adapt to achieve goals,
and the goals are sought for the sake of some benefit they confer. Some philoso-
phersbelievethat there are no values beyond those chosen by conscious minds.®
But values exist wherever an entity initiates action for some goal. When aplant,
after being moved, altersitsgrowth so asto bend itsleavestoward the sun, that
goal-directed actionisaform of valuing. When asquirrel gathersnutsto obtain
the food it needs, that is likewise an instance of valuing. The similarities be-
tween these and human purposes are more essential than the differences.*

Now that we have surveyed the kinds of goal-directed action that the
concept of value integrates, we must consider the essential characteristics of
such actions. In her discussion of value in the essay “The Objectivist Ethics,”
Rand noted that “the concept ‘value' ... presupposes an answer to the question:
of value to whom and for what? It presupposes an entity capable of acting to
achieveagoal intheface of an alternative.” We can put Rand’ s point thisway:
for anything to be avalueinthefirst place, it must fulfill two basic conditions
that areimplicit in the very concept of value:

1) There must be some one or something who valuesthethingin question,
and obviously, that valuer must be capable of initiating goal-directed
actions. Itisanimportant insight of Rand’ sthat avalue can exist only
if someone or something “actsto gain and/or keep” it. Thispointisa
crucial oneto bear in mind as you proceed through ethics. It istradi-
tional in philosophy and common in everyday usageto say that some-
thing would be “good,” “better,” “ideal,” and so forth, without speci-
fying to whom it would be of value. Philosophers often speak of the
“the Good” asif thiswere detached from the particular affairs of indi-
vidual people. But in the Objectivist view, there is no “good” apart
from the good of particular agents.® In ethics it is always useful to
check one’ s premises, by asking of aproposed value: to whom isit of
value?

2) Thevauer must face an alternativein light of which the goal makes
adifference. Here therelevant question to ask of aproposed valueis:
valuablefor what? It isinherent in the phenomenon of valuing that the
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goal is sought because of some benefit it providesthe valuer. Achiev-
ing thevalueor failing to achieveit must in someway affect theagent’s
fate: itsexistence, well-being, capacity for further action, or some other
significant attribute. This presupposes that the agent faces an alterna-
tive of somekind, aset of possible outcomesthat can in some way be
ranked as better or worsefor it.

Diagram 2.1: Lifeand Value

Inductive Evidence:
1, 2,4,5, 6: Observation of living organisms, biology.

1a) Valueisthat which one actsto gain and/or keep

¢

1) Anything that can initiate goal- 2) Living organismsinitiate
directed action and facesan alter- <~  goal-directed action in the face of
native the outcome of which de- alternatives.

pends on such action has values.

3) All living 4) All values 5) An ultimate 6) Life versus

things pursue + presuppose an + endisa death isthe

values. ultimate end. fundamental fundamental
alternative alternative an
faced by the organismfaces.
valuer.

¢

For any living organism, itslifeisitsultimate value.
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Thesetwo implications about value are formul ated together in Premise
1 of the diagram: anything that can initiate goal-directed action and faces
an alternative the outcome of which depends on such action, has values.
They follow directly from Premise 1a.

Premises 1a and 1 state the connection between the concepts of pur-
pose and of value. The next step isto recognize the connection between those
concepts and the phenomenon of life. Premise 2 assertsthat living organisms
initiate goal-directed actions in the face of alternatives, and thus fulfil the
conditionsfor valuethat areidentified in Premise 1. Living thingsby nature are
goal-seekers who face alternatives. This point is supported inductively by ex-
amining living organisms. That is, we are drawing on the same observations as
when we considered premises 1laand 1, but whilein that case we wereidentify-
ing adistinctive type of action, and the conditions presupposed by it, here we
areidentifying the types of entitiesthat meet those conditions. The concepts of
value, goal-directed action, and life pertain to the samereferents, regarded from
different points of view. Valuing, goal-directed action, and the maintenance of
life refer to the same class of actions, on the part of the same category of enti-
ties.

The induction behind Premise 2 proceeds as follows: Based on the
observation of living things, we can conclude that all living things share the
following essential characteristics:
¢ Living organisms can initiate goal-directed action.

This has two aspects:

a. Living actionis self-generated.

Living creatures act from a source within themselves. When a lion
chases agazelle, the gazelleisnot pulling thelion, rather thelion is generating
itsown running motion. Notice that machinesthat act from stored energy (such
asthose with gasoline or electric motors) seem lifelike because they sharethis
characteristic.

b. Living action isgoal-directed.

The biological sciences describe a vast realm of beings that act
adaptively for goals. When its environment changes, and it confronts impedi-
ments, an organism changes its actions and often even its structure to adopt
means of reaching some end. Only afew machines (heat-seeking missiles, for
instance) are ableto act adaptively to achieve agoal, and even then thegoal is
relatively ssimple—and it isagoal designed into the machine by humans, who
arethereal goal-seekersin such cases. By contrast, the adaptive responses the
primitive amoeba usesto secureitsfood and avoid harm are far more sophisti-
cated than those of any machine constructed to date. Goal-directed action is
characteristic of living organismsasaclass.

¢ Organisms continually face alternatives
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Living organisms are enormously complex and the actions they per-
form are enormously diverse—from the chemical actions of simple one-celled
animalsto the global ambitions of statesmen. Acrossthisenormousrange, how-
ever, such actionsaim at benefitsto the agents, who act in theface of alternative
outcomes that are better or worse for them. A tree sends out roots in search of
thewater it needs; obtaining or failing to obtain water makes adifferenceto the
tree, and that iswhy trees have acquired this capacity through evolution. Hu-
man beings, and other animal sthat possess consciousness, act from desire, and
thusfacethe alternative of succeeding or failing to satisfy their desires.®

We can conclude that all living things pursue values (Premise 3).”
But the conclusion of Diagram 1 saysmorethan this. It specifieslifeitself asthe
ultimate valuefor any living thing. To arrive at this conclusion, we must engage
in further induction from our observations of living things, induction that re-
sults in three other premises (4, 5, and 6) that emerge from our analysis of
valuing.

If actions aim toward a goal, that goal is an end, and the actions are
meanstoit. Onegoal, say playing tennis, may be ameansto agreater goal, such
asgetting in shape. A tree’ sgoal of obtaining water from the earth isameans of
engaging ininternal self-sustaining chemical processesthat require water. Means
and endsform chainsin thisway. Each chain must end somewhere. If onehasa
complex hierarchy of means and ends, then each of the means-end chains of
whichit is constructed must conclude in some ultimate end. An ultimate value
is avalue to which other values are means but is not itself a means to further
ends. Itisan end-in-itself. AsAyn Rand noted, “without an ultimate goal or end,
there can be no lesser goals or means: a series of meansgoing off into aninfinite
progression toward a nonexistent end is a metaphysical and epistemol ogical
impossibility.”® Thisisthe point summarized in Premise 4: All values presup-
pose an ultimate end.

Sincethe end sought by agoal-directed action must make adifference
to the valuer in light of some alternative it faces, an ultimate end is a funda-
mental alternative faced by the valuer (Premise 5). For example, the tennis-
player in the preceding paragraph faced the alternative of improving or failing
toimprove his physical condition. But isthisan ultimate end? No, because his
physical condition is not the fundamental alternative he faces; his condition
matters because of its relationship to his health. And why does his health mat-
ter? Somewhere we must cometo afundamental alternative, onethat underlies
and explainsthe derivative ones. In asequence of means and ends, afundamen-
tal alternativeisonethat explains why other alternatives make a difference to
the agent. The sameistruefor thetree that sends out rootsin order to get water,
which it needsin order to engageininternal chemical processes. Intheseand all
other cases, according to Ayn Rand, we arrive eventually at asingle fundamen-
tal alternative: life versus death is the fundamental alternative an organism
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faces (Premise 6).

Organisms act to secure their continued existence, and if they fail to
act, as Ayn Rand observed, they quickly die. Living things encounter many
alternatives: while a flower blooms, it may be blown left or right, it may be
warm or cold, it may attract bees, or not, and so on. But existence versus non-
existence isthe most fundamental alternative, because nonexistence precludes
all other alternatives. When aflower wilts, dies, and is no more, then it is not
blown around, it is not warm or cold, it is not there to attract bees. Of course,
thisisn't merely afundamental alternativefor living things: astructure of any
sort may cease to exist. The structure of a sun can collapse; houses can burn
down; windows sometimes shatter. However only living things act in response
to thismost basic of alternatives. “Lifeisaprocess of self-sustaining and self-
generated action,” Ayn Rand observed.® The difference between alive organ-
ism and a dead one is not its shape or color, but the kinds of actions it takes.
Living things not only do value, they must value, or ceaseto exist. That iswhy
lifeisfundamental to an organism. It isthereason that lifeis metaphysically an
end-in-itself : the essence of aliving organism’ snatureisits capacity toinitiate
goal-directed actions, and in acting to preserveitslifeit actsto preserve that
very capacity.

We have now established the premises we need to reach the conclu-
sion of Diagram 2.1: For any living organism, its life is its ultimate value.
Thisconclusion integratestwo lines of arguments. Theinductive evidence sub-
sumed in premises 1 and 2 imply that al living thingsarevaluers. Theinductive
evidence subsumed in premises4, 5, and 6 tell usthat their lives are their ulti-
mate values.

One question that is sometimes raised about this derivation iswhether
there must be asingle ultimate valueto which all other values are means. Why
couldn’t avaluer’ shierarchy of means and endsterminatein arange of ultimate
valuesthat are each ends-in-themsel ves, without ahigher end to which they are
all means? The basic answer isimplicit in the premises we have already re-
viewed. If an organism had more than one ultimate end, what would it do when
those ends conflicted? They might require contradictory actions, with no single
higher end to determine which action should betaken at agiventime. The alter-
native to having an ultimate end is chaotic action and indecision.

The most basic living things act in ways that are determined by their
natures: they act, and respond, but do not choose their actions. Inthisway, they
are like sophisticated computer programs. But like a program, if their actions
become inconsistent they malfunction, break down, and fail to act. If a com-
puter program has a bug, it produces inaccurate data; in the worst case, it
“crashes.” Inaliving being, an example of such a“bug” would be acancerous
tumor. A tumor grows out of control, destroying the body. It is an organ of the
body acting without regard to the fundamental alternative. When an organism
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develops such a“bug,” it tendsto die. So the actions of healthy organisms are
aimed at asingle ultimate and fundamental value of life.??

We human beings have to hold our ultimate value by choice.®* Unlike
simpler organisms, we can choose values that are against or unrelated to the
valueof life. Thisis precisely why we need to hold our ultimate value explicitly.
Our ability to choose doesn’t make holding inconsistent values any more effec-
tivefor usthan for abacterium. If one were to choose not to hold any ultimate
value, some of one’ s values would be means to competing ends, and the result
would beindeterminacy, indecision, and contradiction. We can act for contra-
dictory ends, and that iswhat most historical theories of ethics haveimplicitly
counseled usto do, but if we do so wewill experiencefrustration, incoherence,
suffering, and even death. If we want our actionsto be consistent and coherent,
and therefore efficacious, we must organize our value hierarchy on the basis of
an ultimate value or end-in-itself.

Because human beings need to identify their values by deliberate think-
ing, and pursue those values by choice, their actionsdo not alwaysaim at goals
that in fact support life. It is possible to value things that are not actually valu-
able by the standard of life. Of course, if someone choosesnot to livein thefirst
place, he ceasesto be avaluer at all. Short of death, however, it is possiblefor
usto make amistake about what to value, either because we have embraced the
wrong moral code or because we havefailed to apply acorrect code properly to
the particulars of a situation. In addition, through evasion, we can ignore the
long-termin favor of short-term goal s, ignore our commitmentsin order to pur-
sue other desires, and so on. Some Objectivists taken thisto mean that we need
two concepts of value: In this scheme, Rand’ sbasic concept of “that which one
seeksto gain and/or keep” isthe concept of thevalued, and acting to obtainitis
valuing; whereasthe standard of life gives usthe concept of what isobjectively
valuable.

We believe this approach is not compatible with the derivation of the
conclusion that lifeisthe ultimate value. That derivation isbased on the conver-
gence of the concepts of goal-directed action, value, and life, which designate
the same phenomenon in reality. The phenomenon is a complex one, and for
technical purposeswe can distinguish itsdifferent aspects. In particular we can
distinguish the capacity to initiate goal-directed action from the fundamental
alternativesthat give such action its point. In economics, for example, itisvalid
to abstract the human pursuit of ends from the question of whether those ends
actually servelifein accordance with true moral principles. In medicine, con-
versely, itisvalid to study the conditionsthat actually promotelifein abstrac-
tion from the patient’ s willingness to pursue those conditions. In philosophy,
however, we must recognize that each element existsonly in the context of the
other. Means and ends go together.

On the one hand, we cannot speak of what isvaluable except in refer-
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enceto an agent capable of initiating action to obtain it. We can abstract from
the particular nature, capacities, and choices of such an agent, but we cannot
abstract altogether from the need for some agent. We cannot ignore the ques-
tion, valuableto whom?

On the other hand, we cannot speak of valuing except for an agent who
actsintheface of an alternative. If there were agents capabl e of initiating action
but for which nothing was better or worse (asin Rand’ s hypothetical example of
theimmortal robot), we would not need to distinguish their actions asafunda-
mentally different category from mechanical, non-goal-directed actions. Hu-
man beingsin particular, asliving beings, do facethe aternative of life or death;
their capacitiesfor pursuing goals, including the conscious capacitiesfor think-
ing, desiring, planning, etc., evolved to support the satisfaction of their needsas
living beings. When a person makes an error and val ues something that does not
infact servehislife, itisnormally an error, nothing more. The person still seeks
to promote hislife—that is still the fundamental alternative that makes his ac-
tion purposivein thefirst place. For example, aperson who getsfood poisoning
from aspoiled piece of meat was obviously not deliberately trying to get sick.

Aswe proceed through this book, we will examine many other values
that arerequired by life. These values are not as obviously connected with life
as physical health is; that is why man needs a moral code to identify them.
People may fail to achieve such values either because they do not know to seek
theminthefirst place, or because they adopt mistaken means of achieving them.
For example, someone might mistakenly seek approval from othersasasource
of self-esteem. In such acase, achieving or failing to achieve self-esteem isthe
immediate alternative that makesthe pursuit of approval aninstance of valuing,
and that makes approval itself avaluefor that person. Itisnot just that approval
is something the person seeksto gain; hismotivation for seeking it traces back
tothebasic alternative of life or death, which isthe objective standard of value.
Asapoint of fact, thereissimply no way to construct a coherent range of ends
that excludeslife.

As an interesting reflection of this fact, consider the kinds of values
that philosophers and theol ogians have advocated as bases of major ethical sys-
tems. Historically, the major candidatesfor the ultimate human value have tended
to depend on the idea of life, albeit in a distorted form. For example, many
religions, including Judaism, Christianity and Islam, extol sacrificeand duty in
thereal world, but hold eternal lifein the hereafter asthe ultimate end in ethics.
While they seem to deny that life is the goal, in fact they depend on it: the
afterlife that they envisionin paradiseisjust lifein an imaginary, false meta-
physical context.

Thegreat Indian religions have put up more of struggle against life as
the ultimate valuein ethics. Hinduism avoids addressing the fundamental alter-
native by presuming that death isnot actually possible and that we are endlessly
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reborn into new lives. Hinduism thus takes the context of life for granted, and
defines its highest ends as improved kinds of life: life asawise priest, for in-
stance, rather than as a dung beetle. Buddhism is the religion that flirts most
explicitly with true self-abnegation. Derived from the Hindu world-view of end-
lessreincarnation, Buddhisminitsoriginal form regards escape from theillu-
sions of the apparent world and the self asthe proper end of human action. But
the forms of Buddhism most commonly practiced usually offer the promise of
union with Buddha or afterlife in a supernatural paradise asthe reward of vir-
tue, allowing the ultimate value of lifeto creep in through the back door, asit
were.

Non-religious ethics also trade implicitly on the nature of life as the
one, true end-in-itself. The currently fashionable theory known as “ sociobiol-
ogy,” for example, holds that our proper values derive from life, but not from
one' sown life. Instead sociobiologists hold that, thanksto evolution, we achieve
satisfaction by acting in waysthat propagate our genes. The problem with this
view, put briefly, isthat it failsto recognize theimportance of reason and choice
in human life. Sociobiology as an ethic confuses the means by which life comes
about with lifeitself. Our evolutionary heritage is part of the context in which
we pursue our lives, but it is one’ slifeitself which isaunitary, ongoing, self-
supporting process.

Many non-religious ethics consider the good to consist in fulfilling
one’ sduty to ends outside of oneself. Usually, duty still servesakind of life, but
onedivorced from the individual . Collectivists such as statists, nationalists or
tribalistshold the “life” of the state, nation or tribe as their ultimate end. Duty
ethics are impractical to the extent that they demand that people act against
their own lives, so it isno accident that such philosophies have led to terrible
bloodshed in wars and revolutions. Their most ardent followersliterally tend to
dieout.?? Collectivists must either act inconsistently by valuing their lives over
the collective, or must sacrificetheir livesin war or service. In fact most advo-
cates of such philosophies as nationalism use the collective, hypocritically, asa
means to advance their own lives.

Immanuel Kant isthe odd man out among ethical thinkers: he thought
duty was an end-in-itself, without reference to any other life, benefit or reward
of any kind. But whilelifeisactually itsown reward, duty isnot. By separating
virtue from the possibility of benefit or gain, Kant’s ethical system does not
pose an alternativeto life asthe ultimate value; it attemptsto erase the connec-
tion between virtue and values. It isthisradical separation of theideaof avalue
or goal fromitsactual basisin fact, that makes Kant’ s approach the antithesis of
the Objectivist one.

We can see from this brief survey of religion and moral philosophy
that the Objectivist analysis of life asthe basis of value brings out atruth that
hasimplicitly influenced conceptions of value throughout history, despitetheir
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explicit differenceswith Objectivism. Thistruth isthat lifeisthe metaphysical
end-in-itself to which other values are means.

We can also see from Rand’ s analysis of value that the pursuit of this
end-in-itself includes different aspects or dimensionsthat we will refer back to
in explaining thelogical structure of the Objectivist ethics. 1) A valuer initiates
action, exercising whatever capacitiesit hasfor pursuing goals. So we can com-
pare and contrast val uers along the dimension of what capacitiesthey possess,
the different types of action they can initiate. 2) A valuer acts for agoal that
would be of some benefit, so asecond dimension of comparison isthe nature of
the goal, the specific kind of valueit represents. 3) Finally, thereisthe benefi-
ciary of goal-directed action, the person or thing for whom the benefit is sought.
If lifeisthe ultimate value, the organism is ultimately acting to benefit itself.
But in doing so, it may seek specific benefitsfor othersaswell, aswhen animals
feed their young.

These are the three basic dimensionsto be found in all goal-directed
action, and we can use them to differentiate the different types of action that
living organisms engage in. Human beings are distinctive in two waysthat ap-
ply to each of the dimensions. First, human beings possess free will, so we must
pursue life as an ultimate value by choice. It is possible for a human being,
unlike the members of other species, to choose not to initiate action, and spe-
cifically not to initiate the act of thought; as we have seen, man’svolition is
fundamentally his power to choose whether to think or not. Human beings can
choose not to seek ends that are objectively valuable by the standard of life;
they can even choose to end their lives through suicide. Finally, humans can
choose not to benefit themselves but to subordinate their own good to that of
others—family, tribe, the nation, the environment. Thisis indeed what most
other codes of morality demand. Secondly, our mode of cognition is concep-
tual, which meanswe need to identify by rational thought the proper actionsto
initiate, ends to seek, and beneficiariesto act for. Thisiswhy humans, unlike
other species, need morality asabody of principlesin order to live successfully.
Onthefoundation laid in this section, with life asthe ultimate value, we can go
onto develop the Objectivist morality.

Life and Happiness

The most plausible alternative to life as the ultimate value is that of-
fered by Utilitarians, Epicureans and otherswho believe that happiness should
be one’sfinal goal. Happinessis one’ s emotional experience of success, ben-
efit, efficacy, and well-being, and because it isfelt directly, it seems self-evi-
dently good. Objectivism holdsthat pursuing one’ s happiness, properly under-
stood, isthe same as pursuing one’ slife: it not only feels good, it is good. This
iswhy, asthe book progresses, we will often speak of theend in ethicsas*“life
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and happiness.” However, since happinessis an emotional state—and a com-
plex one—it isaderivative phenomenon, not the starting placefor ethics. Dia-
gram 2.2 analyzesthe profound connection between happiness and the ultimate
valueof life.

Premise 1 statesthat Happiness is a complex of positive emotions of
benefit, efficacy and success that proceeds from the achievement of valued
goals. Happinessis not a single emotion, but acomplex admixture of positive
feelings such as joy, confidence, excitement, affection, accomplishment, and
pleasure. It includesthe overall sensethat lifeisgoing well, that one hasachieved
and is able to enjoy the important values in on€’ s life. Of course, one can be
happy even in trying circumstances: simply being engaged with and success-
fully struggling with one’ sdifficultiesresultsin aprofound sense of well-being
and satisfaction, and one’ sexultation in success may be even more keen in such
circumstances than it would if one were more secure. Happinessis at least as
much afunction of internal values, such as pride and the possession of agood

Diagram 2.2: Happiness and Life

1) Happiness is a complex 2) Emotionsarenot asource
of positiveemotionsof ben- 4= of knowledge.

efit, efficacy and success

that proceeds from the
achievement of values.
A) Happinessper se isnot an

objective standard of value.
3) Long term happiness can 4) Theonly sustainableand
proceed only from the -+ non-contradictory values
™= achievement of sustainable, arethose consistent with life
non-contradictory values. asan ultimatevalue.

Happinessisthe emotional reward and concomitant of life.
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character, as of external values such aswealth. Neverthel ess, a person who has
lost the values that are important to him, or failed to obtain them in the first
place, will not be happy. The emotionsthat proceed from failure, loss, and dep-
rivation are negative ones, including pain, frustration, anger, disgust, and so on.

Since happiness results from the achievement of values, the Objectiv-
ist ethics considers happiness alegitimate description of our ultimateend: itis
theinternal experience of meeting the requirements of life. But it cannot serve
asastandard for identifying those requirements. Rand described the distinction
between purpose and standard as follows:

a ‘standard is an abstract principle that serves as a measurement or
gaugeto guide aman’ s choicesin the achievement of aconcrete, spe-
cific purpose. ‘ That whichisrequired for the survival of man qua man’
isan abstract principlethat appliesto every individual man...

Man must choose his actions, values and goal s by the standard of that
which is proper to man—in order to achieve, maintain, fulfill and en-
joy that ultimatevalue, that end initself, whichishisownlife.®

Thesignificance of thisdistinctionisthat astandard isaprinciple; itis
aform of cognition; it isbased on our knowledge of what will and will not be of
benefit, and of what is and is not a fruitful means of achieving it. Happiness,
however, isaemotion, and as such isnot aform of cognition.

Thisreasoning isanalyzed in thefirst line of Diagram 2.1. In addition
to the definition of happiness asexpressed in Premise 1, werely on Premise 2,
emotions are not a source of knowledge, which we established in Chapter 1.
Emotionsare not forms of cognition, but result from subconsciousintegrations
of judgments of what isvaluable. Emotion givesadirect, affective experience
of what benefit and loss are, of what isgood and what isbad. Emotions provide
uswith psychological motivation. But human emotion isthe product of avoli-
tional process, and aswe've seen, it can givefalseindications of value, if it is
based on mistaken judgments in the past. This point is conclusion A in the
diagram: happiness per se is not an objective standard of value. Aspremises
1 and 2 together indicate, we can’t simply assume, because we feel happy doing
something, that it istheright thing to do. At least in the short term, feelings of
happiness may depend as much on what our goals are, as on the moral status of
those goals. Genghis Khan, for example, isreported to have declared that there
was no greater joy than slaying one’ smale enemy, stealing hisgoods, raping his
women, and enslaving his children; given hishierarchy of values, maybeit did
give him akind of fiercejoy.

The second step in the diagram provides afuller explanation of why
there can be a divergence between short-term pleasures and long-term happi-
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ness. It also sheds further light on the relationship between happiness and life
as ultimate ends. Given our understanding of happiness, asexpressed in premise
1, it follows that happiness over the long term can only proceed from the
achievement of sustainable, non-contradictory goals (Premise 3). If acting
to achieve one’'s goals cannot be sustained, then the feelings that come from
successin that action cannot be sustained, either. And if one’ sgoalsarefunda-
mentally contradictory, success in one naturally brings both joy and sorrow,
sinceit entailsfailure in another. Asalasting, pervasive state of mind, happi-
ness can only proceed from the successful pursuit of values over thelong term.
Ayn Rand called happiness “ a state of non-contradictory joy — ajoy without
penalty or guilt, ajoy that does not clash with any of your values and does not
work for your destruction....” ** One can feel emotions of joy or satisfaction, to
a certain extent, from achieving any goal upon which one sets one’s mind—
that’ swhy conclusion A istrue. But it isonly successin attaining aharmonious,
self-sustaining set of valuesthat can lead to happinessin thelong term.

The next step in our reasoning isthe recognition that the only sustain-
able and non-contradictory values are those consistent with life as an ulti-
mate value (Premise 4). The basic evidence for this assertion comesfrom the
analysis of value at the beginning of this chapter, which established that lifeis
the ultimate value. We noted there that values form hierarchies of means and
ends, and that a hierarchy presupposes an ultimate end. Without aunitary ulti-
mate end, values|lower down in the hierarchy can bein conflict. At aminimum,
they make competing demands on our time and other resources—we cannot
simultaneously watch a movie and study for an exam—and we need to make
such choices by appealing to ahigher-level purpose. And sometimes potential
values conflict in moredirect ways. A sumptuous dessert every night for dinner
is not (for most people) compatible with a lean figure. Once again, we must
appeal to ahigher-level purpose in order to pursue a consistent set of values.
For the reasons given in section 1 of thischapter, lifeitself isthe only thing that
can serve as an ultimate val ue, because only through pursuing it do we confront
our most fundamental alternative.

Aswe proceed through the book, we will seethat our needs as human
beings are complex, as are the capacities—especially the faculty of reason—
that we have available for meeting those needs. Avoiding conflict and confu-
sion as we pursue our values over the span of alifetime, coordinating our ac-
tionsacrossawide array of concrete situations, isachallenge even with afirm
commitment to on€e’ slife asan ultimate value and standard for selecting deriva-
tive values. The rest of this book, then, will provide further support for and
illustration of Premise 4.

Ayn Rand said that happiness is the emotional “reward and con-
comitant” of life, which isthe final conclusion we draw from the diagram.®
Happinessisbest described asthe affective experience of successinliving. Itis
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what onefeels, psychologically, when oneisliving well.Y” That isthe sensein
which it is the concomitant of life. (This does not mean, however, that happi-
ness occurs as an automatic result of achieving the valuesthat life requires. If
we want the full benefit of our emotions, we have to attend to them and the
integrations that produce them, so that our feelings of good and bad coincide
with our knowledge of good and bad. It isafact of human psychology that if we
have to fight our emotions or distance ourselves from them, we become less
alert to opportunities and | ess engaged with our values. Thisiswhy Rand made
the harmony of reason and emotion such an important themein her novels. ) 8
Happiness is the “reward” of life in that moments of great happiness are the
times when one feels most profoundly the success and achievement of which
lifeis made up, and by which lifeis sustained.

The philosophies that take happiness as an ethical standard all trade,
implicitly, on the close link between happinessand life over thelong term. It is
the fact that a consistent happiness proceeds from pursuing life that makes it
possiblefor happinessto seem to be self-sufficient. The Objectivist analysis of
happiness recognizes thislink explicitly, and therefore does not accept happi-
ness as the basis of ethics, but rather asthe way one experiences, emotionally,
the ultimate value of life. Happinessfeels good, becauseit tendsto follow from
valuesthat are good.

The Basic Logical Structure of the Objectivist Ethics

Now that we have established the principle of life asthe ultimate value,
we can apply it to man as a specific type of organism. With the principle in
hand, it isamatter of causal demonstration to establish the content of ethicsand
politics. Our procedure isto demonstrate which things are causally conducive
to survival: that which produces, furthers, and the protectsthe life of ahuman
being isright, good, and valuable —to that human being. And we must show
which things are causally detrimental to the life of a human being: that which
destroys, diminishes, or threatens ahuman lifeiswrong, bad, disvaluable.

AsAyn Rand put it:

Lifeor death isman’sonly fundamental alternative. Toliveishis
basic act of choice. If he choosesto live, arational ethicswill tell him
what principles of action are required to implement his choice. If he
does not chooseto live, nature will takeits course.

Reality confronts man with agreat many “musts,” but all of these
are conditional; the formula of realistic necessity is: “ You must, if —*
and the“if” standsfor man’s choice: “—if you want to achieve acer-
taingoal.” You must eat, if you want to survive. You must work, if you
want to eat. You must think, if you want to work. You must look at
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reality, if you want to think —if you want to know what to do —if you

want to know what goalsto choose—if you want to know how to achieve

them.®®

Theresult of the method of causal demonstration is the basic logical
structure of the Objectivist ethics, which isoutlined in Diagram 2.3. Beforewe
addressaparticular issue, such asthevirtue of rationality or the theory of rights,
we must first construct the preceding steps. Beginning with the ultimate value
of life, and the particular needs of human life, we can determine which values
are proper to us. Inlight of those values, and taking account of our capacities,
we can infer what actions we should take, that is, what the virtues are. We can
then derive our political values and principles by combining our knowledge of
the virtues with what we' ve established about values and the foundations of
ethics. Wewon't finish covering thisground until the last chapter, but Diagram

2.3 givesyou aroad map of the route we' Il be taking.

Diagram 2.3: The Basic Logical Structure of Ethics

Induction occurs at every stage.

Lifeastheultimate value

Human nature: needs and
capacities

Moral Values

A\

!

Principlesof action/virtues

N

Political valuesand principles
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Our task for this section isto understand better what it meansto draw
an arrow from the top of Diagram 2.3 to one of the lower boxes. That is, what
doesthismethod of causal demonstration amount to?

To make causal demonstrations in Ethics we have to look to a vast
variety of evidencefrom theworld around us. In thisbook, we can only indicate
what this evidence would be, and point to where it may be sought. Evidence of
some sort can be found in everything that is related to or has some impact on
human life, so most of human knowledge can berelevant to our reasoning. One
way to begin to get a handle on such a vast body of evidenceisto sort it into
relevant categories. We can identify three broad (and still enormous) areas of
evidence: 1) the physical world or nature, 2) society, and 3) the nature of man.
These match well with established areas of scientific investigation.

1) Evidence from Nature. Ethics must take into account the natural
world and the opportunities it offers for human action. This means that new
scientific discoveries, which expand our knowledge of theworld, haveimplica-
tionsfor our ethical conclusions. Ayn Rand remarked, for instance, that it would
have been difficult to fully understand therole of reason in material production
before modern science and the onset of the Industrial Revolution.

2) Evidence from Society. The nature of society and social interaction
is another important causal factor in considering the ethics. Just as we must
base our actions on what is physically possible, so we must take into account
what society can or may do. The evidence of the social scienceswill haveimpli-
cations for our positions. For example, our understanding of the valuesto be
gained from living by voluntary trade depends on the theory of the division of
labor and the facts about trade that economists have studied. Without this evi-
dence we might conclude, as the ancients did, that the sacrifice of one to an-
other isunavoidable.

3) Evidence from Human Nature. Most crucially, we must consider the
needs and capacities of human beings. In otherswords, we must base our under-
standing of what isgood for man on our knowledge of human nature. Medicine,
psychology and other fields that study man offer important evidence. Our un-
derstanding of moral character, for instance, which underliesthe virtues of in-
tegrity and justice, depends on psychological facts. Epistemological insightson
the powers and limitations of consciousness will also strongly affect our con-
clusions.

Context and Ethics

In saying that scienceisan important source of evidencefor ethics, we
are not saying that morality wavers from day-to-day depending on the latest
issue of the New England Journal of Medicine. Inthistext we are considering
morality at the most general level, and at thislevel it is based on facts that by
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and large are accessible to everyone. New evidence about the effect of saturated
fat on heart disease may mean that you should change your diet, but it won't
change the fact that you need food and must produceit or tradefor it. However,
technological changes do sometimes affect areas of life long thought immu-
table, and we must look out for these at times. For instance, the Objectivist
treatment of sex distinguishesitsrolein reproduction fromitsvalue asasource
of psychological visibility. Before this century’ sadvancesin reliable birth con-
trol technology, it would have been extremely difficult to pursuethelatter value
independently of the choice to have children. So this particular scientific ad-
vance changed the presuppositionsthat underlie ethical principles concerning,
among other things, marriage and chastity.

The principles of the Objectivist ethics are supported inductively in
the context of normal life. Their primary purpose is to address situations that
are likely to affect our lives, situations such as finding a job and pursuing a
career in the workplace, forming friendships and love relationships, raising a
family, and participating in organizations, to name only afew. These principles
address all the situations one would normally expect to encounter. Unlike a
random list of moral do’sand don'’ts, they form acomprehensive ethic, amoral
codefor all of life, and for afull life. Nevertheless, certain real but very unusual
situationsfall outside the scope of these principles. There werereal peopleon
the Titanic, for example, facing the decision of how to allot the limited number
of lifeboats. Many peopleregard such emergencies astest casesfor ethics, and
to teach or disseminate the Objectivist ethics, one must be prepared to discuss
them. But one should do so with aclear understanding of the waysin which they
areand are not relevant to ethics.

In the broadest sense, the Objectivist ethics always provides a modi-
cum of guidance, even in extreme circumstances. Regardless of context, one’s
lifeisone sultimate value. Aslong as one choosesto live, one should always
try to act in a practical manner to secure one’s own life and values. Because
such emergencies normally pose direct and severe threatsto survival, the best
adviceisto get out of the situation and restore normal conditionsas quickly as
possible?® Those who invoke emergenciesin ethical discussions, however, are
rarely concerned with practical issues of how to deal with real emergencies
when they occur. Their concernisnormally to conduct thought experimentsthat
will test the validity of moral principles. In this respect, the primary signifi-
cance of these situations is methodol ogical—and that is the reason we raise
them here.

Thefirst point to appreciateisthat emergenciesby nature arerare events,
and they are discontinuous with the normal context in which welive. It' susually
obvious, and strikingly unusual, to find oneself in asituation where one’slifeis
pitted against that of another, for instance. Because emergencies are dissimilar
to the normal environment, the normal principles do not apply. This does not
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invalidate those principles. As products of cognitiveintegration, according to
the Objectivist epistemology, they are based upon and incorporate into their
content the evidence on which they are based, which in this caseisthe observa-
tion of and induction from the similaritiesin normal life. It viol ates the contex-
tual theory of knowledge to treat these principles as floating absol utes, detached
from the cognitive context in which they are established.

Secondly, the principleswe are going to discussform ahierarchy among
themselves, with some derived first and otherslater. In particular, principlesfor
how we should deal with each other depend on more fundamental principles
about our basic relationship to reality asindividuals and about how we should
meet our own basic needs. Most cases of emergencies, like that of thelifeboat,
tend to rai se questions about inter-personal or social morality. A purely existen-
tial emergency, such as being trapped alone in an avalanche, seems morally
uninteresting: aslong as other people aren’t involved, of course one should do
whatever one can to survivel! It isthe equation of morality with social morality,
the equation of what one should do with how one should treat others, that gives
lifeboat-style emergencies such prominence in the broader culture. But social
morality, for Objectivism, isderivative; the relevant principles comelater inthe
hierarchy and cannot be considered in isolation from the more fundamental
principles. In one way or another, for example, emergencies are situationsin
which theinterests of different people seemto conflict, and thisis often taken as
arefutation of the Objectivist principlethat the interests of rational men do not
conflict. But that principleisbased on the more basic principlethat itisin our
interest as humansto live independently, by reason and production. This prin-
ciple appliesto normal situationsin which production and independent action
are possible, asthey are generally not in emergencies. If this underlying prin-
ciple does not apply in this context, then we cannot assume that the derivative
conflict-of-interest principle applies, either. Treating emergenciesasatest case
for that principle thetearsthat principle out of itscontext in the hierarchy of the
ethics.

Thereisanother kind of social “emergency” situation that is quite com-
mon. Thisisthe kind of situation that proceeds from dealing with people who
actirrationally, and especially violently. Since people havefreewill, itisapart
of the normal context to expect that one may need to defend oneself against
others, or that one’ s country may, through noirrational aggression on the part of
its citizens or government, becomeinvolved in awar. Then, too, one may find
in one snormal lifethat because one’ s government does not respect rights, few
people are able to get by as independent producers and traders; this is what
normal lifewaslikeintheformer Soviet Union, for instance. All these are cases
of values being threatened by the immoral use of force, either at the personal
level, inthe case of amugger, or at the political level, in the case of an unsought
war or unjust regime. We will discuss the means of controlling such threats at
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the social level when we discuss politics and government in chapter 7. Aswe
discuss social ethics, especialy in chapter 6, we will address the question of
whether coercion can be areliable meansto gain values more generally.

Therefore, the context of our discussion of ethics has to be the basic
circumstances of life that one can reasonably expect to encounter. Largely, these
raise issues of human nature and physical possibility. Isit possibleto live by
production and trade? Is it possible to live by reason? Because politics is a
derivative branch of ethics, we cannot take the given political circumstances of
any country as something basic: unlike human nature, apolitical situation can
be changed. Thus our ethical reasoning will depend on showing that our code of
morality can bewidely applied in human life, that lifeboat emergenciesarerare,
and that coercion on both the personal and political levelsisnot areliable means
of supporting one’slife.

Asyou think about the moral argumentsin this book, you should con-
sider situations that you expect to encounter in life, and judge how well each
argument addresses them, bearing in mind the foregoing caveats regarding po-
litical circumstances. It hardly needs saying that imaginary situationsthat are
unreal, impractical, and irrelevant are certainly not worthy of consideration.
Only situationsthat could occur inreal life are worth looking into, despite the
admiration that so many scholars of philosophy have for zany “hypothetical”
situations.

So wewill proceed through the ethics as an exercise in causal demon-
stration in the context of normal life. With life as our ultimate value, our under-
standing of human nature will allow usto determine what man’s proper moral
values are. Knowing these, we can determine what principles of action are ap-
propriate for obtaining those values. In other words, from our values we can
discover thevirtues. With our ethical principlesin hand, we can then determine
the proper principlesfor evaluating social institutions.

Needs

Needs are the conditions that must be fulfilled in order to produce,
further, or protect anindividua’slife. Therole of needsin the ethicsisanalyzed
in Diagram 2.4. Its Premise 1 reiterates the conclusion of Diagram 2.1: For
any living organism, its life is its ultimate value. Premise 2 defines “ need:”
A need is a condition whose presence significantly enhances an organism’s
ability to preserve itself, or whose absence significantly impairs that abil-
ity. Premise 2 isaninductive generalization, onethat isimplicit in the practice
of biologists, and for which the evidence isthe nature of living organisms. The
place of biological needsin the logical structure of Objectivism isthis: since
on€e' slifeisone’ sultimate value, one hasto know what one needs for the main-
tenance of lifein order to know what to seek asavalue.
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Diagram 2.4: Needs and Values

1) For any living organism, itslife 2) A needisacondition whoseful-

isitsultimate value. fillment significantly enhancesan
organism’s ability to preserve it-
sdf, or whose absence significantly
impairsthat ability.

Anything that satisfiesaneed isavalue.

The needs of aliving organism determineitsgoals. In other words, its
needs determine its values. Thisis the conclusion of Diagram 2.4: anything
that satisfies a need is a value. Of course, when we speak colloquially of a
need, we mean merely that something is necessary in order to do or get some-
thing. If one wants to unscrew awater pipe, one needs a pipe-wrench, for ex-
ample. And indeed, given one' sgoal inthiscase, apipewrenchisavalue. Here,
however, we are concerned with the most fundamental kind of needs: biological
needs. A biological need is also hecessary for something, but that “ something”
islifeitself. Oxygenissuch anecessity: we cannot survive without it for more
than afew minutes.

Something that fulfills a need does not necessarily have to affect the
individual’ slifeimmediately or catastrophically. If apersonfailsto get vitamin
C, for instance, he does not feel any immediate effect. But asdays go by hewill
become weaker. His gums may bleed and his teeth fall out as he suffers from
scurvy. Eventually, the lack of vitamin C can kill him. Similarly, theloss of a
friend rarely kills someone, but it narrows on€e’s circle of intercourse and de-
prives one of aid and comfort in difficult times, cuts off a habitual fellowship
and interdependence, among other effects. All of these consequences tend to
make life harder than it otherwise would be.

There is an altruistic ethical doctrine, made famous by the Marxist
dictum “From each according to his ability, to each according to his need,”
which holds that needs are ethically primary. That is, the mere fact that one
person hasaneed impliesamoral claim on other people. But in Objectivism, it
isone’ sindividual lifethat isprimary. One’ sneedsfit into thelogical structure
of ethicsasaspects of furthering one’ slife. The needsof othershave adifferent
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moral significance. Just as one's own needs are directly significant only to
oneself, so the needs of others are directly significant only to them. To under-
stand how the needs of others are relevant to one's own life is a somewhat
complex matter, one that depends on the analysis of friendship and love in
terms of aneed for visibility, communication, and economic exchange that we
will be developing in future chapters.

Capacities

It would be absurd to determine how one should act before figuring
out how one can act. So at each step in the logical structure of ethics we must
inductively relate the kinds of things people need to the kinds of thingsthey are
ableto do.

Biologistscall the abilities of agoal-directed being itscapacities. Ca-
pacities are potentials for action. For instance, our thumbs allow usto handle
objects, acapacity which dolphins, having only fins, do not share; but then, they
can hold their breath for extended periods and can swim like the devil.

Our capacities determine the kinds of actions we must take to obtain
values. Because man is not endowed with awarm fur coat, but isendowed with
a reasoning mind and dexterous fingers, if he is to survive in cold climes he
must craft warm clothing against the weather. In amoral context, it isour ca-
pacities, in relation to the valuesthey help us acquire, that determine what pat-
terns of action arevirtues.

Like values, needs and capacities only exist in relation to some par-
ticular organism. “Man” as such, does not have needs, because in reality there
are only individual people, each different from the other. When we speak of
“the needs and capacities of man,” we are making an inductive generalization
about the members of our species. Similarly, when Ayn Rand spoke of the“ stan-
dard” of ethicsas“Man’ ssurvival-qua-man” she was speaking abstractly of the
needs and capacities that we all share.22 Of course, individual members of a
biological speciesarenot identical: they arenot literally the same. For example,
person A may need an intense relationship with one other person in order to
achieve visibility; person B may need arange of varied relationships with di-
verse people. What iscommon isthe need for visibility in someform, and that
isthelevel of abstraction at which we speak of visibility asamoral value. The
same pattern applies to capacities. Two people may differ in the nature and
degree of productive achievement of which they are capable, but all normal
people are capable of producing in some form, to some degree, and thisisthe
level of abstraction at which we speak of productivenessasamoral virtue. Itis
logically precise, then, to say that man has such needs, and in asmuch asweall
possess needs and capacities within the relevant range, it is accurate to speak of
our needs and capacities.
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Morality isacode of principlesto guide human action: itisuniversal.
Its principles can only be true when the facts of each of our individual lives
actually provide evidence for them. And the principles must address arelevant
level of generality. It isproper to say that man needsfood, but wrong to say that,
because you find chili pepperstasty, we should all enjoy them, despite our great
differencesin palate and preference.

With the analysis of needs and capacitiesin hand, we have a pattern of
reasoning in ethicsthat goesasfollows:

= X issomething we need: X isvalue
= Y isan action® that will achieveavalue: Y isvirtue.

Thereisastrict order of fundamentality here: values come first, and
virtues are determined by their servicein achieving values. Virtueisameansto
obtaining values. Therefore, when we judge a course of action, we do so by
looking for the effect it has. An action can bevirtuousif, and only if, it tendsto
have the consequence of fulfilling aneed.

A virtue must help one obtain or protect some value. But the fact that
an act obtains one particular value does not necessarily mean it is a virtue.
Money is a value, for example, and one can sometimes get some money by
stealing. But stealing does not merely get one money; it has many harmful ef-
fects, not least of which isthat athief standsin danger of arrest or of fallingin
with violent, untrustworthy compatriots. Anact canonly bevirtuousif itsover-
all tendency isto promote one’slife. But, if itisto do so, it must servein net to
gainor defend values?® The end does justify the means, but only if wetakeinto
account the entire hierarchy of our ends, with lifeitself asthe ultimate end.

Flourishing and Survival

Because the Objectivist approach to ethicsisrevolutionary, it tendsto
attract some relatively technical criticism, both sympathetic and hostile. One
area of confusion that an advocate of Objectivism is likely to encounter and
wonder about is whether survival really can provide the basis for a full, rich
ethic. Isn’t it, as some critics claim, too narrow and confining? Therest of this
book is, in part, an answer to that question. But at this point it is worth more
closely examining the logical relationship between survival and a “truly hu-
man” life.

The concept of atruly human life at issue hereis usually based on an
ethics on self-realization. In thisview, the truly human lifeis one that realizes
one’ spotentialities or capacities: capacitiesfor learning, working, playing, lov-
ing, and so on. But since self-realization boils down to the development and
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exercise of our capacities, it can never be afundamental value. Of courseit is
truethere are pleasuresto be had from the use of capacities. For instance, much
of what we enjoy in playing sports or gamesis using or challenging our abili-
ties. Often, this pleasure arises because we are making oursel ves healthier and
stronger, physically or mentally. When we extend a skill, discover depths of
endurance we didn’t know we had, or overcome adifficult mental challenge, it
is usually true that we are exercising capacities that do fulfill our life needs.
And of course, itispsychologically satisfying. But at best these values are de-
rivative. A runner may derive useful aerobic conditioning and psychol ogical
pleasure from hisexercise, but if he hasaweak heart or pushes himself beyond
his proper limits, he may harm himself. He can’t tell, from the merefact that he
isrunning, whether he is doing himself any good.

In general, exercising acapacity can only bevaluablewith referenceto
aneed that it serves. And needs are defined by survival value. After all, we have
capacitiesfor hate, war, laziness, and other harmful activities: on apure ethic of
self-realization, shouldn’t one embrace these potentialities as well? The only
way totell isby referenceto amorefundamental standard. Although Ayn Rand
madeit clear that she meant her morality to ensurearich, fully humanlife, itis
the bare fundamental alternative of survival versus death that stands at the root
of all values.

Several admirers of Rand’ s approach to ethics have debated the sense
in which survival can serve the most basic criterion of ethics. Here we have
argued that survival istheliteral alternative of life versus death, existence ver-
sus nonexistence. Others, however, argue that this stark alternative is too re-
stricted a foundation for ethics.?* Instead, they argue that morality should be
based on the idea of a good or proper life, also known as a flourishing life.
Advocatesof life-as-flourishing include the potentialities or capacities of man
in their idea of human life. For them, aperson only truly liveswhen heis pru-
dent, productive, benevolent, courageous, and so forth. Noticethat if aflourish-
ing lifewere the ultimate value in ethics, we wouldn’t have to prove that ratio-
nality is avirtue: rationality would be included in our most basic idea of the
good for man. All of ethics could fit into adiagram that shows one straightfor-
ward deduction. Diagram 4 presents such an inference.

Premise 1 statesthe assumption that a flourishing life is the ultimate
value. Premise 2 addsthe rich content assumed in the “flourishing” conception
of life: a flourishing life consists of rationality, productiveness, benevolence,
etc. Theconclusion summarizes ethicsin onefell swoop: rationality, produc-
tiveness, benevolence, etc., are virtues.

The argument in Diagram 4 would save us a great deal of troublein
explaining the Objectivist ethics, if it were adequate. But it is not adequate, and
thus does not form part of thelogical structure of Objectivism.

The essential reason for thisinadequacy isthat, like the ethics of self-
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Diagram 2.5: An Illustration of Ethics asif Based on Flourishing

1) A flourishing lifeisthe ultimate 2) A flourishing life consists of
value. + rationality, productiveness,
benevolence, etc.

Rationality, productiveness, benevolence, etc. arevirtues.

realization it resembles, the content of the Flourishing standard is arbitrary.
After al, what getsincluded in the expanded idea of “human life?” Without an
established procedure for determining what the good lifeis, itishard to tell how
one would exclude any kind of commonly observed behavior from “the good
life.” For instance, acommunitarian may think that man isby nature apolitical
animal. He argues that man needs to be enmeshed in tradition and social rules,
and that individual rights are therefore contrary to flourishing. How can aclas-
sical liberal advocate of life-as-flourishing objectively gainsay that? The
communitarian and the classical liberal would end up arguing over the meaning
of flourishing, over the standard of their supposedly shared ethics. Without a
clear, fundamental criterion for determining what is and what is not of value,
the flourishing idea of human life becomes agrab-bag of any human goodsthat
one caresto deem essential. And the sameistruefor virtues: the exercise of any
trait that seems desirable or admirable can be incorporated into the conception
of the good life without proof that it really isavirtue.

The trouble with making flourishing the basis of ethicsisthat flour-
ishing isarich, derivative concept. One can agree with advocates of flourishing
who say that we must derive our ethical principlesfrom human nature, based on
what is conducive to human well-being, and that we must apply those principles
to our own particular circumstances by a process of practical reason.? Unlike
flourishing advocates, however, Objectivism clearly stateswhat it meansto base
our principlesin human nature. Properly understood, a “flourishing” lifeis a
good life, but only because the capacitiesthat are exercised in flourishing arein
fact conducive to survival. Thisis true throughout the realm of living things.
When we speak of plants as flourishing, we mean that they are strong, healthy
and capable of living. Health and strength not only stave off death in the mo-
ment, but rai se the chances of survival into the future. Every lifeisaspan, and
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ahuman lifein particular is along span: capacities that are conducive to sur-
vival increase the likelihood that that span will be prolonged.

Critics of the Objectivist position often wonder how such a* narrow”
conception of life can justify such valuesasart or love. Isn’t survival merely a
matter of having shelter, health care and the like? What would a painting or a
novel haveto dowithit? Wewill analyze the value of art in detail in chapter 4.
The methodology we use there recognizes that something that contributes to
survival does so over the span of one’ swholelife. It tends to extend that span,
ward off possible harm, or make one more able to confront harm, as does the
vitality of aflourishing plant.

Oneway in which organismsward off harm isthrough developing re-
dundant capacities. Many human capacities, for instance, are necessary for our
best chance at survival, but are not immediately fatal if lost. In thisrespect, a
person is rather like the Space Shuttle, which carries back-up computers on
board. If any one computer fails, aback-up takesover. Aslong thereisstill one
back-up left, a computer failure doesn’t cause the shuttle to crash, but it does
increase the chances of afatal failurein thefuture. No one of shuttle’s comput-
ersis absolutely necessary to the keep it from crashing, but every additional
computer decreases the chances of a breakdown. Because human beings are
much more complex than space shuittles, the kinds of useful redundancies we
need for our best chance at life are more complex, too. It's a rare soul who
would diefor lack of aparticular piece of art, for instance, but art works help us
to understand and integrate our most basic conceptions, and so make us stron-
ger and moreresilient mentally. And that helpsusto survive.

When it isbased on the concept of life, the concept of flourishing does
have aroleto play in ethics. While survival is a binary condition, successin
surviving is not. Anything that decreases the chances of death, that improves
the ability of the organism to keep functioning, that extends or prolongs life,
fulfillsaneed. Someonewho has been paralyzed in an accident may be alive by
the criterion of survival, but heis not doing well at surviving.?® Critics of the
Objectivist position are often insufficiently attentiveto this point. Ayn Rand put
it thisway: “ survival at any price' ... may not last aweek or ayear.”#

The concept of flourishing is another way of stressing the biocentric
basis of the Objectivist ethics: it isasummary way to designate the conditionin
which oneisachieving one' svaluesthrough the exercise of one svirtues. Inthis
respect it clarifies the link we have established between life and happiness.
Meeting one’ s essential human needs, through the successful exercise of one's
essential human capacities, in each area of life and across the span of on€e’ slife,
isthe objective condition that produces happiness. Thefull lifeisalso ahappy
one. Flourishing cannot substitute for the alternative or life versus death asthe
basis of ethics, any more than happiness can. When it is grounded in the re-
quirements of survival, however, the concept of flourishingisavalid and useful
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conception of succcessful life. Like happiness, it gives usasummary perspec-
tiveonwhat it meansto achieve our ultimate value.

Aswe devel op the ethics of Objectivism, we will be establishing the
characteristics of a healthy, happy, flourishing human life. To this point, we
have examined the logical basis of ethical inquiry; inthe next chapter, we will
begin to examine the valuesthat are the key to its content: reason and produc-
tion.

1 Rand, Atlas Shrugged 1012.

2 Evenif onedoesnot act on apreference, inherent in the nature of apreference
isadesirefor thething preferred, adesire that motivates action unless some
other motive supersedesit. Theimpulseto act ispart of all conscious prefer-
ences, desires, wishes, and emotions. So if one does not intend to act on that
impulse, it ismeaninglessto speak of having apreference. That iswhy acting
for one’ svaluestakes center placein Rand sanalysis.

3eg. William James“The Moral Philosopher and the Moral Life” in The Will
to Believe and Other Essays in Popular Philosophy [1897] in Pragmatism
and Other Essays (New York: Washington Square Presss, 1963) 218.

4 Analysisintermsof valuesor goalsiscalled “teleological explanation” andis
pervasiveinthebiological sciences, for good reason. See Harry Binswanger,
The Biological Basis of Teleological Concepts (LosAngeles: Ayn Rand I nsti-
tute Press, 1990) Chapter 1, for amore sophisticated discussion of thispoint.

5 Intechnical philosophy, thispositionisknown as* agent-relative value.”

6 That organismsface alternativesisasubtle and somewhat technical point. Itis
easy enough to see, in the case of aperson, what it meansto “face” an alterna-
tive. Weare conscious of both the external world and ourselves. When we act
on our awareness, we do so by choice. But apiece of algae, for example, isa
vastly simpler organism. It has no nervous system and thus no center of aware-
ness. Itsactions are mechanical: necessitated by its composition and environ-
ment. How can such athing be said to “face” anything?

The answer is that an algae’ s structure and its reactions are such that it re-
spondsin complex but orderly waysto changesin its environment. Its behav-
ior is not random or chaotic: it collects nutrients and rejects harmful sub-
stances, gathersenergy from sunlight and usesit to gather carbon fromthe air.
It faces alternativesin the sense that it reactsto its environment in amanner
consistent with achieving these goals. And it isno accident that its goals, its
values, areall meansto preserving itslife. Natural selection has shaped it so,
because nature “selects,” as it were, for one criterion only: viability. See
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Binswanger, The Biological Basis of Teleological Concepts, for more on
these issues from an Objectivist perspective.

7 Asfar asweknow, it isalso true that only living things are valuers, since no
other category of existentsare clearly capable of initiating action in the face
of alternatives. Perhaps humanswill one day devise machinesthat are suffi-
ciently complex to meet this condition; and perhapswe will one day discover
goal-seeking entities el sewherein the universe. In any case, what mattersfor
the Objectivist ethicsisthat all living things do seek values, not that they are
aloneinthiscapacity

8 Rand, “ The Objectivist Ethics,”in The Virtue of Selfishness, 17.

9 Ibid., 15.

10 Those readers with a background in evolutionary biology may balk at the
theory that survival isthe ultimate value of all living organisms. Evolutionary
biology characterizes living action as pursuing “inclusive reproductive fit-
ness,” which isthe robustness of agene pool or species-population. Thisisa
complex technical topic. Inthisnote, we can only comment that the notion of
an organism’ s life serving, in some sense, the survival of its genes seemsto
misunderstand the process of genetic evolution. The chemicalsin our cells
that wecall “genes’ are not aunified entity, but disparate concretes. A “gene”
is an abstraction that unites distinct but similar chemicals that are causally
related through natural selection, especially their rolesin the construction of
living organisms. When an organism reproduces, it creates copies of its ge-
netic material: its own genetic material has no life or continued existence
distinct from the organism. Whereas a living organism acts to preserve its
own existence as an entity, itsgenesdo not: they are merely reproduced by the
organism. Therefore, although it istrue that natural selection affects the de-
velopment of successive generations of organisms, through changesin their
genes, the chemical s of which the genes are composed are as much subject to
this process as are the structures of organisms. Both genetic material and
organismsare adapted through natural selection, but only organismsare adapted
to act in ways that preserve their continued, concrete existence. See also
Binswanger, Chapter 1X, especially pages 153-159, for adiscussion of how
reproduction relatesto life asthe ultimate valuein the case of non-valitional
organisms.

11 Technically, we choose only some of our actions; we don’t chooseto release
digestive enzymes, for example. But we can choose all but our most basic
actions and even those are open to modification through means we develop
and choose to employ. For instance, we can choose to create or buy drugsto
SUPPress our enzymes.

12 Seefor instancetheradical decline of French nationalism following the First
World War, or of German and Japanese nationalism following the Second
WorldWar.
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18 Rand, “ The Objectivist Ethics,” 27.

14 See e.g. Paul Ratchnevsky, Genghis Khan His Life and Legacy, translated by
Thomas Nivison Haining (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1991) 153. For arecent
survey of research on happiness the evinces the complexity of it asabasisfor
analysis, seee.g. David G. Myers The Pursuit of Happiness (New York: Avon,
1992).

%5 Rand. Atlas Shrugged, 1022.

16 Rand, “ The Objectivist Ethics,” 29.

171f happinessisan aspect of successinliving, why, inthisanalysis, do wetreat
it a something distinct from life in the most fundamental sense? In technical
philosophy, this question is put by asking why we treat values such as reason
and happiness as instrumental to life when in fact they are constitutive of a
successful life. Much ismade of thisdistinction in neo-Aristotelean circles. The
virtues of that philosophy are supposed to be “ constitutive means” of flourish-
ing (i.e. partsof, or aspects of, flourishing), and thus require no other justifica-
tion.

In contrast Objectivism recognizes that the instrumental/constitutive
distinction is not fundamental. Both types of means are means, and must be
analyzed similarly. One might express this point by noting that constitutive
means are also instrumental. For instance, the heart is part of the body: it is
congtitutive of the body. But it is easy to show that the heart issimply ameansto
the body’ s functioning: one can observe what happens when the heart fails. In
fact, thiskind of analysisis essential to identifying constitutive means: acan-
cerous tumor is also part of the body, but it is not a constitutive means to the
body’ ssurvival. Similarly, beforewe accept that happinessisapart of the good
life, we must first show that it isameansto the good life or aresult of it.

8 Rand’ s portrayal of reason-emotion conflicts often includes adramatic twist:
the subconscious “ sense of life” behind a character’ s deepest emotionsis more
trueto hisvaluesthan hissense of life. Dominique Francon, Hank Rearden, and
Dagny Taggart are all characterswho grow through learning how to harmonize
their reason and emotions.

®Rand, “ Causality versus Duty” in Philosophy, Who Needs It, 99.

2 See Rand, “ The Ethics of Emergencies,” in The Virtue of Selfishness, 49-56
for amore detailed discussion.

ZRand, “ The Objectivist Ethics,” 25.

2 Technically, virtues such as integrity and honesty are dispositionsto act in
certain ways. At this point in our discussion, the essential point isthat it isthe
effects of the actionsto which adisposition tends, that determine whether or not
the disposition isvirtuous. We discuss the rel ation between the disposition and
action characterizations of virtuein greater detail in Chapter 5.

2 Economists and game theorists make a distinction that is very useful in this
context. Before an action is taken, we have an “Ex ante* expectation of its
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chances of success. Oncethe effects of the action have been realized, we know
the “ex-post” realization. If chance affects the outcome of an action, then one
can act reasonably ex ante but still have a bad outcome ex post. It sometimes
happensthat what seemslike the best action beforehand works out poorly. One
may have decided to fly on one’ slatest trip for reasons of safety, air travel being
rated safest. And then, unfortunately, the plane crashes: wasthe act of boarding
vicious? No. One hasto consider the context in which the choice was made, and
what was known then.

We often have to make choicesin our livesthat havelong-term, uncer-
tain consequences. In Atlas Shrugged there is a situation similar to one that
often happensin life: John Galt fallsin love with Dagny Taggart, and hislove
later leadshimto put hislifeonthelinefor her. Isn’t there acontradiction here?
But love involves a profound commitment to theloved one, and incorporating
the loved one into one’ s sense of self. Galt didn’t form this bond expecting to
have to sacrifice his life: he hoped Dagny would settle in the Valley. Ex ante
Galtfell inloveaspart of living arich and healthy life, expecting loveto add to
hislife. Ex-post, an unlikely event caused him to put hislife on the linefor his
love. Unlessthat event was to be expected, he shouldn’t be seen as putting his
lifeand valuesin conflict.

2 Two notable Objectivist-sympathizers who are advocates of the flourishing
perspective are Douglas Rasmussen and Douglas Den Uyl, most prominently in
their ethical treatise Liberty and Nature (La Salle, IL: Open Court,1991) . See
Tara Smith, Moral Rights and Political Freedom (London: Rowman and
Littlefield, 1995) e.g. p. 67, for anindependent Objectivist-influenced construc-
tion of the flourishing argument.

% For arecent treatment of flourishing, which posits aderivation from human
nature, see Douglas B. Rasmussen, “Human Flourishing and the Appeal to Hu-
man Nature” Social Philosophy and Policy Winter 1999 (Bowling Green: So-
cial Philosophy and Policy Center, 1999).

% Of course, the physical loss suffered by aparalytic may well be offset to some
degree by the technological products of the human mind, which have allowed
many disabled peopleto earn aliving, carefor themselves, and compensatein
other waysfor their incapacities. Thisdoes not mean, however, that theloss of
capacities does not make a person lessrobust and abl e than he otherwise would
have been, although it does mean that in today’ s economy, physical disability is
by no means afundamental barrier to success and achievement.

Z’Rand, “ The Objectivist Ethics,” 24.



