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The Logical Structure
of Objectivism

“Beta” Version

By William Thomas and David Kelley



Preface to the “Beta” Version

This volume is a working draft, produced for the “Logical Structure of
Objectivism” course at the 1999 Institute for Objectivist Studies Summer Semi-
nar.  The purpose of the “beta” version is to provide the course participants with
a textbook, and to allow us, the authors, to obtain a wider reader response be-
fore we do our final revisions on the first edition.  In effect, we are inviting the
course participants to contribute to the re-writing process.

Readers may notice that this is a rough document in several respects.
The earlier chapters are more polished that the later ones.  The notes are still
incomplete, and although it is mentioned at several points in the text, there is as
yet no “fold out diagram” to show the entire pattern of argument in one page.
The text has not received the meticulous proof-reading for typographical errors
that one expects of a book published for sale.  All these shortcomings are the
sign of a work-in-progress.  As such, this “beta” version is not for resale or
scholarly citation.  Of course, all rights to the text and diagrams are reserved.

Nevertheless, this version is the product of a thorough composition
process, and it is essentially sound.  We stand behind the logic of the arguments
and the appropriateness of the evidence on which they are based.  Although we
anticipate further revisions before publication, we expect these to be largely
stylistic.  The “beta” version is home cooking, but it is an intellectual meal for
all that.

But first, a word of thanks: We are especially grateful for the com-
ments and support we have received from Frank Bubb, Eyal Mozes, David Ross,
Roger Donway, and Donald Heath, and also for the contributions of many oth-
ers.  We thank them for the improvements that have resulted from their com-
ments, but, to practice what we preach, we take full responsibility for the final
product.

Feel free to dig in.

William Thomas and David Kelley

June 5, 1999
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INTRODUCTION

People who first read an Ayn Rand novel are likely to be struck by two charac-
teristics of her writing. The first is its evocative power: Rand describes a scene
so vividly that, later, you remember it as if you had lived it. This artistry can be
seen in her ability to express a mood or personality in a single detail and her
method of capturing a complex idea in a stark, dramatic symbol.

But an Ayn Rand novel is also striking for the logical power of her
ideas. Rand’s narratives are her means of presenting a philosophy, and that phi-
losophy comes across with the persuasive power of a locomotive barreling down
a track. Her ideas draw one in with their irresistible logic: the way one idea
leads to the next; the way the answer to one question leads to another question
that is answered in turn; the way issues that at first seem unrelated are revealed
as instances of a single concept; the way each element in the philosophy dove-
tails with every other.

There are many novelists with the ability to write evocative, dramatic
narratives; it is the strength of the ideas within the narrative that makes Rand’s
novels stand out. Their enduring popularity and the impact they have had on so
many lives result from both her literary ability and the logical power of her
philosophy.

The goal of this book is to place that logical power within your grasp.
To do this, we will lay out the structure of Objectivism, the basic anatomy of the
system. We will examine the relationships among its central ideas, from the
axioms of metaphysics and epistemology to the principles of political philoso-
phy, and the evidence that each idea requires for its validation. This amounts to
an unprecedented examination of the positive content of Objectivism —as dis-
tinct from criticisms of cultural trends or other philosophies— at a high level of
thoroughness and precision.

Objectivism is a topic one can study at many different levels, from the
most introductory to the most advanced. Some critics describe Objectivism as
simple-minded, but the subtlety of Rand’s ideas belies this assessment. In fact,
these ideas are remarkable for the fresh approach they bring to the traditional
problems of philosophy. They offer solutions with the technical sophistication
to cut through tangles that have defied the great thinkers of history and continue
to bedevil scholars today. Solving the problem of universals, and bridging the
“is-ought” gap, are not signs of a simple-minded school of thought. On the
other hand, it is true that Objectivism is intelligible to non-intellectuals. Be-
cause its principles are based in the facts of reality, they often have the appeal of
common sense.

In this book, we obviously cannot lay out the full extent of Objectivist
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thought in all its complexity, addressing every technical issue, pursuing every
derivative application, exploring every new topic that further research suggests.
That would be far beyond the scope of any one volume. But such an exhaustive
survey of the philosophy is not our aim. Rather, we seek to give you the philoso-
phy in overview; if not in one glance, then in one flow of reasoning. The fold-
out diagram in the flyleaf, which begins with knowledge and ends with govern-
ment, represents that flow.

On the other hand, as the complexity of the fold-out diagram indicates,
this is not an introduction to Objectivism. To be able to grasp the material this
book has to offer, you will need to be familiar with Ayn Rand’s essential writ-
ings. These include not only Rand’s fiction—especially The Fountainhead and
Atlas Shrugged— but also the nonfiction essays in The Virtue of Selfishness,
and other essays such as “What is Capitalism,”1  “Philosophy, Who Needs It?”
“Causality versus Duty,”2  and “The Psycho-Epistemology of Art”3  in other
volumes. These works by Rand will provide the reader with the necessary pre-
requisite: a familiarity with the core ideas in each area of the philosophy, and
with the basic way in which the areas relate, with politics depending on ethics,
which in turn depends on epistemology and metaphysics. We will analyze philo-
sophical arguments using the simple diagramming technique presented in David
Kelley’s The Art of Reasoning.Chapter 5 of that book offers instruction in basic
argument analysis for those who are unfamiliar with it.4

In addition to these prerequisites, we will frequently have occasion to
refer to other major works in the Objectivist literature, including Leonard
Peikoff’s survey Objectivism, the Philosophy of Ayn Rand,5  Nathaniel Branden’s
work on the theory of self-esteem6  and David Kelley’s monographs Truth and
Toleration7  and Unrugged Individualism.8  We will also touch on certain issues
that have arisen in the developing scholarship on Objectivism and related ideas.
The reader who is curious to pursue these issues, or other technical aspects of
philosophy, will find citations of useful literature in the notes.

The Systematic Level of Understanding
The purpose of this book is to deepen your understanding of the struc-

ture of Objectivism: how its principles fit together, and what evidence each of
them requires. When you grasp the philosophy at this level, you will have a
systematic understanding of it.

The systematic level is one of three essential levels at which one can
understand a subject. This applies to the grasp of physics as much as to philoso-
phy. The first level, in order of complexity, is an intuitive resonance, based on
one’s subconscious integration of accumulated information and experience. This
is the level of understanding typical of a first-time reader of Rand’s novels who
responds with a “gut” reaction that the ideas are true and important. In
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physics, the intuitive level is represented by our common-sense familiarity with
gravity and momentum

The second level is systematic understanding, in which one can formu-
late the principles explicitly and relate them logically to other principles and
data. In physics, this is the kind of understanding one gains from an introduc-
tory course in physics, which enables one to state Newton’s laws of motion,
Einstein’s insights on the relationship between gravity and space-time, and their
relation to everyday experience. In regard to Objectivism, the systematic level
gives one the ability to grasp its principles explicitly, distinguishing the essen-
tial from the peripheral ones and understanding their logical relationships.

The third and most complex level is scholarly understanding, in which
one develops an appreciation of the technical issues pertaining to the formula-
tion and validation of the material. A trained, professional physicist, for ex-
ample, is knowledgeable about the form of mathematics that Einstein employed
to model Relativity, and is able to relate it to the standard manner of formulating
Newton’s Laws. Similarly, a philosopher’s understanding of Objectivism in-
cludes a wealth of scholarly knowledge that goes beyond the systematic level.

Each of these levels represents a distinct way of understanding a set of
ideas. What is the cognitive value of each of these levels? How thoroughly must
one grasp a body of principles in order to be sure of them?

The intuitive level is quite useful. With only an intuitive understanding

 The Systematic Level of Understanding

Levels of Understanding

Intuitive Systematic Scholarly

Unreflective acceptance
of a principle, based on
the  subconscious integra-
tion of a mass of accumu-
lated information and ex-
perience.

Ability to formulate prin-
ciples explicitly and relate
them logically to other
principles and data.

Issues pertaining to the
formulation and valida-
tion of the principles.

Physics: Common-sense
experience of gravity.

Ability to state the law of
gravity and its relation to
other laws.

Physicist’s knowledge of
gravitational theory.

Philosophy: “Gut” reac-
tion to Rand’s novels.

Knowledge of central
principles of Objectivism
and their logical relation-
ships.

Philosopher’s under-
standing of Objectivism.
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of gravity, for instance, pre-modern people were able to build bridges, shoot
arrows, and undertake other tasks requiring knowledge of gravity. In fact, we all
have to rely to some extent on intuitive understanding, because we can’t stop to
reason out every issue and every event’s implications for all our beliefs, at ev-
ery instant. When we meet a stranger, for example, we have to rely on our expe-
rience of similar-seeming people to know how to act. In the short run, this knowl-
edge is only available subconsciously: we don’t have time to consciously inven-
tory our past experience before we decide whether to smile at someone or not.

Most people hold their fundamental ethical and metaphysical beliefs
at the intuitive level, and it is to this level of understanding that most popular
philosophies and religions appeal. An idea seems intuitive because it resonates
with our experience and our sense of life, and we can thereby develop a pro-
found, “gut” sense of its truth or falsity, of right and wrong. An intuitive grasp
of an idea feels strong, and it relates to the facts through our subconscious inte-
gration of our own experiences. Its subconscious, felt character is the source of
its emotional strength, but is also the source of its limitations.

A felt or intuitive certainty is not the same as real, epistemological
certainty, the certainty one acquires through consciously considering the facts.
For example, there are many people to whom it seems intuitively obvious that
the government should take some money from the rich and give it to the poor.
And there are also quite a few to whom it seems intuitively obvious that it is
sinfully self-indulgent to have sex for the sake of enjoyment, and not for the
sake of conceiving children. In fact, there are many more people with intuitive
beliefs of this sort than there are those who sympathize with Objectivism.

 The intuitive level enables us to react to ideas, but rarely to initiate
new ones. Many people say that when they first read Ayn Rand, they recognized
her ideas as something they had always believed but were unable to articulate
on their own. But it cannot literally be true that they had grasped the ideas
before they read Rand: if one cannot formulate an idea for oneself, then it can-
not be a genuine conviction. At the intuitive level one can respond to ideas:
recognizing some as acceptable, rejecting others. But the limitations of this
level become obvious as soon as one tries to explain something to someone
else—or even to oneself.

The systematic level represents a form of knowledge that overcomes
these limitations. It allows one not merely to feel the truth of one’s ideas, but to
demonstrate it. It allows one to see weaknesses in one’s own beliefs, and formu-
late new ideas to fill those gaps. The systematic level consists in knowing how
to formulate principles and how to relate them logically to each other and the
facts. This gives one the knowledge of why one believes what one does, and
thus provides certainty — not the felt certainty of intuition, but the cognitive
certainty that comes from proof.

Systematic understanding is also important for applying one’s ideas to
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different contexts, and for resolving apparent conflicts among principles. When
it is not obvious how to apply a principle, or which principle to apply, one has to
think the matter through. That is when one needs a better understanding than
intuition provides. For instance, honesty is a virtue with a great deal of intuitive
support, as evidenced by the fact that many different ethical systems have advo-
cated it. But how does the principle of honesty apply to a case in which one may
harm oneself by telling the truth? To know what to do in such a case one needs
to know precisely what this virtue requires and how it serves one’s values. But
this in turn requires an understanding of one’s values, and how they relate to
one’s virtues. It is only at the systematic level that one can formulate such an
inquiry clearly.

A systematic understanding is especially important to someone who
wants to communicate ideas. To explain a body of principles like Objectivism,
one needs to be able to convey the principles and the reasoning behind them
with clarity and precision. To develop those skills, one needs a kind of mental
map of the principles and arguments. By way of analogy, consider the process
of learning to draw. All of us can recognize a human form when we see one, but
drawing it is much harder. For that, one needs to learn the underlying anatomy.

One means of spreading ideas is through polemics. Polemical argu-
ments seem simple and direct, but good ones rest on a deeper foundation of
thought. To be a successful polemicist, one needs to identify the essential issues
at stake in a debate, and the only means of doing so is by understanding the
logical relationships between them. In political arguments, for example, many
advocates of laissez-faire capitalism get hung up over details such as how to
finance a government in a free society, despite the fact that this issue is pretty
far down the logical chain. Imagine you are debating the merits of capitalism
with someone and this issue comes up. If this is your opponent’s only objection
to complete, laissez-faire capitalism, then the argument is won. Is your oppo-
nent going to argue for the welfare state because he opposes taxation? Not likely.
Usually, you will find that your opponent has much more fundamental objec-
tions to laissez-faire: these are the issues you should address. A systematic un-
derstanding of the principles involved will allow you to foresee what those is-
sues are and direct your polemics to addressing them in a convincing manner.

In short, to develop a solid, cognitive certainty about one’s principles,
to be able to apply them confidently to varying circumstances, and to be able to
communicate them effectively, one needs understand them systematically. That
is what is what this book is designed to help you achieve.

The Scholarly level of understanding is similar to the systematic in its
conceptual and logical character. In a sense, it is the extension of systematic
understanding: at some point, as one learns more and more about a system of
ideas, the level of detail and focus of one’s thinking and knowledge become
scholarly. The difference between the two levels is quantitative, not qualitative,

   The Systematic Level of Understanding
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yet it is significant.
For example, much scholarly work in Objectivism is focused on rela-

tionships between Objectivism and other positions in philosophy, both histori-
cal and contemporary. While some appreciation of these details is important for
ordinary purposes, they are usually of concern to people with a more special-
ized interest in them. For example, the development of the theory of abstrac-
tion, from Plato and Aristotle through the Medievals to the Moderns, is an inter-
esting story, but is of the same practical import as the history of scientific theo-
ries: it is not necessary to a solid understanding of what abstraction actually is.

Scholarly work also tends to deal with more subtle issues about exact
formulations of principles, and the logical details of the relationships among
them. These are important issues, and a philosophy that cannot treat them satis-
factorily will always remain subject to refutation. We will be discussing some
of the developments in the scholarly literature on Objectivism, especially those
that raise an issue of formulation or justification that has significant implica-
tions for the rest of the system. However, most issues of formulation and inter-
pretation at the scholarly level are not vital to one’s understanding of, or legiti-
mate certainty about, the main points of the philosophy. The scholar’s knowl-
edge is simply more detailed, thorough and, at times, esoteric.

The focus of this book is the positive content of Objectivism: the claims
it makes about reality, human nature, values, and society. The other systematic
surveys of Objectivism—notably Nathaniel Branden’s and Leonard Peikoff’s
taped lecture courses, Peikoff’s text Objectivism, and of course, Ayn Rand’s
own summary in John Galt’s speech in Atlas Shrugged—all place a substantial
amount of emphasis on criticizing contemporary culture and non-Objectivist
philosophical viewpoints. For example, only the first third of Galt’s speech is
devoted to laying out Rand’s philosophy. The other two-thirds amounts to an
extended critique of the altruist-collectivist axis in Western thought. In the other
surveys, this critique is admixed liberally into the body of the exposition.

The present work differs from these in being devoted to the positive
content of Objectivism. The Objectivist critique of mysticism and altruism, and
of their deleterious impact on Western culture, or the enumeration of the fail-
ings of the mixed economy, are worthy polemical topics, but outside the scope
of this book. We will touch on such critiques only to the extent that they are
required either to grasp or validate the positive content of the philosophy. With
an understanding of that content, of course, you will be better placed to grasp
and appreciate the Objectivist critique of other viewpoints.

Another difference from previous systematic surveys is our methodi-
cal examination of the essential ideas of Objectivism. By analyzing the argu-
ment for each principle, and calling attention to each place where fresh induc-
tive evidence is required, we give the student of Objectivism unprecedented
access to the logic of the philosophy. This examination of the philosophy is as
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much concerned to teach why it has the structure it does as to convey what that
structure is.

At times this has required some changes in formulation from those
used in the surveys mentioned above, or from Ayn Rand’s own writings. Be-
sides stylistic differences, there are cases in which a careful examination of the
nature of an argument or position has pointed up the need for clarification or a
more substantial change. We have made such alterations only when the logical
structure of the philosophy has demanded it and we have noted and explained
the change in any case where our formulation differs significantly from the pre-
vious Objectivist literature.

Because our subject is the core theses of Objectivism, the content of
this book is derived from the existing literature on the philosophy. Although our
integration of the material is new, we have avoided offering untried research in
this work. Any formulation we present is derived from literature that been sub-
jected to criticism and analysis by knowledgeable scholars. We have, however,
endeavored to express the philosophy in our own words. We include quotations
from Ayn Rand’s own writings to allow the reader to compare the substance of
our presentation with the substance of hers, despite the differences in focus and
tone.

The Structure of Knowledge
Before we consider the structure of this philosophy, we would do well

to first understand why any philosophy has a structure. To see why, we need to
consider some basic facts about human knowledge.

Epistemology is the branch of philosophy concerned with the nature of
knowledge and the methods of validating it, that is, of identifying its factual
basis. Epistemology has a double importance for us in understanding the logical
structure of Objectivism. On the one hand, reason is part of the content of hu-
man nature, and therefore has significant moral and political implications. All
of the ethical and political conclusions of Objectivism are based on this fact.
Because epistemology tells us what reason is, how it operates, and what the
different features of knowledge are, it forms part of the body of the philosophy.
It will thus be one of the topics we turn to in Chapter 1, and the diagrams there
will show the logical structure of the Objectivist epistemology.

But this body of knowledge is also relevant to our method of under-
standing the structure of Objectivism, including the principles of epistemology
itself that we will analyze in Chapter 1. Epistemology explains why knowledge
has a structure, and what the basic standards of logic are. So to understand the
diagramming method we will be using in this book, we need to discuss certain
aspects of epistemology here at the outset.

The principles presented in the diagrams identify facts, such as “rea-

                     The Structure of Knowledge
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son is volitional,” or, “to live, human beings must deliberately exert the effort to
pursue consciously chosen values.” A principle is a proposition that identifies
an essential or significant fact. A proposition is a complete thought, usually
expressed as a sentence. Just as sentences are made of words, the proposition
that a sentence expresses is composed of the concepts to which its words corre-
spond. Our concepts are our ideas of categories or types of things and their
attributes, actions, and relationships. Concepts allow us to grasp general facts
about the world, covering the whole range from the physical objects that a child
first learns about—milk, ball, dog, etc.—to abstract ideas such as cosine or
justice that we derive by complex chains of reasoning. Because concepts are the
building-blocks of this level of awareness, we call the knowledge that employs
them “conceptual knowledge.”

By identifying facts in the form of propositions, we have an open-
ended means of understanding reality. We can express any fact as a proposition;
we can even express propositions for imaginary situations, “facts” that do not
exist, such as “I own a winged pig.” The conceptual level of awareness thus
covers the whole range of knowledge, from a child’s first words to the most
complex theoretical structures of the arts and sciences.

But the conceptual level is not our direct means of being aware of the
world. Our concepts are formed on the basis of the awareness we attain through
perception. Perception is the integrated, automatic awareness of things that we
receive through our senses. We do not have any direct means of grasping cat-
egories such as “man” or abstract attributes such “beauty,” except by deriving
them from the data of perception. And what we are aware of by perception are
particular things: this man, that beautiful statue. This means that all our knowl-
edge must be derived by various processes of integration from perceptual data.
These processes include:
 § Forming concepts based on relevant dimensions of relative similarity

among particulars: e.g. “tree,” “square,” etc.
 § Generalizing from observation: e.g. “Dogs bark.”
 § Drawing inferences from what we already know: e.g. “Because the

cars have their wipers on, I can tell that it is raining outside.”
 § Weighing evidence to draw conclusions about facts we cannot directly

observe: e.g. the process of determining guilt in a criminal trial.
 § Coming up with theories and hypotheses and testing them by experi-

ment: e.g. the process of scientific research.
The diagrams in this book can abstractly summarize the essential re-

sults of these processes; they can’t substitute for the performance of them. This
means that as you proceed through the book, you should actively engage the
diagrams, and not accept them passively.

Because the conceptual level is derived from perceptual awareness, it
is hierarchical. The vast amount of information we possess may feel as if it is



     9                                                                     /

on the same level, but it is not. For instance, consider the way you think of two
different facts: 1) You are looking at a book. 2) You are living in a democratic
country. Both facts are obvious to you, but they are established quite differently.
You can see that the book is a book; you cannot see whether your country is
democratic. You can see what a book is, you cannot see what a democracy is.
The concept of a book is more concrete than the concept of democracy.

All knowledge traces back to perception, but some knowledge is closer
to the perceptual base and some is farther away. For instance, if we meet a
woman, we can tell simply from her physical appearance that she is a woman,
and not, say, a stone. But how would we tell if she is a good woman, or an evil
one? We would need a prior criterion of good and evil, a criterion of value.
Goodness and evil are not evident in a person’s appearance, the way, say, hair
color is. A person’s moral character is a psychological fact about him; we must
infer psychological facts from observable characteristics like how a person acts
or what he says. As this example shows, the judgment that a thing is a human
being is much more direct and basic than a judgment about a person’s moral
character. In fact, the one precedes the other: one has to identify a subject as a
person before moral judgment becomes relevant.

The hierarchical character of knowledge means that it has a structure.
In this sense, knowledge is like a tall building, with some items in the founda-
tion, and others built up from the foundation. And just as a skyscraper has a
steel frame, a body of knowledge has an essential structure.

Induction and Deduction
The logical processes by which we build up the structure of our knowl-

edge are of two broad types, which logicians call induction and deduction. Al-
though a technical discussion of these two processes could fill a book in itself,
understanding their role in the structure of Objectivism requires only that we
differentiate them on the basis of essentials.

Induction is the process of drawing general conclusions from the ob-
servation of particular cases. For instance, we notice that all people age and die,
that their bodies are fragile and can be fatally damaged. We generalize this
observation as: All people are mortal. Deduction is the process of drawing out
the implications of the general knowledge we already possess, usually by ap-
plying generalizations to specific instances of a type. Continuing our example,
each of us knows that we will die some day by deducing it from the fact that all
human beings are mortal.

Since our knowledge is hierarchical, resting on the base of perceptual
observation of concrete things in our environment, it would obviously be im-
possible for us to build up our knowledge by deductive inference alone. Where
would we get the generalizations on which deduction depends? For those gen-

                     Induction and Deduction
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eralizations we need inductive inference. Above the level of perception, all of
our knowledge depends in one way or another on induction. In a sense, induc-
tion is like earning money: it is the process of acquiring new information. De-
duction is like spending money, because it allows one to get the most out of
one’s store of inductive information. In most cases, our conclusions depend on
both inductive and deductive procedures used in combination, just as we nor-
mally obtain economic goods by a combination of earning and spending money.
A point of particular importance is that there can be inductive support at any
level in the structure of our knowledge.

To understand this point, let’s look at the example of the effects of rent
controls. Economists know that rent controls lead to shortages of housing. The
reasoning that leads to this conclusion is sketched out in the chart “Induction
and Deduction” below:

An economist deduces that rent controls lead to shortages from the
more general point that price controls on any commodity lead to shortages
of that commodity. This principle is in turn a deduction from the abstract law
of supply and demand, which summarizes interaction in any marketplace.

The downward links between the generalizations are deductive, but
inductive evidence can enter at every point. On the first level, the law of supply
and demand has its basis in very abstract generalizations: that people have pref-
erences, that they trade in goods, that goods are scarce (i.e., that not all wants

Induction and Deduction

       Inductive Basis                                                  Generalization
(1)

Law of Supply and Demandu

Y

   Y
(2)

Price controls on any commod-
ity cause shortages of that com-
modity.

Price controls on sugar,
lumber, oil, etc. u

(3)
Rent controls cause housing

shortages.

Effects of rents controls
in New York City, Santa
Monica, Ca., Cambridge,
Mass., etc.

u

    Human preferences, fact
    of scarcity, money, trade
    etc.
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can be fulfilled), that people trade through the medium of money, and that mar-
kets establish common prices for goods. Notice that if neither this inductive
basis nor that at the other levels existed, then the general principle would not be
based on facts; it would be an arbitrary assertion. This is an instance of the
principle that any item of knowledge must be based on inductive evidence at
some level.

The general principle regarding the effect of price controls, at the sec-
ond level of the chart, has its own inductive basis in the observation of com-
modity markets. When the principle has been derived by deduction, this induc-
tive basis provides a source of independent confirmation. Any meaningful propo-
sition, even one that we have established deductively, asserts some fact about
reality. If it is true, then the fact that it asserts exists and we can confirm the fact
inductively. This means that any true principle that we have established deduc-
tively should also have independent inductive support.

Inductive evidence plays a similar confirming role at the third level of
the chart. The inductive support for the principle that rent controls lead to hous-
ing shortages is found in the experience of various cities with rent control poli-
cies. In the U.S. in recent decades, these cities have included New York City;
Santa Monica, California; and Cambridge, Massachusetts.

Thus deduction and induction could not function apart from each other.
Understanding the world in terms of generalizations allows us integrate large
amounts of information in a compact form. Induction is the process of forming
generalizations from the data we are aware of, but our generalizations would be
useless if we failed to employ deduction to apply them to particular cases. Fur-
thermore, deduction and induction must be employed together if we want our
thinking to be robust against error. Inductive confirmation is not always neces-
sary to establish the truth of a proposition: a conclusion that one has correctly
deduced from true premises is itself true. However, when we deduce from a
broad abstraction, such as the first level in the chart, to a more concrete prin-
ciple, such as the third level, there is a danger that something essential to the
more concrete case may have been left out.

Something is essential if it is a fundamental cause of what we seek to
explain, a cause that explains many other effects. When we abstract from a wide
range of data, as when we form principles that apply to all markets, we must
ignore many details, such as whether the products in the market are durable,
whether there are many comparable substitutes for a given product, whether
information about prices and offers is well-distributed, whether there are many
buyers and sellers, and so on. There is a danger that one of those details may be
significant in a manner that is not obvious. By looking for direct inductive evi-
dence of the conclusions we deduce from our generalizations, we can check to
make sure nothing has been overlooked or incorrectly integrated.

On the other hand, accurate abstractions, connected by deductive in-

          Induction and Deduction
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ferences, can put an enormous amount of information at our disposal in a con-
crete form. In the case of rent controls, the deductive relation to economic theory
allows us to bring the whole gamut of economic experience to bear on the ques-
tion at hand. For instance, there may be only three or four cities at any one time
that have rent control regulations, and these may differ in detail so much that it
is difficult to inductively determine the correct generalization that one should
draw from the limited evidence. More abstract principles, such as those at lev-
els (1) and (2) in the chart, which are linked deductively to the topic at hand,
serve as a tremendous data-gathering system, a kind of cognitive lens, that fo-
cuses distant light on the subject.

We will have many opportunities to see the same pattern in our analy-
sis of the logical structure of Objectivism. To take one of many examples that
we will explore in detail later on, the political principle that man needs freedom
in order to live successfully follows, through a chain of deductive inferences
and new inductive generalizations, from the fact that reason is man’s basic tool
of survival. This conclusion about freedom is confirmed inductively by histori-
cal evidence about human well-being in free societies as opposed to unfree
ones. This inductive support confirms the deductive derivation, assuring us that
our reasoning has conformed to the facts. The deductive support assures us that
we have interpreted the historical evidence correctly, that we have extracted the
essential generalization to be drawn from the enormous mass of concrete facts.

Context
A common source of error in generalization is a failure to base one’s

conclusions in the full context of evidence. Our knowledge is contextual in
virtue of its hierarchical nature. It does not consist in isolated bits of data, each
with its own, self-contained meaning, each with its own separate relationship to
reality. The meaning of any conclusion, and its relationship to reality —i.e. its
truth or falsity— depends on its relationship to the network of other knowledge
by which we derived it. Hierarchical knowledge is contextual because each item
of knowledge is grounded in some particular evidence, in the awareness of cer-
tain types of things, a certain range of experience. In this sense, the context of
knowledge is like the different places that the pylons of a building’s foundation
come to earth: the structure depends on many sources of support coming to-
gether. As the support changes, the superstructure of knowledge may change as
well.

The meaning of a principle, in the Objectivist view, is determined by
tracing the process by which it connects to reality. This means, among other
things, establishing the context that a person integrates by means of concepts. A
failure to attend to this is one reason why people discussing abstract ideas often
“talk past” each other: they are using the same words, but they don’t mean the
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same things. Imagine having an argument of about capitalism with a Marxist: to
a Marxist, capitalism is any system characterized by some private control over
capital. To an Objectivist, capitalism is a laisser-faire system. To a Marxist,
Sweden is a capitalist country; to the Objectivist, it is a mixed economy, with
characteristics of both capitalism and socialism. Of course, the truth is not what-
ever one wants it to be, but the truth of one’s principles depends on the meaning
of one’s terms, because it is that meaning to which the facts of reality either do
or do not correspond.

This example also illustrates the importance of attending to the full
context that lies behind an abstract idea. In the case of the concept of capital-
ism, classical liberals and economic theorists emphasize the basis of market
interaction in property rights and freedom of contract. It is common, however,
for people to ignore the effects of regulation and state intervention in character-
izing a business as “private” and a system as “Capitalist.” This leads to an odd
disjunction between economic theory, which focuses on firms with full control
over their choices, and the reality of most “Capitalist” systems, in which a firm’s
range of choice is quite delimited by regulations on wages and benefits, product
categories, production methods, prices, and so on. The disjunction exists be-
cause many fail to attend to the difference between the context of economic
theory and the context of the popular notion of “Capitalism.”

The contextual nature of knowledge is also significant because one’s
context of knowledge changes over time. As individuals we become aware of
new evidence and facts. Even the cognitive context of society as whole expands
with exploration and new scientific discoveries. As one’s context changes, the
meaning of one’s principles can change as well. For instance, in the 18th cen-
tury, generalizations about “fish” integrated information about all creatures that
swam, including whales and porpoises. This categorization was not a mistake:
there are valid reasons for regarding swimming creatures with fins as similar.
However, by the 20th century, marine biology was better understood, and the
term “fish” came to be applied to a more narrow class of animals. The old
knowledge about “fish” was not false; it is still true in terms of aquatic crea-
tures. But now we have knowledge about fish, e.g. that fish are cold-blooded,
that would not have applied to the old manner of classification.

 Because one’s knowledge is contextual, it can be expanded to apply
to a wider range of circumstances as one actively expands it by investigating
new evidence and information. One model of the development of knowledge
from one context to the next is the transition from Newtonian to Einsteinian
physics. Newton’s mechanics accurately described the motions of bodies mov-
ing at low velocities relative to the speed of light, which was the context of
evidence to which Newton had access. Centuries after Newton, Einstein was
aware of a broader context of evidence, including improved astronomical ob-
servations, and the discovery that the relative velocity of light was constant

                                    Context
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from all perspectives. Einstein’s theory addresses that broader context, but in
addressing Newton’s original context, it replicates Newton’s findings. Newton
was not falsified by Einstein in the context in which his laws were solidly con-
firmed, indeed, he could not have been. On the other hand, the common as-
sumption of the 18th Century, that Newton’s mechanics would describe the
motions of all objects at all times in all places, turned out to be in error.

Every expansion of one’s context allows one to better understand real-
ity. For this reason, we have a need to assimilate new knowledge and expand
our context of knowledge over time.

Diagramming the Logical Structure
The big diagram in the flyleaf represents the structure of the whole

building that is Objectivism. It also represents the essential interconnections
among the ideas. Using the diagram, we can trace back the basis of a highly
abstract idea like moral judgment and we can see which ideas are basic to all of
philosophy. By breaking the big diagram down into smaller, distinct diagrams
of arguments, we make it easier for you to understand the individual connec-
tions and grasp the structure of each step in the reasoning. Notice that the flow
of the big diagram is basically one-way, reflecting the fact that knowledge is
hierarchical. Nevertheless, later conclusions do sometimes provide support for
ones established earlier; we will include these backward flows in the big dia-
gram, and discuss them in the text.

To see how a diagram works, consider the following argument, which
plays an important role in the foundations of ethics (as we will see when we
meet this diagram again in Chapter 2). The argument has two premises that give
a conclusion:
 § For any living thing, its life is its ultimate value.
 § A need is a condition the fulfillment of which significantly contributes

to an organism’s ability to preserve itself.
 § Therefore, anything that satisfies a need, is a value.

Represented as a diagram, this argument appears like this:

Needs and Values

1) For any living thing, its life is
its ultimate value.

2) A need is a condition the ful-
fillment of which significantly
contributes to an organism’s
ability to preserve itself.

Anything that satisfies a need is a value.

+
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Notice the meaning of the symbols in the diagram. Each numbered
proposition (a.k.a “premise”) expresses a significant fact. The symbols show
how these facts are related. In this diagram, premise (1) and (2) are united by a
plus symbol “ + ” and an underline that joins them together. The downward
arrow shows a connection between the propositions that are underlined and the
conclusion that follows from them. In this diagram, there is only one such infer-
ence from premises to a conclusion, but in most diagrams there will be several,
and most of the conclusions will in turn serve as premises for the next stage of
the diagram. The inference from premises (1) and (2) to the conclusion is essen-
tially deductive in character, though we have not cast it in any of the standard
forms used by technical formal logic. In other cases, arrows will represent in-
ductive inferences from observations of various kinds. We will have to appeal
to facts about human consciousness, which one knows introspectively, or to
facts about social interaction, which have been studied by historians and econo-
mists, among others. All of these appeals to evidence are cases of induction.

These diagrams are important tools for highlighting the structure of an
argument. In an argument presented in prose, it is easy to let a key premise slip
past, or to be lulled by compelling rhetoric into accepting an erroneous infer-
ence. When an argument is presented as a diagram, it is easier to consider each
principle or inference on its true merits, and to trace the effects that a change in
the premises would have on the conclusions of the argument—and ultimately
on the rest of the philosophy.

For example, Premise (1) above states that life is the ultimate value. In
Chapter 2, this proposition is the conclusion of a preceding diagram. So, in the
“Life and Needs” diagram, it is taken as proven. In the Objectivist ethics, life
provides the foundation and context of the claims of ethics. The diagram allows
us to trace the effect of this premise on the rest of the philosophy. Here, because
life is the ultimate value, we see that every value serves a biological need. But
suppose that life were not the ultimate value. Suppose instead, as the Muslims
claim, that the ultimate value were submission to the will of God. Then our
diagram would have a very different conclusion:

With this change to Premise (1), we certainly cannot conclude from
the two premises that biological needs are the basis of values. Our original
conclusion simply does not follow, nor would any conclusion based solely on
the biocentric conception of value. Changing Premise (1) has changed the con-
clusion of the diagram, and that will affect every subsequent argument that de-
pends on it.

In this way we can use the diagrams to assess how much a change in
one principle in the philosophy would affect the rest of the philosophy. In the
case of the argument we’ve been discussing, which defines what a value is, any
change in the substance of the argument would have radical effects on the rest
of ethics, because the idea of value stands at the root of ethics. Of course, the

                Diagramming the Logical Structure
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effect of a big change in the idea of “value” is one that most people can grasp
without the use of diagrams. However, subtle changes as well as obvious ones
can be highlighted in the diagrams.

The diagrams also force us to look in the other direction, to the under-
lying bases for our premises. Each premise must be supported either by some
previous inference or by observation of particular facts in reality. In our ex-
ample about life and needs, we noted that Premise (1) of the diagram is a con-
clusion of a previous diagram. As we will see, (1) is derived deductively from
premises that are even more fundamental. Premise (2), by contrast, is supported
inductively. The premise states the definition of the term “need” as biologists
use it. Our knowledge that needs exist is a generalization from our observation
of living things and the circumstances in which they live and die.

Now we have our tools in place to begin our examination of the logical
structure of Objectivism. You are about to encounter the power of a system of
ideas that proceeds with remorseless logic step-by-step, validating each claim it
makes from the self-evident to the most derivative.

Ayn Rand named her philosophy “Objectivism” because its central
theme is objectivity: the objectivity of knowledge in corresponding to facts, the
objectivity of moral values as a species of facts, the objectivity of a political
code derived from human nature. It is to the logical basis of her concept of
objectivity that we now turn, that is, to the structure of the theory of knowledge.

?

Needs and Allah

1) For any living thing, submis-
sion to the will of God is its ulti-
mate value.

2) A need is a condition the ful-
fillment of which significantly
contributes to an organism’s
ability to preserve itself.

+
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CHAPTER 1: KNOWLEDGE

Epistemology and metaphysics are the foundation stones of philosophy. Be-
fore we can prove anything about the values we should seek or the rights society
should respect, we need to ascertain the basic features of the world we live in
(metaphysics) and the means by which we know it (epistemology), including
the nature of our rational faculty and the requirements for objective knowledge.
In the Introduction, we surveyed the essence of the Objectivist epistemology to
explain the method that we are employing in this book. We can now begin our
analysis of the content of Objectivism—the key ideas and their logical relation-
ships—by diagramming the central tenets of the Objectivist epistemology. We
will begin with the axioms of metaphysics and epistemology, and then go on to
the perceptual bases of knowledge, the nature of conceptual integration, and the
view of knowledge as hierarchical and contextual.

Axioms
In Atlas Shrugged, Ayn Rand wrote that “... the morality of reason is

contained in a single axiom: existence exists—and in a single choice: to live.”1

This statement has provided the basis for the false characterization of Objectiv-
ism as a philosophy that follows deductively from some initial premise or pre-
mises. Although the structure of Objectivism is logical, it is not rationalistic. In
fact, Rand’s meaning in saying Objectivism is “contained in” the axiom of ex-
istence is that her philosophy is based entirely in facts of reality.

Metaphorically, we may speak of Objectivism as a kind of edifice,
with a foundation and a superstructure. In this “edifice,” the “foundation” is the
evidence on which the structure depends. This includes the axioms: as we will
see, they are statements validated directly by perceptual observation. But the
foundation also includes all the concrete judgments we make about the particu-
lars we observe, including objects, events, people, emotions, social interactions,
etc. In this respect, the axioms play a specific role as integrators of our knowl-
edge, by specifying the goal of knowledge: the identification of what exists, and
the basic method of knowledge: logic. Thus the axioms stand in relation to
philosophy, and to all knowledge, much as basic facts of physics stand in rela-
tion to the construction of a building. In architecture, physical law summarizes
the inescapable facts that the architect must take account of in designing a struc-
ture, from the foundation up to the roof. Similarly, any structure of knowledge,
of any subject whatsoever, must take account of the basic inescapable facts that
the axioms formulate. To use a different metaphor, we can say that knowledge is
like a growing child taking in new sustenance and fuel (new perceptual evi-
dence) from his environment every day, with the axioms functioning like the
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genetic code which determines how the material from the environment will be
incorporated into the growing structure.

Diagram 1.1: The Axioms of Awareness

Objectivism is founded on the axioms of Existence, Identity, Conscious-
ness, and Causality. To grasp what these axioms refer to, we must attend care-
fully to certain inescapable facts of our experience. For example, as you read
this page, you have not the slightest doubt that this book is what it is and not

Existence

Existence exists.

Identity

A thing is what it is.
A is A
A thing cannot be A and not-A
A thing must either be A or non-A

Consciousness

I am conscious.

The Primacy of Existence

Reality exists independent of me.

Causality

Entities act in accordance with their natures.
The same entity in the same circumstances will act in
    the same way.

Free Will

I can choose.
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something else. It is The Logical Structure of Objectivism, and not Moby Dick,
a lawnmower, or some other thing: you take it for granted that it has an identity.
You have no doubt that you will be able to turn the pages with your fingers,
since that is how pages act: they will not ignite on contact, for instance. In other
words, you take causality for granted. You count on the fact that you can see the
book, and grasp its contents with your mind. In other words, you take your own
consciousness of the facts of reality for granted.

Some philosophers argue that, while necessary to function in the world,
these axioms are arbitrary assumptions, based on a leap of faith. Objectivism,
on the other hand, recognizes that they are objective. The axioms are self-evi-
dent, omnipresent, inescapable aspects of existence of which one cannot help
but be aware—in fact, one can notice these facts in any experience just as we
did, above, in the experience of reading. When one is aware of any particular
fact, one is aware of something in reality. Although the details of the things one
is aware of differ from one instance of awareness to the other, it is always the
case that something exists of which one is conscious. The axioms are the full
expression of this ubiquitous fact.

The axiom of Existence states that something exists. This is the most
basic fact of reality. It is simply the statement that there is reality; that whatever
there is, is, that whatever one perceives is there to be perceived. One implica-
tion of this fact is that the word “nothing” can only be used in a relative, but not
an absolute, sense. If we see an empty closet, then we may say “there is nothing
in there.” But what we mean is that there is nothing but the closet, the air, and
the space it occupies: that is still something, that is still some existent. Even the
vacuum of outer space is an existent.2

The axiom of identity emphasizes another aspect of existence: that a
thing is what it is. We may say that every existent has a nature, but in fact what
we mean is that every existent is its nature.3  The axiom of identity is the recog-
nition that existents exist in some definite way. To be something is to be some-
thing specific and determinate. There is nothing vague about reality, and noth-
ing contradictory. The axiom of identity is the basis for the principles of logic
by denying the existence of contradictions in reality. Ayn Rand described logic
as “the art or skill of non-contradictory identification.”4  If you think about it,
you will see that there is something wrong in the very idea of a “contradiction in
reality.” We can have contradictory ideas, when we think of something as being
one way, and not that way, at once. But a thing could never both have and not
have its nature: however a thing is, is its nature. In this way, the axiom of iden-
tity can be expressed in terms of the basic laws of logic:
 § The “Law of Identity:” A is A.
 § The “Law of Non-Contradiction:” A thing cannot be A and not-A.
 § The “Law of the Excluded Middle:” A thing must either be A or non-

A.

                               Axioms   /



22   /   Chapter 1

Logic is the skill of ensuring that our ideas conform to these basic aspects of
reality.

Notice that neither axiom makes any specific statement about the na-
ture of what exists. For example, the axiom of existence does not assert the
existence of a physical or material world as opposed to a mental one. The axiom
of identity does not assert that all objects are composed of form and matter, as
Aristotle said. These things may be true, but they are not axiomatic; the axioms
assert the simple and inescapable fact that whatever there is, it is and it is some-
thing. The axioms and their corollaries are not rich in specific content that would
allow specific inferences. Rather, they are the context in which one thinks about
specific content. Their primary role is methodological. Their most common use
is as tests of the validity of an idea in the most general sense. The laws of logic,
for instance, provide such a test.

 The most basic fact that we experience is that we are aware of some
existent. The axioms of existence and identity pertain to what we are aware of,
while a third axiom, the axiom of consciousness, is the recognition that we are
aware. From the first person perspective, this is the recognition that I am con-
scious. Of course, only self-conscious beings like ourselves could recognize
that they were conscious, but the axiom refers to the actual presence of con-
sciousness in any of its forms, from the simplest sensation to complex percep-
tions to conceptual knowledge of the highest order. Just as the axiom of identity
asserts that things have identities, without specifying what those identities are,
the axiom of consciousness asserts that one is in cognitive contact with some-
thing, regardless of what form that contact takes. But in any of its forms, con-
sciousness is always the awareness of something. To be conscious of nothing is
to be unconscious. There is always some content of which one is aware. This
fact is evident in any experience of being conscious.

Before we consider any other axiomatic statements, let us pause to
clarify the epistemological status of axioms as such. It is a source of consider-
able confusion in philosophy in general, and even among Objectivists. Axioms
have two essential features that we need to discuss: they are self-evident and
they state fundamental facts.

To say that a proposition is self-evident is to say that it asserts a fact
that we can perceive directly. As you read these pages, for example, it is self-
evident that the printed characters on the page before you are black. The propo-
sition “The characters are black” is about a perceivable attribute (the color) of a
perceivable object (the printed characters). The proposition simply puts into
words, i.e., into a conceptual formulation, a certain fact of reality that you can
see directly. There is no need to infer this fact from other facts of which we’re
aware because we are already aware of this fact through direct perception. Such
propositions are called perceptual judgments because they formulate the con-
tent of perceptual observation.
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An axiom is not a perceptual judgment, because it is universal in scope.
The axiom of identity, for example, is a proposition applicable to everything
that exists. For that reason, may philosophers have assumed that axioms must
have some basis other than sense perception. But Objectivism holds that axi-
oms are self-evident in exactly the same way that perceptual judgments are: an
axiom asserts a fact that can be directly perceived. To see why, consider again
the perceptual judgment that the characters on this page are black. This judg-
ment identifies the specific color of the characters, distinguishing them from
objects with different colors. If you were looking elsewhere in your perceptual
environment, you would make different perceptual judgments to identify the
features of the things you see. But there are certain aspects of what you see,
looking at the characters, that would not be different if you looked elsewhere.
One feature is the simple fact that the characters are there. They exist. If you
looked elsewhere you would see different things but they, too would exist.
Whatever you perceive, whatever kind of thing it may be, it will always be true
that it is. That single word—it is—describes the common, invariant fact of ex-
istence. This fact is what the axiom asserts, and it can be validated in any act of
awareness.

The same is true for the axiom of identity. Each of the characters on
the page has a specific identity, a specific shape and color. If you look else-
where, you will see things that have different shapes, color, and other attributes.
But now try to imagine seeing something that has no identity at all, something
with no shape, no color, no properties whatever. It’s impossible to imagine such
a thing—there’s literally nothing there to imagine. Whenever we perceive our
environment, we are aware of something specific. That is what the axiom of
identity asserts, and that fact, like the fact of existence, can be validated in any
act of awareness.

Finally, consider your awareness of the printed characters. Certain as-
pects of your awareness are distinctive to this situation. Perhaps your eyes are
tired and the characters a little blurry. They appear a certain way to you, deter-
mined by the lighting, your distance from the page, and other factors. In a dif-
ferent context, your experience would be quite different. But one thing that
would not change is the fact that you are aware. Regardless of the nature and
content of your conscious experience, you are conscious of something. This is
what the axiom of consciousness asserts.

In other words, the axioms are like perceptual judgments except that
they formulate what we perceive in much more general terms, terms applicable
to anything we might perceive. That universal character is the source of the
second major feature of axioms: their fundamentality. The facts of existence,
identity, and consciousness are features of reality contained in all other facts, so
they can’t be analyzed in terms of those other facts. In the same way, the axioms
of existence, identity, and consciousness are implicit in all of our knowledge,
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and so cannot be derived from any prior knowledge. Any effort to prove them
by inference from other facts would be circular. How, for example, would you
prove that there is something that exists? What evidence would you cite? What-
ever the evidence might be, it would have to be something that exists. Again,
how would you prove that you are conscious? What prior knowledge could you
offer? Since knowledge is a form of consciousness, your “proof” would presup-
pose the fact you are trying to establish.

The inability to prove the axioms does not make them arbitrary. As we
have seen, they are self-evident, founded directly on perceptual awareness. But
there is a further point to be noted. The axioms are unprovable because they are
fundamental. They state bedrock metaphysical facts and so they are implicit in
all other knowledge: they are inescapable. And this feature of inescapability
means that the axioms cannot coherently be denied. The person who asserts that
nothing exists, for example, is taking for granted that he and his statement exist.
The person who denies that he is conscious is exercising consciousness in that
very act. And, as Aristotle first pointed out, the person who denies the law of
non-contradiction—i.e., who asserts that contradictions exist—is implicitly as-
suming that his own statement to that effect is true and not at the same time
false. In other words, the act of denying the axioms actually reaffirms them.

The fact that one can’t deny the axioms without reaffirming them is a
sign of the fundamentality of the axioms and their inescapability. In pointing
this out, however, we are not giving a proof that the axioms are true. Such a
“proof” would beg the question. How could we offer a proof without assuming
that we and our statements exist, that we are conscious, and that contradictions
can’t exist—the very axioms to be supported? It is a classic error that many
people make in discussing the axioms of Objectivism to think that they have
proven them through such arguments. The proper response to someone who
denies the axioms is to refuse to engage in argument or discussion until he ac-
knowledges the basic presuppositions on which all argument and discussion—
and indeed all knowledge—depend.

A corollary of the axioms of existence, identity, and consciousness is
the principle known as the Primacy of Existence. Consciousness is an active
process of identifying and grasping facts of reality. We are all aware that we are
unable to make reality conform to our thoughts, that “wishing won’t make it
so.” We cannot even originate the basic contents of our minds. Awareness is
always awareness of some content. As Ayn Rand put it: “A content-less state of
consciousness is a contradiction in terms.”5  The primacy of existence asserts
that reality exists independently of our awareness of it, and that consciousness
is metaphysically passive: its own contents depend on what exists in reality.

 Of course, a normal person’s mind contains both items of awareness
that clearly are of reality, and others, such as dreams and fantasies, that do not
appear to be clearly connected to facts. Because of this, many philosophers
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have thought it to be an open question whether the contents of the mind origi-
nate in reality, or in consciousness. The most thorough exponent of the latter
view, that of the primacy of consciousness, is Immanuel Kant, but the idea that
reality might conform to the mind has had a currency preceding and extending
beyond Kant’s influence. The primacy of consciousness, however, is not sup-
ported by dreams, by the human power of imagination, or by the occurrence of
other subjective states. On reflection, we can see that even our imaginings are
built up of the stuff of experience. Our dreams partake of the shapes, colors, and
sounds of reality, in a confused mixture. The reason they do so is that they are
built up out of the experience we have of reality. For instance, one may dream of
a strange house, or an endless-seeming fall, or any number of odd experiences,
but one can easily see that these are recombinations and reinterpretations of the
kinds of experiences we have already had: experience of houses, falling, and so
on.

The primacy of consciousness, moreover, is subject to the same self-
refutation as is the denial of any other axiomatic principle. A person who as-
serts that the facts of reality depend on his own consciousness is making a claim
about the nature of consciousness and reality. He intends his claim to be taken
as objective, not as a reflective of his own whim. After all, he is asserting that
the primacy of existence is false—not just for him, but even for its adherents.
So he is assuming that there are facts, and that the function of his mind is to
grasp them as they really are, at least in his own case. And that’s inconsistent
with his assertion of the primacy of consciousness.

The primacy of existence is the basis for the objective orientation of
our knowledge. As we will see, the fundamental criterion for knowledge is its
connection to reality, not any internal criterion such as how good our ideas
sound, or how coherently they fit together.6

To continue with our survey of the axioms: Ayn Rand described the
axiom of causality as the axiom of identity applied to actions7. To understand
what this means, we need to consider a further aspect of the basic nature of
existence: existents exist in distinct, basic categories, none of which is pre-
cisely reducible to the others. The most basic category is the entities. Entities
are existents that exist independently of other existents. A piece of iron is an
entity, for example, as is a puff of air. By contrast, existents from other catego-
ries are aspects of entities or relationships among them.

Entities can be analyzed into attributes, such as shape and color, which
exist only in entities. An attribute is not a component part that can exist inde-
pendently. For example, the shape of a table is an attribute. By contrast, its
parts, such as its legs, are themselves entities. We can separate the leg from the
table, but we cannot remove the particular shape out of the table. Relationships
exist among entities, as when a book is on the table, or the table stands between
the sofa and the chairs. Entities also act, changing their identities over time.
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Actions such as dances have their own identities, but they are always actions of
some entity, e.g. a dancer. Those familiar with physics might think of the el-
ementary particles as the most basic kind of existents, but elementary particles
are actually entities, and like other entities, possess attributes, act, and stand in
relation to other entities.8

Causality is the principle that entities act in accordance with their
natures. Because actions are aspects of the entities that act, the actions are part
of the identity of the entity. But the law of causality also says an action is not a
primary, independent aspect of a thing’s nature, unrelated to other aspects. The
law says that any action depends on underlying attributes of the thing, such as
its mass, material composition, and internal structure. This view of causality as
a relationship between an entity and its actions comes from the Aristotelian
tradition in philosophy, and is to be contrasted with the view, associated with
David Hume, that causality is a relationship among events, such as the collision
between two billiard balls and their subsequent motions. Of course an entity
like a billiard ball does react to events in its environment, such as the impact of
another ball. Nevertheless, it is still the entities that act, and their actions are
determined by their natures. For example, billiard balls react to collisions as
they do because they are rigid and spherical; an irregular blob of soft wax would
react very differently. An event per se is not a causal agent but is simply a span
of time in which entities act. Notice also that the ambient factors are the effects
of other entities, and not the effect of an abstracted conception of those effects,
such as the laws of physics. The laws of physics, and of science more generally,
conceptualize the causal properties of entities. When a ball falls toward the
ground, it is the gravitational power of the Earth that draws it down, not the law
of gravity.

Because actions are determined by the nature of the entities that act,
we can generalize from the actions of one entity to others of a similar nature. In
other words: the same entity, or an exactly similar one, will act in the same
way in exactly similar circumstances. This implication of the law of causality
is sometimes referred to as the uniformity of nature, and it is what makes induc-
tive reasoning possible. Scientists cannot test each and every sample of water in
the world to determine the temperature at which it boils, but they don’t need to.
By testing a limited number of samples, and varying the conditions that might
affect the boiling point, they determine that their experimental samples boil at
212 degrees in normal atmospheric pressure. The law of causality then allows
the inference that all water in that condition will boil at the same temperature.

The uniformity of nature has sometimes been taken to imply the thesis
of determinism: that all actions of all entities are determined by their own na-
tures and by antecedent conditions in such a way that, if one could know the
nature, position, and every other fact about each entity at one point in time, one
could predict everything that would happen thereafter. The immense success of
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physics and other branches of science in using local assumptions of determin-
ism to explain various phenomena and create new technologies has given many
people the impression that determinism is an axiom, that it is the law of causal-
ity. However, determinism is in fact more narrow than causality: some actions
may be determined by antecedent conditions, but others may not. Speaking fun-
damentally, events do not proceed from other events, but arise out of the natures
of the entities that act. It is a matter of the identity of the entities in question to
what extent ambient factors matter. This is why understanding causes requires
an investigation to determine the relevant causal circumstances.

For example, physics tells us that billiard balls move in a way that is
rigidly necessitated by the impacts upon them in such a way as to conserve
momentum. A living organism, however, has a vastly more complex internal
structure, with the capacity to originate its own actions; for a plant or simple
animal, an environmental condition serves as a stimulus to action but the actual
energy fueling the action comes from within the organism. In the case of ani-
mals that possess consciousness, their internal conscious awareness of the envi-
ronment and their conscious desires are the primary causes of actions. And in
human beings, the self-conscious awareness of our mental states and operations
adds a further layer in internal control of action. In the face of this enormous
complexity and diversity in nature, the thesis of determinism makes too restric-
tive a claim. Any given entity’s actions result from the interplay of its internal
nature and its external circumstances, but the specific nature of this interplay is
a matter for the sciences to investigate. All that the law of causality says as a
philosophical axiom is that an entity’s actions are governed by its nature, and
that entities with the same nature will have the same capacities for action.

 This point about causality is especially important to keep in mind in
regard to the next and final axiom, the principle of free will. Just as the axiom of
consciousness is stated from the first-person perspective from which we grasp
it, so the fact of free will is stated in the first-person: I have choice. The state-
ment expresses the recognition that one must initiate one’s own actions as a first
cause, a prime mover of oneself; and that one can control which actions one
takes, choosing among possible alternatives. The basis of this control, in the
Objectivist view, is the choice to think. When we carefully examine what is
involved in making any choice, we see that the essence of our power of volition
lies in the control of our attention. This includes the power to focus our minds in
general, as opposed to letting them drift. It also includes the power to focus on
one specific content of awareness rather than another—one specific idea, issue,
question, person, action, or other object of conscious awareness.

Of course, free will does not mean that one’s actions are causeless;
rather they are caused by one’s own volition, which is itself a capacity of human
nature. Free will means being able to control and initiate certain actions; it does
not entail a capacity to be unaffected by the world around one. One can choose
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whether to exert one’s muscles against gravity, but one cannot choose, as a mere
act of volition, not to be affected by gravity. In the mental sphere, one can
choose whether to solve an algebraic equation if one has that skill, but one
cannot choose to acquire that skill without effort. One can choose how to re-
spond to the loss of a major value, but one cannot choose whether to feel sorrow
at the loss.

Free will is compatible with the law of causality as it is stated above in
terms of the uniformity of nature. The capacity to initiate and control our thoughts,
and thereby our actions, is a capacity that all human beings have in virtue of
their natures. Indeed, we now know enough to say that humans possess this
capacity in virtue of their highly developed nervous systems. When we exercise
this power of choice, we ourselves, as entities, are the causes of our actions. But
free will is not compatible with the narrower doctrine of determinism, which
says that all actions are necessitated by antecedent factors in accordance with
universal causal laws. If this were true, the outcome of every choice would be
determined by previous states of mind and of the environment, which are in turn
determined by even earlier states, tracing back to factors entirely outside the
person’s control, such as his genetic inheritance and the actions of his parents
(and their parents, and theirs, etc.).

How do we know that free will exists and that determinism is false?
Like any other axiomatic fact, free will is self-evident. We can directly observe
the exercise of our capacity to initiate thought and choose among alternatives,
though in this case the observation is introspective. Just as any object of aware-
ness is an instance of existence and identity, and any act of awareness an ex-
ample of consciousness, so any exercise of thought is an instance of choice, and
we can directly identify it as such. When we focus our minds, we can be directly
aware that we initiated the act and could have withheld the effort. When we
choose to concentrate on a task at work, we can be aware that we could have
chosen to think about an issue in our personal lives. When we are influenced by
the kind of mental factor that determinists see as necessitating—say, a strong
emotion—we can be aware that we allowed the feeling to affect us and could
have chosen to be more objective.

As with the other axioms, too, this universality is a reflection of the
fundamental character of free will. In the Introduction we drew a distinction
between the perceptual level of cognition and the conceptual level. Perception
is the direct and automatic awareness of objects present to the senses; concep-
tual thought involves the integration of perceptual data into new concepts and
conclusions. Free will pertains specifically to the conceptual level (and like
conceptual thought, as far as we know, it is limited to human beings).9  The
integrative processes of conceptual thought must be initiated by conscious ef-
fort, and they must be consciously directed in such a way as to avoid error and
exclude subjective whims, biases, and preconceptions. If we could not control



     29

our integrative processes volitionally, we could have no confidence in the valid-
ity of their products. In this respect, volition is a fundamental feature of concep-
tual thought, and the choice to think might also be described as the choice to be
objective, to be governed by facts rather than whims.

In light of this fundamentality, free will cannot be proved. Any pur-
ported “proof” would beg the question by presupposing that we were free to
evaluate the validity of the proof, just as any purported “proof” of the law of
non-contradiction would presuppose that very law. As with the other axioms,
proof is not needed, since the axiom of free will is self-evident: its truth can be
observed directly. As with the other axioms, however, the fundamentality of the
axiom means that it cannot be denied without self-contradiction: a person who
denies free will is saying by implication that his own thought processes, includ-
ing his belief in determinism, are determined by antecedent factors over which
he has no direct control. He is saying that he can’t help being a determinist. Yet
in arguing for that thesis, he is presupposing that he was free to evaluate the
evidence for the thesis and that he accepts his conclusion because it is valid. In
other words, the content of his conclusion is incompatible with the fact that he
is trying to prove it—just as, when a person denies the axiom of consciousness,
the content of his assertion is not compatible with the fact that he asserts it.

In spite of the axiomatic character of free will, it is quite common to
meet people who deny it, or at least attempt to wiggle around it by arguing that
what appears to be volition is merely an effect of deterministic causality. The
main reason for this in modern times is the presumption that all actions can be
explained by the causal properties exhibited by elementary particles when stud-
ied in isolation. Pursuing this theory rigorously has lead to enormous advances
in scientific theory and technology, especially in the past three centuries. Many
people regard this view, which we might call the “Clockwork Universe” view,
as equivalent to the view that the universe is intelligible.10  Either we are deter-
mined, they say, or it is deuces wild. But as we have seen, there is no need to
equate causality with determinism. Furthermore, while it is one thing for sci-
ence to explain away the traditional idea that light things fall more slowly than
heavy things, it is quite another matter to attempt to explain away what is self-
evident. Science proceeds by isolating factors precisely so that it can show —
i.e. make it evident— whether a claim is true. One can test how objects fall in a
vacuum, for example, to show that light things fall just as quickly as heavy
things. But one cannot make evident a denial of something that is already evi-
dent. To deny that evidence, science must attempt to deny the validity of the
most basic experience of the mind, while depending on the mind to recognize
its new “evidence.”
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Perception as the Basis of Knowledge
With the axioms established as a foundation and a set of methodologi-

cal guidelines, we can now begin the validation of the rest of the Objectivist
epistemology. The major tenets of the epistemology rest on facts about the world
and about the nature of our cognitive faculties. Our goal is to understand the
logical connections between these facts and the epistemological conclusions,
so we will begin using the technique of logical diagrams described in the Intro-
duction.

The central principle of the Objectivist epistemology is: conceptual
knowledge is only acquired by reason.11  It is due to this fact, and the distinctive
role of such knowledge in human life, that we recognize reason as the distin-
guishing characteristic of mankind; if it were not the case, this philosophy would
need a new name. But what is the basis of this principle? How would one go
about establishing it? We need to examine the features of knowledge in order to
ascertain why reason is its only source, and the features of reason to ascertain
why it is suited to this role.

Our point of departure is the recognition that knowledge is acquired
by conscious integration, which is stated as Premise 1 of Diagram 1.2. When
we discussed this point in the Introduction, we appealed to common sense, but
we can now make its logical basis explicit: conceptual knowledge is abstract.
Even when our knowledge is concerned with a particular thing in reality, as
when we identify that a certain person is sick, what we know is that the indi-
vidual has a certain abstract property, sickness. Yet we can observe introspec-
tively that we have no direct perceptual awareness of abstractions. This is an
inductive basis of a negative kind.

There is also a positive inductive basis. In the Introduction we listed
some of the cognitive processes by which we acquire knowledge. If you refer
back to that list (page #*), you will see that the processes are of two types:
inferences by which we generalize, draw conclusions, weigh evidence, and test
theories; and concept-formation, by which we acquire new concepts for types
of things and for their attributes, actions, and relationships. These two basic
processes are formulated in Premises 1a and 1b, which offer definitions of knowl-
edge and concepts, respectively. Premise 1a says that knowledge is the con-
ceptual identification of facts, based on the integration of evidence; and
Premise 1b, that a concept is an integration of units on the basis of common
features and common differences from non-units. These two premises are
the logical basis for asserting that knowledge as such is acquired by cognitive
integration, and both of them are starting points in the diagram because they are
generalizations from what is directly observed. Premise 1b should be under-
stood in the context of the Objectivist theory of concepts, as formulated by Ayn
Rand in her Introduction to Objectivist Epistemology.12  There, she wrote: “A
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concept is a mental integration of two or more units which are isolated accord-
ing to a specific characteristic(s) and united by a specific definition”; our premise
offers a more general but consistent definition.

Diagram 1.2: The Basis of Knowledge

                          Perception as the Basis of Knowledge    /

Inductive evidence: 1a, 1b, 4: Introspection, neuroscience, psychology.

1a) Knowledge is
the conceptual
identification
of  facts, based on
the integration
of evidence.

1b) A concept is an
integration of units
on the basis of com-
mon features and
common differences
from non-units.

1c) Reality exists
independent of the
knower.+ +

1) All knowledge is acquired by
cognitive integration. +

2) Any cognitive integration rests
on the prior awareness of the items
to be integrated.
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n
3) All knowledge depends on di-
rect awareness of reality. + 4) Perception is the only form of

direct awareness of reality.

All knowledge derives from perception.
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A concept is the form of thought we use to refer to many different, but
similar, things as if they were the same. For example, people who understand
the word “flight” have formed a concept that unites the motions of birds, air-
planes, helicopters, pterodactyls, balloons, and other things that float in air, into
a single idea based on their similarity. Notice that although all the individual
machines and creatures that fly are distinct and different from one another, and
although the motions they make while flying are not exactly the same, neverthe-
less the motions are all similar, within a limited range of difference. That range
is the characteristic by which the units of the concept are distinguished from all
other things. In the case of “flight,” the characteristic is motion through the air.
Now, “flight” is a fairly broad concept, so motions as different as the floating of
blimps, the flapping of small birds, and the soaring of rockets are included in it.
By contrast, “flapping” is a narrower concept that pertains to a more limited
range of similar actions than “flight” does.

 W hen we use words, we mean things by them. Concepts are the means
by which we do so. Words are concrete, perceptible markers we use to distin-
guish, remember, and communicate our concepts. Note that in the Objectivist
view, a definition is like a guidebook to the units of a concept: it gives us essen-
tial, contextual information about the units that enables us to recognize them.
The meaning of the concept is the units, the existents it refers to, not the defini-
tion. Thus, a concept’s definition can be refined as our knowledge increases and
our needs change, while the meaning of the concept stays the same. The devel-
opment of definitions is natural and quite common. A child, for example, may
at one age define a fish as “a creature that swims,” and only later incorporate
knowledge of scales, gills, and cold-bloodedness into a new definition.

Defining our terms ensures that we understand their significance. As
we proceed through the structure of Objectivism, we will need to offer defini-
tions of many concepts as they become relevant. This is why we began our
analysis of knowledge with two definitions. Note that a definition is a kind of
induction from evidence. Most definitions establish an essential characteristic
on the basis of which an objectively similar group of things or events may be
integrated. Some concepts, like “color” or “length” are so basic that one must
grasp them ostensively. In such cases, the definition of the concept can only tell
one where to look, as it were. In both cases, a definition is a guide in terms of
one’s current context of knowledge that tells one how to determine which ob-
jects are subsumed under the concept, and which are excluded.

Ayn Rand wrote her longest non-fiction work on the theory of con-
cepts alone. Some readers may wonder, then, why we do not include more of the
details of the theory of concept-formation, and the proper use of language, in
this work. We have restricted our treatment to the facts that the essential, logical
structure of the philosophy requires. For instance, we will be relying on the fact
that reason is the means to objective knowledge, and the fact that knowledge
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has its basis in perception. But we will not be explicitly discussing the details of
Rand’s “measurement-omission” theory of concepts, because, although the theory
represents a significant contribution to epistemology at the scholarly level, one
does not need to grasp its fine points to understand the facts about cognition
from which the rest of Objectivism follows.

Readers who debate the ideas of Objectivism, particularly in a univer-
sity environment, will often encounter people who raise technical epistemologi-
cal objections with the purpose of undermining the systematic conclusions we
have just examined. In such encounters, it is important to bear in mind that the
positive account of knowledge we have presented in this chapter is sufficient to
provide the basis for logical inquiry and the further structure of the philosophy.
More technical accounts cannot eliminate the evidence that underpins our basic
conclusions in epistemology, and for this reason accounts of knowledge that
differ with those conclusions will tend to be false or even self-refuting. This is
why it is a useful technique in debates of this sort to recur to the systematic
positive account, and confine technical dispute to the context of a rational ex-
planation for the fact of knowledge (a skeptic, for example, is usually hard-put
to defend his own theory rather than attack yours). Don’t let your opponent
shirk the responsibility of providing an adequate positive account of his own.

We have said that Premise 1 is supported inductively through Premises
1a and 1b. That’s true, but it’s not the whole story. We observe that our minds
engage in certain processes of integration, and that the two main forms of inte-
gration are concept-formation and inference. But what tells us that these pro-
cesses are valid, that they represent knowledge of reality rather than construc-
tions of our own subjective devising, like dreams, wishes, and so on? This as-
pect of the three statements depends on the primacy of existence, which tells us
that reality exists independently of the knower and that consciousness depends
on reality for its contents. The primacy of existence is expressed in Premise 1c
as reality exists independent of the knower. It is the axiom that one is aware
of reality, and, as an axiom, it is self-evident rather than being inferred by in-
duction. The inductive element in these statements concerns the form that inte-
grative processes take.

The primacy of existence also has an implication regarding the data or
cognitive material that is integrated by these processes. To integrate, we must
integrate something. At higher levels of knowledge, we often form concepts
from earlier concepts we already possess, and draw conclusions from earlier
conclusions we have already reached. If we were not concerned about reality,
the processes of integration could extend onward without limit, in an infinite
chain; or they could circle back on themselves so that concepts and conclusions
mutually support each other without any foundation. But this would leave our
knowledge hanging in mid-air, unconnected with reality. The primacy of exist-
ence, however, tells us that our knowledge is and must be connected with real-
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ity. This key implication is stated as Premise 2: any cognitive integration
rests on the prior awareness of the items to be integrated. If we form one
concept from earlier concepts, those latter concepts must already have been
validly formed by a prior process of integration, and similarly with conclusions
inferred from earlier conclusions. Ultimately, then, our concepts and conclu-
sions must trace back to some form of direct cognitive contact with reality that
is not itself the result of a process of integration. The obvious conclusion to be
drawn from Premises 1 and 2 is that all knowledge depends on direct aware-
ness of reality, which is stated in the diagram as Premise 3.

Premise 4 asserts that perception is one’s only form of direct aware-
ness of reality. This is another inductive claim, the evidence for which is also
primarily introspective. We observe that perception is the mode of awareness in
which we grasp objects directly, automatically, without cognitive integration.
However, scientific evidence of the nature of our senses and their physiological
basis helps us to better analyze and understand the modalities of perception and
the processes that underlie them. We have sensory awareness of our selves and
surroundings in three broad forms: 1) Exteroception is the awareness of things
and events in the external environment through sight, hearing, touch, taste, and
smell. 2) Proprioception is the awareness of the location, orientation, and move-
ments of one’s own body. This is the sense that allows us to reach out in a
certain direction in the dark, for example. 3) Enteroception is the awareness of
pain, hunger, thirst, and other internal conditions of the body. Each of these give
us the awareness of existents, an awareness that has been automatically inte-
grated to varying degrees before we are consciously aware of it.

Some philosophers and scientists have attempted to characterize our
senses as providing momentary, disintegrated flashes of data, as when one has a
general, poorly localized pain. In this view, our sight presents us with color
patches, not entities. Our hearing gives us isolated impressions, not the patterns
of vibrations that make up sound. This is incorrect. It is true that our perception
involves receptors that respond to light, vibrations, chemical structure, and so
on. Indeed, if it did not involve some causal interactions with its objects, it
could hardly make us aware of them. We are not aware of our receptors, how-
ever, but rather of the objects and actions toward which our awareness is di-
rected. The evidence of this is available to anyone who attends to his perceptual
awareness.13

There are also two important philosophical objections to the validity
of our external perceptual awareness. The first is the Kantian objection, often
called the argument from perceptual relativity. This is commonly encountered
in the following form: “We don’t see things the way they really are. You see a
solid table, but it’s really mostly empty space.” The reply to this is that one must
perceive things by some means, in some form. The form of perception derives
from the interaction of our senses with the natures of objects of awareness. The
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same object may be perceived in any number of forms. For instance, in the
daylight a tree may appear green, and the pattern of its bark may be evident. At
night, it is a dark, rustling shadow. In both cases, the tree is what it is, and its
form is the way it appears given one’s means of perception and the effects of the
environment (in this case, the availability of light). Similarly, while people get
their clearest perception of objects through sight, bats get theirs through an
extraordinarily integrated hearing and echo-location sense. Nevertheless, both
a bat and person perceive an object such as a tree in a way that gives each of
them awareness of the tree’s characteristics. More generally, any perception is
of its object, though different perceptions can occur through different modali-
ties.14

The second objection, known as the argument from hallucination, is
that our experience may simply be disconnected from reality: “How do you
know you’re not dreaming?” The reply to this is that one only knows what
dreams are by contrast with one’s perceptual experience of reality. Dreams are
strikingly insubstantial, in a way that perception clearly is not. Indeed, one would
not think of dreams as unusual, were one not aware of the radically objective
awareness one gains through perception.

In the case of both objections, a person who upholds them does so in
contradiction to his own experience and actions. After all, in daily life he de-
pends on his perception in order to know facts and to get around. If someone is
unwilling to recognize this fact, he is not likely to benefit from extended debate
on the subject.

In saying that sense perception is our only form of direct awareness of
reality, we do not of course mean to deny the validity of introspection. Just as
our knowledge of external reality begins with direct perceptual awareness, which
we then integrate into concepts and then into propositional knowledge, so our
knowledge of our inner conscious life begins with the direct introspective aware-
ness of experiences, thoughts, and feelings, which we then integrate into con-
cepts of consciousness and propositional knowledge. As objects of self-knowl-
edge, experiences, thoughts, and feelings are of course part of reality: they exist
and have specific identities, they are subject to causal law, and our knowledge
about them is subject to the same standards of logic and objectivity as any other
knowledge. Nevertheless, as conscious phenomena, they involve the awareness
of things in external reality. We must perceive external reality first before we
can introspect on our perceptions. As Ayn Rand put it, “A consciousness con-
scious of nothing but itself is a contradiction in terms: before it could identify
itself as consciousness, it had to be conscious of something.”15  Thus introspec-
tion, while direct, is dependent on sense perception. It is an instance of our
conclusion that all knowledge derives from perception, rather than an exception
to it.

The premise that perception is our only form of direct awareness does,
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however, deny the existence of other alleged modes of direct awareness. It de-
nies the existence of revelation, usually conceived as the direct awareness of
some aspect of reality by some means other than sense-perception. Mystics have
spoken about experiencing God directly, about communing with other minds
without benefit of speech, and about seeing into the future. Some philosophers
have spoken of grasping abstract principles of logic, morality, or other areas by
some sort of intellectual intuition. Many people believe in the existence of “ex-
tra-sensory” perception in forms such as telepathy.

The problem with these claims is that there is no inductive evidence to
support them. The primary inductive evidence we have available is introspec-
tion, and we simply do not observe such phenomena. Even those who claim to
have had experiences that they consider to be extra-sensory or mystical cannot
deny that such experiences are fleeting, rare, and fragmentary by comparison
with the torrent of perceptual experience that floods our conscious awareness
during every waking moment. Those who make such claims, moreover, have
the burden of explaining what causes them. But no one has ever provided such
an explanation. The various modes of alleged revelation do not involve any
known neural receptors, nor are they a response to any known form of physical
energy in the environment. Nor can these revelations be produced reliably by
any known process.

Normally, we should consider these claims to be purely scientific is-
sues. After all, if there were evidence for some new form of perception or sen-
sation, this would not change the fact that our knowledge is based on direct
evidence of reality, in whatever form we acquire it. E.S.P. and other forms of
revelation become philosophically significant because they often serve as a cover
for people who deny the dependence of the conceptual level on perception.
Mystical knowledge, for instance, is often claimed to be conceptual in form, but
not obtained through any process of integration. Such an ineffable, intuitional
form of “awareness” is not perception at all, but merely an excuse to treat con-
ceptual notions, wishes, and fantasies as if they were facts. This amounts to
denying the primacy of existence.

From premises 3 and 4 we have our conclusion: all knowledge de-
rives from perception. The entire edifice of our knowledge of reality is built
on the evidence of our perceptual awareness of objects present to our senses.
We will recur to this conclusion many times as we examine the structure of
Objectivism. Along with the other points demonstrated in diagram 1.2, as we
will see, it gives us the essential basis for our main conclusion that knowledge
derives from reason.

While our conclusion was deduced from the premises in Diagram 1.2,
those premises were based on inductive evidence. Our conclusion draws on that
inductive support. It has been argued, however, that instincts represent induc-
tive evidence against our conclusion. It seems undeniable that animals are born
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with innate knowledge not learned from perceptual experience: how to build
nests and rear their young, what sort of food to eat. Humans also seem to have
such knowledge, though perhaps on a lesser scale. Infants instinctively seek
their mother’s breast, avoid heights, and blink when objects approach their eyes,
suggesting that they are born with some knowledge of what is good and bad for
them. In responding to this objection, it is important to distinguish knowledge
from automatic behavior patterns. The concept of knowledge refers to the con-
scious grasp of a fact and to the retained products of conscious processing (e.g.,
we all know that George Washington was the first American president even
when we are not thinking about him, because we have retained that knowledge
from some initial learning experience). Much of our behavior, and many of the
skills exhibited in that behavior, are guided by conscious knowledge, but this is
not true across the board.

Instinctive patterns of behavior reflect inborn capacities to respond to
the environment without the mediation of knowledge, presumably as a result of
“hard-wired” connections in our nervous systems. They are examples of the
wider phenomenon of adaptive behavior in all plants and animals. When we
observe adaptive behavior in any living organism, it is legitimate to ask for an
explanation. But the attribution of knowledge as the cause is only one possible
explanation, and precisely because we know that all knowledge derives from
perception, we know that this explanation is not valid in the case of inborn
patterns. There simply is no way an infant, for example, could have the con-
scious thought “Mother’s milk is good for me” without perceiving mother and
milk, and without the much more extensive experience and cognitive integra-
tion necessary to form the concept “good.”

Knowledge is Hierarchical and Contextual
As we noted in the Introduction, Objectivism holds that conceptual

knowledge is hierarchical and contextual in character. What is the logical basis
for these claims?

As the discussion in the Introduction indicated, the fact that knowl-
edge is hierarchical follows from the fact that it is derived from a perceptual
base by means of cognitive integration. Conceptual knowledge is hierarchical
in the first place simply because it is abstract. Concepts are integrated from the
data of the senses and thus subsume a wide range of existents. Conclusions that
employ those concepts rely on a wide variety of evidence, also drawn from
perception. In this sense concepts and conclusions as such are distinct from and
stand upon perceptual awareness. That in itself is a hierarchical characteristic.

However, when Objectivists note that knowledge is hierarchical, they
mean also that different items of conceptual knowledge stand in a hierarchical
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relationship to each other. Any area of knowledge provides many examples to
support this generalization. To take a simple example from everyday life, one’s
knowledge that the car needs gas is based on a structure of background knowl-
edge about internal combustion, the meaning of the fuel gauge, and other facts
about automobiles. In philosophy, to take a more abstract example, one cannot
discuss the theory of politics without first establishing or assuming some ethical
basis. This is because politics is concerned with the question of which political
and legal institutions are required by man’s nature and his fundamental val-
ues—a matter of ethics. The material integrated by politics includes the integra-
tions of ethics, a prior body of abstract concepts, propositions, and theories. So
knowledge is also hierarchical in the sense it includes abstractions from ab-
stractions. The trail that leads from a given integration back to the perceptual
level may pass through several intermediate integrations.

Diagram 1.3: Hierarchy and Context

3a) There are no contradictions in reality

1) All knowledge
derives from
perception.

2) All knowledge is
formed by cognitive
integration.

3) Any item of
knowledge must be
logically consistent
with all other
knowledge.

+ +

4) Knowledge is hierarchical.

Knowledge is contextual.
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The logical basis for the conclusion that knowledge is hierarchical is
represented in Diagram 1.3:

Premise 1 is the conclusion we derived in the previous section. The
fact that all knowledge derives from perception means that it rests on a foun-
dation. Premise 2, which we employed in showing why knowledge has a per-
ceptual base, is relevant in this argument as well because it tells us how the rest
of the structure is build upon the foundation. All knowledge is formed by cog-
nitive integration—of units into concepts and of evidence into conclusions. To
make clear the nature of this integration, and to rule out random or arbitrary
integration, we must add Premise 3: any item of knowledge must be logically
consistent with all other knowledge. That’s because there are no contradic-
tions in reality (Premise 3a), which we know from the axiom of identity. Con-
tradictory conclusions cannot both be true, and thus cannot both be knowledge.
The implication of these premises is that our knowledge is hierarchical (Premise
4). It is not a collection of cognitive atoms standing alone. It is not a floating
system of mutually reinforcing beliefs. It is a structure built upon our perceptual
awareness of reality through successive integrations governed by logic. This is
the full meaning of the term “hierarchical” in the context of the Objectivist
epistemology.

A further implication is that knowledge is contextual, a conclusion
we can infer directly from Premise 4. As we observed in the introduction, the
fact that knowledge is built up by successive steps of concept-formation and
inference means that the content of any concept or conclusion is related to real-
ity through those steps.

The meaning of these products of integration depends on the integra-
tive processes by which they were produced. The meaning of a concept, for
example, is its units: the things it refers to in reality. But we grasp and integrate
those units through an active process in which we note their similarities to each
other and their differences from other things. Except for the first concepts that
we form directly from perceptual observation, we rely on existing concepts in
the process of forming new ones. This body of perceptual data and of other
concepts constitutes the context of a given concept, and the latter cannot be
detached from that context without losing its connection to reality.

In the same way, a conclusion is based on the integration of evidence,
and except for the perceptual judgments we form directly from observation, our
conclusions rest on intermediate conclusions in a series of inferences tracing
back to perceptual data. Those intermediate conclusions, and the whole body of
perceptual data on which they rest, along with all the concepts employed in
those conclusions, form the context of a given conclusion. The conclusion can-
not be detached from its context and still count as an item of knowledge, a grasp
of a fact. Over time, moreover, as we acquire more knowledge, information that
is relevant to an already established conclusion becomes part of its context.

  Knowledge is Hierarchical and Contextural   /



40   /   Chapter 1

Because any item of knowledge must be consistent with all other knowledge,
new information must be integrated in a logically consistent way with old con-
clusions; the meaning and validity of such a conclusion is a function of its full
context, new and old. When the boiling point of water was first shown to be 212
degrees Fahrenheit, for example, the effect of atmospheric pressure was not
known. The conclusion therefore did not specifically include the qualification
“at sea level.” Now, that qualification is part of the content of the claim.

We have now surveyed the major Objectivist tenets regarding the na-
ture of knowledge: it is based on perception, formed by cognitive integration,
logically consistent, hierarchical, and contextual. On this basis, we are now in a
position to show why knowledge can be acquired only by reason.

Reason and Objectivity
Objectivism employs the term “reason” in both of its two conventional

senses: as a process of thinking (“reasoning”) and as the human capacity for
such thought. The obvious and most widely understood aspect of this thought
process is its use of logic, both induction and deduction. Reasoning means think-
ing in accordance with logic. (Of course, one does not need to know the disci-
pline of formal logic in order to think in accordance with it: any child can figure
out that a thing that barks is a dog — since only dogs bark— without training in
the syllogism. Formal logic codifies in abstract terms the kinds of connections
that we grasp when we think logically.) So reason is, in part, our capacity for
such thought.

We have seen, however, that logical inference is only one of two main
integrative processes by which knowledge is acquired, the other being concept-
formation. Without concepts, we could not form the propositions that are the
units of logical reasoning. Thus reason must be understood more broadly—and
more fundamentally— as the faculty of conceptual integration in accordance
with logic. And since the only basic data available for such integration come
from the senses, we can define reason as the faculty of conceptual integration
of perceptual data in accordance with logic.

This definition is Premise 4 in Diagram 1.4, which shows why all
knowledge is acquired by reason:

Premises 1, 2, and 3 state previous conclusions that we have reached
about the nature of knowledge. In effect, they specify conditions that a faculty
must meet if it is to provide us with knowledge. Premise 4 shows why reason is
the faculty that meets those conditions. If we consider conceptual knowledge as
the product of a process, then reason is the faculty that performs that process. It
is no accident that the same three basic ideas—a perceptual basis, cognitive
integration, and logical consistency—are essential to our understanding both of
knowledge and of reason. Nor is it the result of arbitrary stipulation on our part.
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Ultimately, our understanding of knowledge as a product and of reason as a
process rest on the same inductive observations about our cognitive function-
ing. The conclusion that all knowledge is acquired by reason simply states the
harmony of process and product.

Diagram 1.4: Knowledge and Reason

So far, we have discussed the properties of knowledge as a product of
cognitive integration, and the features of reason that relate directly to those
properties. But reason has another important epistemological feature as a pro-
cess of cognition: the fact that it is fallible.

 This fact gives rise to the need for two crucial concepts in epistemol-
ogy: truth and objectivity. Because we are capable of making errors in reason-
ing, our conclusions do not necessarily conform to the facts. Conceptual knowl-
edge is different in this respect from perceptual awareness, which is an auto-
matic product of the interaction between the environment and our senses. The
content of perceptual awareness necessarily reflects the totality of the causal
factors operating in that interaction, and thus cannot be erroneous or false.16  At
the conceptual level, however, cognitive integration is not an automatic process
and the content of our conclusions can be false. We therefore need the concepts
of truth and falsity to distinguish success from failure in the pursuit of knowl-
edge.

We also need the concept of objectivity as the hallmark of the process
required to achieve success. The core meaning of objectivity lies in its contrast
with subjectivity. Objectivity means adhering to the facts rather than to biases
and preconceptions. It means operating by a logical method rather than by whim.

Reason and Objectivity     /

All knowledge is acquired by reason.

1) All
knowledge
derives from
perception.

2) All
knowledge is
formed by
cognitive
integration.

3) Any item
of knowledge
must be logi-
cally consistent
with all other
knowledge.

3) Reason is the
faculty of
cognitive
integration of
perceptual data
in accordance
with logic.

+ + +
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It means grounding our concepts and conclusions in the evidence rather than
accepting uncritically the products of received tradition or of our own imagina-
tions. To form a more precise definition of objectivity, however, we need to
understand the causes of error, the particular factors that make reason fallible.
The claim that reason is fallible is so richly supported by inductive evidence, by
the countless errors each of us has made or seen others make, that it hardly
needs further support to establish its truth. The deductive inferences in the up-
per portion of Diagram 1.5, however, are important in explaining why reason is
fallible, and this explanation has an important bearing on our understanding of
objectivity.

Diagram 1.5: Reason and Objectivity

The first line of argument is a straightforward. We have already seen
that reason is volitional (Premise 1). This is the axiom of free will. We are
therefore subject to errors that arise from the exercise of volition. We can come
to erroneous conclusions because we have failed to exert the effort to think in
the first place, i.e., to maintain a sufficient level of conscious focus. We can err
because we failed to embrace knowledge as our highest cognitive goal, subordi-
nating it to some other goal such as agreement with others. We can err by evad-
ing relevant evidence, ignoring facts that we prefer not to consider, overlooking
a weakness in an argument, or being unwilling to contradict an esteemed belief.
In all these ways, the existence of volition implies that reason is fallible (Premise
3).

3) Reason is fallible.

2) All knowledge is contextual.

Knowledge is objective only to the extent that it integrates all
the available evidence and that nonobjective factors are ex-
cluded from the integration.

1) Reason is volitional.
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Another source of error is the fact that knowledge is contextual
(Premise 2). What this means, as we saw in discussing the contextual theory of
knowledge, is that our concepts are connected to their units in reality, and that
our conclusions are connected to the facts of reality, through a complex process
of integration. This process is liable to error in many ways other than willful
evasion. Conceptual abstraction involves decisions about which factors among
one’s experience are relevant, and which of those are essential. It is not a pro-
cess that is easily reduced to a formula. To give more inductive content to this
point, let’s consider some of the ways in which mistakes can arise:

One may not know, or no one may have discovered, all the proper
methods to solve a problem or determine the truth of an idea. Logical thinking
is a skill that must be mastered and refined, and one can make mistakes because
the level of one’s skill is not adequate to the cognitive task at hand.

One may not have considered all the relevant alternatives. One may
not have tested all the factors that could have caused a given effect. One may
not have considered all the hypotheses that could explain a given phenomenon.

One may not be aware of an important fact that would affect the con-
clusion. No one is omniscient. Nothing guarantees that all the relevant facts will
be available to us, and nothing guarantees that we can always know when a
relevant fact is missing.

Objectivity thus results both from the exercise of a choice and from the
exercise of a skill. Because it is an attribute of the process of cognition rather
than the product, it is not the same thing as truth, and because of the factors just
mentioned, an objective process can still result in a false conclusion. Neverthe-
less, we must define objectivity in light of the factors that give rise to the falli-
bility of reason. Objectivity is the voluntary adherence to the facts of reality as
the exclusive data of integration and to the methods of logic in the process of
integration. Knowledge is objective only to the extent that one has correctly
attended to the context of evidence behind a judgment, and one knows that the
chain of inference that leads to one’s conclusion is not distorted by evasion,
prejudice, wishful thinking, or other non-objective factors. With this concept of
objectivity in hand, we can see why the fallibility of reason implies the conclu-
sion of our diagram: knowledge is objective only to the extent that it is based
on evidence and that one has excluded nonobjective factors from the inte-
gration.

Emotions and Reason
Diagram 1.4 concludes that all knowledge is acquired by reason. This

means not only that we can acquire knowledge by means of reason but also that
knowledge can be acquired only by reason—that reason is the only source of
knowledge. This is the significance of the Objectivist idea that reason is an

Emotions and Reason   /
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absolute.
How do we know that no other method or faculty can produce knowl-

edge? Since this is a negative claim, it can be established only by considering
alternative methods, although the burden of proof lies with those who make the
positive claim that some alternative method can meet the conditions for objec-
tive knowledge. We have already considered some of the alternatives—revela-
tion and instinct—urged most frequently by those who deny the absolutism of
reason and we have seen why they are not in fact sources of knowledge. But
there is one remaining alternative we should consider: emotion. A central tenet
of the Objectivist epistemology is that emotions are not forms or tools of cogni-
tion. What is the basis for this tenet?

It is important at the outset to deal with a frequent source of confusion.
Unlike revelations or instinctive knowledge, emotions certainly exist; they are
pervasive and highly important features of conscious experience. As real phe-
nomena, they can be known, and they are important barometers of one’s state of
mind and the condition of one’s life. We shall have much to say later about
happiness, for example, in this light. Knowledge about what we are feeling is
acquired like any other knowledge—by observation (in this case introspective)
and by rational analysis of what we observe. So there is no doubt that, as objects
of knowledge, emotions provide important data about our inner reality, just as
the objects present to our senses provide important data about external reality.
But this does not mean that the emotions themselves are forms of knowledge.
The fact that I am angry at what I see as a friend’s hostility to me is an important
fact for me to know about myself. But the anger per se does not prove that the
friend actually was hostile.

To establish the relationship between reason and emotion, we need to
rely on an analysis of what emotions are, an analysis that is supported induc-
tively by the introspective evidence available to all of us as well as by the more
systematic studies of psychologists. An emotion is a value-response, a feeling
that something is good or bad (i.e. a benefit or a threat). It is based on the way
we interpret a person, object, or event in light of our background knowledge
and value premises. The interpretation is performed by our minds subconsciously
and automatically and the result is experienced as a feeling.

We can summarize these points in the definition offered as Premise 1
of Diagram 1.6: Emotions are automatic value responses to objects pro-
duced by the subconscious integration of information and value judgments.
One may be conscious of the value premise causing an emotion, as for instance
when one feels a rush of fear after a close call on the highway, or one may not
clearly understand the cause, as when one finds oneself feeling irritated with a
close friend even though he has done nothing unusual. But the emotion itself is
an automatic response. Even if the value premise involved is conscious, the
interpretation and evaluation of the object occur by subconscious integration,
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not by conscious deliberation and choice.
The emotional significance of the same event may differ depending on

one’s premises. Suppose you have just been passed over for a promotion at
work in favor of Jane, despite the fact that you have superior qualifications.
Jane isn’t very competent or bright, but she does golf with the boss. If your
subconscious premise is the principle that people should be treated in accor-
dance with merit, you will feel outrage at Jane’s promotion. But if your premise
is that people should be equal, and that those with more ability should be ex-
pected to shoulder a heavier burden, you may be resigned to Jane’s advance, or

Emotions and Reason    /
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A2) One has no conscious control
over the integration producing the
emotion.

B2) Emotions provide no new evi-
dence for the interpretations and
value judgments that cause them.

+ +
A3) Knowledge is objective only
to the extent that one has excluded
nonobjective factors from the
 integration.

B3) Knowledge is objective only
to the extent that it is based on
 evidence.

Emotions are not a source of knowledge.

1) Emotions are automatic value
responses to objects produced by
the subconscious integration of
 information and value judgments.



46   /   Chapter 1

even feel satisfaction at it. If you, too, have been trying to cultivate a taste for
golf in the hopes it will propel you up the corporate ladder, you may envy Jane,
or feel admiration for her skill at currying favor.

Because emotions are automatic responses to objects, they have the
same immediacy and authority that sense perception has, the same feeling of
self-evidence. Sometimes an emotion is powerful enough to evoke memories,
images or ideas that we can take for well-founded premises. Probably everyone
has had the experience of making an argument that “rings true” in the heat of
passion, only to realize later, when one reconsiders it calmly, how ill-founded
and weak it is. Why isn’t the feeling of authority one gets from an emotion a
substitute for —or at least an equal companion to— reasoned thought? The
answer, implicit in the nature of emotions, is spelled out in diagram 1.6.

There are two chains of inference that lead to the conclusion that emo-
tions cannot be tools of cognition, and they are depicted in the diagram as (A)
and (B), respectively. Both depend on the need for knowledge to be objective,
though each appeals to a different aspect of that need. Chain (A) follows from
the fact that one cannot control one’s emotions directly. Chain (B) follows from
the fact that emotions do not, in themselves, provide new and objective infor-
mation.

Let’s look at Chain (A) first. Premise A2 states that one has no con-
scious control over the integration the produces an emotion. This is because
the integration is subconscious and automatic. Because it is not subject to direct
voluntary control, one cannot deliberately exclude non-objective factors. One
does not decide whether to feel an emotion, or what emotion to feel, in any
immediate fashion. At best, one can attempt to ignore an emotion, or focus on
matters others than those producing the emotion, as when one “thinks happy
thoughts” to reduce a feeling of grief or distress. But the latter is a matter of
altering what one attends to, not altering the integration behind the emotion.17

In this respect, emotions cannot meet the standard of objectivity we
established in Diagram 1.5, specifically the point that knowledge is objective
only to the extent that one has excluded non-objective factors from the
integration (Premise A3). Because one has no immediate control over one’s
subconscious integrations, one cannot easily know whether one’s emotion re-
flects a non-objective bias of some kind, or not. In other words, when we com-
bine premises A2 and A3, we can conclude by deduction that emotions are not
a source of knowledge.

The second line of inference regarding emotions arises from that fact
that emotions provide no new evidence for one’s interpretations and value-
judgments (Premise B2). Chain (B) combines this fact with a second aspect of
objectivity, from the conclusion of Diagram 1.5, which is summarized in Premise
B3: reason is objective only to the extent that it is based on evidence. To-
gether these give us the same conclusion as Chain (A): emotions are not a source
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of knowledge.
What is the basis for Premise B2? It follows from the way emotions

integrate our knowledge and values. To the extent that an emotion is based on
the products of past thinking, it obviously provides no new evidence for the
truth of a conclusion. (Many of our subconscious value premises, moreover,
were formed when we were children, too young to be consistent or reasonable
in forming opinions.) To the extent that an emotion is based on current observa-
tion of reality, on the other hand, it may reflect new information. But there is
still a difference between the information and the emotional reaction to it. For
example, one might respond emotionally to some subtle aspect one has per-
ceived in a person’s tone of voice, but it is the perception rather than the emo-
tion per se that provides that evidence about the person. Sometimes, an unex-
pected emotion may give you cause to re-evaluate a situation or check your
premises, but that re-evaluation must still be done by reason on the basis of a
rational identification of the evidence.

This analysis of emotion confirms the main conclusion of this chapter:
that all knowledge is acquired by reason. If one wants to acquire knowledge,
one must actively employ the methods of logic to ensure one’s objectivity. This
is a subject to which we will return once we have established the central place
of reason in the structure of our values. At this stage, it would be premature to
describe reason and objectivity as values, before we explain the nature of val-
ues more generally. What we can say now, not as a value judgment or normative
statement but as a matter of fact, is that reason is the only process that will in
fact produce knowledge of reality. This key principle of Objectivism may ap-
pear to be the merest common sense, but it has profound implications. In the
chapters ahead, as we examine the evidence of the vital importance of knowl-
edge to our values and our lives, we will return to this conclusion to identify
man’s essential characteristic and his means of survival.

Conclusion
We have now completed our survey of the basic logical structure of the

Objectivist Epistemology, and established the meaning of reason, in the sense
we intend to employ it. Reason is a theme that runs throughout Objectivism.
Ayn Rand often characterized her philosophy simply as a “philosophy of rea-
son,” or “a rational philosophy.” It is the philosophy that follows from employ-
ing the epistemic standards of reason, and that holds reason as the central value.
All the virtues of the Objectivist Ethics concern some aspect of living as a ratio-
nal being. If the ethics had to be reduced to a single principle, it would be: “Live
by reason.”

Before we can proceed to evaluate reason, we must first attend to the
context of that claim, to its hierarchical basis. We must establish the nature of

                          Conclusion   /



48   /   Chapter 1

values. This is the subject of the foundations of ethics, to which we now turn.

1 Ayn Rand, Atlas Shrugged (New York: Random House, 1957) 1018
2 Just to be clear, philosophy says that outer space is some aspect of existents.

This does not mean it is an entity, or is composed of entities such as “ether”
particles. What it is composed of is a scientific question: current physics indi-
cates that space may be a product of or relation among the entities, such as
atoms and items of larger mass, of which the universe is composed.

3 The association of the idea of a “nature” with an entity is sometimes con-
nected to the Aristotelian metaphysical distinction between substance and
form. In the Objectivist usage, a thing’s nature is nothing more than its iden-
tity. No special metaphysical import is attached to the term.
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9 That we think free will confined to human beings is a point with various tech-
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as dogs or monkeys, exercise some amount of control over their attention, it is
debatable whether they do so self-consciously to any significant extent. Since
the only direct evidence we have of free will is our own, and the only testi-
mony of it from other conceptual beings, namely other people, it is only for
these cases that the evidence is decided.

10 The classic modern “clockwork universe” view is that of LaPlace, who sup-
posed that if one knew all the conditions in the universe at a given moment in
time, one could then in principle predict the rest of history to come.

11 We are speaking here of conceptual knowledge as opposed to perceptual
awareness. In the remainder of this book, we will restrict the term “knowl-
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edge” to the conceptual level.
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Kelley presents Rand’s theory of abstraction in a more scholarly context in
his “A Theory of Abstraction,” Cognition and Brain Theory 1984 7(3&4),
329-357.

13 See David Kelley, The Evidence of the Senses (Baton Rouge: LSU Press,
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16 See Kelley, Evidence of the Senses, 234-38
17 One can, of course, change one’s emotional response to an object. But this

depends on changing the subconsciously integrated evaluation that generates
the emotion. For an evaluative premise that one has accepted only abstractly,
it may be relatively easy to change one’s response. For instance, having heard
that a certain person is a murderer, one might view him with a revulsion that
would be almost instantly dispersed if one were to decide that he was not a
murderer at all, but an upstanding individual. On the other hand, most emo-
tions arise from premises that are deeply ingrained in one’s subconscious, and
thus not easy to change. In either case, one usually has no clear idea what
causes the emotion, but rather one finds out by seeing what changes it. See
e.g. Alan Blumenthal, “The Base of Objectivist Psychotherapy, Part II” The
Objectivist 8,7 (New York: The Objectivist inc., 1969) reprinted in The Ob-
jectivist (Palo Alto: Palo Alto Book Service, 1982) 676-681. Other literature
on changing emotions.  Ellis? *. .

                  Notes   /
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CHAPTER 2: LIFE AND NEEDS

Life as the Ultimate Value
Ethics is a body of universal principles that provide people with fun-

damental guidance in their choices. Plainly, moral principles are useful only to
beings of conceptual consciousness, who can grasp them, and who furthermore
possess free will and so must choose their actions. That’s why ethics pertains to
human beings, and not to stones, chipmunks or rhododendrons. At root, every
ethic seeks to guide people toward an ideal or goal, usually the ideal of a “good
life,” based on a conception of what is of value. The Objectivist ethics is based
on the principle that the ultimate value is life itself, and that the standard by
which we measure the good life is “man’s survival qua man,” 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 a question: Why do we need the concept of value in the first 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 in its hierarchi-
cal context by tracing its roots back to observations of reality. The implications
of her analysis are spelled out in Diagram 2.1.

Rand described value as “that which one acts to gain and/or keep”
(Premise 1a of Diagram 2.1).1  This description identifies values with ends,
purposes and goals; and identifies valuing with the pursuit of goals. We can
understand this identification 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 the first kind of values a child learns about. We know
introspectively that our purposeful actions are aimed toward goals, because we
envision or consider the goal before acting. Our conscious goals include such
things as a meal, a job, a vacation, 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 ways in 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.2

Do we have to be aware of an action’s purpose introspectively to know
if it is adapted toward attaining a goal? Of course not: we can also observe goal-
directed action from the outside. Suppose your friend gives you a ride to the
office. You can infer his goal from the way he acts: he switches lanes to pass
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slow cars and changes his route to avoid a traffic jam. If his car breaks down, he
hails a taxi. All his different specific actions (turn left, turn right, stop, hail cab,
etc.) have the 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 also 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-
phers believe that there are no values beyond those chosen by conscious minds.3

But values exist wherever an entity initiates action for some goal. When a plant,
after being moved, alters its growth so as to bend its leaves toward the sun, that
goal-directed action is a form of valuing. When a squirrel gathers nuts to 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.4

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
achieve a goal in the face of an alternative.” We can put Rand’s point this way:
for anything to be a value in the first place, it must fulfill two basic conditions
that are implicit in the very concept of value:

1)  There must be some one or some thing who values the thing in question,
and obviously, that valuer must be capable of initiating goal-directed
actions. It is an important insight of Rand’s that a value can exist only
if someone or something “acts to gain and/or keep” it. This point is a
crucial one to bear in mind as you proceed through ethics. It is tradi-
tional in philosophy and common in everyday usage to 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” as if this were 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.5  In ethics it is always useful to
check one’s premises, by asking of a proposed value: to whom is it of
value?

        2)  The valuer must face an alternative in light of which the goal makes
a difference. Here the relevant question to ask of a proposed value is:
valuable for what? It is inherent in the phenomenon of valuing that the



     53                                    /

goal is sought because of some benefit it provides the valuer. Achiev-
ing the value or failing to achieve it must in some way affect the agent’s
fate: its existence, well-being, capacity for further action, or some other
significant attribute. This presupposes that the agent faces an alterna-
tive of some kind, a set of possible outcomes that can in some way be
ranked as better or worse for it.

Life as the Ultimate Value

Diagram 2.1: Life and Value

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

1a) Value is that which one acts to gain and/or keep

1) Anything that can initiate goal-
directed action and faces an alter-
native the outcome of which de-
pends on such action has values.

2) Living organisms initiate
goal-directed action in the face of
alternatives.

+

3) All living
things pursue
values.

4) All values
presuppose an
ultimate end.

5) An ultimate
end is a
fundamental
a l t e r n a t i v e
faced by the
valuer.

6) Life versus
death  is the
fundamental
alternative an
organism faces.

+ + +

For any living organism, its life is its ultimate value.

n
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These two implications about value are formulated 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 is to recognize the connection between those
concepts and the phenomenon of life. Premise 2 asserts that living organisms
initiate goal-directed actions in the face of alternatives, and thus fulfil the
conditions for value that are identified in Premise 1. Living things by 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 1a and 1, but while in that case we were identify-
ing a distinctive type of action, and the conditions presupposed by it, here we
are identifying the types of entities that meet those conditions. The concepts of
value, goal-directed action, and life pertain to the same referents, 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 action is self-generated.
Living creatures act from a source within themselves. When a lion

chases a gazelle, the gazelle is not pulling the lion, rather the lion is generating
its own running motion. Notice that machines that act from stored energy (such
as those with gasoline or electric motors) seem lifelike because they share this
characteristic.

b. Living action is goal-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 a few machines (heat-seeking missiles, for
instance) are able to act adaptively to achieve a goal, and even then the goal is
relatively simple—and it is a goal designed into the machine by humans, who
are the real goal-seekers in such cases. By contrast, the adaptive responses the
primitive amoeba uses to secure its food and avoid harm are far more sophisti-
cated than those of any machine constructed to date. Goal-directed action is
characteristic of living organisms as a class.

• 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
animals to the global ambitions of statesmen. Across this enormous range, how-
ever, such actions aim at benefits to the agents, who act in the face of alternative
outcomes that are better or worse for them. A tree sends out roots in search of
the water it needs; obtaining or failing to obtain water makes a difference to the
tree, and that is why trees have acquired this capacity through evolution. Hu-
man beings, and other animals that possess consciousness, act from desire, and
thus face the alternative of succeeding or failing to satisfy their desires.6

We can conclude that all living things pursue values (Premise 3).7

But the conclusion of Diagram 1 says more than this. It specifies life itself as the
ultimate value for 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
means to it. One goal, say playing tennis, may be a means to a greater goal, such
as getting in shape. A tree’s goal of obtaining water from the earth is a means of
engaging in internal self-sustaining chemical processes that require water. Means
and ends form chains in this way. Each chain must end somewhere. If one has a
complex hierarchy of means and ends, then each of the means-end chains of
which it is constructed must conclude in some ultimate end. An ultimate value
is a value to which other values are means but is not itself a means to further
ends. It is an end-in-itself. As Ayn Rand noted, “without an ultimate goal or end,
there can be no lesser goals or means: a series of means going off into an infinite
progression toward a nonexistent end is a metaphysical and epistemological
impossibility.”8  This is the point summarized in Premise 4: All values presup-
pose an ultimate end.

Since the end sought by a goal-directed action must make a difference
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
to improve his physical condition. But is this an 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 come to a fundamental alternative, one that underlies
and explains the derivative ones. In a sequence of means and ends, a fundamen-
tal alternative is one that explains why other alternatives make a difference to
the agent. The same is true for the tree that sends out roots in order to get water,
which it needs in order to engage in internal chemical processes. In these and all
other cases, according to Ayn Rand, we arrive eventually at a single fundamen-
tal alternative: life versus death is the fundamental alternative an organism

                  Life as the Ultimate Value
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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 is the most fundamental alternative, because nonexistence precludes
all other alternatives. When a flower 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,
this isn’t merely a fundamental alternative for living things: a structure 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 this most basic of alternatives. “Life is a process of self-sustaining and self-
generated action,” Ayn Rand observed.9  The difference between a live 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 cease to exist. That is why
life is fundamental to an organism. It is the reason that life is metaphysically an
end-in-itself : the essence of a living organism’s nature is its capacity to initiate
goal-directed actions, and in acting to preserve its life it acts to 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.
This conclusion integrates two lines of arguments. The inductive evidence sub-
sumed in premises 1 and 2 imply that all living things are valuers. The inductive
evidence subsumed in premises 4, 5, and 6 tell us that their lives are their ulti-
mate values.

One question that is sometimes raised about this derivation is whether
there must be a single ultimate value to which all other values are means. Why
couldn’t a valuer’s hierarchy of means and ends terminate in a range of ultimate
values that are each ends-in-themselves, without a higher end to which they are
all means? The basic answer is implicit 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 be taken at a given time. 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. In this way, 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.” In a living being, an example of such a “bug” would be a cancerous
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 tends to die. So the actions of healthy organisms are
aimed at a single ultimate and fundamental value of life.10

We human beings have to hold our ultimate value by choice.11  Unlike
simpler organisms, we can choose values that are against or unrelated to the
value of life. This is precisely why we need to hold our ultimate value explicitly.
Our ability to choose doesn’t make holding inconsistent values any more effec-
tive for us than for a bacterium. 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 be indeterminacy, indecision, and contradiction. We can act for contra-
dictory ends, and that is what most historical theories of ethics have implicitly
counseled us to do, but if we do so we will experience frustration, incoherence,
suffering, and even death. If we want our actions to 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 actions do not always aim 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 chooses not to live in the first
place, he ceases to be a valuer at all. Short of death, however, it is possible for
us to make a mistake about what to value, either because we have embraced the
wrong moral code or because we have failed to apply a correct code properly to
the particulars of a situation. In addition, through evasion, we can ignore the
long-term in favor of short-term goals, ignore our commitments in order to pur-
sue other desires, and so on. Some Objectivists taken this to mean that we need
two concepts of value: In this scheme, Rand’s basic concept of “that which one
seeks to gain and/or keep” is the concept of the valued, and acting to obtain it is
valuing; whereas the standard of life gives us the concept of what is objectively
valuable.

We believe this approach is not compatible with the derivation of the
conclusion that life is the ultimate value. That derivation is based 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 purposes we can distinguish its different aspects. In particular we can
distinguish the capacity to initiate goal-directed action from the fundamental
alternatives that give such action its point. In economics, for example, it is valid
to abstract the human pursuit of ends from the question of whether those ends
actually serve life in accordance with true moral principles. In medicine, con-
versely, it is valid to study the conditions that actually promote life in abstrac-
tion from the patient’s willingness to pursue those conditions. In philosophy,
however, we must recognize that each element exists only in the context of the
other. Means and ends go together.

On the one hand, we cannot speak of what is valuable except in refer-

             Life as the Ultimate Value
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ence to 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, valuable to whom?

On the other hand, we cannot speak of valuing except for an agent who
acts in the face of an alternative. If there were agents capable of initiating action
but for which nothing was better or worse (as in Rand’s hypothetical example of
the immortal robot), we would not need to distinguish their actions as a funda-
mentally different category from mechanical, non-goal-directed actions. Hu-
man beings in particular, as living beings, do face the alternative of life or death;
their capacities for pursuing goals, including the conscious capacities for think-
ing, desiring, planning, etc., evolved to support the satisfaction of their needs as
living beings. When a person makes an error and values something that does not
in fact serve his life, it is normally an error, nothing more. The person still seeks
to promote his life—that is still the fundamental alternative that makes his ac-
tion purposive in the first place. For example, a person who gets food poisoning
from a spoiled piece of meat was obviously not deliberately trying to get sick.

As we proceed through this book, we will examine many other values
that are required 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
them in the first place, or because they adopt mistaken means of achieving them.
For example, someone might mistakenly seek approval from others as a source
of self-esteem. In such a case, achieving or failing to achieve self-esteem is the
immediate alternative that makes the pursuit of approval an instance of valuing,
and that makes approval itself a value for that person. It is not just that approval
is something the person seeks to gain; his motivation for seeking it traces back
to the basic alternative of life or death, which is the objective standard of value.
As a point of fact, there is simply no way to construct a coherent range of ends
that excludes life.

As an interesting reflection of this fact, consider the kinds of values
that philosophers and theologians have advocated as bases of major ethical sys-
tems. Historically, the major candidates for 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 sacrifice and duty in
the real world, but hold eternal life in the hereafter as the ultimate end in ethics.
While they seem to deny that life is the goal, in fact they depend on it: the
afterlife that they envision in paradise is just life in an imaginary, false meta-
physical context.

The great Indian religions have put up more of struggle against life as
the ultimate value in ethics. Hinduism avoids addressing the fundamental alter-
native by presuming that death is not 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 as a wise 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-
less reincarnation, Buddhism in its original form regards escape from the illu-
sions of the apparent world and the self as the 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 as the reward of vir-
tue, allowing the ultimate value of life to creep in through the back door, as it
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’s own life. Instead sociobiologists hold that, thanks to evolution, we achieve
satisfaction by acting in ways that propagate our genes. The problem with this
view, put briefly, is that it fails to recognize the importance of reason and choice
in human life. Sociobiology as an ethic confuses the means by which life comes
about with life itself. Our evolutionary heritage is part of the context in which
we pursue our lives, but it is one’s life itself which is a unitary, ongoing, self-
supporting process.

Many non-religious ethics consider the good to consist in fulfilling
one’s duty to ends outside of oneself. Usually, duty still serves a kind of life, but
one divorced from the individual. Collectivists such as statists, nationalists or
tribalists hold 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 is no accident that such philosophies have led to terrible
bloodshed in wars and revolutions. Their most ardent followers literally tend to
die out.12  Collectivists must either act inconsistently by valuing their lives over
the collective, or must sacrifice their lives in war or service. In fact most advo-
cates of such philosophies as nationalism use the collective, hypocritically, as a
means to advance their own lives.

Immanuel Kant is the 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 while life is actually its own reward, duty is not. By separating
virtue from the possibility of benefit or gain, Kant’s ethical system does not
pose an alternative to life as the ultimate value; it attempts to erase the connec-
tion between virtue and values. It is this radical separation of the idea of a value
or goal from its actual basis in 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 as the basis of value brings out a truth that
has implicitly influenced conceptions of value throughout history, despite their

          Life as the Ultimate Value
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explicit differences with Objectivism. This truth is that life is the 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 dimensions that we will refer back to
in explaining the logical structure of the Objectivist ethics. 1) A valuer initiates
action, exercising whatever capacities it has for pursuing goals. So we can com-
pare and contrast valuers along the dimension of what capacities they possess,
the different types of action they can initiate. 2) A valuer acts for a goal that
would be of some benefit, so a second dimension of comparison is the nature of
the goal, the specific kind of value it represents. 3) Finally, there is the benefi-
ciary of goal-directed action, the person or thing for whom the benefit is sought.
If life is the ultimate value, the organism is ultimately acting to benefit itself.
But in doing so, it may seek specific benefits for others as well, as when animals
feed their young.

These are the three basic dimensions to 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 ways that 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’s volition 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. This is indeed what most
other codes of morality demand. Secondly, our mode of cognition is concep-
tual, which means we need to identify by rational thought the proper actions to
initiate, ends to seek, and beneficiaries to act for. This is why humans, unlike
other species, need morality as a body of principles in order to live successfully.
On the foundation laid in this section, with life as the ultimate value, we can go
on to 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 others who believe that happiness should
be one’s final goal. Happiness is one’s emotional experience of success, ben-
efit, efficacy, and well-being, and because it is felt directly, it seems self-evi-
dently good.  Objectivism holds that pursuing one’s happiness, properly under-
stood, is the same as pursuing one’s life: it not only feels good, it is good. This
is why, as the book progresses, we will often speak of the end in ethics as “life
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and happiness.” However, since happiness is an emotional state—and a com-
plex one—it is a derivative phenomenon, not the starting place for ethics. Dia-
gram 2.2 analyzes the profound connection between happiness and the ultimate
value of life.

Premise 1 states that Happiness is a complex of positive emotions of
benefit, efficacy and success that proceeds from the achievement of valued
goals. Happiness is not a single emotion, but a complex admixture of positive
feelings such as joy, confidence, excitement, affection, accomplishment, and
pleasure. It includes the overall sense that life is going well, that one has achieved
and is able to enjoy the important values in one’s life. Of course, one can be
happy even in trying circumstances: simply being engaged with and success-
fully struggling with one’s difficulties results in a profound sense of well-being
and satisfaction, and one’s exultation in success may be even more keen in such
circumstances than it would if one were more secure. Happiness is at least as
much a function of internal values, such as pride and the possession of a good

                           Life and Happiness

Diagram 2.2: Happiness and Life

1) Happiness is a complex
of positive emotions of  ben-
efit, efficacy and success
that proceeds from the
achievement of values.

2) Emotions are not a source
of knowledge.+

A) Happiness per se is not an
objective standard of value.

3) Long term happiness can
proceed only from the
achievement of sustainable,
non-contradictory values.

4) The only sustainable and
non-contradictory values
are those consistent with life
as an ultimate value.

+n

Happiness is the emotional reward and concomitant of life.
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character, as of external values such as wealth. Nevertheless, 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 emotions that 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 a legitimate description of our ultimate end: it is
the internal experience of meeting the requirements of life. But it cannot serve
as a standard 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
gauge to guide a man’s choices in the achievement of a concrete, spe-
cific purpose. ‘That which is required for the survival of man qua man’
is an abstract principle that applies to every individual man…

Man must choose his actions, values and goals by the standard of that
which is proper to man—in order to achieve, maintain, fulfill and en-
joy that ultimate value, that end in itself, which is his own life.13

The significance of this distinction is that a standard is a principle; it is
a form of cognition; it is based 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, is a emotion, and as such is not a form of cognition.

This reasoning is analyzed in the first line of Diagram 2.1. In addition
to the definition of happiness as expressed in Premise 1, we rely on Premise 2,
emotions are not a source of knowledge, which we established in Chapter 1.
Emotions are not forms of cognition, but result from subconscious integrations
of judgments of what is valuable. Emotion gives a direct, affective experience
of what benefit and loss are, of what is good and what is bad. Emotions provide
us with psychological motivation.  But human emotion is the product of a voli-
tional process, and as we’ve seen, it can give false indications 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. As premises
1 and 2 together indicate, we can’t simply assume, because we feel happy doing
something, that it is the right 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, is reported to have declared that there
was no greater joy than slaying one’s male enemy, stealing his goods, raping his
women, and enslaving his children; given his hierarchy of values, maybe it did
give him a kind of fierce joy. 14

 The second step in the diagram provides a fuller 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, as expressed 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
success in that action cannot be sustained, either. And if one’s goals are funda-
mentally contradictory, success in one naturally brings both joy and sorrow,
since it entails failure in another. As a lasting, pervasive state of mind, happi-
ness can only proceed from the successful pursuit of values over the long term.
Ayn Rand called happiness “a state of non-contradictory joy — a joy without
penalty or guilt, a joy that does not clash with any of your values and does not
work for your destruction....” 15  One can feel emotions of joy or satisfaction, to
a certain extent, from achieving any goal upon which one sets one’s mind—
that’s why conclusion A is true. But it is only success in attaining a harmonious,
self-sustaining set of values that can lead to happiness in the long term.

The next step in our reasoning is the 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 comes from the
analysis of value at the beginning of this chapter, which established that life is
the ultimate value. We noted there that values form hierarchies of means and
ends, and that a hierarchy presupposes an ultimate end. Without a unitary ulti-
mate end, values lower down in the hierarchy can be in conflict. At a minimum,
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 a higher-level purpose. And sometimes potential
values conflict in more direct ways. A sumptuous dessert every night for dinner
is not (for most people) compatible with a lean figure. Once again, we must
appeal to a higher-level purpose in order to pursue a consistent set of values.
For the reasons given in section 1 of this chapter, life itself is the only thing that
can serve as an ultimate value, because only through pursuing it do we confront
our most fundamental alternative.

As we proceed through the book, we will see that 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 a lifetime, coordinating our ac-
tions across a wide array of concrete situations, is a challenge even with a firm
commitment to one’s life as an 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 is the final conclusion we draw from the diagram.16

Happiness is best described as the affective experience of success in living. It is
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what one feels, psychologically, when one is living well.17  That is the sense in
which it is the concomitant of life. (This does not mean, however, that happi-
ness occurs as an automatic result of achieving the values that 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 is a fact of human psychology that if we
have to fight our emotions or distance ourselves from them, we become less
alert to opportunities and less engaged with our values. This is why Rand made
the harmony of reason and emotion such an important theme in her novels. ) 18

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
life is made up, and by which life is sustained.

The philosophies that take happiness as an ethical standard all trade,
implicitly, on the close link between happiness and life over the long term. It is
the fact that a consistent happiness proceeds from pursuing life that makes it
possible for happiness to seem to be self-sufficient. The Objectivist analysis of
happiness recognizes this link explicitly, and therefore does not accept happi-
ness as the basis of ethics, but rather as the way one experiences, emotionally,
the ultimate value of life. Happiness feels good, because it tends to follow from
values that are good.

The Basic Logical Structure of the Objectivist Ethics
Now that we have established the principle of life as the ultimate value,

we can apply it to man as a specific type of organism. With the principle in
hand, it is a matter of causal demonstration to establish the content of ethics and
politics. Our procedure is to demonstrate which things are causally conducive
to survival: that which produces, furthers, and the protects the life of a human
being is right, 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 a human life is wrong, bad, disvaluable.

As Ayn Rand put it:

Life or death is man’s only fundamental alternative. To live is his
basic act of choice. If he chooses to live, a rational ethics will tell him
what principles of action are required to implement his choice. If he
does not choose to live, nature will take its course.

Reality confronts man with a great many “musts,” but all of these
are conditional; the formula of realistic necessity is: “You must, if –“
and the “if” stands for man’s choice: “—if you want to achieve a cer-
tain goal.” 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



     65                                    /

reality, if you want to think – if you want to know what to do – if you
want to know what goals to choose – if you want to know how to achieve
them.19

The result of the method of causal demonstration is the basic logical
structure of the Objectivist ethics, which is outlined in Diagram 2.3. Before we
address a particular issue, such as the virtue 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. In light 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. We won’t finish covering this ground until the last chapter, but Diagram
2.3 gives you a road map of the route we’ll be taking.

Diagram 2.3: The Basic Logical Structure of Ethics

The Basic Logical Structure of the Objectivist Ethics

Induction occurs at every stage.

Life as the ultimate value
Human nature: needs and

capacities

Moral Values

Principles of action/virtues

Political values and principles
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Our task for this section is to understand better what it means to draw
an arrow from the top of Diagram 2.3 to one of the lower boxes. That is, what
does this method of causal demonstration amount to?

To make causal demonstrations in Ethics we have to look to a vast
variety of evidence from the world around us. In this book, 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 be relevant to our reasoning. One
way to begin to get a handle on such a vast body of evidence is to 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 the world, have implica-
tions for our ethical conclusions. Ayn Rand remarked, for instance, that it would
have been difficult to fully understand the role 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 sciences will have impli-
cations for our positions.  For example, our understanding of the values to 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 is unavoidable.

3) Evidence from Human Nature. Most crucially, we must consider the
needs and capacities of human beings. In others words, we must base our under-
standing of what is good 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 underlies the virtues of in-
tegrity and justice, depends on psychological facts. Epistemological insights on
the powers and limitations of consciousness will also strongly affect our con-
clusions.

Context and Ethics
In saying that science is an important source of evidence for ethics, we

are not saying that morality wavers from day-to-day depending on the latest
issue of the New England Journal of Medicine. In this text we are considering
morality at the most general level, and at this level 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 produce it or trade for 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 distinguishes its role in reproduction from its value as a source
of psychological visibility. Before this century’s advances in reliable birth con-
trol technology, it would have been extremely difficult to pursue the latter value
independently of the choice to have children. So this particular scientific ad-
vance changed the presuppositions that 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 a few. These principles
address all the situations one would normally expect to encounter. Unlike a
random list of moral do’s and don’ts, they form a comprehensive ethic, a moral
code for all of life, and for a full life. Nevertheless, certain real but very unusual
situations fall outside the scope of these principles. There were real people on
the Titanic, for example, facing the decision of how to allot the limited number
of lifeboats. Many people regard such emergencies as test cases for ethics, and
to teach or disseminate the Objectivist ethics, one must be prepared to discuss
them. But one should do so with a clear understanding of the ways in which they
are and 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
life is one’s ultimate value. As long as one chooses to 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 threats to survival, the best
advice is to get out of the situation and restore normal conditions as quickly as
possible.20  Those who invoke emergencies in ethical discussions, however, are
rarely concerned with practical issues of how to deal with real emergencies
when they occur. Their concern is normally to conduct thought experiments that
will test the validity of moral principles. In this respect, the primary signifi-
cance of these situations is methodological—and that is the reason we raise
them here.

The first point to appreciate is that emergencies by nature are rare events,
and they are discontinuous with the normal context in which we live. It’s usually
obvious, and strikingly unusual, to find oneself in a situation where one’s life is
pitted against that of another, for instance. Because emergencies are dissimilar
to the normal environment, the normal principles do not apply. This does not

                             Context and Ethics



68   /   Chapter 2

invalidate those principles. As products of cognitive integration, according to
the Objectivist epistemology, they are based upon and incorporate into their
content the evidence on which they are based, which in this case is the observa-
tion of and induction from the similarities in normal life. It violates the contex-
tual theory of knowledge to treat these principles as floating absolutes, detached
from the cognitive context in which they are established.

Secondly, the principles we are going to discuss form a hierarchy among
themselves, with some derived first and others later. In particular, principles for
how we should deal with each other depend on more fundamental principles
about our basic relationship to reality as individuals and about how we should
meet our own basic needs. Most cases of emergencies, like that of the lifeboat,
tend to raise questions about inter-personal or social morality. A purely existen-
tial emergency, such as being trapped alone in an avalanche, seems morally
uninteresting: as long as other people aren’t involved, of course one should do
whatever one can to survive! It is the 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, is derivative; the relevant principles come later in the
hierarchy and cannot be considered in isolation from the more fundamental
principles. In one way or another, for example, emergencies are situations in
which the interests of different people seem to conflict, and this is often taken as
a refutation of the Objectivist principle that the interests of rational men do not
conflict. But that principle is based on the more basic principle that it is in our
interest as humans to live independently, by reason and production. This prin-
ciple applies to normal situations in which production and independent action
are possible, as they 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 emergencies as a test case
for that principle the tears that principle out of its context in the hierarchy of the
ethics.

There is another kind of social “emergency” situation that is quite com-
mon. This is the kind of situation that proceeds from dealing with people who
act irrationally, and especially violently. Since people have free will, it is a part
of the normal context to expect that one may need to defend oneself against
others, or that one’s country may, through no irrational aggression on the part of
its citizens or government, become involved in a war. Then, too, one may find
in one’s normal life that because one’s government does not respect rights, few
people are able to get by as independent producers and traders; this is what
normal life was like in the former Soviet Union, for instance. All these are cases
of values being threatened by the immoral use of force, either at the personal
level, in the case of a mugger, 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. As we
discuss social ethics, especially in chapter 6, we will address the question of
whether coercion can be a reliable means to 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. Is it possible to 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, a political situation can
be changed. Thus our ethical reasoning will depend on showing that our code of
morality can be widely applied in human life, that lifeboat emergencies are rare,
and that coercion on both the personal and political levels is not a reliable means
of supporting one’s life.

As you think about the moral arguments in 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 situations that are
unreal, impractical, and irrelevant are certainly not worthy of consideration.
Only situations that could occur in real life are worth looking into, despite the
admiration that so many scholars of philosophy have for zany “hypothetical”
situations.

So we will 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 us to 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 the virtues. With our ethical principles in hand, we can then determine
the proper principles for evaluating social institutions.

Needs
Needs are the conditions that must be fulfilled in order to produce,

further, or protect an individual’s life. The role of needs in the ethics is analyzed
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 is an inductive generalization, one that is implicit in the practice
of biologists, and for which the evidence is the nature of living organisms. The
place of biological needs in the logical structure of Objectivism is this: since
one’s life is one’s ultimate value, one has to know what one needs for the main-
tenance of life in order to know what to seek as a value.

                         Needs
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Diagram 2.4: Needs and Values

The needs of a living organism determine its goals. In other words, its
needs determine its values. This is 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 a water pipe, one needs a pipe-wrench, for ex-
ample. And indeed, given one’s goal in this case, a pipe wrench is a value. Here,
however, we are concerned with the most fundamental kind of needs: biological
needs. A biological need is also necessary for something, but that “something”
is life itself. Oxygen is such a necessity: we cannot survive without it for more
than a few minutes.

Something that fulfills a need does not necessarily have to affect the
individual’s life immediately or catastrophically. If a person fails to get vitamin
C, for instance, he does not feel any immediate effect. But as days go by he will
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, the loss of a
friend rarely kills someone, but it narrows one’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 has a need implies a moral claim on other people. But in Objectivism, it
is one’s individual life that is primary. One’s needs fit into the logical structure
of ethics as aspects of furthering one’s life.  The needs of others have a different

1) For any living organism, its life
is its ultimate value.

2) A need is a condition whose ful-
fillment significantly enhances an
organism’s ability to preserve it-
self, or whose absence significantly
impairs that ability.

+

Anything that satisfies a need is a value.
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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 a need 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 things they are
able to do.

Biologists call the abilities of a goal-directed being its capacities. Ca-
pacities are potentials for action. For instance, our thumbs allow us to handle
objects, a capacity 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 a warm fur coat, but is endowed with
a reasoning mind and dexterous fingers, if he is to survive in cold climes he
must craft warm clothing against the weather. In a moral context, it is our ca-
pacities, in relation to the values they help us acquire, that determine what pat-
terns of action are virtues.

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 ethics as “Man’s survival-qua-man” she was speaking abstractly of the
needs and capacities that we all share.21  Of course, individual members of a
biological species are not identical: they are not 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 a range of varied relationships with di-
verse people. What is common is the need for visibility in some form, and that
is the level of abstraction at which we speak of visibility as a moral 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 this is the
level of abstraction at which we speak of productiveness as a moral virtue. It is
logically precise, then, to say that man has such needs, and in as much as we all
possess needs and capacities within the relevant range, it is accurate to speak of
our needs and capacities.

                                 Capacities
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Morality is a code of principles to guide human action: it is universal.
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 a relevant
level of generality. It is proper to say that man needs food, but wrong to say that,
because you find chili peppers tasty, we should all enjoy them, despite our great
differences in palate and preference.

With the analysis of needs and capacities in hand, we have a pattern of
reasoning in ethics that goes as follows:

     § X is something we need: X is value
 § Y is an action22  that will achieve a value: Y is virtue.

There is a strict order of fundamentality here: values come first, and
virtues are determined by their service in achieving values. Virtue is a means to
obtaining values. Therefore, when we judge a course of action, we do so by
looking for the effect it has. An action can be virtuous if, and only if, it tends to
have the consequence of fulfilling a need.

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 is that a thief stands in danger of arrest or of falling in
with violent, untrustworthy compatriots.  An act can only be virtuous if its over-
all tendency is to promote one’s life. But, if it is to do so, it must serve in net to
gain or defend values.23  The end does justify the means, but only if we take into
account the entire hierarchy of our ends, with life itself as the ultimate end.

Flourishing and Survival
Because the Objectivist approach to ethics is revolutionary, it tends to

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? The rest 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 a truly human life at issue here is usually based on an
ethics on self-realization. In this view, the truly human life is one that realizes
one’s potentialities or capacities: capacities for 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 a fundamental value. Of course it is
true there are pleasures to be had from the use of capacities. For instance, much
of what we enjoy in playing sports or games is using or challenging our abili-
ties. Often, this pleasure arises because we are making ourselves healthier and
stronger, physically or mentally. When we extend a skill, discover depths of
endurance we didn’t know we had, or overcome a difficult mental challenge, it
is usually true that we are exercising capacities that do fulfill our life needs.
And of course, it is psychologically satisfying. But at best these values are de-
rivative. A runner may derive useful aerobic conditioning and psychological
pleasure from his exercise, but if he has a weak heart or pushes himself beyond
his proper limits, he may harm himself. He can’t tell, from the mere fact that he
is running, whether he is doing himself any good.

In general, exercising a capacity can only be valuable with reference to
a need that it serves. And needs are defined by survival value. After all, we have
capacities for hate, war, laziness, and other harmful activities: on a pure ethic of
self-realization, shouldn’t one embrace these potentialities as well? The only
way to tell is by reference to a more fundamental standard. Although Ayn Rand
made it clear that she meant her morality to ensure a rich, fully human life, it is
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 is the literal alternative of life versus death, existence ver-
sus nonexistence. Others, however, argue that this stark alternative is too re-
stricted a foundation for ethics.24 Instead, they argue that morality should be
based on the idea of a good or proper life, also known as a flourishing life.
Advocates of life-as-flourishing include the potentialities or capacities of man
in their idea of human life. For them, a person only truly lives when he is pru-
dent, productive, benevolent, courageous, and so forth. Notice that if a flourish-
ing life were the ultimate value in ethics, we wouldn’t have to prove that ratio-
nality is a virtue: rationality would be included in our most basic idea of the
good for man. All of ethics could fit into a diagram that shows one straightfor-
ward deduction. Diagram 4 presents such an inference.

Premise 1 states the assumption that a flourishing life is the ultimate
value. Premise 2 adds the rich content assumed in the “flourishing” conception
of life: a flourishing life consists of rationality, productiveness, benevolence,
etc. The conclusion summarizes ethics in one fell swoop: rationality, produc-
tiveness, benevolence, etc., are virtues.

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

The essential reason for this inadequacy is that, like the ethics of self-
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realization it resembles, the content of the Flourishing standard is arbitrary.
After all, what gets included in the expanded idea of “human life?” Without an
established procedure for determining what the good life is, it is hard to tell how
one would exclude any kind of commonly observed behavior from “the good
life.” For instance, a communitarian may think that man is by nature a political
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 a clas-
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 a grab-bag of any human goods that
one cares to deem essential. And the same is true for 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 is a virtue.

 The trouble with making flourishing the basis of ethics is that flour-
ishing is a rich, derivative concept. One can agree with advocates of flourishing
who say that we must derive our ethical principles from 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.25  Unlike
flourishing advocates, however, Objectivism clearly states what it means to base
our principles in human nature. Properly understood, a “flourishing” life is a
good life, but only because the capacities that are exercised in flourishing are in
fact conducive to survival. This is 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 raise the chances of survival into the future. Every life is a span, and

Diagram 2.5: An Illustration of Ethics as if Based on Flourishing

1) A flourishing life is the ultimate
value.

2) A flourishing life consists of
rationality, productiveness,
benevolence, etc.

+

Rationality, productiveness, benevolence, etc. are virtues.
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a human life in particular is a long 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 values as art or love. Isn’t survival merely a
matter of having shelter, health care and the like? What would a painting or a
novel have to do with it? We will 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’s whole life. It tends to extend that span,
ward off possible harm, or make one more able to confront harm, as does the
vitality of a flourishing plant.

One way in which organisms ward off harm is through 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 this respect, a
person is rather like the Space Shuttle, which carries back-up computers on
board. If any one computer fails, a back-up takes over. As long there is still one
back-up left, a computer failure doesn’t cause the shuttle to crash, but it does
increase the chances of a fatal failure in the future. No one of shuttle’s comput-
ers is 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 shuttles, the kinds of useful redundancies we
need for our best chance at life are more complex, too. It’s a rare soul who
would die for lack of a particular 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 more resilient mentally. And that helps us to survive.

When it is based on the concept of life, the concept of flourishing does
have a role to play in ethics. While survival is a binary condition, success in
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,
fulfills a need. Someone who has been paralyzed in an accident may be alive by
the criterion of survival, but he is not doing well at surviving.26  Critics of the
Objectivist position are often insufficiently attentive to this point. Ayn Rand put
it this way: “`survival at any price’... may not last a week or a year.”27

 The concept of flourishing is another way of stressing the biocentric
basis of the Objectivist ethics: it is a summary way to designate the condition in
which one is achieving one’s values through the exercise of one’s virtues. In this
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 one’s life,
is the objective condition that produces happiness. The full life is also a happy
one. Flourishing cannot substitute for the alternative or life versus death as the
basis of ethics, any more than happiness can. When it is grounded in the re-
quirements of survival, however, the concept of flourishing is a valid and useful

               Flourishing and Survival
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conception of succcessful life. Like happiness, it gives us a summary perspec-
tive on what it means to achieve our ultimate value.

As we develop 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; in the next chapter, we will
begin to examine the values that are the key to its content: reason and produc-
tion.

1 Rand, Atlas Shrugged 1012.
2 Even if one does not act on a preference, inherent in the nature of a preference

is a desire for the thing preferred, a desire that motivates action unless some
other motive supersedes it. The impulse to act is part of all conscious prefer-
ences, desires, wishes, and emotions. So if one does not intend to act on that
impulse, it is meaningless to speak of having a preference. That is why acting
for one’s values takes center place in Rand’s analysis.

3 e.g. 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 Analysis in terms of values or goals is called “teleological explanation” and is
pervasive in the biological sciences, for good reason. See Harry Binswanger,
The Biological Basis of Teleological Concepts (Los Angeles: Ayn Rand Insti-
tute Press, 1990) Chapter 1, for a more sophisticated discussion of this point.

5 In technical philosophy, this position is known as “agent-relative value.”
6 That organisms face alternatives is a subtle and somewhat technical point. It is

easy enough to see, in the case of a person, what it means to “face” an alterna-
tive. We are conscious of both the external world and ourselves. When we act
on our awareness, we do so by choice. But a piece of algae, for example, is a
vastly simpler organism. It has no nervous system and thus no center of aware-
ness. Its actions are mechanical: necessitated by its composition and environ-
ment. How can such a thing be said to “face” anything?
The answer is that an algae’s structure and its reactions are such that it re-
sponds in complex but orderly ways to changes in its environment. Its behav-
ior is not random or chaotic: it collects nutrients and rejects harmful sub-
stances, gathers energy from sunlight and uses it to gather carbon from the air.
It faces alternatives in the sense that it reacts to its environment in a manner
consistent with achieving these goals. And it is no accident that its goals, its
values, are all means to preserving its life. Natural selection has shaped it so,
because nature “selects,” as it were, for one criterion only: viability. See



     77

Binswanger, The Biological Basis of Teleological Concepts, for more on
these issues from an Objectivist perspective.

7 As far as we know, it is also true that only living things are valuers, since no
other category of existents are clearly capable of initiating action in the face
of alternatives. Perhaps humans will one day devise machines that are suffi-
ciently complex to meet this condition; and perhaps we will one day discover
goal-seeking entities elsewhere in the universe. In any case, what matters for
the Objectivist ethics is that all living things do seek values, not that they are
alone in this capacity

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 is the ultimate value of all living organisms. Evolutionary
biology characterizes living action as pursuing “inclusive reproductive fit-
ness,” which is the robustness of a gene pool or species-population. This is a
complex technical topic. In this note, we can only comment that the notion of
an organism’s life serving, in some sense, the survival of its genes seems to
misunderstand the process of genetic evolution. The chemicals in our cells
that we call “genes” are not a unified entity, but disparate concretes. A “gene”
is an abstraction that unites distinct but similar chemicals that are causally
related through natural selection, especially their roles in 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, its genes do not: they are merely reproduced by the
organism. Therefore, although it is true that natural selection affects the de-
velopment of successive generations of organisms, through changes in their
genes, the chemicals of which the genes are composed are as much subject to
this process as are the structures of organisms. Both genetic material and
organisms are adapted through natural selection, but only organisms are adapted
to act in ways that preserve their continued, concrete existence.  See also
Binswanger, Chapter IX, especially pages 153-159, for a discussion of how
reproduction relates to life as the ultimate value in the case of non-volitional
organisms.

11 Technically, we choose only some of our actions: we don’t choose to 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 drugs to
suppress our enzymes.

12 See for instance the radical decline of French nationalism following the First
World War, or of German and Japanese nationalism following the Second
World War.
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13 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 a recent
survey of research on happiness the evinces the complexity of it as a basis for
analysis, see e.g. David G. Myers The Pursuit of Happiness (New York: Avon,
1992).
15 Rand. Atlas Shrugged, 1022.
16 Rand, “The Objectivist Ethics,” 29.
17 If happiness is an aspect of success in living, why, in this analysis, do we treat
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 is made of this distinction in neo-Aristotelean circles. The
virtues of that philosophy are supposed to be “constitutive means” of flourish-
ing (i.e. parts of, 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
constitutive of the body. But it is easy to show that the heart is simply a means to
the body’s functioning: one can observe what happens when the heart fails. In
fact, this kind of analysis is essential to identifying constitutive means: a can-
cerous tumor is also part of the body, but it is not a constitutive means to the
body’s survival. Similarly, before we accept that happiness is a part of the good
life, we must first show that it is a means to the good life or a result of it.
18 Rand’s portrayal of reason-emotion conflicts often includes a dramatic twist:
the subconscious “sense of life” behind a character’s deepest emotions is more
true to his values than his sense of life. Dominique Francon, Hank Rearden, and
Dagny Taggart are all characters who grow through learning how to harmonize
their reason and emotions.
19Rand, “Causality versus Duty” in Philosophy, Who Needs It, 99.
20 See Rand, “The Ethics of Emergencies,” in The Virtue of Selfishness, 49-56
for a more detailed discussion.
21 Rand, “The Objectivist Ethics,” 25.
22 Technically, virtues such as integrity and honesty are dispositions to act in
certain ways. At this point in our discussion, the essential point is that it is the
effects of the actions to which a disposition tends, that determine whether or not
the disposition is virtuous. We discuss the relation between the disposition and
action characterizations of virtue in greater detail in Chapter 5.
23 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. Once the 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
happens that what seems like the best action beforehand works out poorly. One
may have decided to fly on one’s latest trip for reasons of safety, air travel being
rated safest. And then, unfortunately, the plane crashes: was the act of boarding
vicious? No. One has to consider the context in which the choice was made, and
what was known then.

We often have to make choices in our lives that have long-term, uncer-
tain consequences. In Atlas Shrugged there is a situation similar to one that
often happens in life: John Galt falls in love with Dagny Taggart, and his love
later leads him to put his life on the line for her. Isn’t there a contradiction here?
But love involves a profound commitment to the loved 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
Galt fell in love as part of living a rich and healthy life, expecting love to add to
his life. Ex-post, an unlikely event caused him to put his life on the line for his
love. Unless that event was to be expected, he shouldn’t be seen as putting his
life and values in conflict.
24 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 an independent Objectivist-influenced construc-
tion of the flourishing argument.
25 For a recent treatment of flourishing, which posits a derivation 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).
26 Of course, the physical loss suffered by a paralytic may well be offset to some
degree by the technological products of the human mind, which have allowed
many disabled people to earn a living, care for themselves, and compensate in
other ways for their incapacities. This does not mean, however, that the loss of
capacities does not make a person less robust and able than he otherwise would
have been, although it does mean that in today’s economy, physical disability is
by no means a fundamental barrier to success and achievement.
27 Rand, “The Objectivist Ethics,” 24.
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