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Tara Smith’s Viable Values: A Study of the Root and Reward of
Morality is an attempt to both reconstruct and defend Ayn Rand’s
ethics. Though it is rather brief, considering the size of the task

- toward which it is aimed, it achieves depth by concentrating on the
essentials of its subject. ‘There is no sustained discussion of casuisti-
cal applications or epistemological assumptions. Individual virtues
are only discussed as illustrations of more theoredcal topics.
Potentially interesting side-issues are for the most part avoided.
However, with the questions upon which it is so ruthlessly focused,
it succeeds admirably well. On any number of points, it makes
interesting and illuminating conttibutions to the ongoing discussion
of these issues. There are few philosophical books from which I have
learned so much in recent years. It is also, I am very glad to say,’
engagingly written, with a direct, unpretentious style and a great
wealth of llustrative examples. Though many may disagree with it,
1 don’t see how anyone could say that it is boring.

In what follows, I can do no more than to give a general notion
of the course that Smith’s argument takes, indicate a few of its
features that I find especially interesting, and make some remarks
that, I hope, will push the discussion 2 bit further along.
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Intrinsic Value

The basic question the book raises, its answer providing the basis
for all that follows, is 2 familiar one in ethics: “Why be moral?” By
this question Smith does not mean to ask what weighty motive
individuals have for following particular injunctions of morslity. She
does address that question eventually, but she regards it as detivative

from the question she does mean to ask, which is: What reasc%ns do

we have for drawing the sorts of distinctions that morality cilraws?
More generally, she means to ask: What reason do we have to think
that individuals should live in one way as opposed to another? The
answets to these questions will indicate what the point of morality is,
and this in turn will be the basis for judgments about its content, for
judgments about which of the possible moral codes is the right one.
In morality, the what follows from the why.

In the first three chapters, Smith tumns, after 2 useful overview of
the argument of the book, to discussing various potential answers to
her version of the why be moral question, answets that might come
from four traditional ethical theoties: intuitionism, contractarianism,
rationalism. and the notion that moral distinctions can in sofhe way
be anchored in the notion of intrinsic value. There is much that is of
interest in these discussions, but perhaps the most interestiag patt,
and certainly the most important for the subsequent argument of the
book, is the discussion of intrinsic value. There Smith rna.lkes the
telling point (among others) that belief in intrinsic value often seems

to be based on an equivocation between two things that “intrinsic
value” can mean. The meanings she has in mind are these: ll) this
phrase could mean that the thing involved is good because of its own
nature, and not because of its relations to anything else (including
especially the agent who values it); and 2) it could mean that the thing
is pursued as an end in itself. The fallacious inference goes from the
notion that some things are pursued as good in themselves to the
conclusion that they are good for the reason described in (1) Smith
points out that from the fact that something is actually pussued as
good in itself, nothing follows about why it is good (or whether it is
really any good at all): in particular, it cannot accomplish the main
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objective ieve in intrinsi
°! ;t cove ti:usf f;-):: t::(();;heve m intrinsic values, which is to show
. I -Wo?ld'ad(..’t @at there is another, rather closely related, basis for
eving in intrinsic value in sense (1), which is the assumption that
sotne thmgs are worthy of being pursued as ends in themselves. This
teasoning would hold that, supposing some things should be 1.1rsued
as ends in themselves, that could only be because of mzir own
mternzfl nature. 1 would point out that thete is another possible
reason: ends could be worth pursuing as ends in themselves because
of their '-rel.[a.tton to the agent who values them. As an illustration of
thtf poss1E>ﬂ1ty that things can be good in precisely this way, I submit
Aristotle s theo.ry of friendship. It argues that, at least fo:: virtuous
l;;eople, being with one’s friends is good in itself (and not good merel
ecause of some future goods one intends to use them to b .
about) and that the reason for this is to be found in variou fmg
(rgosﬂy facts that we today would call psychological) about vif'tuaotlzzts
ft;(;gl: ]ght'amsel“ves. Sx:mth never explicitly discusses the possibility o:'
g (aneic.tlli iood in this tl:u:d way: worth pursuing in themselves,
‘ not out of) relation to the agent. I will comment furth
on this omission below. “
w@ ;:1 ;::;ptet 4, Smith begins h.er (and Rand’s) own answer to the
2o b az{uesu;n. It b_egms with 2 pair of definitions. Momality is
o an-d/ es Of a certain sort, and a value is that which one seeks
o ain ane or keep (84). Moral values are ones that are pursued by
Cholce an ‘;2 3:{:101":1(?1 ﬂmdamen.tal than other values (118). As to why
o e Tl s, nle answer is Sltn]?lF and, to students of Rand,
amﬂ:arOd : : 1s only one cl_a.s%s of entities for which anything is ever
good or bad, and that is living beings. Things that promote the

sutvival of a given organism are roani things
_ good for that organism, and thi
that tend to thwart it are bad for it. Human beings are able to choose

or reject Jife and to choose values th i ;
. -hoose at support it. Given that th
resulting values are hierarchical, with some more fandamental thaz(:

_others, the needed scheme of values will constitute a moral code,

S . .
- m1n1ﬂ1 emphflsj.zfs t.hat the potentially vast web of moral distine-
§ only pops mnto existence because (and 7} one chooses life. As

whether one should choose to live, there is no rational answer to
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that question. “All ‘shoulds’ depend on purposes” (107). Hete I
suspect that Smith (and possibly Rand) is being needlessly paradoxi-
cal. Note that the same argument would seem to imply tha;t one
cannot make any moral judgments about people who do not take the
option of life. Moral values apply to one because they promote!one s
life: if T have no desite to live, they do not apply to me. One trouble
with this is that, purely as 2 matter of anecdotal psychology, it seems
to me that there are a significant number of people who do niot, in
any relevant sense, desire to promote their own lives. Thls class
includes a great many criminals and people we Would ordmanly think
of as morally evil

Opting for Life

Take—because it is a fairly familiar one—the case of ngg&t
Thomas, the protagonist of Richard Wright’s realistic novel Natve
Son. Here is someone who drifts from one petty ctime to anothm:
responds to suggestions that he get a job or do something to 1mprove
his life with surly indifference, and gets into random fistfights with
his “friends.” In order to avoid being canght in a relatively petty
misdemeanor, he smothers a gi to death without quite realizing what
he is doing. Later, when it occurs to him that it will be difficult to
run from the police without leaving his girlfriend behind to te]]J| them
what she knows, he bashes her head with a brick and dumps het body
down a ventilation shaft, despite the fact that the police have a]ready
surrounded the area he is in and there is no real hope of escapmg
from therm anyway. Wright’s portrait of Bigger Thomas is 2 convinc-
ing picture, reenforced by many television intetrviews with real
ctitninals and scoundrels, of a person who does not form intentions
or make choices in terms of their impact on his life in the long run.
He is able to value concrete, particular objects, such as 2 sandwich
and a glass of milk in front of him, but not his life. For that he would
need some mental cotinection, however dim, with “the big picture,”
with what his life amounts to. And apparently he does not.

- One may be inclined to think that there is something terribly
wrong here, that it is tragic to waste the great gift of life in this way.
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‘One may also think that this indifference to one’s own life is the root
reason why such people are evil, that it is their fundamental moral
‘error. The position that Smith adopts would seem to mean that we
can.pass no such judgments as these, that we can pass no moral
judgments here at all. If that seems to be a comfortable position,
consider that it would seem to imply that there can be no moral
treason for punishing such a person, ot for punishing them more or
‘.Iess than a certain amount. Such reasons would have to be based on
judgments about the guilt of the individual, but here there can be no
‘guiltin such cases. The individual involved happens not to desire the
‘end (life) toward which distinctions of right and wrong are means.
The reason why Smith’s position has these cutious implications
Lies in the fact that the values of which morality consists are con-
céived very narrowly as putposes, actual purposes that the individual
currently seeks. It would be as wrong to make judgments of value
about 2 person who does not value his or her life as it would be to say
that I should install a device in my car to make it go very fast whereas
I- do not want to drive a fast car and do not desire anything that
requires me to do so. We could avoid the implications of this view
if we were to conceive of these values, not as occutrent purposes, but
as goods. We could say that individuals like Bigger have committed
a mistake in that, had they lived differently, had they made other
choices long ago, they would have lived lives that are good, or at least
better than the ones they actually led. Perhaps Smith would reject this
view on the grounds that it necessarily rests on the idea of intrinsic
value. But this is not true. One could say that the life Bigger would
have lived would have been better for bim, because of his own nature
as:an individual and as a human being, than the hellish existence to
which he actually doomed himself. The conception of the good is
“'not intrinsic but relational. “Intrinsic,” in sense (1), does not mean
"‘.‘indepengent of the agent’s occurrent desires”; it means, in effect,
dependent of the agent altogether, and everything else.”

Flourishing and Survival
* Chapter 5 is of particular interest because it concerns a potentially
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important revision that Smith introduces into Rand’s theory. It
comes at a crucial juncture in the theory. So far, Smith, and Rand,
have argued that people—given that they choose to live—should live
by a moral code that enables them to survive. But, rather obviously,
mere survival cannot be the whole point of a moral code. Itis at this
point that Rand speaks of “happiness” as the result and reward of
living in 2 life-sustaining manner. Smith chooses instead to speak of
“floutishing” because, she tells us, “happiness” tends to sugg«lest a
condition that could simply befall someone, while “ﬂouﬁshing” is,
grammatically at Jeast, something that one does (125). Smith seems
to be saying, at this point, that “flourishing” better fits what Rand
meant than “happiness” does. The change she is introducing,
however, may be more substantive than that She actually retz.inis the
term “happiness,” defining it as “the feeling of flounishing” (lfl37)
“Flourishing” does not merely translate “happiness” into other
terminology: it is a new term. She uses it to solve a problem|with
which any defense of the Objectivist ethics must grapple. Having
apparently argued that sutvival is a standard by which we can judge
the particular values that people pursue, she must now expand that
standard into something that is a more plausible candidate for the
position of zhe standard by which moral values may be measu:c?d.
Though she never puts it this way, what she argues for in effect
is this. The conclusion that was actually established by the original
argument was the idea that 4f is the standard of value. In some
contexts (pethaps when we are speaking of the lower animals), this
standard may be treated as equivalent to mere survival, a matter of
metabolic processes. In human beings however, life does not mean
survival but thriving, and in particular when we come to developing
an ethical theorjr this is the aspect that is overwhelmingly imp t.
Much of her argument consists of her efforts to do away with reasons
for thinking that floutishing and sutvival are, as stapdards of value,
somehow sharply different. One such reason is the idea that,since
survival is something we need, while flourishing is merely something
we want, the two standards differ in the way that want-satisfaction
differs from need-satisfaction, which (the objection alleges) is 2
profound difference indeed. Smith argues, convincingly, 1 think, that
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the idea that there is 2 profound difference between needs and wants
rests on an excessively narrow conception of needs. Many needs, she
argues, lack the brute physical necessity that characterizes our need to
SUvIveE.

Another reason for thinking that flourishing and survival are
sharply different is the notion that the distinction between them is
simply the distinction between quantity of life and quality of life:
these, once again, are alleged to be profoundly different things. In
response, Smith argues that the distinction between quality and
quantity is not as “clear cut” here s it is when we are talking about
hamburger. After all, your life cannot have any quality at all unless it
has some quantity (zero apparently not counting as 2 quantity, in this
context) and it cannot have any quantity unless it has some quality or
other (132). At this point, I am afraid I found myself wondering
whether the same thing cannot be said of hamburger.

Nonetheless, 1t seems clear to me that Smith is onto something
here: survival and flourishing do not really seem to function as
separate standards at all. For me, at least, her most compelling
argument on this point comes when she points out that even when
we efva.luate the well-being of the lower animals, the standard of
su.rv1.val cannot really be applied in complete isolation from
flourishing-related concepts (126-27). An animal that is merely
holding its own is regarded as less fit to survive than one that is
actually growing. The best evidence that an organism is meeting the
conditions required for its survival is that it is flourishing.

- Smith’s discussion of the relation between survival and floutish-
ing is full of interest and—unusual in a work of academic philoso-
phy—.-cha.racteﬁzed by wise insight into the conduct of life. It is
certainly 2 significant contribution to the study of Objectivist ethics.
.I should emphasize, however, that in introducing and developing the
1d&_t .of flourishing, she is revising Rand’s ethical theory, and that the
revision may be important. '

Before going on to another topic, I should mention that there is
a substantial literature—going back at least as far as the work of
Rasmussen and Den Uyl—which began in the eatly 1980’s, in which
t.he consequences of formulating a broadly Objectivist ethics in tetms
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of flourishing have been addressed.' It is unfortunate that Smith
does not mention this literature in her book. I am looking forward
to seeing her discuss it in print and explaining how her own formula- .

tions are different from and supetior to the vatious eatlier attempts.

Ends in Themselves

The possibility that the introduction of the idea of flourishing |1
indeed important is brought into the foreground when Smith explains
the peculiar relationship between the goal of moral conduct, con-
ceived as flourishin, and that conduct itself. Just as a golfer does fiot
putt in order to play golf, but as a par? of playing golf, so the virtuous
person acts well as a part of flourishing: “The activity of flourishing
is what the end of value consists of. Proper action is constitutve of

" flourishing” (128).E This idea, I believe, is sound doctrine, but its
relations with the rest of Smith’s views, and with some tendencies|in
Rand’s wotk, are ambiguous and potentially troublesome. To the
extent that conduct is related to flourshing in this way, it will be good
in the “third way” I mentioned above: that is, it will be wo:rth
pursving in itself, but will not be worth pursuing solely because ifiits
own internal, out-of-context nature. If we suppose that the value
which is the purpose of the act is flourishing, then the relationship
between the act and the value is not cause-effect but part-whole. This
would mean that ‘the act is worth doing iz i#self, since the goal is

already realized (partly, at any rate) once the act itself is done.
However, because the act is worth doing because it is part of|zbe
agent’s flourishing, it is worth doing because of a relation it has to rhe
agent, and is not intrinsically good in the out-of-context manney of

sense (1).

What is somewhat wortisome is the fact that this way in which
something can be good—good in itself but not intrinsically goocil—
seems to play no role in the rest of Smith’s book. As I mentioged
earlier on, she never explicitly envisions this sott of goodness and she
generally tends to rely exclusively on a very different set of concepts.
Generally, she seems to think of the values that are promotedf by
conduct as causal consequences that one’s conduct brings about in
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:l;z Sf;m!;r; e’Hus czlnseql?enf:tahst way of viewing values makes perfect
rect Sha;r; o ityd:,he]-:l::f Ef the md-.as survival but, as Smith
Rowsiting, s t so well if the end we envision is
Her general persistence in viewing value in this way somewhat
cramps the style of the last sections of the book, in which she
considers the profoundly important matter of the relationshi;
between the interests of different human beings. There she 1P
com?emed to de_fend the classic Objectivist tenets that (a) the interfst:
of different individuals are not by nature opposed and that (b) the
never actually conﬂ:ict atall Her defense of these tenets is well wortg
close study, especially her use of the notion of flourishing in this
context (see p. 183). But it seems to me to be constrained b
notion of the interrelations of the interests of different human b s
tha.t Is unnecessarily narrow. For the most patt, it is derived gﬁi
clanns to the effect that the things that we gain from others in
v:.tolauon of their rights will do us no good, and that the things those
:f?ts p:;ven? us from getting do not count as losses because we did
get them in the first place. The cases she seems to have in mind
are thos_e c_)f strangers or people who might as.-well be strangers, in
that thétr Interests are entirely external to one another: busin’esé
compentors, trading partners, or relatives who seem to be connected
only by the fact that each has 2 chance to inherit the same money. Of
course, such cases, m which the main issue as far as my mtere:}tr; are
Ic;):c:;:ziz whealt xz_mght or might not be given to or taken away from
Phﬁosophy_ €Mey important—especially in the context of political
mdw]j;:: i;nuch of our lives, the telationships that hold between our
vl htges?:s anfi thos-e of otl_mzs do not seem to be like this at
b ;ofs nfmd gnmanl tarily is that part of life that is occupied
D for o lation hl’?; of intimacy in which we value other individu-
g e - 1he paradigms of such relationships are those
old between frends and lovers. Here, interests seem to b.
j:elated, not as cause and effect merely, but also as part and whole: ;
:n? gla‘d to know of the good fortune of 2 friend, as if my own W(;H-
eng is thereby (to some extent) immediately increased. This seems
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to explain why we promote the well-being of our friends as ends in
themselves: we do not see their interests as external to ours. Of
course, it is conceivable that this perception might be an Hiusion, but
it certainly should be of interest to those who do ethics from |an
Objectivist point of view, since it suggests that an examination of
love and friendship are crucial for a full understanding of the way in
which the interests of different human beings ate related. The flact
that Smith does not examine them in this book does not imply any
fault in what she does say there, as far as it goes; it only means, at
least to me, that more needs to be done.

Principle
Toward the beginning of the last chapter, “Principled Egoism:
The Only Way to Live,” Smith makes 2 comment that I thi i is,

though undoubtedly true, potentially misleading. After pointing out
that Rand’s egoism follows immediately—without a separate
additional argument—from her justification of morality itself, she
points out that the egoism it requires cannot involve solving pracucal
problems on a case-by-case basis. It must rely strongly on principles.
The first reason she gives (163) for this idea is based on the limita-
tions of human consciousness: faced with almost any pracucal
decision, it would be impossible to recall all of the particular facts that
are relevant. The idea seems to be that principle functions as 2 sort
of compact substitute for 2 vast aztay of individual perceptions ind
memoty images. While it is true that one of the cogpitive functions
of conceptual consciousness is that it enables us to rely, in bur
conduct, on individual truths about concretes that we cannot
currently perceive or remember as such, I suspect that this idea is
liable to lead us in the wrong direction if we are looking for! an
adequate account of the role of practical principles in ethics.
Consider, as a piece of evidence concerning what wouid] be
required for such an account, Smith’s defense of the idea that honesty
is a requirerent of effective egoism (166-67). She gives three
reasons why dishonesty cannot be expected to be in an indrvidual’s
interest: first, 2 lie will fail to eliminate the troublesome fact that is
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temporarily concealed by it; second, it will create a necessity to
maintain the deception in the future; and, third, 1t will make future
acts of honesty more difficult. Note that these ideas, which all take
the form of probabilistic statements about the future, are all ones that
cannot be justified simply by sensory petceptions of present events
or by memory-images of past ones. This is true even if we pile a great
many such expetiences together, and even if we find 2 way to
condense them into some handier sort of form. To solve the relevant
problems, consciousness apparently must carry out functions that are
radically different in kind from those it catries out on the level of
perception and memory. I would expect the differences to be more
important than the similarities.

A Major Contribution

On every topic that Tara Smith discusses, she has a valuable
contribution to make. I have barely begun to discuss the many
interesting questions raised in Vieble Valnes. Many people will
disagree with what she says in it, but one thing about it is obvious:
anyone with a serious interest in Objectivist ethics will need to read
this book.

Notes

L See, especially, Rasmussen and Den Uyl 1991. T hope I will be viewed
with indulgence for mentioning in this company my own contribution to this
literature, a paper delivered at the 1996 meetings of the Ayn Rand Sodiety, for which
Tara Smith served as commentator. It was eventually published as Hunt 1999.
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