Ethics
Rand on Obligation and Value
Douglas B. Rasmussen

In 1990, I presented a paper before the Ayn Rand Soclety of the
American . Philosophical Association (Eastern Division) entitled
“Rand on Obligation and Value,” wherein I discussed the relationship
between Rand’s theory of obligation and her theory of value.! I
asked: What is the relationship between her account of how omne
determines what one ought to do and her account of what is of
ultimate value? I did not offer a definitive answer to the question, but
I sought to initiate 2 deeper examination of Rand’s position.

Because Objectivist philosophers—including Leonard Peikoff
(1991, 24445, 248), Allan Gotthelf (2000, 84), and Tara Smith (2000,
94, 104—11)—continue to insist that ethics depends upon a “pre-
moral” choice to live, they continue to champion a view that I have
always found problematic. Given that the issues remain current, I
present here, in print, for the first time, my examination of the issues
at hand—in the hopes of furthering a dialogue.

Rand’s Theoty of Obligation

Let us consider the following statements by Rand regarding the
source of obligation: ' ' :

My morality, the morality of reason, is contained in a single
axiom: existence exists—and in a single choice: to live. The
rest proceeds from these. (Rand 1961, 128)

- 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
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will tzke its course.

Reality confronts man with a great many “r?m.sts,” but ‘all :f
them are conditional; the formula for reahfuc nt?ceissiiy 1f
“You must, ifi—* and “if” stands for man’s choice: .f——
you want to achieve a certain goal.” You must eat, 1 ~‘zou
want to survive. You must work, if you want to ¢.ezn,t1.mli ou
roust think—if you want to work. You must look to . o_jy;;
if you want to think—if you want to know ‘_vhat to
' you want to know what goals to c];toose——-:f you x:vangt7§>
know how to achieve them. (“Causality Versus Duty” (1970)

in Rand 1982, 118-19)

Tt would appear from these statements, esMy t!ae (:;e fvc:l::t}lll:i
essay, “Causality Versus Duty,” that Rand 1s re]ec?ncgh e e
one can have any moral obligations apart from one’s t::ce i
a goal. Indeed, later in the same essay she -defcnl?es, e ma; vho
follows her ethics as “[ajccepting no mystic duties 1or t;l.:l e
obligations[] [Hle is the man who honors scruPulous u1yd onis
tions which ¢ chooses” (121). All moral necessity WO frsvs: then
to be of the hypothetical variety for Rand. It follows from
Ve, )

ChOIIC:a:c)i 1;.130 endorses the idea that it is the goal of an action tlfmt
determines the proper means. She has, t-o say the least, no 1_:|se . oL
‘deontologism.z She rejects in toto the idea that x?noral obh.gatto’n
could stem from duty alone, apart from a consideration of a person’s
goals, motives, desires, interests, and needs.

In order to make the choices required to achieve his goals, 2
man needs the constant, automatized awareness of . the
principle which the anti-concept “dutf’.has all bl:lt obliter-
ated in his mind: the principle of causality—spedifically, of
Aristotelian final causation (which, in fact, applies only to 2
conscious being), i.e., the process by which an end deter-
mines the means, ie., the process of choosing a goal and
-~ taking the actions necessary to achieve it.
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In a rational ethics, it is causality—not “duty”—that serves
as the guiding principle in considering, evaluating, and
choosing one’s actions, particularly those necessary to
achieve a long- range goal. . . . In choosing a goal, he consid-
ers the means required to achieve it, he weighs the value of
the goal against the difficulties of the means and against the '
full, hierarchical context of all his other values and goals.
(119) ... The notion of “duty” is intrinsically anti-causal. In
its origin, 2 “duty” defies the principle of efficient causa-
tion—since it is causeless (or supernatural); in its effects, it
defies the principle of final causation—since it is performed
regardless of the consequences. (121)

Thus, Rand’s theoty of obligation seems consequentialistic.?
What determines whether an action ought to be taken depends on
whether it will attain the goal chosen by the person. There can be no
such thing as doing something from a motive of duty, viz., simply
because one ought to. :

Of the many issues raised by Rand’s comments regarding the
nature of obligation, the one that seems to be of primary importance
is the claim that moral obligation is hypothetical in character. This
leads to 2 most unusual situation for Rand’s ethics—narmely, that one
can, so to speak, choose to opt out of the “moral game.” If all moral
obligations are hypothetical in character, that is, if the determination
of what we ought or ought not do is only possible if we have chosen
to live, then the decision to either live or not to live would seem
incapable of ‘moral evaluation by Rand’s ethics. No reasons or
recommendations could be given as to why one ought to choose to
live or choose not to live. Choosing to live or choosing not to live
would seem to be an ultimate human option that is beyond the scope
of ethics. Morally speaking, the choice not to live would be fust as
good (or bad) as the choice to live. Or, so it seems.

Nathaniel Branden in his essay, “The Motal Revolution in .4z
Shrugged,” states that “ftlhe man who does not wish to hold life as his
goal and standard is free not to hold it; but he cannot claim the
sanction of reason: he cannot claim that his chese is as valid as any
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other. It is not ‘arbitraty,’ it is not ‘optional, “Thether or -not man
accepts his nature as a living being—just as it is not ‘arbi or
‘optional’ whether or not he accepts reality” (in Branden and Bran:;n
1962, 27; emphasis added). Yet, as far as morality is concem_ed? y
is the choice not to live not as valid as any ot'her? Why 1s it not
arbitrary or optional whether 2 man accepts his na,ture as a.hvmg
being or not? Why cannot the rejection of life as one’s goal claim the
sanction of reason? Is Branden claiming somehow th‘at one ought tt:
choose to live? What does Branden mean by “sanction of reason,
[4 1 3’;
7 “];ai;flden notes that Rand, by identifying the context in Wl:]ich
values atise existentially, demonstrateshowan “ought” can be derived
from an “is.” He explains that for a person

0t to hold man’s life as one’s standard for motal judgx.m_ent
is to be guilty of a logical contradiction. It i:?, only to a living
entity that things can be good or evil life is the ba_s1c -value
that makes all other values possible; the value of life 1'5 not
justified by a value beyond itself; to demand suc.h- justifica-
tion—to ask: Why should man choose to liver—is to have
dropped the meaning, context and source of fn?e’s concepts.
“$hould” is a concept that can have no intelligible meaning,
if divorced from the concept and value of life. (26-27)

The argument seems to be that if one tries to value something apart
from accepting the basic value of life, which fo.r 2 human belng is
rnan’s survival qua man, one is guilty of an inconsistency. Iflifeis th’e
basic value that makes all other values possible, inclu ling even one’s
valuing not to live, then a person who prefers not to live is 1mp11c1_t1y
accepting the value of life. Thus, the person -Who cho?ses notto h:sre
cannot claim the sanction of reason. Heis involved m 2 _contradlc—
tion,* and since his activity of choosing not to live involves a
iction, logically his choice is not “valid.”

contg‘gflﬁle Wz,ma?rlhavi questions about whetherlifeis the basic valu..e
that makes all other values possible—and indeed abcn?.t what this
claim actually amounts to when it comes to buman beings—let us
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grant it, for that is not the issue here. Rather, the issue concerns the
primacy of choice in Rand’s ethics. If all judgments regarding what
a person ought or ought not do are only possible if that person first
chooses to live, and if we are dealing with someone who chooses not
to live, then what force does the logical evaluation of his choice as
involving an inconsistency have? In other words, what difference
does it make to a person if he is told, “You are guilty of a contradic-
tion,” 4f the possibility of “oughts™ or “shoulds™ for that person is
dependent on his first choosing to live? If he actually can choose 7oz
to live, and if no obligation can exist without the choice to live, then
being told that he is inconsistent would make no difference to his
conduct. What would be the point of making such logical evaluations
if this person is not also subject to moral evaluations? How could the
logical evaluation of inconsistency get a person to change his beliefs
ot conduct, unless he oxgh# not to commit contradictions®® To the
person who chooses #otto live, and who, thus, has no obligations, the
logical evaluations—“inconsistent” and “invalid”—do not obligate
him to alter his choice. He has neither reason nor motivation.

From the perspective of morality, it seems that, despite Branden’s
claims, the choice to live is ultimately optional or atbitrary. There is
no reason why one should choose to live or choose not to live. And
if this is true, then Rand’s derivation of an “ought” from an “is”
seems of limited value: if I choose to live, then I cught to do such
and such, but since there can be no obligation without this choice, -
there is nothing, either logically or morally, that obligates me to
choose to live and thus no reason to be moral. Possibly, there was
something to Hazel E. Barnes (1967) including 2 chapter on
“Objectivist Ethics” in her book, .A# Existentialist Ethics. Morality
seems to be based on an irrational or erational commitment—ithe
very thing Rand vehemently rejects. '

Yet, it might be said that this conclusion is too quickly made. If
itis true that logically one cannot value anything without valuing that
which makes such valuation possible, and if life is the very thing that
makes valuation possible, then the value of “life” is implicit in any
choice or valuation a person makes, and thus in making a#y choice,
one chooses to live. Even the person who chooses not to live
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thereby values and chooses life implicitly. Thus, it may be said that
virtually everyone alive chooses to live. Only those who literally can
make no choices would be outside the moral arena. But this, of
course, is not unusual. Morality is generally understood as only
applying to chosen actions. Thus, though Rand’s “oughts” are only
hypothetical imperatives, they apply to vittually everyone. Since the
choice to live is so implicit or deep, it is not as easy to opt out of
ethics as it first appeared.
This reply is not, however, sufficient. It only pushes the issue
back another step, because it should now be asked: What does it
mean to say that life as a value is implat in any choice a person
makes?® The point here is that “implicit” has to refer to more than
a logical condition for something to be a value. The argumentative
punch of the claim that the value of life s “implicit” in any choice has
to be able to produce more than a charge of inconsistency against the
person who fails to value that which makes any valuation possible.
As T've already observed, if obligations are possible only on the
condition of the choice to live, it is not at all clear how being guilty of
a contradiction will make any difference to the belief oz conduct of
one who chooses not to live.
Further, just what does it mean to say that in making any choice,
a person chooses to live? If the person who chooses not to live
insists that he is not choosing life, how are we to say that his actions
ate for the sake of more than he claims for them? We might say that
logically this person’s choice has certain presuppositions and these
must be part of his choice, but again how does that show that he
ought to regard his action as being for the sake of something more?
The ends of a person’s actions seem to be entirely determined by
what he says they are for, so the existentialist “flavor” of Rand’s

theory of obligation remains.

Rand’s Theory of Value

1 believe that something has gone wrong hete, and I believe it is
the assumption that there can be no obligation without the choice to
live. Further, T believe that what Rand is claiming in “Causality
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;fer]:us Daty” is subject to a-different interpretation than what has so
ar been presented, and I will get to that eventually. Yet, I think th
bes_t Wiy 10 proceed now is to come at the question of what ound:
9bhgat10n f.rom another direction. So, let us consider thesg:
tions: I_s _hfe a value because we choose it, or do we chooszulfi:;_
because itis a 'value? Is choice the cause of life being a value, or is life
the value that is ultimately the cause of choice? The basis for answer:

An altimate value is that final goal or end to which all lesser
igoa.ls are the means—and it sets the standard by which all
esser goals are evaluated. An organism’s life is its stzndard of

value: that which furthers its life i
Y m -
threatens it is the epi/ s the god that which

Without an ultimate goal or end, there can be o lesser goals
or means: 2 series of means going off into an infinite
progression toward a nonexistent end is a metaphysical and
epist.em.ologiml impossibility. It is only an ultimate goal, an
end in zt.re.ﬁ; that- n?akes the existence of values possible~
Metaphysma.lly, /gﬁ,im the only phenomenon that is an end in
1tse:1f: a va.\lue ganed and kept by a constant process of
action. Epistemologically, the concept of “value” is geneti-
cally dependent upon and derived from the antecedent
concept of “life.” To speak of “value” as apart from “life”
is worse than a contradiction in terms. “It is only the
concept of Life’ that makes the concept of Value’ posszble.”

In answer to those philosophers who claim that no relation
- can be established between ultimate ends ot values and th
fa(_:ts of reality, let me stress that the fact that living entiti .
exist a.nd function necessitates the existence of values and E;
an ultimate value which for any given living entity is its own
life. Thus the validation of value judgments is to be achieved
by reference to the facts of reality. The fact that a living
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entity #s, determines what it oxght to do.. So much for the
relation between “#” and “oxght.” (“The Objectivist Ethics”
- {1961) in Rand 1964, 17) :

Clearly, Rand is claiming that in reality there is something that is by
its very nature an end in itself, an ultimate value, and this is life. Itis
the only phenomenon that is an end in itself or ultimate value. Life
is the end or value that makes all other ends ot values possible. Itis
the ultimate goal of a living thing’s actions. Further, since “life” does
not exist in the abstract, this means that for any living entity, its life
is the ultimate end or value for its actions. Nowhere in this passage
does Rand claim that the existence of life as the ultimate end, goal, or
value is dependent on choice. Life is not a value because we choose
it, but rather because of what it is—“[m]etaphysically, 4fis . . . an end
in itself: a value gained and kept by 2 constant process of action”
(17).

This claim requires, of course, much explanation, and this brief
paper is not the place for it. However, it is important for our
putposes to consider if this claim conflicts with Branden’s observa-
tion that “[ijn no sense does Ayn Rand regard any particular value as
a metaphysical given, as pre-existing in man or in the universe” (in
Branden and Branden 1962, 28). The crucial words in Branden’s
observation are, of course, “particular value.” Life is the ultimate end
ot value, but this does not require that life be a particular end or
value. Rather, it is an inclusive end or value. Life is an activity that
is constituted by actions that are both productive of and expressive
of it. Life is not some dominant end, separate and apart from the
activities that make it up.” Nor is life, to use a term many readess of
Rand are familiar with, an “intrinsic” value. It is something that is
attained by the actions of a living thing, but life is not some thing that
exists apart from this acton. Branden’s observation, then, does not
seem to conflict with the claim that metaphysically, life is an end in
itself.

As 1s well known, Rand holds that it is the specific nature or
identity of a living being that determines which ends or values are
proper for it That which is required for man’s survival qua man is
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the standard of value for a2 human being. It is this standard that
determines what is good or bad for 2 human being.

That which his survival requires is set by his nature and is
not open to his choice. What i open to his choice is only
whether he will discover it or not, whether he will choose
tight goals and salues or not. (Rand 1964, 22)

The proper values or ends for 2 human being are not open to choice,
according to Rand. Choice itself does not determine the end and
standard by which choices are judged. Rather, choices are judged in
terms of the end and standard of man’s life. Choice is not the cause
of the ultimate value of life, but life as the ultimate end is the
cause—in the sense of creating the need for—the activity that is
choice. It is by choosing, which for Rand wultimately refets to

attaining and maintaining a conceptual focus regarding the world, that
the life which is proper to a man is attained.

Nothing is given to man on earth except a potential and the
material on which to actualize it. The potential is a superia-
tive machine: his consciousness; but it is a machine without.
a spatk plug, the self-starter and the driver; 4¢has to discover
how to use it and /e has to keep it in constant action . . .
[E]verything he needs or desires has to be learned, discov-
ered and produced by kim—by his own choice, by his own
effort, by his own mind. (22)

A human consciousness is 2 potentiality that can only be actualized
through an individual’s own choice, and though it is through choice
that human life and values come to actually exist, choice nonetheless
has a function or end in terms of which it can be judged. Thus, when
Rand states that man has to be man by choice and that he has to hold
his life as 2 value by choice (23), she is speaking of choice—the
exercise of mind—as necessaty to actualize 2 potential. She is not
saying that choice creates the potential ot sets its own end.

Choice is crucial in attaining the ultimate value or end of 2 man’s
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life qua man, but choice is not necessary for m'an’s life t? bet ;h; 21::;
or goal of human life. Choice does not deteumx_m: the ul‘ﬁmaThe g
choice. This is the result of man’s nature as 4 living 1:>f.-111’r§i.s : togout
and standard of human life is man’s survival qug. mai. o A;:istcie_
it plainly and controversially, man’s natural end.® Thisis the
ian “ * of Rand’s ethics. . o
e Yfla:(i)ffthci’s is so, then we need to reexamine t.he smua:o:aa v;ee
faced earlier—namely, is it true that no moral _ev:lum’::on_can ﬂ(;e ae
of the choice not to live? The answer n-ow is “no. S:mfe fgthis
and standard of human choice is man‘;; life, moéri 2:;11:1;;0: gmoﬂ
i ice, i ssible. We can ev: ;
:)hog::;:n CE:;Ye if)lcl)il:r::‘"lsTll);;te is no need of some value beyo?d life
fsrg this evaluation to be made. Rather, living as a hun;zf.n bﬁ
man’s life—is the goal and standard set by out nature. wzn e
to the argument advanced by Branden agajflst th_e pe;s : who
chooses not to live, it can now be seen that being gmlt]i c:hias. c o
diction does have force for this person. Even t]:lou%1 £ess o
chooses not to live, his activﬂ:y L(/)éﬂ c?c;:;zn;lg;l;;szz :ttlh eff:;a oo
et he intends it or not. s . - _
::1 ;:)t;l of human action. This means that, fo.r this person,tlzmi
life according to the ptinciples his t.xature reqm.res-——e_.g., 210 om
ting contradictions—is good for him. Theres nr_athmg se »
of which a reason can be given for why som'ethmg ou-.gh_t ot ouies
not to be done.!! The obligation notto com.mit cont:::zdmu‘ons :c;sr e
from 2 consideration of what is good for this pfxson.” I;;s 1o
his choice or from a consideration of the “demands” of logic.

Reconsidering “Causality Versus Duty”

Branden speaks of the choice not to live. 1 ’do a.lsc;, bu;fs tl:;
passage quoted from “Causality Versus Duty’ Rﬂ.t}]i :p ey
someone either choosing to live ot not cl-lo.osmg. to live. Sy
speaking, not choosing is not a choice. This is an m}portiu i
ence. Not choosing involves no course of action bemg: mt e
is sheer passivity. There is nothing to evaluate. Choosing no

i ion has
even not 1o choose, is capable of evaluation. A course of actio
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been taken. Itis not clear that Rand means what she hiterally says—
that is, that she means “not choosing to live” as opposed to “choos-
ingnottolive.” If she does, then there would be no reason to specify
the choice in terms of life, for it would be choosing as opposed to
not choosing that would make the principles of a rational ethics
applicable, not the object of this choice. Yet, given (1) the fundamen-
tal value that life represents, (2) Rand’s understanding of choice as the
exercise of one’s conceptual capacity, and (3) Rand’s claim that it is
only through the exercise of one’s conceptual capacity that a person
can live as a human being, it might be that she sees no difference
between choosing and choosing to live. I am not sure what she
means. ) ' o :

It should also be noted that the assumption that created the
existentialist “flavor™ of Rand’s theoty of obligation is the claim that
judgments about what someone ought or cught not do are only
possible if 2 person chooses to live. In other words, choosing to live
is a necessaty condition for the existence of obligation. Let us call
this claim, “CNO.” Is this claim, CNO, actually being made in the
passages quoted? Rand states that (A) if one chooses to live, then a
rational ethics will tell one what principles of action to follow (viz., a
rational ethics will be one’s standard of moral evaluation). Further;
she states that (B) if one does not choose to live, then nature will take
its course. She does not, however, state that (C) if one does not
choose to live, then a rational ethics will not tell one the principles of

. action to follow. Neither does she say that (D) if one chooses not to

live, then 2 rational ethics will not tell one the principles of action to
follow. Furthet, (C) is not implied by either (A) or (B), or even (A)
and (B). The same is true for (D). Yet, in ozder for CNO to be
made, Rand has to be chaiming either (C) or (D). From what I can
tell, she claims neither. Thus, maybe her theory of obligation is
consistent with what seems to be the central feature of her theory of
value—that is, the belief that man’s life is the goal and standard for
human choice.

Finally, it must be remembered that Rand is attacking Kant’s duty
ethics in this essay, and she is emphasizing how morality has to be

- related to the needs, interests, and goals of an individual® T do not
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think, however, she needs to be interprett::d as advoc‘au'ng that Wtfi: :;1111

only know that we should practice the virtues requ‘:ed by a ia onal

ethics after considering the consequences of_' E csaiec!ﬂﬁlc actio e.s o
oral principles—specifically the virtues T

s I’s im;iﬁ requ?re—are merely rules thata co::llda;a:;m

ot ical whether
ictated. In other words, I am skept

of consequences has dictate keptical whether

iali d’s theory of obligation.
sequentizlism best captures Ran : :
:;) Zlnzqthat virtue and value are too mumatelylr n'ala.ted in Ra'nd forthl»:
view of obligation to be seen as consequentialistic, but this mus

an issue for another day.

Some Concluding Thoughts o
I 1990, Allan Gotthelf responded directly to my unu;l h(i:llla:loenhg;
in his reply before the Ayn Rgd ttslfeietcyl' oc:i tl::;\jg:rci ot a]lpthe
Association. Though Go _ i
(f::xlﬂnulaﬁons of his unpublished d;egly-r, heﬁnr?s: ﬂi zswagzz;:ﬁz
i acknowledged i p :
?[Sr?z:sed,th;; z:snz:serio adhere to the view that “[m]orality rests ct)ln
a fundamental, pre-moral choice” (Gotthelf 2000, E:l) Gi:;: elz-r
speaking, however, as Sciabarra (1995, 24_1) observes, o;:h " Hﬂ;
“ife is not a value because we choose it, nor do we 021 e e
because it is 2 value. For Gotthelf, as _for Rand, theteG ar:ﬂr::lf
values apart from human choice.” Sciabarra quotes Go :

The whole point of Ayn Rand’s dexiva:tion of “ought’ e&;z
“is,” as it applies to humans, is that i you cho‘:;se to et
then you can consistently pursue t‘tfat choice, anc anty other
particular choice, only by holding 11.fe as your uluma e :
—because life, by its nature, requf.tes a s]?ecl.ﬁc cou.tscc.i:E Zf
action; only that fact about life gives point to any & b
evaluation, any reason o choose—_any ‘t')asi.s fora mrz_pqp )
value. But that fact about life has no lmphc'fmon fr:\r acmc)lnthc;
‘beings who choose not to exist. The choice t’o lfge an e
nature of life #agether ground the status of one’s h.e ;s‘obu_
actual, and only rational, ultimate value. (Gotthelf in Scia
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ra 1995, 241)

Sciabarra points out that both Leonard Peikoffand Hazrry Binswanger
agree with Gotthelf that “the choice to live is indeed 2 metacthical
commitment. Itisa choice that both precedes and underlies the need
for morality” (241).

I have called this view “existentialistic,” but perhaps it is more
precise to call this the “voluntarist” interpretation of Rand’s theory
of obligation. Somethingis obligatory only if we choose it. Does this
position make sense? Ts it the best way to understand what Rand is
contending?

While it is true that nothing can be actuzlly good for human
beings apart from their having chosen it, it does not follow from this
that our choosing alone makes something good for us. And it
certainly seems doubtful that Rand (as well as most proponents of the
“voluntarist” view) would ever want to hold that choosing is
sufficient to make something good for human beings. Yet, if this is
50, then we can legitimately speak of what would be actually good for
human beings if they were to choose it. Further, we can contrast this
with what would oz be actually good for human beings if they were
to choose it. Having made such a differentiation, however, we come-
to the fundamental question: Does that which would be actually

good for human beings, if they were to choose it, have any claim on
our choosing? Does it provide us with a reason for choosing? Does
it have any directive power?

The voluntarists contend that apart from the choice to live, there
is no implication for our conduct from any fact of nature. There is
no fact of nature that by itself has any directive power for human
choice. Yet, if this is so, the very legitimacy of speaking of what
would be actually gosd for human beings if they were to choose it is
placed in doubt. If such putative facts have no directive power for
human choice, if they provide no reason for our choosing, then there
is no point in speaking of them as “good for.” Indeed, to say that X-
ing would be actually good for human beings if they were to choose
1tis to say that X-ing is worthy of choice, and noting that X-ing is choice-
worthy is just to say that we oxght to choose it—everything else being
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equal. If choosing to live is logically prior to something being choice-
worthy, then we cannot legitimately speak of Wl_mt would be actuall
good for buman beings if they were to choose it. :

In addition, if that which would actually be good for human
beings if they were to choose it carries no directive power by itself 'for
human choice, then why is it needed for guidance, as the voluntarists
suggest, once we make the choice to live? What does it provide? 'F'he
supposed answer is, of course, that given the pre-moral choice to live,
the nature of human life determines the means for attaining that end.
Our choice sets the end, and the nature of life provides the means.
In other words, we are to follow the voluntarst hypothetical
imperative: If life is our goal, then we ought to adopt the means for
its attainment.

But why should the nature of life be deemed capable of guiding
our selection of means if no fact of nature can by itself provide such
guidance? If something is only choice-worthy because it is chosen,
then why does the fact that certain modes of conduct are necessary
for human existence provide a reason for adopting such conduct?
Why ought we choose the means to our ends? Why ought we follow
the voluntarist hypothetical imperative?

If it is replied that our failing to choose the appropriate means
entails our not achieving our end, then we return to the initial
problem of this essay: Why is achieving our end, living the life that
is proper to man, choice-worthy? Why ought we to choose to live?
The voluntarists can provide no answer—for this is ex bypothesi a pre-
moral choice. But if this is so, it folows that they can provide no
reason why we ought to choose the means to our end either.

Indeed, it is not even clear what it is to say that living is “our
end” or “our choice” if the choice-worthiness of life only results
from our choice. Choosing to.live cannot, for Rand, be simply a
random act—something that 'j_ust happens to come down in favor of
life. Choosing must be done for a reason, and thus when one
chooses to live, it is because one values life. But where does that
value come from? What makes life something choice-worthy if it is
not life itself? Without life being something that is choice-worthy,
something that we ought to choose, there is really no meaning to the
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“choice to live.”

Despite all the paraphrasing of selected statements from Rand,
the fundamental problem with the “voluntarist” view does not go
away. If the choice to live is a metaethical commitment that precedes
and underlies the need for morality, then there is still no reason why
one ought to choose to live and thus no reason to be moral. Nothing
can be said to a person regarding why he or she ought to choose to
live. A person cannot be told that it is wiser, better, more sensible,
or more logical to choose to live. It is a choice that is outside of
reason.

Furthermore, there is ambiguity in the voluntarist claim that there
ate no human values without choice. Does this mean merely that
human choice is necessary for the achievement of human values, or
does this also mean that nothing is in fact valuable for human beings
unless they are first committed to living? The first is obvious and
true, the latter is neither. There are many things that are good for
human beings to choose regardless of whether they choose to live or
not.

Finally, there may be 2 confusion of concept with reality here. It
is certainly the case that one cannot have the concept of value
without there being some human cognitive agency. Yet, this does not
show that there are no realities that are valuable for human beings
apart from the exercise of what Rand calls “volitional conscious-
ness.” Human choice is necessary for the achievement of man’s
survival qua man, but it is not necessary for it to be the case that such
a way of living is our ultimate good and thus something we ought to
choose. We do not require any “pre-moral” choice.

Notes

1. The cucrent paper is a sevised and extended version of my origi
address presented on 28 December 1990 ata meeting of the Ayn Rand Sodiety of the
American Philosophical Association (Eastera Division), Boston, Massachusetts. For
their assistance and suggestions for revision, thanks are owed to Robert L, Campbell,
Douglas ]. Den Uy} and Chris Matthew Sciabarra.

2. A deontological theory is any theory in normative ethics that holds
“duty” and “dght” to be basic and defines the morally good in terms of them. Such
theories attempt to determine obligations apart from a consideration of what

promotes or expresses the human good. For Kantians, this is accomplished primarily
by a universalizability test.
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3. A consequentalistic theory is any theory in normative ethics that
attempts to determine obligations merely by whether an action or rale produces the
greatest, net expected “good” {or least “bad”) consequences. .

4. Despite appearances, this is not primarily an argument against suicide.
See note 9 below. Further, T will leave for some other occasion a discussion of
whether this inconsistency is of a formal or of 2 performative nature.

5. A contradictory belief is something that must be false, but it is not
literally meaningless.

6. For 2 helpful discussion of the various meanings of “implicit” in Rand,
see Campbell 2002. . : .

7. Both a dominant ultimate end (or value) and an inclusive ultimate end

{or value) are never sought for the sake of anything else; but the former reduces the
value of everything elsc to that of a mere means, while the latter comprises activities
that express the ultimate valuein vaious forms. To better appreciate this distinction,
focus on the difference between two relations of subordination to some end: the
difference between (a) activities that are purely means or instruments to that end, and
(b) activities that are ingredients in or constituents of that end.

For example, consider the relationship of obtaining golf clubs to playing golf,
and the relationship of putting to playing golf. While both are “for the sake of”
playing golf, the former is only a necessaty preliminary, but putting is one of the
activitics that make golfing what it is. Further, the actions taken to obtain golf clubs
produce an outcome separate from the activity—namely, the possession of golf clubs
that can be used—while putting has no end or result 2part from itself. Itsvalue is not
that of 2 mere means. Its value Hes in its being an expression or realization of the
activity of which it is a constituent. As]. L. Ackgdll (1980, 19) notes: “One does not
putt in order to play golf . ... Putting #s playing golf (though not all that playing golf
I,S .’!

If life is understood as an, inclusive ultimate end, then it is an activity whose
constituents express the value thatis life. Their value is not determined because they
are simoply means. Furthermore, understanding life as an inclusive ultimate end (or
value) has important implications for how one understands the ultimate moral value,
“man’s survival qua man” One might say, for instance, that such activities as
friendship, knowledge, or virtue are valuable not simply because they produce 2 life
that is appropriate to man, but also because they actually express what it is to livein
such 2 manner. Causality is still the principle of determining one’s obligations, but
it would in this instance be farmal, not simply, efficient cansality-

8. In The Philssophic Thought of Ayn Rand, Douglas Den Uyl and I argue that
Rand accepts a biologically based natural teleclogy. See Den Uyl and Rasmussen
1984, especially Chapter 4, “Life, Teleology, and Fudaimonia in the Ethics of Ayn
Rand.” In Liberty and Naturs, we note that moral obligations for an ethics based on
natucal teleclogy are not hypothetical in the sense that they depend on merely what
one wants or chooses. Rather, moral obli tions are conditional on attaining one’s
human good, which is one’s natural end. See Rasmussen and Den Uyl 1991

9. Of course, there can be times in which choosing to die is better, because
there might be no chance to live a life proper toa buman being, In such a situation,
choosing to die would, as odd as it might seem, actually be acting in accordance with
the ultimate value of life and would be morally appropriate.

10. Once we awaken from our Cartesian slumbers, we can locate human
choice in the middle ground between compulsion and radical freedom. On the one
hand, human choice is not reducible to some causal string—the mere result of
antecedent genetic or socio-cultural factors. Human beings ar moral agents, and
choosing is the central, necessary element in the achievement of the life that is proper
to man. Itis the keyto making the human good both actual and personal. On the
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other hand, human choice is not radicall
human ¢ : y free. It does i i
:fet ;::acfmpnmi& tive, metxﬁphmblc, uaconditioned act Tt dou:: :(:g? ée;?ec;nmtf:!ft aneitherd o
ey oice or the way of living that constitntes what it is to bea good human
theic gtg:mlor&nglym d;.?d.,m beings can choose not to hold man’s survival qua man 2s
theic o ang but they cannot choose not to be human or not to have th
o potentiality for such a manner of living. Nor can they choose to make the
isun:ua.nsom goodmifh]:rthtﬁnfoﬂ:emzamofﬁmov&aﬂpomm ’I‘hz:‘.
- something 2 the sake of which human choice i ercise
J;_l.gu}lg the life that is proper to man is the ultimate /s of human cﬁlgiielswelfeth -
uman1 1b<m:|gslf Ra:::::logmze it or choose it e
o . rejects a deontologi Ligati ati
ggnhgl?.g:::l m_Et, for her, be conditional tic:lm ]?01:1 E:;ld? gur ob(]};?ﬁsﬁ
cither on a pre-moral choice to live or on the human it i
{:onner, then tthhcre s 0o reason why one ought to make th%golf‘amif lttzliso;he
it_mlf = otrhe, ere is 0o reason for accepting any moral obligations that depend on
i 1 it is tf: lattes, then the ultimate reason why one ought to do anything i P
. om? u;; ;;; thitﬁh;spﬂs_ﬁ;b;caucsg;ﬁ is good for you.” Or, as Aquinas saifi’ ﬁ
ing p of pra reasoning: “Goodi 5
and evil is 1tc2>. be Rz;m@eﬁ’;g'ma Theologiae I-11, q. 94, 2. lg)to bedoncand pussucd,
) : ericl .nghasnotodthattherea:’ethréetypes f Tves:
f‘fﬁob{mzfegzygzzheuql ,l?ygi?czzl Ifyou seek this end, then youomﬁfzigvti:
must take the following steps. Cat ri!glp_emtrve: .Smceyou”dk“seek it o Tou
seek, you must take the foﬂowmgigtgps” (ngggn 000, 61 OfInngWhat eyt g
. ) ke the | 2000, 61 n. 65). identi
m s Rcﬁimsuop with the problematic imperative, but?lso I)'.IO!.’ES matlfhf:tzﬁare;
8 and ulk as if she follows Asistotle and uses the assertoric imperative
1:oegm'dmg“wm'd  Ran s use of 2 problematic imperative, Long remarks that “it ls%ifﬁcult
il ﬂzj;n;gﬁhﬂc]ai:g:@that the choice to live is arbitrary, a groundless
iy A trent for or against which rationality has nothing o
13. Rand’s idea is now often i i
N expressed I an agent-relative th
d;s}]maﬂﬁncﬁgmdve . The human good, G, for a person, P, is agent—re]aﬁve‘;;ang?r;lofft?é
o bep:&;:;_scefm world W, 15 a basis for P ranking W, over W), even thoZgh G
B s i orthmgv l:tber person’s ranking W, over W, In other words, there -
> Do such thine as the human good—periad The human good is z.lway’s and
discusion of s isinaon d et oter el v S o e o 1ouT
ter related issues. also D
I 14, iI’?Vithl::ﬁgmd to Gotthelf’s point that he no longer acoepom a?lu o[g)gi:g‘?vt
uons15 T;ggey;o;ﬁy;ongmﬂm impoprganer, see Sciabarra 1995, 419 n. 31,
o . T I s t connection betwe “
choice 11::_1(; th;;ng_a;;d ththe chmc; to live,” and it may be u::fzhtf rgéﬂoﬂdcngfsthiz
difficul s thought. “this i
stated aim is to simply bcg%?a dis:;stslilsisn.lssue g0 heyond oux cusseat scape; my
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