





The is-ought dichotomy





	Ethics has been plagued by the insurmountable problem of deriving ought from is.  Once thought to be impossible, Ayn Rand believes that she has succeeded in deriving ethical claims from factual claims in two of her books, The Virtue of Selfishness and in For the New Intellectual.  Rand states that the fact that a living entity is determines what it ought to do.  According to Rand the dichotomy makes no sense, how could you possibly draw valid conclusions about how man ought to act without considering his nature and the nature of reality in which he must act?  Rand, however, is not able to dismiss the dichotomy and is not able to derive ethical claims from factual one.  


	Rand believes that in order to find out what we ought to do, we first have to ask ourselves some basic questions: What is ethics and why do we need ethics?  Ethics is a “code of values to guide man’s choice and actions…that determine the purpose and the course of his life” (VOS 13).  Ethics deals with discovering and defining such codes of values.  And what are values?  Rand defines values as those “which one acts to gain and/or keep” (VOS 16).  Values are agent-relative and thus can only be valuable for particular agents.  The concept of value presupposes an agent capable of acting to attain a goal in the face of an alternative.  Something valuable is only relative to this end or goal of action, so to be valuable is to be valuable to something and for something.  Without an alternative no goals or values can exist.  According to Rand there is only one fundamental alternative present in the universe: “existence or nonexistence“ (VOS 16).  And living organisms are the single entity to posses this alternative.  Thus only living entities can posses goals and have values.  This makes life, which is a final goal or end to which all-lesser goals are evaluated, the standard of value, as it is only the fact of life that makes the concept of value possible.  


	 However, higher organisms, like humans and animals, cannot survive “by means of their automatic physical functions” that simpler organisms like a plant can (VOS 19).  Plants cannot have values since they have no choice of action, their actions are automatic.  These higher organisms possess a range of consciousness that is the basic means of their survival.  The consciousness of animals, however, only includes sensations, which is guided by the pleasure pain mechanism, which is an automatic knowledge and an automatic code of values.  “An animal has no choice in the standard of value directing its actions” (VOS 20).  Thus they have no free will.  Humans are the only species that has volition.  We humans need to use our consciousness to exist.  “Man’s actions and survival require the guidance of conceptual values derived from conceptual knowledge” (VOS 21).  We can gain this knowledge only by using our reason.  


	But how can we be sure that the knowledge that we gain is true?  In order to answer this, Rand states the axiom that existence exists.  Understanding this axiom implies two other axioms ”that something exists which one perceives and that one exists possessing consciousness” (FNI 124).   So the corollary premise is that man is a being who perceives this existing reality with consciousness.  In any action we undertake, existence and consciousness are inescapable axioms, regardless the degree of your knowledge.  Implied in these two axioms are the law of identity and the law of on non-contradiction.  Thus man can be sure of the truth by following logic, which “is the art of non-contradictory identification” (FNI 126).  A contradiction cannot exist, as it is denied by the law of contradiction, and it is a sign that you are in error.  Thus for Rand, existence and consciousness are coordinate, so that existence is always the standard by which the validity of the judgments of consciousness is measured.  


	The next step in Rand’s ethics is to say that since man’s uniqueness consists in and his survival depends on his reason, then “that which is proper to the life of a rational being is the good; and that which negates, opposes or destroys is the evil” (VOS 25).  The standard by which every man determines good and evil is the survival or fulfillment of his own life as a rational being.  Rand states 3 values: reason, purpose, and self-esteem and corresponding virtues: rationality, productiveness, justice, integrity, honesty and pride as “the means to and the realization of one’s ultimate value, one’s own life” (VOS 27).  We ought to behave following these values and virtues.  These are Rand’s ethical claims.


	Rand fails to accurately derive ought from is.  There are many objections to her rational selfishness that scar her argument.  First of all Rand states that all of man’s knowledge of reality comes through the senses.  “Reason is the faculty that perceive, identifies, and integrates the material provided by his senses” (FNI 125).  And reason, according to Rand is man’s only means to gain knowledge.  Knowledge that comes through a man’s senses varies when it comes to its accuracy.  Man’s senses are infallible and they are also limited to his own subjectivity and perspective.   Rand also rejects the existence of god without even making an argument against or disproving arguments for the existence of god.  She does not even consider the possibility of mystical experiences.


	There is also a problem with Rand’s idea about having honesty as a virtue.  Rand gives no satisfying reason as to why attaining something by fraud has no value.  I believe that if I received fame or cash by fraud it will definitely have value to me.   Rand states that if you commit fraud you will sacrifice the reality of your own existence.  What if by only committing fraud to acquire cash or productiveness you can continue to exists?  Rand only states that this is not what a rational person would chose, but why wouldn’t he?  I thought that Rand’s ethics was that anything that promotes life is good.  


	Another problem is the conflict of interest problem.  Rand states that “there are no conflicts of interests among rational men” (VOS 63).  Rand believes this because objectivist ethics holds that human good does not require human sacrifices.  Only in societies that require these sacrifices are conflicts of interest found.  But I say that the interest of rational people do clash.  Rand gives an example of two persons on a verge of obtaining a job,.  Even when one gets the job and the other doesn’t, there is no conflict of interest.  Rand states that whoever got the job if the choice is rational deserved it.   However, what if the boss, acting with reason, chose the guy who did not deserve it.  Would this be a conflict of reason?  But if he was acting with reason , then he would have chosen the most qualified, Rand might say.  But lets say that the boss somehow just forgot the most important part of the resume of the guy who deserved the job.  So rationally, the boss chose the guy who did not deserve the job, because to the boss he did deserve the job.  


	The last problem I would like to point out is the matter of sacrificing or putting yourself at risk for another person.  Rand gives the excuse that only during emergencies can we do that.  And that doing that action is not really sacrificing yourself, that it really is a selfish act because if a loved one died then you could not live your life.  This brings up the problem that selfishness is unfalsifiable.   You can always say that every action that you have taken is a selfish one.   Rand gives no arguments against this claim.  Thus Rand can commit altruism and just call it selfishness.  


	Ayn Rand failed to dismiss the is-ought dilemma.  So even though she does not agree with the dichotomy she was unable to bridge the gap from is to ought.   Objections such as the unfalsibitity and conflict of interests dent her argument. 
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