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 Ayn Rand’s philosophy of objectivism is so named since it holds “that both knowledge 

and values are objective.”
1
 Rand herself observed, “Mankind has always treated morality as if it 

were a mystical or religious subject. I claim that morality has to be a rational science.”
2
 As 

postmodernism’s claims of radical relativism prove increasingly unsatisfying, for many Rand 

and her objectivism brand of philosophy are becoming increasingly popular.
3
 However, Rand 

presents us with a compelling dilemma. Her radical atheism denies completely the existence of 

any sort of transcendent Law Giver to have created an objective moral order; yet she remains 

adamant that just such a transcendent objective moral order exists. Thus, we ask whither the 

universal? What is the basis for Rand’s claim of an objective moral order in a universe devoid of 

a God to have created that objective moral order? Specifically, how does Rand’s basis for 

morality stack up to that of Thomas Aquinas? As we explore these questions, we must begin 

with a brief biography of Rand herself; for to understand objectivism, one must first understand 

the person who created it. 

 The events of Rand’s life are so clearly tied to the development of her thinking we simply 

cannot speak of one without also speaking of the other. Indeed Rand tells us, “My personal life is 

a postscript to my novels; it consists of the sentence: ‘And I mean it!’ I have always lived by the 

philosophy I present in my books – and it has worked out for me, as it works out for my 

characters. The contents differ, the abstractions are the same.”
4
 Thus, to echo Dr. Benjamin 

Wiker, “I am not out to demonize Rand through her biography, but to make very clear that one 

cannot judge her philosophy independently of her life.”
5
 With this in mind, let us turn to a brief 

overview of Rand’s life. 

 Rand was born Alissa Rosenbaum on February 2, 1905 in St. Petersburg, Russia.
6
 She 

was the oldest of three daughters living in a comfortably middle class home. Even amidst the 
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anti-Semitism of the time
7
, Rand’s father earned a degree in chemistry and opened a successful 

apothecary. Despite material comforts, Rand did not enjoy a particularly happy home life, being 

ignored by her father and disliked by her mother. Rand later noted of her childhood, “She 

[Rand’s mother] disapproved of me in every respect except one; she was proud of my 

intelligence and proud to show me off to the rest of the family.”
8
 Rand found escape from the 

displeasure of her mother in a blossoming love of writing. By her early teens, Rand’s stories 

focused on male heroes displaying her ideals of courage and integrity; a theme we see as well in 

her adult writing, especially in The Fountainhead and Atlas Shrugged. 

 In 1917 the family’s comfortable lifestyle came to an abrupt end. The Bolshevik 

Revolution turned Russia on its head. Shortly after the Bolshevik victory, communist thugs 

marched into the family apothecary and declared it nationalized. Almost overnight, the family 

went from a well-off middle class income to abject poverty. This experience certainly allowed 

Rand to speak authoritatively about the dangers of socialism and communism. However, even 

under the communist regime, Rand’s recognized intelligence earned her a spot at university. She 

graduated in 1924 with a major in history and a minor in philosophy. In 1925, relatives in 

Chicago invited her to visit. To her amazement the communist authorities granted her a passport. 

She promptly left Russian, changed her name to Ayn Rand and never looked back. 

 A few points from Rand’s childhood in Russia are worth emphasizing since they play 

such a vital role in her later development of objectivism. First, since it was one thing of which 

neither her parents nor the communists could deprive her, she took great pride in her 

intelligence; as Wiker explains, 

 We must emphasize her intelligence. She didn’t glory in reason, but in her reason. 

 From a very early age, Alissa was extremely possessive and opinionated. If she 

 disliked something, it was therefore declared contemptible. If it appealed to her, it 

 was unquestionably good, and off-limits to lesser mortals.
9
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Rand herself declared, 

 I didn’t want others to share this value. I felt: This is my value, and anyone who 

 shares it has to be extraordinary. I was extremely jealous – it was literal jealousy – 

 of anyone who would pretend to like something I liked, if I didn’t like that person. 

 I had an almost anxious feeling about it, that it wasn’t right. They have no right to 

 admire it, they’re unworthy of it.
10

 

 

Second, Rand’s experience with the anti-Semitic inspired envy of others over her father’s 

success and with communism fueled a “life-long disgust with leftist tirades against greed, 

industry, and money.”
11

 Finally, her repugnance of the Marxist doctrine of secular altruism 

(calling for the sacrifice of the individual for the “good” of communist society), led Rand to 

reject not only altruism in any form, but God as well. In 1918, thirteen year old Rand confidently 

confided to her dairy, “Today, I decided to be an atheist.”
12

 The idea of a perfect transcendent 

God repulsed Rand since she felt this degraded man to an imperfect status from which there was 

no escape. As with her other beliefs, once Rand decided on something, as far as she was 

concerned the matter was dogmatically settled for all time. Thus, “[s]he would hold to this 

personal conviction [atheism], with what some would call ‘religious’ fervor, all her life.”
13

 

 After a brief six month stay in Chicago with her relatives, during which Rand spent her 

time at their movie house developing a love of cinema and learning English, she headed west to 

Hollywood. Her “big break” came in 1926 when the DeMille Studio hired her as an extra for The 

King of Kings. Two important consequences resulted from this event. First, the studio offered 

Rand employment as a junior scriptwriter. Second, she met actor Frank O’Connor on the set of 

The King of Kings. O’Connor, with the looks of Rand’s dashing male heroes, and Rand married 

in 1929. Following the close of the DeMille Studio in 1928, Rand eventually found employment 

in the wardrobe department of R.K.O. Studios, where she worked up to head of the department 

by the time of her departure in 1932. 
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 Rand’s writing career began in earnest when she sold a screen play, “Red Pawn,” to 

Universal Pictures in 1932. This was followed by publication of her novel We the Living in 1936. 

These early works encompassed what would become a repeating theme throughout Rand’s 

fiction, the Tosca theme of “a woman who gives herself to one man to save another…Rand’s 

fantasy was of a woman surrounded by strong men competing for her love.”
14

 Rand’s ideal of 

manhood involved rugged individualism infused with a strong intellect; as she observed, “My 

philosophy, in essence, is the concept of man as a heroic being, with his own happiness as the 

moral purpose of his life, with productive achievement as his noblest activity, and reason as his 

only absolute.”
15

 Such themes coalesced in The Fountainhead (1943) and Atlas Shrugged (1957) 

to firmly establish Rand’s philosophy of objectivism. Having gained some background on Rand, 

let us turn to objectivism itself and specifically the issue of ethics in objectivism. 

 According to Ayn Rand, her philosophy of objectivism can be summarized as “1. 

Metaphysics: Objective Reality; 2. Epistemology: Reason; 3. Ethics: Self-interest; 4. Politics: 

Capitalism.”
16

 She goes on to flesh this out as follows: 

 1. Reality exists as an objective absolute…2. Reason (the faculty which identifies 

 and integrates the material provided by man’s senses) is man’s only means of 

 perceiving reality, his only source of knowledge, his only guide to action, and his 

 basic means of survival. 3. Man – every man – is an end in himself, not the means 

 to the ends of others…The pursuit of his own rational self-interest and of his own 

 happiness is the highest moral purpose of his life. 4. The ideal political-economic 

 system is laissez-faire capitalism…
17

 

 

 Rand admits to being heavily influenced by Aristotle, “The only philosophical debt I can 

acknowledge is to Aristotle. I most emphatically disagree with a great many parts of his 

philosophy – but his definition of the laws of logic and of the means of human knowledge is so 

great an achievement that his errors are irrelevant by comparison.”
18

 Yet, hers is a fundamentally 

rationalist philosophy. Maritain tells us, 
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 The rationalists, on the contrary, are of the opinion that truth is easy to attain, and 

 therefore undertake to bring all things within the compass of reason, a human 

 reason which has no need to submit humbly and patiently to the discipline, 

 whether of reality itself, a teacher, or God. In the first case they tend to 

 subjectivism, which takes as its criterion of truth the knowing subject, not the 

 object to be known; a position which is the dissolution of knowledge. In the 

 second they tend to individualism, which calls upon each philosopher to work out 

 a philosophy entirely his own, and create an original and novel view of the 

 universe (Weltanschauung). In the third, they tend to naturalism, which claims to 

 attain to a perfect wisdom by the unassisted powers of nature, and rejects all 

 divine teaching.
19

 

 

We certainly see strains of individualism and naturalism in objectivism with Rand’s radical 

atheism and exaltation of the individual self above all else. In fact she claims, “The destroyer is 

the morality of altruism;” going on to note, “Altruism holds that man has no right to exist for his 

own sake, that service to others is the only moral justification of his existence, and that self-

sacrifice is his highest moral duty.”
20

 

 Rand tells us that ethics provide “a code of values to guide man’s choices and actions – 

the choices and actions that determine the purpose and the course of his life.”
21

 Eschewing the 

moral relativism of postmodernism, objectivism claims that there does exist objective morality 

which determines how one ought to act. Rand acolyte Leonard Peikoff sums up the objectivist 

position on ethics: 

 The Objectivist position can be indicated in three words. The ultimate value is 

 life. The primary virtue is rationality. The proper beneficiary is oneself…As its 

 name suggests, Objectivism denies this denial of morality. Ayn Rand holds that 

 facts – certain definite facts – do lead logically to values. What “ought to be” can 

 be validated objectively. Ethics is a human necessity and a science, not a 

 playground for mystics or skeptics. The principles of morality are a product not of 

 feeling, but of cognition.
22

 

 

 We find in objectivism that the law of non-contradiction forms its very metaphysical 

foundation. Something can only be if it exists; non-existence is not an “alternate reality,” but is 

nothingness, complete non-being. This leads directly to objectivism’s concept of the highest 
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good: “Only self-preservation can be an ultimate goal, which serves no end beyond itself.”
23

 The 

self, and the self alone, is the one and only true good in the objectivist’s construct. Therefore, 

that which rationally profits the self is good and to be pursued, while that which is irrational or 

harmful to the self is bad and to be avoided; as Peikoff writes, 

 Thus we reach the climax of Ayn Rand’s argument. Only the alternative of life vs. 

 death creates the context for value-oriented action, and it does so only if the 

 entity’s end is to preserve its life. By the very nature of “value,” therefore, any 

 code of values must hold life as the ultimate value. All of the Objectivist ethics 

 and politics rests on this principle.
24

 

 

Or as Rand puts it, “An organism’s life is its standard of value: that which furthers its life is the 

good, that which threatens it is the evil.”
25

 

 Thus, says Rand of her objectivism, “Morality is a code of values accepted by choice.”
26

 

Therefore, “[m]oral laws, in this view, are principles that define how to nourish and sustain 

human life: they are no more than this and no less…It is the science of human self-

preservation.”
27

 Since objectivism holds that it is human reason which ultimately preserves 

man’s life, it should come as no surprise that objectivism holds rationality as its highest virtue; 

says Rand, “Rationality is the recognition and acceptance of reason as one’s only source of 

knowledge, one’s only judge of values and one’s only guide to action.”
28

 

 Again, objectivists claim their morality is objective: “Who ‘decides’? In politics, in 

ethics, in art, in science, in philosophy – in the entire realm of human knowledge – it is reality 

that sets the terms, through the work of those men who are able to identify its terms and to 

translate them into objective principles.”
29

 How does this happen? Says Peikoff, “Each individual 

must choose his values and actions by the standard of man’s life – in order to achieve the 

purpose of maintaining and enjoying his own life.”
30

 Is this not just subjectivism by another 

name? No, says the objectivist: “Morality is conditional…But our ultimate purpose is not 
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arbitrary or optional. It’s based on reality…Again, with regard to context, Objectivism is a 

contextual ethics, but it says the context must be determined objectively, not by feelings or 

subjective personal variation.”
31

 Thus, objectivists tell us even though morality is not subjective, 

it is still up to every individual to reason out for himself ethical principles as they apply to 

particular situations in which he finds himself. 

 Having looked at the definition of ethics in the objectivist system, we are still left to ask 

by which basis does objectivism determine its objective morality? Wither the universal in 

objectivism? By what means does my reason arrive at the same conclusions regarding ethics as 

does another person? In answer to these questions, Rand says, 

 This is really an epistemological question. What you are asking in effect is 

 “Without some mystical authority, where does man get his knowledge?” Morality, 

 along with the rest of the sciences we call the humanities, is not different in this 

 respect from the physical sciences. You do not rely on revelation in the physical 

 sciences. One of the most important points in Atlas Shrugged is that the trouble 

 with the world is that men employ a completely different approach for moral 

 issues than for scientific issues. Morality, which is a code of values and actions, 

 has to be as rational as any other scientific discipline. But mankind had always 

 treated morality as if it were a mystical or religious subject. I claim that morality 

 has to be a rational science.
32

 

 

 Yet, this still does not provide us a satisfactory answer to why there should exist an 

objective morality. It appears objectivism answers this question by telling us it is not a valid 

rational question in the first place: “Since only existence exists, it is the fundamental starting 

point in every branch of philosophy. Metaphysically, one cannot go outside the realm of 

existence – e.g., by asking for its cause. Epistemologically, one cannot employ the faculty of 

reason in such a quest – e.g., by asking for the ‘reason’ why…”
33

 The objectivists tell us that we 

simply have no basis by which to question the metaphysical and epistemological underpinnings 

of objectivism; Ayn Rand has already told us what reality is, therefore our only job is to employ 

reason in order to live in that reality. 
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 Rand and her objectivism are unable to answer the foundational “why” question 

regarding the basis of ethics due to the fundamental mistake of her worldview. If we take as a 

priori the rejection of a transcendent God, then we remove the very foundation upon which a 

transcendent universal moral norm must necessarily exist. The modern philosopher begins with 

this mistaken assumption and then logically concludes that morals are relative; the objectivist 

begins with this mistaken assumption and then illogically concludes that morals are objective. 

Like it or not, objectivism, in its promotion of the self as the highest good, leads us back to 

exactly the same sort of relativism to which Cartesianism leads. Any system which fails to look 

outside the subject for its metaphysics necessarily results in subjectivism. 

 Certainly Rand’s belief in an objective reality is commendable and a far superior position 

to the prevailing relativism of modern philosophy. However, hers remains an incomplete picture 

of reality. Objective order cannot come from randomness; yet this is precisely what the 

objectivists want us to believe. Instead, order must come from order and a lesser effect must 

come from a higher cause; in other words, the order we find around us in our lived reality, 

particularly the moral order or the natural law, necessarily points to a Designer for this universal 

order. Exactly as Budziszewski observes, “God is not only the author of human nature, but the 

direction in which it faces and the power on which it depends, its greatest good.”
34

 Thus, we find 

Rand’s fundamental mistake: 

 The God who implanted His law in our design upsets the boat by announcing 

 another law in words. What a scandal! Embarrassed, some natural lawyers assure 

 us that the natural law would make perfect sent even if there were no God at all – 

 forgetting that if there were no God there would be no nature either.
35

 

 

Unlike other schools of thought, including objectivism, “[t]he school of Aristotle and St. Thomas 

teaches that truth is neither impossible nor easy, but difficult for man to attain.”
36
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 Despite describing Kant as “a destroyer of reason” and “the single most skillful 

philosopher in taking advantage of philosophical pitfalls and in corrupting man’s thinking,” 

when it comes to the concept of universals, Rand’s objectivism comes across as very Kantian.
37

 

Sullivan writes, “Rather than maintaining that the idea or universal is a spiritual reality existing 

independently of man, the same whether or not man exists as all, Kant placed the universal idea 

in the mind as a ‘form’ or category, a structural necessity of thought itself, a kind of mold into 

which our thoughts are cast.”
38

 Although describing Kant’s conceptualism, Sullivan rather 

perfectly describes Rand’s concept of the universal. She champions reason, yet remains blind to 

the fact that her dismissal of a transcendent Lawgiver responsible for the existence of a universal 

moral norm actually destroys reason. 

 In deference to Rand’s atheism, St. Thomas counters, “Since nature works for a 

determinate end under the direction of a higher agent, whatever is done by nature must needs be 

traced back to God, as to its first cause. So also whatever is done voluntarily must also be traced 

back to some higher cause other than human reason or will, since these can change or fail; for all 

things that are changeable and capable of defect must be traced back to an immovable and self-

necessary first principle.”
39

 Thus, an effect demands a cause; which necessarily must eventually 

trace back to an ultimate First Cause. Natural itself, including the physical and moral order, 

would not exist without the existence of a Creator to have made that nature. When we fail to 

understand this critical starting point, it becomes impossible to reach correct conclusions. 

 Aristotle tells us that the end is “that for the sake of which a thing is done,”
40

 and the 

good is “that at which all things aim.”
41

 Thomas says, “Every agent of necessity acts for an 

end…It is proper to the rational nature to tend to an end as directing and leading itself to the end: 

whereas it is proper to the irrational nature to tend to an end as directed or led by another.”
42

 



10 
 

Fagothey sums this up saying, “An end would not be sought unless it were somehow good for 

the seeker, and the good by being sought is the end or purpose of the seeker, and the good by 

being sought is the end or purpose of the seeker’s striving.”
43

 It seems Rand would agree with 

these points. Where Rand parts company with Thomas is in defining the last or ultimate end 

towards which man is oriented. Having rejected a transcendent God and Creator, Rand is left 

with no choice but to proclaim man’s own self-interest, his self preservation, as the ultimate end 

of man. 

 However, in reading Rand’s work, it is clear her atheism is based on a thirteen-year-old’s 

thinking in regards the non-existence of God. She insists on calling anything to do with theism 

“mysticism,” and thus, in her estimation, irrational. Her atheism reveals absolutely no intellectual 

sophistication. She claims no proofs exist for the existence of God while ignoring rational proofs 

which have been presented for the existence of God, as well as ignoring the fact that the non-

existence of God also cannot be conclusively proven. Rand is adamant that objective reality 

exists and that our minds are capable of penetrating this nature; indeed as her hero John Galt says 

in Atlas Shrugged, “To exist is to be something, as distinguished from the nothing of non-

existence, it is to be an entity of a specific nature made of specific attributes…the greatest of 

your philosophers, has stated the formula defining the concept of existence and the rule of all 

knowledge: A is A.”
44

 Yet, blinded by her atheism, she refuses to follow this concept to its 

logical conclusion, a point which Wiker expertly captures: 

 And here’s the problem for Rand. She rightly rejected the notion of people resting 

 their arguments on a causeless cause, a mere assertion, but she treats ordered and 

 intelligible nature as a given, a causeless cause…If Rand allows human 

 technological wonders to be tangible proofs of the human mind as cause, then the 

 things of nature should likewise demonstrate the existence of a mind that made 

 them. She was blinded to this possibility. She decided, when very young, that God 

 could not exist, and refused to revisit her premise. Her mind was closed by her 



11 
 

 self-determined dogma against following out the logical conclusions of her 

 legitimate insights.
45

 

 

 As has been said, for Rand, man’s last end is merely his own self-preservation. However, 

if we admit to even the possible existence of a transcendent Lawgiver, we find man has a far 

more significant ultimate end than merely his self. Against Rand, Thomas says of man’s ultimate 

end, “A man desires for his ultimate end that which he desires as his perfect and crowning 

good…It is therefore necessary for the last end to so fill man’s appetite that nothing is left beside 

it for man to desire.”
46

 Thomas further tells us, “Men attain their goal by coming to know God 

and love him; other creatures are incapable of this, but attain their goal by existing and being 

alive and aware, and so imitating God. We call man’s way of attaining his goal being happy.”
47

 

 When we ask of Rand by what basis objectivism has for a universal moral law, her 

atheism forces her to dismiss our question as invalid and irrational. On the other hand, Thomas, 

in his theism, is able to provide us a clear, logical, and rational answer when we ask him by what 

basis does a transcendent universal moral norm exist: “The natural law is nothing else than the 

rational creature’s participation of the eternal law.”
48

 Explaining the eternal law, Thomas says, 

 Law is nothing else but a dictate of practical reason emanating from the ruler who 

 governs a perfect community. Now it is evident, granted that the world is ruled by 

 divine providence,…that the whole community of the universe is governed by 

 divine reason. Therefore the very notion of the government of things in God, the 

 ruler of the universe, has the nature of a law. And since the divine reason’s 

 conception of things is not subject to time, but is eternal…therefore it is that this 

 kind of law must be called eternal.
49

 

 

 Charles Rice provides us with an excellent summation of the Thomistic realist’s 

understanding of universal moral norms and the basis for their existence: 

 Morality is governed by a law build into the nature of man and knowable by 

 reason. Man can know, through the use of his reason, what is in accord with his 

 nature and therefore good. Every law, however, has to have a lawgiver. Let us say 

 up front that the natural law makes no ultimate sense without God as its 



12 
 

 author…The natural law is a set of manufacturer’s directions written into our 

 nature so that we can discover through reason how we ought to act.
50

 
 

 Therefore, unlike Rand’s objectivism, in the Thomistic approach we find a rational basis 

for an objective universal moral norm. This norm exists precisely because a Lawgiver, God, 

exists. God designed all creation to be governed by certain physical and moral laws. Through his 

use of reason, man is able to discern and apply these laws. God Himself is the ultimate rational 

Being. If we begin our philosophy with a rejection of God, we reject rationality, no matter how 

strongly we might proclaim otherwise. 

 Rand correctly understood that objective reality exists and that man’s mind is capable of 

comprehending this objective reality. However, her atheism prevented her from seeing a 

Designer behind the existence of that objective reality, leading to her conclusion that man must 

rationally act only for his own self-preservation. Thus, while Rand claims there exists an 

objective moral norm, in reality her system necessarily reduces to subjectivism as each 

individual acts solely for his own self-interest. Further, Rand remained blind to the fact that 

without a Designer the very nature she held so dear would not exist. On the other hand, Thomas, 

whom Rand rated as only half a philosopher,
51

 sees a transcendent Creator behind objective 

reality. As the supreme Lawgiver, this Being created both physical and moral laws. Every 

creature is necessarily subject to physical laws, while rational creatures are further subject to the 

moral law as subjects of their Divine Creator. Thus, for Thomas, man must transcend himself to 

act not simply for his own selfish interest, but to seek the objective good which leads man 

towards his Creator. In this, Thomas presents us with the true full and rational picture of reality, 

both the natural and the supernatural. 
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