The Role of Ethical Virtues in Ayn Rand’s Ethical Egoism

Raham Sharaf !

Article info

Abstract

As one of the contemporary theorists in ethical egoism, Ayn
Rand confirms that despite the differences between her
thought and that of Aristotle, she is influenced by the latter in
developing her moral theory. It seems that the role of moral
virtues in human happiness is one of the topics of Rand's moral
theory, under the influence of Aristotelian thought. Although
Rand's moral theory is totally self-egoistic and, as such, far
different from Aristotle's moral point of view, like Aristotle and
his commentators, she also mentions moral virtues as factors
that play an important role in achieving the ultimate goal of
ethics from her point of view. The aim of this research is to
explain the moral virtues in Rand's moral theory in detail, to
analyze the role of these virtues in the formation of egoistic
human personality from her point of view, and finally to
examine and evaluate her viewpoint. For this purpose, we will
first introduce her interpretation of the theory of ethical
egoism, and then we will examine the role of moral virtues in

this theory.
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Introduction

It seems that the role of moral virtues in human happiness is one of the topics of Rand's moral theory,
under the influence of Aristotelian thought. Although Rand's moral theory is totally self-egoistic and,
as such, far different from Aristotle's moral point of view, like Aristotle and his commentators, she also
mentions moral virtues as factors that play an important role in achieving the ultimate goal of ethics
from her point of view. The aim of this research is to explain the moral virtues in Rand's moral theory
in detail, to analyze the role of these virtues in the formation of egoistic human personality from her
point of view, and finally to examine and evaluate her viewpoint. For this purpose, we will first introduce
her interpretation of the theory of ethical egoism, and then we will examine the role of moral virtues in
this theory. According to the purpose of the research, our main question is that of the nature of moral
virtues according to Rand. The proposed hypothesis is that due to the egoistic nature of Rand's moral
theory, moral virtues are purely egoistic in her opinion and, hence, are ultimately a tool for self-centered
living. Therefore, it seems that the intrinsic value of moral virtues is unacceptable to her. A second
question is meant to investigate the role of moral virtues in developing a self-centered lifestyle. The
respective hypothesis is that because Rand, like Aristotle, considers virtues to be the fundamental
characteristics of personality, the realization of a self-centered life as she envisions will not be possible
without adorning these virtues. In other words, with her, genuine egoism is that which has an egoistic
nature and character, and the realization of this goal is possible only through achieving egoistic virtues.
Regarding Ayn Rand's ethical egoism, several works have been published in Persian, but the author's
observations indicate that the present atticle is the first to examine the role of moral virtues in Rand's
ethical egoism. Also, in order to maintain the originality of the research, attempt was made to use the

original sources of Ayn Rand and her commentators.

Introdusing Moral Virtues

According to Rand, virtue is an action through which moral values are obtained and maintained. For
virtues not to be the ultimate end in Rand's intellectual system distinguishes her from Plato and Aristotle
because according to Plato and Aristotle, virtues have intrinsic and essential value and are not just a
means to achieve another goodness. It is true that Aristotle, unlike Plato, considers virtue to be a
necessary and not just sufficient condition for happiness, and that, at the same time, he believes that
external goods such as wealth and good friends also have a great impact on a person's achievement of
happiness, but he, like Plato, accepts the value of moral virtues. From this point of view, there is a
noticeable difference between Aristotle and Rand, because the value of virtues in Rand's moral theory
is completely instrumental rooted in the role, they play in meeting the egoistic needs of a person. In

fact, because, according to Rand, human life is the most fundamental value that can be realized and
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preserved through the use of reason, and, on the other hand, the duty of reason is to achieve knowledge
that is consistent with reality, the final step to preserve and flourish life is to act on the basis of

knowledge and rationality and it is that here the issue of moral virtues is raised.

Main Moral Virtues

In expounding her moral system, Rand mentions seven moral virtues as follows: rationality, fruitfulness
or production, pride, independence, justice, honesty or correctness and integrity or honor. In the book
Atlas Shrugged, she mentions three basic values that help realize the basic value of life and are also the
origin of moral virtues. In this book, she talks about the virtue of rationality as the origin of other moral
virtues. In other words, in this book, the virtue of rationality is at the top of the pyramid of virtues, and
other virtues will be placed along it. In almost all of Rand's works, when talking about the main virtues,
rationality is either the main virtue or the one that is considered as one of the main virtues. Rand's
approach to moral virtues in the Virtue of Selfishness is slightly different from her approach in Atlas
Shrugged. Of course, in the final analysis, it will be clear that the difference in the approaches in these
two books is superficial. In this book, Rand mentions three basic values in order to preserve the value
of life. These values include: reason, purpose and self-respect. After presenting these values, Rand
mentions three main virtues corresponding to each of them. The first virtue is rationality, which
corresponds to the value of reason. The second main virtue is fruitfulness or fertility, which corresponds
to the value of the goal. The third moral virtue is pride, which corresponds to the value of self-respect.
Although Rand mentions the virtue of rationality as the main virtue in the book, in the division of
virtues, it seems that she places the three virtues of rationality, fruitfulness, and self-esteem next to each
other. Also, Rand places the moral virtues of independence, justice, honesty and honor below and along

with the virtue of rationality.

Conclusion

In the final analysis, it should be said that based on the main structure of Rand's moral system (centering
on reason as the main means of preserving life) and considering the fact that she herself mentions the
originality of the virtue of rationality exclusively in the 7rtue of Selfishness, the virtue of rationality is at
the top of the pyramid of virtues in her ethical system, and other virtues are formed based on it.
Therefore, although in the Virtue of Selfishness, rationality is first mentioned alongside the two virtues
of fruitfulness and self-esteem, the analysis that Rand brings up immediately after this division shows

the primacy of rationality and its priority over the other two virtues.
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