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In Philosophical Notes No. 22,* while praising David Kelley's
book, Truth and Toleration,? | criticised Objectivists,® Leonard Pei-
koff and Peter Schwartz, for adopting an intolerant attitude towards
their intellectual opponents. Since then | have learned of Objectiv-
ists who have taken issue with me on my stance. | have been ac-
cused of shooting off without having read either Peikoff or
Schwartz. In this regard, | have encountered only one piece of ex-
plicit criticism, to which this essay can, in part, be considered a
response.

I will admit at the outset that the accusation of not having read
Peikoff or Schwartz was true. | have since made good this deficit. |
have read Peter Schwartz's booklet, Libertarianism: The Perver-
sion of Liberty* and his essay, “On Mora Sanctions’;> Leonard
Peikoff’s book, Objectivism: The Philosophy of Ayn Rand,® and his
essay (criticised extensively by David Kelley), “Fact and Vaue'.” |
shall here deal mainly with this last. (A brief critique of Peter
Schwartz's essay, “On Moral Sanctions’, is included as an adden-
dum to the current critique because Schwartz's essay was itself
written as an addendum to Peikoff’s.)

My critique will not be exhaustive because | do not wish to merely
parrot the admirable arguments aready advanced by Kelley, though
some duplication is unavoidable. (A critique of Schwartz's booklet
is the subject of another essay.)

FACT DOESNOT IMPLY VALUE

My reading of Peikoff has not caused me to change my views.
Indeed, the main conclusion | have drawn from “Fact and Vaue” is
that it contains few facts and little value. In contrast to Kelley's
careful and rigorous arguments Peikoff’s are remarkably slipshod;
though, to be fair, Kelley, because he wrote a monograph, had
much more space in which to develop his arguments. “Fact and
Value® (which was written prior to Kelley’s monograph, and was a

reply to an earlier essay by Kelley) is intended as an argument
against Kelley's views on matters such as mora judgement, toler-
ance, intellectual error and evil.® But it is couched in general
enough terms to be accessible to anyone not familiar with the spe-
cifics of their dispute. In the course of his argument, Peikoff raises
a number of interesting points, amost al of which are fase. It is
rare that one encounters a piece of writing, by someone on the
same side of the political spectrum as onesdf, in which virtually
every point is mistaken.

For example, Pekoff asserts (p. 1) that “every fact bears on the
choice to live’ and later, more restrictedly, “every fact of reality
which we discover [italics min€] has, directly or indirectly, an im-
plication for man’s self-preservation and thus for his proper course
of action.”

The origina statement is obviously false. But the restricted state-
ment is too. For example, if someone tells me that there is ared car
parked two streets away from me, the truth or fasity of this claim
need have no implication for my behaviour whatsoever. It would
have implications only if it were relevant to my current plans.

Yet, in general, even facts which are relevant to our current plans
may be disregarded simply because it is impossible to take account
of all the facts that are presented to our awareness. We do not have
the time or the resources. We have to concentrate on those facts
that we think are the most important. Some minor facts which
could be of value to us may require us to engage in so much
thought that such thought would interfere with our use of those
facts which are perceived to be far more important.

PURE KNOWLEDGE CAN BE VALUABLE

Peikoff writes (p. 1): “Cognition apart from evaluation is purpose-
less; it becomes the arbitrary desire for ‘ pure knowledge' as an end
initself.”
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This is false. It rules out, for example, pure science and mathe-
matics as worthwhile activities. People study these subjects out of
the desire for pure knowledge, smply because the subjects are in-
teresting. However, it is not the case that in doing this they are
engaging in cognition without evaluation. It is because they find
these subjects intrinsically fascinating that they evaluate them as
good. Studying these subjects serves their mental wellbeing. We
might add here that in mathematics, for example, there are ob-
vioudy alarge number of facts that have no relevance to the life of
most people in the world, even if they were to know of such facts.
Such facts comprise those areas of pure mathematics that have no
current application to reality.

SO-CALLED “ARBITRARY” STATEMENTSARE EITHER
TRUE OR FALSE

Another error by Peikoff is his claim that certain statements are
neither true nor false but “arbitrary”. This argument also appears in
his book.® Peikoff is here making two claims.

The first claim is that the epistemological status of a statement is
dependent on the state of consciousness of the being that assertsit.
So statements uttered by a parrot cannot be considered true or
false. Nor can statements uttered by human-beings in a parrot-like
fashion.

This is a strangely subjectivist viewpoint. A statement is true “if
and only if” it corresponds to the facts. This is the so-called Corre-
spondence Theory of Truth,’ subscribed to, incidentally, by Karl
Popper, and adhered to by Ayn Rand in Philosophy: Who Needs It?
(unfortunately | don’t have the exact reference). Peikoff does claim
to follow the Correspondence Theory of Truth in his book!! but he
appears not to understand it at all. For example, he writes: “There
can be no ‘correspondence’ or ‘recognition’ without the mind that
corresponds or recognises.” This is true. But al it means is that in
order for someone to see whether a statement is true or false he
must grasp its correspondence to reality — he must be able to vali-
date it. It does not mean that, if | make a statement which | cannot
prove (but which does, in fact, correspond to the facts), the state-
ment is neither true nor false. Correspondence to the facts is a
purely objective matter. A statement, in reality, either does or does
not correspond to the facts. My mental state, or my ability to vali-
date the statement, is completely irrelevant.

Suppose | make the statement: “within mathematics there are true
statements which cannot be proved to be true." This is a true state-
ment. (It is an informa statement of Godel’s Incompl eteness Theo-
rem.) But | personally cannot validate it. However, objective
procedures do exist which can vdidate it. Thus its truth or falsity
has got nothing to do with the fact that | myself cannot proveit.

Even regarding statements which cannot be validated by anyone it
is still the case that they are definitely true or false. For example,
consider the statement: “There is a black hole at the centre of our
gdaxy.” There is no procedure currently available that permits us
to vaidate this. But it is clearly a meaningful statement which is
either true or false.

Peikoff’s second claim is that arbitrary assertions such as “a con-
vention of Gremlinsis studying Hegel’s Logic on the planet Venus’
are arbitrary statements, that is, neither true nor false. Peikoff here
confuses the assertion with the content of the statement. It is the
assertion that is arbitrary. A statement such as the above is itself
either true or false. However, we cannot prove that it is false which
is, | think, why Peikoff holds it to be arbitrary. Nevertheless, the
appropriate response should be to regard it as false on the grounds
that no evidence is presented in its support.

(In fact, we are not totally at a loss with respect to these sorts of
assertions. We can give good reasons for expecting such statements
to be false. For example, we can cite objective evidence regarding
the unsuitability of Venus's atmosphere for the support of life, to
the extent that our “asserter” provides a description of that life in
familiar terms. In other words, the more explicit the Gremlin be-

liever is in his description of Gremlins, the easier it is to advance
arguments as to why he is mistaken.)

ERRORS OF KNOWLEDGE ARE COMMON

Peikoff claims (p. 2) that “every identification of an idea’s truth or
falsehood implies a moral evaluation of the idea and of its advo-
cates’. This statement implies that if an idea is fase then its advo-
cate is necessarily evil. We cannot conclude that the exponent has
merely made an error of knowledge. Thus dthough it is true that
Peikoff does, shortly after this, explicitly distinguish between errors
of mordity and errors of knowledge, the above statement gives an
indication as to where his true feelings lie. It aso explains why in
practice he regards virtually dl errors of knowledge as errors of
morality. Genuine errors of knowledge are, it is alleged, confined
to the young — to “groping teenagers’ (p. 3).

Yet even in these cases Peikoff demands that anyone who has made
an error should make amends for it. Why? If it is an innocent error
it should be sufficient to admit that the error was made and to carry
on with one's life. (If that error led to practical consequences, such
as physical harm to persons or property, that would be a different
matter. In such a case the offender would be obliged to pay dam-
ages to the victim, either directly or viainsurance. However, in the
present context, Peikoff is concerned solely with the holding of
erroneous ideas.) Again, one suspects that Peikoff does not realy
want to allow any errors of knowledge. This suspicion appears to
be confirmed when he cites the example of an employee who
comes up with a “stupid suggestion, which flies in the face of the
facts’. According to Peikoff the employer must think not just
“fdse” but “bad” and must conclude that the employee was “out-
of-focus’. What about the possibility of innocent error? Is the truth
always obvious?

Peikoff later resorts to determinism in claiming that “the effect [of
Kant’s ideas] when they are injected into the cultural mainstream
has to be mass death” (p. 3) and: “Without the philosophic climate
Kant and his intellectual followers created, none of these disasters
could have occurred; given that climate none could have been
averted.” (p. 4) As Kelley rightly points out, Peikoff overlooks the
fact that people were, and are, free to choose or reject these idess.
There was no inevitability. Also, there is no reason to suppose that
only Kant could have led to Auschwitz and the Gulag.

Peikoff next comes up with an example in which his evauation is
almost exactly the wrong way round. He claims it is OK for me to
wish you were dead, even though you are totally innocent. But if |
come up with some irrationa ideas, and talk about, or publish,
them, | am guilty. My moral crime is in urging others to act upon
them.

Thisis wrong. At best | should be judged guilty in both cases. But,
if anything, the first case is the one in which | should be judged
guilty and the second one not. In the first case the consequences of
my idea, if carried out, are obvious. It requires no thought to see
what those conseguences are. In the second case the consequences
of my idea are (a) not obvious, they require alot of thought and (b)
the bad consequences ensue only if others accept and act on my
ideas.

Peikoff’s purpose in advancing this bizarre argument is to be able
to pronounce the verdict “evil” on, for example, someone who sub-
scribes to logical positivism; because logica positivism, being a
false doctrine (which it is), must lead to, say, Auschwitz and the
Gulag. But even if this were true it would not follow that a logical
positivist could automatically see those consequences. If he could
see consequences such as these he might give up his logica posi-
tivism. Part of our purpose in debating with others is precisely to
expose the inconsistency in their ideas — to point out conse-
quences which the advocates are unaware of and which, if they
were aware of, would contradict other beliefs they hold. Peikoff
ought to be alive to this. Free marketeers are habitualy accused by
statists of being in favour of all sorts of things which they are not
in favour of - such things being the presumed consequences of
adopting free market ideas.



TOLERANCE ISNOT EVIL

Objectivist hysteria about “tolerance’ seems to stem from their fear
of inadvertently sanctioning evil. Part of the problem is that Objec-
tivists apply the concept of tolerance in an unclear manner. When
we debate with people whose ideas we believe to be false we tol-
erate their company (or a written exchange of views) because we
are intolerant of their false ideas.’? That is why we oppose them. It
is obvious that we are not “sanctioning” their ideas. Rand herself
tolerated many persons who, as far as | can tell from the views of
Peikoff and Schwartz, should not have been tolerated at all. Natha-
niel Branden tolerated the now-libertarian, Walter Block, when
Block was a socialist and at a time when Branden was still an
associate of Rand. Branden tolerated his sisters, even though at
least one of them was a socialist. Rand tolerated at least one Mar-
xist, Albert Mannheimer, according to Barbara Branden.'®* She
vowed to convert him to capitdism within a year. In fact it took
less time than this. But notice that Rand was willing to alow a
year. This means that she must have been prepared to keep on re-
stating her arguments for this period of time without necessarily
having to conclude that Mannheimer was evil and, so, beyond the
pale.

When people encounter new ideas which are contrary to what they
currently believe, it is unreasonable to expect them to adopt those
ideas at the drop of a hat. They need time to check them out and to
integrate them with the rest of their knowledge (precisely the pro-
cedure that is supposed to be so vaued by Objectivists). Large
chunks of one’s previous beliefs will still appear to be correct, even
though they may contradict a new idea which seems equally plaus-
ible. It is necessary to sort through al this so as to re-establish
consistency. One needs also to test out the new idea — to check
that it does deal successfully with all the problems in its domain.
Consequently it is perfectly rational, when hearing a new idea that
conflicts with one’s existing beliefs, to search for counter-
examples. Thus it is unreasonable to conclude, after a single dis-
cussion, or even after several discussions, that an opponent is
“irrational” smply because he does not adopt our ideas immedi-
ately. Of course, there may come a time when we conclude that
further effort is not worthwhile because our time could be more
fruitfully employed elsewhere.

As to when we should not tolerate the company of intellectual op-
ponents (for the purposes of debate) | think Kelley's advice seems
reasonable. If opponents resort to ad hominem tactics or substitute
insults for argument etc., then debate is a worthless exercise.*

IN DEBATE, WHETHER INTELLECTUAL ERROR IS
INNOCENT OR NOT DOESNOT MATTER

As to the “errors of morality” versus “errors of knowledge” issue |
would say that, in regard to the expression of ideas, even those
whom we consider to be morally evil may be engaged intellectually
provided that they are willing to resort to civilised discussion. That
is, provided that they use reasoning to support their ideas. “Rea-
soning” in this context means advancing some sort of verbal, and
non-abusive, argument. It does not mean being “rational” by the
Objectivigt standard of rationality. The purpose of debates of this
sort is not necessarily to persuade an opponent away from his
views, though that may be possible. It is more usually to unmask,
for our audience (who may be duped by our opponent) the errors
in, and/or the evil conseguences of, our opponent’s ideas.

In this sense, it does not really matter whether we consider an op-
ponent to be “evil” or whether we consider him only to be in intel-
lectual error. Either way we still use reason to oppose his ideas.
The absolute cut-off point for this sort of engagement is the open
use of force by our opponent or his active involvement in organisa-
tions currently employing force. In other words, paraphrasing
Rand, “debate ends where a gun begins’.

As to whether we should tolerate the company of intellectual oppo-
nents | would say that one is not obliged to do anything.

If someone holds an ideology which he applies to his own life, and
is not involved in activism or academia, then whether he debates

with opponents or not is not of much consequence. However, if he
is involved in activism or academia, and is trying to spread his
ideas (as Peikoff and Schwartz are, for example), then he is not
likely to get very far if he refuses on principle to debate with his
opponents. Obviously most recruits to an ideology will, initially, be
opponents of it or, a least, won't be in total philosophical or politi-
ca agreement with it. Of course, some kinds of engagement may
be perceived to be more fruitful than others. And it is certainly
neither necessary nor desirable, nor even possible, to debate with
all groups that conform to our criteria for civilised discussion. My
main gripe in my previous essay was not, despite its title (which |
did not choose), that Objectivists must debate with libertarians, but
with the view that debate with libertarians is necessarily evil.

TRUTH ISTHE STANDARD, NOT CONFORMITY TO AN
IDEOLOGY

Peikoff argues that Objectivism is a closed system, in that its prin-
ciples have been laid down once and for al by its author. | am not
much bothered about arguing this point (though | think it is prob-
ably false) because it is not the fundamental issue. The fundamen-
tal issue is truth. In tackling the problems of life the important
thing is not whether the ideas | acquire are in accordance with, say,
the principles of Objectivism, but whether those idess are true. If,
on the basis of reasoning, | conclude that a certain course of action,
or a certain idea, is correct then that is what | should uphold. If it
turns out to be at variance with a principle of Objectivism then so
much the worse for Objectivism.

But there is aso the possibility that, due to the open-ended nature
of concepts, as explained by Objectivism, | conclude that a prin-
ciple needs to be expanded rather than rgjected. Rand did not claim
to have solved dl philosophical problems, or at least did not write
down the solutions to al philosophical problems. Hence such titles
as Introduction to Objectivist Epistemology.

IN REGARD TO IDEAS, MORAL JUDGEMENT ISNOT
STRAIGHTFORWARD

How to judge people who appear not to be acting consistently with
Objectivism is more complex than Peikoff seems to allow. Let's
agree, for the sake of argument, that the acceptance of the prin-
ciples laid down by Rand characterises adherence to Objectivism.
Then we can make the following observations.

(2) It is necessary to decide which of Ayn Rand’s statements (or
writings authorised by her as being Objectivist) are, in fact, prin-
ciples of Objectivism, and which are merely comments regarding
concrete facts.

(2) It is necessary to distinguish between the principles themselves
and the application of those principles to specific problems. Some
of Ayn Rand’'s comments regarding concrete facts will be her at-
tempts at applying her principles, and some of them will be just
off-hand remarks or may be the application of principles brought in
from other disciplines, such as economics.

(3) Point (2) is important because the application of principles re-
quires thought and, due to human fallibility, the principles can be
wrongly applied. Thus it is not a straightforward matter to decide
whether someone who is acting in a way an Objectivist disap-
proves of is doing so from an incorrect application of correct prin-
ciples or from a correct application of incorrect principles. If it is
the former then that person may be classified as an Objectivist who
has made an error of knowledge, unless one can show that he wil-
fully misapplies the principles. If it is the latter then the person is
not an Objectivist. But then his rgjection of Objectivism might till
be due to errors of knowledge.

Such considerations are important. For example, | have yet to en-
counter an Objectivigt, including ones who tend to side with Pei-
koff in this dispute, who agree with everything Rand wrote. But al
of these persons would profess agreement with what they consider
to be the essential principles of Objectivism. If the test of being a
genuine Objectivist were based on adherence to everything Rand



wrote it is quite possible that the only genuine Objectivist would be
Rand herself.

In the cases of Peikoff and Kelley, both believe that they are fol-
lowing the principles of Objectivism. Since they reach different
conclusions, at least one of them must be wrong. Each one clams
to accept the principles of Objectivism. However, each thinks not
only that the other misapplies those principles, but that the other
rejects one or more principles too.

TO CONCLUDE ...

| am not an Objectivist. | am quite happy to be classified in Pei-
koff’s group of those persons who accept certain ideas of Ayn
Rand but not the whole lot. However, as far as | can tell from
Kelley's writings, | see no reason not to call him an Objectivigt. |
would also cal Peikoff an Objectivist. To me, their dispute seems
to rest primarily on the interpretation and application of the prin-
ciples of Objectivism. Assuming that both are honest, then the fact
that each claims acceptance of the principles of Objectivism, in my
eyes, makes both Objectivists. The dispute then rests on misinter-
pretation of the principles and/or their misapplication by either or
both of them.

ADDENDUM: A CRITIQUE OF PETER SCHWARTZ’'S
“ON MORAL SANCTIONS’

Peter Schwartz's essay, “On Mora Sanctions’, is an addendum to
Leonard Peikoff’s “Fact and Valug’ and was written to expand on
the Objectivist principle of “not sanctioning evil”. He starts off by
citing the example of a government-sponsored book fair in Iran
being supported by certain Western publishers, in the wake of the
Saman Rushdie affair. | agree with Schwartz's negative evaluation
of this so | will not discuss it further.

However, the main focus of his essay is libertarianism. Before
launching into his assault he comments on “arbitrary, gratuitous
attacks’ against Ayn Rand in Barbara Branden’s biography, The
Passion of Ayn Rand.'®* He calls these attacks “smears’ which
should not be tolerated. And neither should the people who support
such smears be tolerated.

| actually thought that, given the ugliness of the split between Rand
and the Brandens, Barbara Branden’'s biography was remarkably
friendly towards Rand. But, given the nature of the split, one
would hardly expect Branden to be a hundred percent complimen-

tary.

Schwartz's reaction seems to be typica of someone who shoots
first and asks questions later (or perhaps not at al). Rather than
discuss the merits of arguments he simply prefers to denounce
people as evil. Though, admittedly, it is much more fun to de-
nounce people as evil than to engage in serious discussion.

After explaining why Objectivists should not speak to libertarian
groups, Schwartz then adds that they can spesk to other non-Objec-
tivist groups (such as conservative or liberal groups), even though
those groups hold mistaken views. Such mistaken views, he says,
are not necessarily irrationa, so dialogue with them is OK.*

From Objectivism’s point of view, conservatism and liberalism sub-
scribe to just the sort of evil ideas (subjectivism, pragmatism,
united-front-ism, etc.) that libertarianism is alleged to subscribe to.
So what is it that makes conservative and liberal groups “rational”
while libertarian groups are to be condemned as irrational? No
answer from Schwartz.

Schwartz does admit that there may be a “handful” of libertarians
who “may be open to reason”.% It is OK to speak to them provided
it is not done at libertarian venues (such as Laissez-Faire Books),
otherwise one is “sanctioning” libertarianism.

| cannot see why the choice of venue is important. What is import-
ant is the intellectual content of what one espouses. If a libertarian
accepts an invitation to debate with the Revolutionary Communist
Party at a venue of their choosing (as Brian Micklethwait did a
couple of years ago), in no way can this be considered as “sanc-

tioning” the Revolutionary Communist Party. (Forming some sort
of political alliance with the RCP would be a different matter. That
would be sanctioning evil .)

This attitude of Peikoff and Schwartz towards libertarianism is
even more puzzling when one learns that, not only are debates with
conservatives and liberals sanctioned. Debates with socialists are
sanctioned; judging by the fact that Second Renaissance Books (the
official Objectivist mailing service) sells cassettes of debates be-
tween Objectivists and socidists. So the Objectivist/libertarian rift
seems analogous to the situation on the collectivist wing of the
political spectrum, where the various rival Marxist groups will not
debate with each other but will (occasionally) debate with pro-capi-
talist groups.16

In conclusion, my critique of Peikoff and Schwartz is not intended
to be from a presumed Objectivist perspective. It represents an
honest search for the truth. Having said that, | do not regard my
critique as being in fundamental conflict with Objectivism. Some
Objectivists may think otherwise. However, their primary question
should not be: “Are these arguments consistent with Objectivism?’
It should be: “Are these arguments true?’
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14. Debating with many Marxists and Christians is fruitless if they resort to
what Popper calls “reinforced dogmatism”. A Marxist who dismisses
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