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20. The Objectivist View of Self-Esteem
In 1967 I wrote a book, Is Objectivism a Religion?, after I had a spirited debate with Nathaniel Branden on Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy versus objectivist psychology. Branden refused to let us distribute the tape recording of the debate, largely because his mentor and lover, Ayn Rand, made something of an ass of herself by screaming out from the audience during the debate that I was not allowed to criticize her as a writer in the course of it. According to her, I was only to talk about Branden and not about her — even though the debate was entitled «Rational Emotive Psychotherapy versus Objectivist Psychology.» At this time Branden devoutly upheld objectivist psychology and, along with Ms. Rand, was its main spokesperson.

While my book was going through the process, Rand and Branden vindictively split and wrote manifestos calling each other vile names — and substantiated much of the material I included in the debate and in this book. As both Nathaniel Branden and his wife, Barbara, later wrote in biographies of Ayn Rand, Rand couldn't accept Branden's affair with his new woman friend, Patricia, though for years Rand had accepted his marriage to Barbara. Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned, and although a leading atheist, Rand condemned Branden to purgatory, hell, and then some!

My book was partially intended to disrupt the Branden-Rand empire, but the two leaders abolished it without too much help from me. The main point I made in the book went over solidly with readers, and many of them to this day still congratulate me on it. That point (222:) was that religion itself is not misleading and harmful; it is the rigid, dogmatic, absolutist way in which secular religion, such as Ayn Rand's objectivism, vies with theistic, church-held religion to be narrow and prejudiced. Both forms of extremism, moreover, tend to base human worth or value on firm adherence to the following of absolutistic rules of conduct. They make self-acceptance highly conditional instead of, as REBT does, unconditional. In this crucial sense they devalue human existence. This is what Ayn Rand and Nathaniel Branden did. This is what the chapter «The Objectivist View of Self-Esteem» is about.

Most psychological and psychotherapeutic systems are unclear about the problem of self-esteem, worth, or self-confidence because they lump several things together under the one concept of self-concept or self-respect. Let us therefore seek a little clarification in this regard.

The individual's «self» is difficult to define because it has at least two aspects, which may overlap but are hardly the same. First, his «self» is his entire organism: everything he perceives, thinks, feels, and does. Second are his feelings about himself, his self-image, self-concept, or self-regard. It is this second notion of the self that we largely talk about when we use terms like ego or self-esteem.

When the individual has a good self-image or a worthy concept of herself, she usually possesses one, two, or three different kinds of confidence. The first of these is work-confidence. This means that she accepts herself because she thinks she is sufficiently capable, because she knows how to handle herself in the world, and because she thinks she has a sane attitude toward life. The second is love-confidence. This means that the individual respects herself because she knows that others approve her and that she has a good chance of winning and keeping more approval.

Usually, if a person has work-confidence and love-confidence, we say that he also has self-confidence. But this is not quite true. For self-confidence (or self-esteem, self-acceptance, or self-respect), when it truly exists, means that the individual fully accepts himself whether or not he thinks he is highly capable and whether or not others approve of him.

Objectivism, like most current philosophies about the individual and her self, seems to have little conception of true self-confidence or (223:) self-esteem, or of what Carl Rogers has called unconditional positive regard. Instead, it insists that the individual's acceptance of herself must be contingent on several other things, and therefore must be highly conditional. Here are some ways in which objectivist psychology posits a limited, false, and sometimes pernicious concept of self-esteem.

According to objectivism, «self-esteem...is the conviction that one is competent to live and worthy of living.... If a person were to think himself 'stupid’ or 'insane,’ he would necessarily regard this as a devastating reflection of his ability to deal with reality.»1 This is statistically true. Most humans do think of themselves as pretty worthless if they are not competent to take care of themselves, stupid, or insane.

The fact remains, however, that it is quite possible for a person to acknowledge that she is not able to take care of herself adequately and that she is more stupid or psychotic than others, and still accept herself as a worthy person. As long as she accepts the idea that just because she is human, just because she is alive, she deserves to continue to exist and to be happy, she can unqualifiedly accept herself in spite of her unquestioned ignorance.

Going still further, objectivist psychology holds that when a child or an adult «surrenders the expectation of achieving efficacy, he surrenders the possibility of achieving full self-esteem.... If he regards cognitive efficacy as an absolute, not to be surrendered or relinquished, he thereby activates a process of growth and development which continually raises his mind's power.»2 Here the empirical observation that it is desirable for a person to think and work efficiently is irrationally raised to the absolutistic notion that it is utterly necessary for him to be efficacious, and that the more ineffective he is the less he can value himself as a human being. Obviously, if this is to be the standard of self-acceptance, only an exceptionally small number of humans can meet it, including, I would guess, a small number of dyed-in-the-wool objectivists! The rest of us poor mortals will be left with pretty low self-esteem.

Even Ayn Rand, according to Barbara Branden in her biographical essay on the founder of objectivism, often became depressed when minor interruptions prevented her from working. Depression, almost invariably, is a reflection of an individual's low estimation of herself, because the depressed individual feels that: «Things are going badly in my life»; and «I am too weak and inadequate to handle these things or make them better, and therefore I am a pretty bad person.» (224:)

When the individual insists that, because she works hard, accomplishes something, is good at winning the love of others, or achieves anything else, she is a worthy individual, she tends to make herself depressed when one or more of those clauses on which her self-esteem depends are no longer true. If she follows the objectivist credo and places her self-worth on the balance scales of achievement, she tends to remain underlyingly anxious and depressed even when her life is a fine model of productivity. For she will always have moments — or years! — when this productivity may subside.

«A man's moral worth,» the objectivist position states, «is not to be judged by the content of his emotions; it is to be judged by the degree of his rationality; only the latter is direcdy in his volitional control.»3 And again, from the same source: «If he proceeds to defy his reason and his conscious judgment and to follow his emotions blindly, acting on them while knowing they are wrong, he will have good grounds to condemn himself.»

According to this dictum, only an individual who chooses to be highly rational is a good person, and anyone who knows that he is irrational or neurotic and who does not immediately correct his false judgments and his disordered emotions should justifiably condemn himself.

This, as I point out in Reason and Emotion in Psychotherapy and A Guide to Rational Living, puts the disturbed person into an impossible bind. She becomes neurotic in the first place largely because she condemns herself for her errors and her inappropriate behavior (instead of more sanely acknowledging these errors and calmly accepting herself with them and working to minimize them). Then, when she acts neurotically, she condemns herself for having her symptoms, and concludes that such a worthless person can never change for the better. It is bad enough that people afflicted with poor judgment and neurosis tend to think this way, without the objectivists stoutly encouraging them to continue this self-defeating, viciously circular kind of thinking.

Objectivist psychology believes that «whether the values by which he judges himself are conscious or subconscious, rational or irrational, consistent or contradictory, life-serving or life-negating — every human being judges himself by some standard; and to the extent that he fails to satisfy that standard, his sense of personal worth, his self-respect, suffers accordingly.»4 Here again objectivism confuses the individual with his performances, and insists that because the latter have to be (225:) rated and judged — which they probably to some extent have to be in order for the individual to survive — the self, or the person as a whole, has to be rated, evaluated, or judged.

Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy, in conjunction with certain existentialist and humanist philosophies, maintains that although humans have a strong tendency to rate or judge themselves, they do not have to do so, and they are irrational when they do. Their self or total personality is a rather meaningless abstraction or overgeneralization, and even if it can be precisely defined, there seems to be no mathematically precise method of evaluating it — of giving it a single global rating.

In the last analysis, it is invariably rated by some kind of fairly arbitrary definition: thus, the individual claims that she, or her self, is good because she performs well, because she is popular with others, because some god she invented loves her, or simply because she exists. If she must rate herself, then we’d be sensible to pick some safe standard — such as the belief that she is good because she exists, rather than some anxiety-provoking standard such as the belief that she is good because she performs well.

There is no necessary reason why the individual has to evaluate himself at all. He could simply accept the fact that he exists and let it go at that. Thus, he could say, «I exist. Because I exist, I prefer to stay alive, and while I am alive, I prefer to be happy. If performing well or inducing others to approve of me will bring me practical rewards and make me happier, then I shall try to be efficient and popular. But if I am neither efficient nor popular, there is a high probability that I can still find some way of remaining alive and being happy, so I shall look for that way. As long as I can somehow remain alive and derive some amount of joy from living, I shall consider life worthwhile. If this no longer becomes true and I think that I shall never find any happiness in life, I may then consider my life valueless and may kill myself.

«No matter how much or how little I consider living valuable, however, I do not have to rate myself in terms of any standard — since doing so is invariably arbitrary and will very likely get me into unnecessary difficulties. In particular, it will tend to make me so anxious that I shall not live up to the arbitrary standard I have set. So why need I rate myself at all?»

A human can, in other words, fully accept her existence and the desirability of finding happiness and freedom from anxiety without (226:) giving herself any rating whatever. She will still have to rate her performances — since if she doesn't, for example, acknowledge the fact that she is a poor automobile driver, may end up killing herself.

But he doesn't have to rate, evaluate, or esteem his self. He merely has to accept himself — or, more accurately, accept the fact that he is alive and that there is a good likelihood that he can find some kind of enjoyment if he remains alive. This kind of unqualified self-acceptance is a far cry from the usual kind of self-rating which virtually all humans do, which almost invariably leads to conscious or underlying anxiety, and which objectivists think is inevitable.

«Man,» states Branden, «needs self-respect because he has to achieve values and in order to act he has to value the beneficiary of his values — namely, himself.»5 This may be largely true; but self-respect, or what I call self-acceptance, or the individual's considering himself worthy or living and of enjoying himself, is by no means the same thing as self-esteem, pride, or self-approval. The former relates only to the individual's «aliveness» and his potentiality for happiness, while the latter relates to his proving himself worthy of being alive and happy — and to doing this by performing well and by showing his superiority over others.

In other words, self-confidence means valuing yourself under virtually all conditions; self-esteem means valuing yourself only when you behave unusually well — and especially when you put down others. In this connection, it is interesting to note that if you think you must have self-esteem — meaning, that you must perform well in order to accept yourself — you will usually be so anxious about your not being competent that you will incessantly focus on how, instead of what, you are doing, and consequently will perform badly and have little confidence in yourself.

Anyone who must have something or must do well will tend to be anxious about the possibility of not doing as well as he supposedly must. The idea of must is itself anxiety-producing, even when — and perhaps especially when — it is applied to the idea, «I must have self-esteem.» Objectivism, with its continual emphasis on shoulds, oughts, and musts, therefore leaves the true believer in this kind of philosophy with practically no chance of attaining full, secure self-acceptance.

According to objectivist thinking, «constant growth is...a psychological need of man. It is a condition of his mental well-being. His mental well-being requires that he possess a firm sense of control over reality, of control over his existence — the conviction that he is (227:) competent to live. And this requires, not omniscience or omnipotence, but the knowledge that one's methods of dealing with reality — the principles by which one functions — are right.... Self-esteem, the basic conviction that one is competent to live, can be maintained only so long as one is engaged in a process of growth, only so long as one is committed to the task of increasing one's efficacy.»6
Here the objectivists outdo themselves! Not only, they contend, must a person be highly competent in order to deserve the right to live and be happy; she must also be engaged in a process of continuous growth, and must become ever increasingly competent. Note, again, that they do not say that constant growth and increased competence are desirable or preferable traits. No, they contend that self-esteem can be maintained only if you possess these traits.

Objectivists seem to completely ignore the fact that perhaps one-quarter of the people in the world today are too little intelligent and too uneducated to be exceptionally competent or to foster their own continuous growth. They also ignore the fact that perhaps another one-quarter of the populace — including those who have severe personality disorders and psychoses — are sufficiently bright and educated to think intelligently in many areas of their lives but are still so disturbed that they are lucky if they can hold their heads above water, economically and socially, most of their lives, let alone behave on a high level of competence to begin with and then continue to grow to still higher levels of efficacy.

By adherents of Ayn Rand and Nathaniel Branden, it may be objected that they are merely describing ideal conditions for human functioning in statements such as that quoted above. But reread Branden's statement, and ask yourself if it sounds as though he is talking about an ideal.

An indication of how even the objectivists themselves do not live up to their notions of self-esteem is given by Ayn Rand, who tells us that «during a question period at Nathaniel Branden Institute, a student asked: ‘Can you tell me how to read the newspapers without getting depressed?’ Mr. Branden replied: When you find the answer, please let us know.»' According to this anecdote, even the chief spokespersons for objectivism are not able to ward off feelings of depression — which means, to my way of thinking, that they do not respect themselves enough to accept the frustrations of reality and hence to keep themselves undepressed.

The idea that an individual is able to accept himself only because (228:) he possesses «a firm sense of control over reality35 and is competent to live, to know that the principles by which he functions are absolutely right, and to keep constantly growing is a highly demanding philosophy. If you fail in any of these respects you, by definition, doom yourself to feelings of worthlessness. It is tantamount to the proposition, «I accept myself because objectivism is right and I am a good objectivist.'5 This is similar to dogmatic religionists, who invent the «right» god and the «right» religion and who then convince themselves that they are worthwhile people because they are loved by this god and this religion.

A much more elegant approach to self-acceptance is found in the REBT view, which says, «I accept myself and consider myself worthy of life and enjoyments simply because I exist, because I am alive.» Both the devout religious and the objectivist views are inelegant solutions because they require additional and unnecessary assumptions about god and objectivism. The religious view boils down to the proposition that «Since I am I, since I am alive, and since I am able to invent and define the attributes of a god, I can therefore invent a god to whom I am acceptable, and thereby indirectly accept myself.» And the objectivist view boils down to the proposition that «Since I am I, since I am alive, and since I am able to invent a system of self-acceptance based on the proposition that I must be an ever-growing competent person (not to mention a classical capitalist!), I can thereby indirectly accept myself.»

Both dogmatic religous and the objectivist conceptions of self-worth are true only by definition — because the human individual decides to make them true for himself. And they both stem from the basic assumption that since I am alive and since I, just by dint of being alive, deserve to be happy, I can invent definitions of my own worth which will help me accept myself and be happy. They both, however, go needlessly beyond the original assumption and gratuitously and inelegantly add other assumptions, which, ironically, may then interfere with self-acceptance and enjoyment.

For if I invent a god who, by accepting me, enables me to accept myself, I allow the possibility that he will not accept me under certain conditions — and I thereby limit my self-acceptance. And if I invent an objectivist-type god (the absolute necessity that I be competent and ever-growing), I again allow for the possibility that I will not be that competent, and I again greatly limit my self-acceptance. To dream up gratuitous requisites for self-acceptance is philosophically inelegant (229:) and pragmatically dangerous. Moreover, because humans easily make themselves anxious, to demand this gratuitous essential for self-acceptance is downright irrational.

Rational Emotive Behavior therapy (and other humanist principles) prefer to stick with the simplest, most elegant, and least philosophically assailable assumption regarding human worth: I exist; I appear to have a good possibility of being happy if I continue to exist; therefore I deserve to exist (or think it would be better to preserve my existence) and to live happily.

The fact that objectivists have a highly perfectionistic and unrealistic conception of human worth is shown by their inevitable — I might almost say compulsive — tendency to start with a fairly reasonable definition of self-acceptance and then quickly bolix it up with grandiose ideals. Thus Branden5s statement that «self-esteem is the conviction that one is able to live and worthy of living,» which is sensible enough, since by any reasonable and workable conception of self-worth the individual is worthy of living just because he is able to live. But Branden immediately continues: «which means: that one's mind is competent to think and one's person is worthy of happiness.»7 This implies that stupid individuals and those who can but do not think well are not worthy of happiness, even though they may somehow manage to achieve some degree of it.

To make matters worse, Branden continues: «Self-esteem… is the consequence, expression, and reward of a mind fully committed to reason. Commitment to reason is commitment to the maintenance of a full intellectual focus, to the constant expansion of one's understanding and knowledge, to the principle that one's actions must be consistent with one's convictions, that one must never attempt to fake reality, or place any consideration above reality, that one must never permit oneself contradictions.»

Here objectivist psychology surpasses itself in its inordinate demands on humans. Where it usually fails to make clear that certain goals of human behavior are desirable but not necessary, in this instance it posits goals that are not even desirable: commitment to the maintenance of a full intellectual focus, to the constant expansion of one's understanding and knowledge, and to never permitting oneself contradictions. If an individual were truly as devoted to these goals as the objectivists urge him to be, he would be compulsively rational — and therefore inhuman and irrational!

In his statement, Branden is saying that not only are these goals (230:) desirable but that their achievement is absolutely necessary if the individual is to like herself. So here he is taking traits of highly questionable desirability and insisting that they must be achieved for purposes of self-worth. He pyramids one irrational premise on top of another, once again showing that objectivism is not entirely a rational philosophical or psychological system.

The objectivist theory of human worth is internally inconsistent and contradictory. Thus, we are told that the individual is sufficient unto himself, that his main goal in life is to be himself and not to worry about what others think of him, that he should selfishly pursue his own interests, and that «no one who values human life would preach that man has no right to exist for his own sake.»8 But then, in direct contradiction to these views, the objectivists preach that people have no right to exist for their own sake unless they work hard, think straight, maintain steady growth and development, and otherwise fulfill the tenets of the Calvinist-objectivist credo. If they construe existing for their own sake as being dependent on others, being lazy, or making a living as, say, a gambler, then they presumably have no right to this kind of self-determination and do not deserve to live, even if they can manage to survive and (perversely enough!) be happy with their antiobjectivist philosophy.

Again: The objectivists contend that you can rid yourself of feelings of anxiety and worthlessness by choosing self-accepting values. But if you happen to choose — as I, for one, do — the value system that is least likely to cause you to feel emotionally insecure (namely, the existentialist-humanist value system that postulates that you can fully accept yourself no matter what you do and no matter how badly you perform), objectivist psychology tells you that you are deliberately choosing (according to its biased standards) to think unclearly and be less competent than you could be, and that therefore you should be anxious and self-hating.

Still again, objectivism states that when you are insecure, you volitionally choose the kind of false thinking that creates your insecurity. But it also states that to think crookedly volitionally is criminal, that you deserve to hate yourself when you make this choice, and that you cannot possibly have self-esteem unless you have «an intransigent determination to think and act on [your] rational judgment.»9 This means that if you feel worthless and you accept the objectivist postulate that you made yourself feel this way and should not have done so, you will quite probably make yourself feel worthless for feeling worthless or make (231:) yourself anxious about being anxious, and will thereby make yourself still more emotionally disturbed. This is why, if objectivist views are strictly followed in the course of psychotherapy, they will tend to help the majority of patients feel more worthless and hopeless (if that is possible) than when they first come to see an objectivist therapist.

Like O. Hobart Mowrer and other religiously oriented psychotherapists, the objectivists fail to distinguish properly between responsibility and sin. A man who makes a mistake is usually responsible for his actions (because he has caused them) and therefore can be held accountable for his errors. But a man who is a sinner is generally held to be: responsible for his actions; condemnable as a person for performing them; and deserving of punishment (either on earth or in hell) for committing them. Mowrer insists that a wrongdoer is a sinner, and that he had therefore better admit his sinning, atone for it, and make absolutely certain that he never commits a sin again. If he keeps volitionally sinning he is a rotter and deserves punishment — and he especially deserves to feel guilty or to lose his self-esteem.

Objectivist psychology takes essentially the same view: that a wrongdoer who volitionally chooses not to think straight and produce competently is not worthy of his own (or others5) respect, is a rotter, and deserves punishment — and he especially deserves to feel guilty or to lose his self-esteem.

In contradistinction to the views of Mowrer and objectivism, there is the humanist-existentialist view (as epitomized in the theory and practice of REBT) which holds that an individual can be wrong, mistaken, and irresponsible, and can even choose to be a wrongdoer, but that nonetheless he may accept himself, not be condemned as a person by himself or others, and not deserve to be punished for his irresponsibilities. It would be much better if he stopped behaving irresponsibly, because in all probability he will harm himself and be penalized socially if he remains the way he is. But there is no inexorable law of the universe which says that he should, ought, or must be responsible, or that he is worthless even if he never is responsible.

REBT accepts (and tries to help) the so-called sinner while acknowledging and pointing out the error of his so-called sin. It objectively concerns itself with his performance but refuses to castigate him personally for performing badly. Like Mowrerism, objectivism unobjectively condemns the «sinner» and his «sin» — and thereby provides little hope of helping him become less «sinning» and more (232:) self-accepting. By confusing irresponsibility with sin and failing to see that human performances may well be reprehensible (but that humans themselves really cannot be), objectivism further obfuscates the important problem of human worth.

What the objectivists are truly intent on upholding is not the individual's sense of self-acceptance, but his feeling of pride. Pride is a tricky term, because it has several different meanings: (a) an overhigh opinion of oneself and exaggerated self-esteem; (b) a sense of one's own dignity or worth, self-respect; (c) delight or satisfaction in one's achievements, possessions, children, etc.; (d) a feeling of superiority over others, one-upmanship. Although the second and third meanings of the term are well within the realm of realism and mental health, the first and fourth meanings are not. Most people who say that their sense of pride means a sense of self-respect and delight in their own achievements are hiding the fact that they really feel superior to others, and that that is why they accept themselves or experience self-esteem.

Another way of stating this is to say that it is healthy for an individual to feel pride in the sense of her telling herself, «I acted competently today or I sanely disciplined myself — and it is good that I did so (because such behavior has real advantages).» But it is not so healthy for her to feel pride in the sense of her telling herself, «I acted competently today or I sanely disciplined myself — and I am good because I did so» or «I acted competently today and therefore I am a better person than you are.»

When a person feels pride in himself (rather than in his activity or character) for performing well he must also, if he is at all logical, denigrate himself (rather than negatively assess his activity) when he performs badly. If, in relation to his central being, he accepts the virtue of pride, he also has to accept the hell of worthlessness, and he remains irrationally caught up in theology (as epitomized by the Judeo-Christian tradition). If he really wants to feel consistently worthwhile or accept himself unqualifiedly as a person, he had better surrender the concepts of self-pride and self-deprecation.

Objectivism apotheosizes pride and, as far as I can tell, teaches that in order to be proud a man must: perform his volitional acts quite well; be proud of himself for his fine performances; and feel superior to others who choose to perform less well. Thus, Ayn Rand tells us that «when you learn that pride is the sum of all virtues, you will learn to live like a man.»10 And again: «The virtue of pride can best be described by the term: 'moral ambitiousness.' It means that one must earn the (233:) right to hold oneself at one's own highest value by achieving one's own moral perfection — which one achieves by never accepting any code of irrational virtues impossible to practice and by never failing to practice the virtues one knows to be rational — by never accepting an unearned guilt and never earning any, or, if one has earned it, never leaving it uncorrected — by never resigning oneself passively to any flaws in one's character — by never placing any concern, wish, fear, or mood of the moment above the reality of one's own self-esteem.»11 In this last passage, note that Miss Rand's perfectionism is so blatant that even she takes note of it, and uses the term «moral perfection» to describe the state that the individual must achieve if he is to feel pride in himself.

Nathaniel Branden backs up his mentor's views on pride with these statements: «Of the various pleasures that man can offer himself, the greatest is pride.» And: «Self-esteem pertains to a man's conviction of his fundamental efficacy and worth. Pride pertains to the pleasure a man takes in himself on the basis of and in response to specific achievements or actions. Self-esteem is confidence in one's capacity to achieve values. Pride is the consequence of having achieved some particular value(s). Self-esteem is 'I can.' Pride is 'I have.' A man can take pride in his actions in reality, i.e., in his existential achievements, and in the qualities he has achieved in his own character. The deepest pride a man can experience is that which results from his achievement of self-esteem: since self-esteem is a value that has to be earned, the man who does so feels proud of his attainment.»12
Note here that Branden deifies the pleasure to be obtained from feelings of pride; strongly links pride to specific achievements; indicates that self-esteem is possible only to the individual who knows that he can achieve and that therefore he will feel pride; and shows that the achievement of self-esteem itself is something about which the individual should feel inordinately proud. In this respect, the objectivist system is certainly consistent.

The trouble is that, in the first and last analysis, it still insists that a person can only fully accept herself if she produces mighty accomplishments, and that she'd damned well better be proud of herself for such accomplishments or else she won't experience the greatest of life's pleasures. This may be a great philosophy for promoting human productivity, but it has dubious advantages even in that respect. For if a person thinks that she must achieve high-level production in order to accept herself, she frequently becomes so terrified of nonachievement or lesser achievement that she hardly (234:) produces at all. Moreover, even if the objectivist creed encourages productivity, it hardly abets self-acceptance. On the contrary, it will usually lead to varying degrees of self-hatred. As the old saying goes, pride goeth before a fall!

The objectivist position on self-esteem is taken to its ultimate absurdity in this statement of Nathaniel Branden: «An unbreached rationality — that is, an unbreached determination to use one's mind to the fullest extent of one's ability, and a refusal ever to evade one's knowledge or act against it — is the only valid criterion of virtue and the only possible basis of authentic self-esteem.»13 Even assuming that a human has unusual rationality and great determination to use his mind fully, how the devil is he going to assure himself that his rationality and determination are unbreached? By working very hard at making them so? By becoming an objectivist? By berating himself for his breaches? Hardly! For all this, he will still inevitably be fallible, error prone.

What, then, is this poor mistake-making human to do? Obviously, according to objectivist notions, she must suffer. She can absolutely never, as Branden states, acquire authentic self-esteem. So she is left with a choice of false self-esteem, little self-esteem, or no self-esteem whatever. Grim!

A person has one possible way out. He can forget about objectivism and take himself into the humanist fold. He can then teach himself — as the followers of Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy are taught and as they teach themselves — to accept himself unqualifiedly, with his myriads of mistakes, and with or without great achievements, just because he is alive, just because he exists. Then, with this groundwork laid for feeling truly emotionally secure, he can go on (if he wishes) to strive for whatever he would like to achieve in life, and then, probably, he will have a much better chance of internal and external attainment. (235:)

