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Chapter One
 
Establishing the Nihilist Axiom

Rational Egoism in Chernyshevskii, Pisarev, and Rand


INTRODUCTION

In March 1968, eleven years after the publication of Atlas Shrugged, Rand wrote down some preparatory thoughts for an upcoming Voice of America broadcast to Russia. In these notes, she refers to her philosophical system, “Objectivism,” as “a new moral philosophy—an ethics of rational egoism”1 Understood as the view that self-interest is both the inherent basis of rational human action, and the valid end to which that rational action ought to be directed,2 this chapter argues that Ayn Rand’s “egoism,” particularly as espoused in Atlas Shrugged, is conceptually and functionally similar to the egoism of the Russian shestidesiatniki (“men of the sixties”), the radical social critics dubbed “nihilists” by Ivan Turgenev in his famous 1862 novel Fathers and Sons.

In Turgenev’s view, the Russian intellectual radicals of the 1860s—the “sons” of his novel’s title—exemplified a new and unsettling tendency to reject social conventions and accept radical individualism instead, in contrast to the more sophisticated and socially minded “men of the forties” group of social and political critics (the “fathers”) most prominently represented by liberal-minded thinkers such as Alexander Herzen.3 In the thought of the central “nihilist” social critics Nikolai Chernyshevskii and Dmitrii Pisarev—as well as in the thought of Ayn Rand—there is a common nexus of beliefs that orbit a central idea of egoism. For all three, egoism is of critical importance, it has a similar character, and it serves similar functions.

Beginning with a look at





STRAINS OF EGOISM BEFORE THE 1860s





















EGOISM IN WHAT IS TO BE DONE? AND ATLAS SHRUGGED












THE EGOISM OF DMITRII PISAREV




	New people have acquired a passion for work for the benefit of society.

	The private benefit of new people coincides with benefit for society and their selfishness contains the broadest love of humanity.


	New people’s reason is in perfect harmony with their feeling because neither reason nor feeling are distorted by chronic enmity for the rest of people.

	This may be summed up briefly as follows: new people is the name given to workers who think, who love their work. So there is no reason to be angry with them.67

















PISAREV AND RAND ON PLATO AND PERSONALITY
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