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Ayn Rand


Series Introduction

The Major Conservative and Libertarian Thinkers series aims to show that there is a rigorous, scholarly tradition of social and political thought that may be broadly described as ‘conservative’, ‘libertarian’ or some combination of the two.

The series aims to show that conservatism is not simply a reaction against contemporary events, nor a privileging of intuitive thought over deductive reasoning; libertarianism is not simply an apology for unfettered capitalism or an attempt to justify a misguided atomistic concept of the individual. Rather, the thinkers in this series have developed coherent intellectual positions that are grounded in empirical reality and also founded upon serious philosophical reflection on the relationship between the individual and society, how the social institutions necessary for a free society are to be established and maintained, and the implications of the limits to human knowledge and certainty.

Each volume in the series presents a thinker’s ideas in an accessible and cogent manner to provide an indispensable work for both students with varying degrees of familiarity with the topic as well as more advanced scholars.

The following twenty volumes that make up the entire Major Conservative and Libertarian Thinkers series are written by international scholars and experts.

 

The Salamanca School by Andre Azevedo Alves (LSE, UK) & Professor José Manuel Moreira (Porto, Portugal)

Thomas Hobbes by Dr R. E. R. Bunce (Cambridge, UK)

John Locke by Professor Eric Mack (Tulane, US)

David Hume by Professor Christopher J. Berry (Glasgow, UK)

Adam Smith by Professor James Otteson (Yeshiva, US)

Edmund Burke by Professor Dennis O’Keeffe (Buckingham, UK)

Alexis de Tocqueville by Dr Alan S Kahan (Paris, France)

Herbert Spencer by Alberto Mingardi (Istituto Bruno Leoni, Italy)

Ludwig von Mises by Richard Ebeling (Trinity College)

Joseph A. Schumpeter by Professor John Medearis (Riverside, California, US)

F. A. Hayek by Dr Adam Tebble (UCL, UK)

Michael Oakeshott by Dr Edmund Neill (Oxford, UK)

Karl Popper by Dr Phil Parvin (Cambridge, UK)

Ayn Rand by Professor Mimi Gladstein (Texas, US)

Milton Friedman by Dr William Ruger (Texas State, US)

James M. Buchanan by Dr John Meadowcroft (King’s College London, UK)

The Modern Papacy by Dr Samuel Gregg (Acton Institute, US)

Robert Nozick by Ralf Bader (St Andrews, UK)

Russell Kirk by Jon Pafford

Murray Rothbard by Gerard Casey

 

Of course, in any series of this nature, choices have to be made as to which thinkers to include and which to leave out. Two of the thinkers in the series – F. A. Hayek and James M. Buchanan – have written explicit statements rejecting the label ‘conservative’. Similarly, other thinkers, such as David Hume and Karl Popper, may be more accurately described as classical liberals than either conservatives or libertarians. But these thinkers have been included because a full appreciation of this particular tradition of thought would be impossible without their inclusion; conservative and libertarian thought cannot be fully understood without some knowledge of the intellectual contributions of Hume, Hayek, Popper and Buchanan, among others. While no list of conservative and libertarian thinkers can be perfect, then, it is hoped that the volumes in this series come as close as possible to providing a comprehensive account of the key contributors to this particular tradition.
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Series Editor's Preface

The novelist and philosopher Ayn Rand was one of the most powerful and influential twentieth century advocates of free market capitalism: in all, Rand's novels have sold more than 20 million copies and her works of nonfiction more than 25 million; the philosophical movement her work inspired, Objectivism, flourished during her lifetime and continues to attract followers to this day; a host of leading public figures, such as former US Federal Reserve Chairman Alan Greenspan, cite Rand as a formative intellectual influence; her most famous novel, Atlas Shrugged, frequently appears high in lists of the American public's favorite books.

In this outstanding book, Professor Mimi Gladstein of the University of Texas at El Paso sets out the philosophy that Rand espoused in her work. At the heart of Rand's outlook was a belief in the moral supremacy of individualism over collectivism. For Rand, human progress was dependent on the ingenuity and creativity of individuals prepared to challenge received wisdom and accepted ways of doing things. The collectivist mindset, by contrast, punished people for their achievements, taking money from the most productive and giving it to the least productive via redistributist taxation. Rand argued that the morality of the collectivist state was no different to that of a burglar: Both believed they were entitled to appropriate other people's property because they needed it more.

Rand celebrated selfishness and rejected altruism. For Rand, altruism was a mask for collectivism; it undermined individual self-esteem and the desire to achieve and put in its place a negative attitude toward oneself (which was deemed worthy of sacrifice) and others (who were deemed in constant need of help). Selfishness, on the other hand, inspired people to productive activity that creates goods for people's wants and needs, and independence, the desire to take care of oneself, thereby not placing a burden on others. In Rand's view, altruism was the philosophy of a society of serfs, whereas selfishness was the mindset of a society of free men and women.

This valuable volume sets out Rand's thought in a lucid and cogent manner. It places Rand's ideas in the context of her life and times as an émigré from the Soviet Union to the United States and considers the initial reception and long-term influence of her work. Certainly no account of libertarian thought would be complete without a thorough treatment of the contribution made by Rand. This volume will prove indispensable to those unfamiliar with Rand's work as well as the more advanced scholars.

John Meadowcroft

King's College London



1

The Life

Ayn Rand was a polarizing and controversial person in life, and her personality and ideas are of such dynamism and force that even a quarter century after her death, she still provokes strong emotions and controversy. Those who reject her ideas are strident and derisive in their condemnation. Her adherents are just as passionately committed to the power of their convictions. However, even among those who accept the validity of many of her views, there is division and denunciation. The Ayn Rand Institute (ARI) in California maintains the archives of her possessions and approves publication of works about her life and writing. On the other coast of the United States, The Atlas Society: Center for Objectivism promotes her ideas through summer study courses, publications, and the occasional anniversary celebration of her works. The most recent was a one day seminar in Washington DC, cosponsored by the Cato Institute, for the fiftieth anniversary of the publication of Atlas Shrugged. The ARI conducted its celebration with a fiftieth anniversary exhibit and a series of discussion groups through the 2007 fall season at a regional library in Hollywood. Antipathy between these groups has been deep-seated, and even in a new era of leadership there are few signs of rapprochement.

The source of these towering passions was born Alisa Zinovievna Rosenbaum in 1905 in St. Petersburg, Russia.1 Raised in a largely secular household of Jewish descent, Rand rejected religion at a relatively young age, declaring herself an atheist in her early teens. Her youth was both privileged and precarious. Before World War I and the Bolshevik Revolution the Rosenbaums traveled abroad and took vacations at seaside resorts; after Zinovy Zacharovich Rosenbaum's pharmacy was nationalized and their comfortable living quarters appropriated by the state, their standard of living deteriorated considerably.

Rand's intellectual powers and strong will were evident from an early age. Her recollections of self are of a girl who was the opposite of her mother, a graceful, social person, not very interested in ideas. “I was antisocial. I was insufficiently interested in other children” (quoted in Branden 1986, Passion, 5). One friend she does recall, a relationship based on the sharing of ideas, politics specifically, is the sister of Vladimir Nabakov. Chris Sciabarra, who made an extensive study of Rand's Russian roots, theorizes that the girls must have attended the Stoiunin Gymnasium, an avant-garde school designed to prepare girls for the university (69).2 Evidence of Rand's precocious intellect is her enrollment in the University at age 16 and graduation three years later. From her early years, Rand's abiding interest was the world of the mind. She always insisted that to know her, the most important thing was to know her ideas, not her family history. In her earliest public autobiographical musings, she recalls that intelligence was the quality in others that she cared the most about.

Rand's interest in literature was also stimulated in her childhood. Her archetypal image of a hero was shaped when at age nine she fell in love with Cyrus Paltons, the heroic
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