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Anthem in Manuscript: Finding the Words

Shoshana Milgram

There is some error, one frightful error, in the thinking of men. What is that error? We do not know, but the knowledge struggles within us, struggles to be born.

Today, the Golden One stopped suddenly and said:

“We love you.”

But then they frowned and shook their head and looked at us helplessly.

“No,” they whispered, “that is not what we wished to say.”

They were silent, then they spoke slowly, and their words were halting, like the words of a child learning to speak for the first time:

“We are one . . . alone . . . and only . . . and we love you who are one . . . alone . . . and only.”

We looked into each other’s eyes and we knew that the breath of a miracle had touched us, and fled, and left us groping vainly.

And we felt torn, torn for some word we could not find. (86-87)


Two young lovers walk through the Uncharted Forest, knowing intensely the horror they have escaped but not yet conceptually aware of its cause or its cure. The Golden One tries to express her love for the man she has named “The Unconquered,” but discovers that she cannot do so adequately without the singular pronouns designed to name unique individuals. As Howard Roark tells Dominique Francon in The Fountainhead, “To say ‘I love you’ one must know first how to say the ‘I’.”1 Lacking the prerequisite, the Golden One cannot say “I love you.” And being able to say “I love you” is indeed important. For complete understanding, one needs “that full, luminous finality which is a thought named in words.”2

Long before composing the book, Ayn Rand had grasped the main concept of Anthem—the role of individualism in human life. During the weeks of composition she was not groping vainly for the substance behind the breath of that miracle. She wrote this work quickly, from a one-page outline, with the aim of immediate magazine publication. There are fewer large differences (in total, and even in proportion) between the manuscript and the published version than was the case for any of the full-length novels.3 Whereas, for example, the manuscript of We the Living has traces of an affair between Victor Dunaev and Rita Eksler, and the manuscript of The Fountainhead includes a long, philosophical conversation between Ellsworth Toohey and Roark, the manuscript of Anthem contains no episodes that were not ultimately included in the text (with the minor and partial exception of the hero’s memories of events from the time before the opening of the narrative proper).

The manuscript, however, shows numerous smaller-scale changes (and Ayn Rand was to make additional small-scale changes in revising the 1938 text for the second edition in 1946). The differences include revisions that are apparent directly on the page (cross-outs and additions) as well as those that can be inferred from a comparison of the manuscript with the published text. In writing Anthem, Ayn Rand made continual revisions in vocabulary, syntax, and details.

Why did she make so many small-scale changes, by contrast with the paucity of large-scale changes? She did not need to make large-scale changes because she knew her theme well, and because she had had in mind, for more than a decade, the basic idea: a future world that has lost the use of the singular pronouns. But she found herself needing to make numerous small-scale changes partly because, as she said, “the attempt to have that semi-archaic style was very difficult,” and she did not always know how to achieve her desired effect.4 Not yet fully confident in her command of English, she was endeavoring to write in two additional foreign languages: not only English, but also the language of the collectivist society of Anthem, and, later, the language of the hero after he has discovered the word and concept he had been missing.

Not only that, but she was attempting to present the first-person perspective (in her only first-person fictional work of any length) of a noble soul whose conscious convictions are false and at war with the principles by which he lives. What he says is not always what is—and even he knows it. In the passage above, he is “torn for some word we could not find” (and it is not even clear if the “we” refers to one person or two). It is not surprising that his author, writing about him in multiple foreign languages, also looks for words she does not immediately find, and that the manuscript shows that search.

Why did Ayn Rand initially include numerous narrative and descriptive details that she eventually omitted? Perhaps she intended from the beginning to write more than she needed. The draft, in fact, is approximately twice as long as the length she stated in her outline. In the case of The Fountainhead, she said that she intentionally wrote more than she expected to retain, and she made the decisions about what was to be cut only after its completion.5 With that novel, her cuts led to omissions of entire episodes and even characters. With Anthem, by contrast, her cuts do not affect the story line. The omitted passages are, for the most part, appropriate for Anthem, and appear to be omitted in the spirit of “less is more.” In a few cases, though, the omissions or modifications of details show her eliminating a possibly confusing implication or guiding the reader firmly to a powerful realization.

By examining the manuscript, we observe the alternatives she considered, the difficulties she encountered, and the decisions she made.

She began with a one-page, hand-written outline:

Plan


	I. We are sinners. We should not write, but we cannot help it. It is a crime to write. [crossed-out: Only writers and secretaries can do it.] Where we are. What he is doing and why. How he gets there. His day. How he missed his career. [crossed-out: his sins and his plan of redemption. It is bad to feel so always]

	II. Liberty 5-3000. Who she is, where he saw her. First incident of her interest in him. His guilt. About the mating. About his friend smiling.

	III. The general vague fear in the House and his joy in the tunnel. He was reprimanded for singing. His sin of joy. The Saint of the [crossed out: Unspeakable] Unmentionable Word.

	IV. Incident with [crossed out: Liberty] the Golden One. (the names)

	V. The Light. Pride of self. His [matchless?] value. Plans about the Council.

	VI. He is caught. The torture. His waiting for the Council.

	VII. In the forest. Account of Council meeting.

	VIII. His days in the forest. Hunger. Hunting. The brook and the wreath.

	IX. The Golden One joins him. Love scene. His doubt about the truth of others. [Pride]

	X. They find the abandoned mansion. He will read the books.

	XI. His new philosophy. [crossed-out: Their new worries.]

	XII. Gives new names. Laws for the future. Their child. The crowd will gather. What they will fight for. History. We shall all die, but we shall be glad to die. The word that will never die.


[crossed-out: 5 typewritten pages per entry. (about 7 written) About 50 pages (12,500 words).]


She followed the essence of this outline: the journal written in the tunnel, the two values (love and the light), the threat to the light, the escape, the union with the beloved, the discovery of the house and the word, the dedication to fight for the future of Man. The only substantial change in order is that in the outline, a second encounter with Liberty followed the memory of the Saint, whereas in the text, the memory of the Saint is followed by the account of the discovery of the light.

She modified subtly the atmosphere of the conclusion. She intended to write about the couple’s “new worries,” but removed that concern from her plan. Perhaps in a similar spirit, she intended to have her hero expect to die (as did Kira Argounova in We the Living) physically defeated but spiritually triumphant; later, she removed that expectation as well. In the text, Prometheus is confident of ultimate victory.

She did not follow her projected restrictions on length: in the novel itself, the chapters were not equal in length, and the total length exceeded her estimate. Nor does the actual content of each chapter correspond to the content indicated in the outline: for example, the hero was originally supposed to remember the death of the Saint in the third chapter—rather than in the second.

The hand-written manuscript itself is in two parts, chapters 1-5 and chapters 6-12. Part 1 concludes with page 72, and the pagination starts again with part 2, which concludes with page 66. (For clarity, I identify pages in the first part with the page number plus A, and pages in the second part with page number plus B.) There are no gaps in the text, but there is evidence of missing pages. For example, there was once another page between 14A and the following page (on which the number has been changed from 16 to 15). Judging from the crossed-out lines on the top of page 15, the missing material had to do with Council elections. The manuscript is longer than the version published in 1938 (which itself is longer than the edition published in 1946), and it includes passages that are crossed out on the page and others that were omitted before publication. In editing, Ayn Rand did much more cutting than expanding. (The only substantial addition to the manuscript—a passage that appears in the 1938 edition and has no equivalent in the manuscript—is the description of the alleged achievements of the Council. This passage, which appears on pages 14-15 of the 1938 edition, was not included in the 1946 text.)

The handwriting is often very hard to read, especially when the words have been crossed out. Looking at the changes, though, is worth the effort. What Leonard Peikoff wrote about the changes from one edition to the next applies as well to the changes in the manuscript: “If (ignoring the concrete issue of biblical style) you study the changes, asking ‘Why?’ as you proceed, there is virtually no limit to what you can learn about writing—Ayn Rand’s or your own.”6

One can begin with the editing for vocabulary and syntax, where the meaning appears substantially the same. A purposeful change in wording is the substitution of “toil” for “work” in the phrase “to lighten the burden of their toil, to do their toil for them” (A68). The word “work” emphasizes the goal, the purpose, the productiveness; the word “toil” emphasizes the strain, the effort, the pain (and, accordingly, “toil” is the word used repeatedly in the text). The expression “to do their work” is the ordinary mode of expression; to write instead “to do their toil” is to call attention to the oddness of the language and the corresponding oddness of the world. The entire sentence, originally included in what is now the central paragraph on p. 75 of the 1938 edition, was ultimately dropped, but the book retains the emphasis on the drudgery of “toil.”

A more significant purposeful change pertains to the sacred word “I.” Originally, the crime of the Saint of the pyre was that he knew and invoked the “Unmentionable Word” (A53), a locution analogous to the term “Unmentionable Times” (which denotes the unchronicled and dimly remembered time period before the world’s decline). But using the same adjective for both the word and the times did not allow Ayn Rand to highlight the significance of the word “Ego” itself, which denotes the concept of the self. The erasure of historical facts is bad, but the loss of a concept (especially that particular concept) is much worse, and much more important. For “Unmentionable Word” (which she crossed out) she substituted “Unspeakable Word,” which she had at first written in the outline, and which not only makes a distinction between the word and the times but coheres with the religious network of images. The “unspeakable word” in some religious traditions (e.g., the Tetragrammaton in Judaism) is the name of God, and so it is here. When the hero finally learns and speaks the unspeakable word, he identifies it, clearly and repeatedly, as a god:


And now I see the face of god, and I raise this god over the earth, this god whom men have sought since men came into being, this god who will grant them joy and peace and pride.

This god, this one word:

“I.” (97)


A change from active to passive voice increases the emphasis on the passivity of the denizens of the degraded world. The adult men and women were originally said to “go to the City Palaces of Mating”; this phrase was crossed out. Instead, they “are sent there” (A41). The change in voice enhances the meaning.

But the manuscript shows, in addition to this sort of editorial improvement (i.e., making the writing clearer and stronger), evidence of a struggle with language that is more severe than anything in the existing drafts of the other novels. For example, Ayn Rand wrote a line between “we” and “against” (B8) and later filled in the word “lunged.” She wrote extremely awkward sentences, which she eventually omitted, e.g., “We have done these things, and they give us no shudder” (A32) and “We were not a thing which lived, but only a thing which ran” (B18). She chose, then rejected, awkward words. In the manuscript, a Council member calls the hero “You scum and filth of the swines” (B14), which in the published 1938 text became “You scum of the swines” (p. 92) and which was omitted entirely from the 1946 text.

The manuscript also shows her deliberations about adopting the style of the King James Bible. On the one hand, she frequently uses archaic syntax, and she makes changes on the page to increase this use: for example, “we do not think” becomes “we think not,” and “do not frighten us” becomes “frighten us not” (both on A40). Several archaisms, as Robert Mayhew observes, were dropped for the 1946 text.7 But the manuscript also shows that she wrote, and then omitted, some phrases that referenced not only the style of the Bible, but actual Biblical phrases. For example, she initially wrote (as the creed of the collectivist world): “Ours is the power and the glory and the truth forever” (A3), which was replaced by “one, indivisible and forever.” The reference is to Matthew 6:13. (John Galt refers to the same Biblical verse in his speech: “They had known that theirs was the power. I taught them that theirs was the glory.”8) She wrote, and removed, the statement (as part of the society’s beliefs) that “there is no will on earth save good will to all men” (A46), which refers to Luke 2:14. She occasionally used a Biblical phrase such as “pass understanding” (Philippians 4:7), which appears in the description of the Saint: “there was a pride in them and a calm which pass understanding” (p. 58 in the 1938 edition). In the
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Epilogue

Anthem: An Appreciation

Harry Binswanger

[On April 11, 1998, The Ayn Rand Institute held an event in New York City to celebrate the sixtieth anniversary of the publication of Anthem. For the occasion, Harry Binswanger prepared informal remarks, which are reproduced here with only light editing, to preserve its character as an oral presentation.—Editor]


It is a sin to write this.

This has to be one of the most intriguing, attention-grabbing first lines ever written. It presents a paradox: the hero is writing that writing is wrong. And how can it be a sin to write down one’s thoughts? Unless those thoughts are themselves sinful. And if some thoughts are sinful, then isn’t man’s mind in a straitjacket? Doesn’t that make thought itself sinful?

It is a sin to write this. Seven short and simple words whisk us into the hero’s conflict with the world—and within himself: his conflict with a world that holds thought to be sinful, his internal conflict deriving from his acceptance of, yet rebellion against, that world’s standards.

When he finally solves his conflict, learns what sin and greatness really are, he is ready to carve into stone the word “ego.” So, Anthem begins and ends with an act of writing. And the path of the book is the hero’s tortured and ecstatic passage from “It is a sin to write this” to “The sacred word: EGO.”

Once I had the rare pleasure of using Anthem in teaching a course on philosophy at Hunter College. One theme of the course was individualism vs. collectivism, so Anthem was an inescapable choice for an assigned reading. Sometimes we learn from our students, and in this course I was startled by a comparison one of my students asked about. He asked if Anthem was conceived as an answer to Plato, specifically to his “Myth of the Cave” in The Republic. I never asked Miss Rand if she had intended it that way—I suspect not—but it makes a marvelous comparison. In Plato’s myth, a group of people live chained underground, in a cave; they have always seen only shadows on the cave wall, which they mistake for true reality, of which they know nothing. One of them gets free, goes above ground and sees the real world and the sun that lights it. He returns underground, is rejected by the ignorant many, and is ultimately killed by them. In Anthem, the many are above ground, enchained by their collectivist ideas and values; the hero goes down into an abandoned tunnel to discover the truth, invents his own sun—an electric light—returns above ground to enlighten the others in his society, is declared evil and imprisoned; but he breaks free and goes on to found a new individualist society.

For Plato, the moral is that true knowledge comes from a passive revelation of a higher reality, and that the masses, who cannot comprehend it, will destroy the individual who does. For Ayn Rand, the moral is that true knowledge comes from an active, selfish investigation of this world, immersed in matter, and that the many who choose not to think are impotent before the individual who does. For Plato, the moral is the need to turn away from the material world; for Ayn Rand, the moral is the need to embrace and conquer the material world.

Let me turn now to style, perhaps Anthem’s most prominent virtue. The story is told in the first-person, through the hero’s diary. A diary is addressed to oneself. It is written for objectification, not communication. The form presents both a difficulty and an opportunity. The difficulty is that it has to read as if it had been written in installments, almost contemporaneous with the events being related. The mood of the writing, therefore, has to change with the mood of the protagonist. Thus, the beginning of each chapter has to establish its—that is, the hero’s—mood. For instance, Chapter V begins: “We made it. We created it. We brought it forth from the night of the ages.” But Chapter VII begins: “It is dark here in the forest.”

The opportunity the form of a diary offers is personal immediacy. Contrast the following two ways of writing expressing the same idea: “What—even if we have to burn for it like the Saint of the pyre—what is the Unspeakable Word?” (51). Now here’s the same thought, expressed in the third-person: “Despite the risk of being burnt at the stake, like the Saint of the pyre, he wished he knew the Unspeakable Word.” Through the diary form, we see the events through the hero’s eyes, know only what he knows at that time, and have access to his innermost thoughts and feelings.

Further on style: ironically, Anthem’s “we” language, which dramatizes the basic evil the hero must overcome, has a positive value, literarily: it adds a certain timeless quality to the writing—similar to the “thou” and “thee” in biblical language; Ayn Rand wrote that the style was deliberately “archaic.”1 This enhances the timeless, non-journalistic, nature of the story. Anthem, of all Ayn Rand’s writings, is the most metaphysical in style. Anthem grabs you from its first sentence and sweeps you into Ayn Rand’s spirit. By its rhythms and cadences it reaches, immediately, a metaphysical level, a level where the mundane and accidental have dropped away, leaving a solitary man facing existence. “It is dark here. The flame of the candle stands still in the air. Nothing moves in this tunnel save our hand on the paper. We are alone here under the earth. It is a fearful word, alone” (17). It is this metaphysical, almost surreal, setting that makes the hero’s conflict translatable into one’s own personal terms. The universal meaning is contained in the uniquely stripped-down particular, and that universal—man alone facing existence—resonates with any sensitive reader; it speaks to his deepest, inescapable, life-shaping concerns: how to confront existence, the meaning of life, man’s relationship to man. Anthem speaks to these concerns whether the reader has reached their explicit formulation or holds them only implicitly as what Ayn Rand called “metaphysical value-judgments.”

But the amazing thing about Anthem is its unalloyed benevolence. Not benevolence as mere cheeriness or gaiety, but as a fundamental conviction that life does have meaning, that the shackles can be thrown off—as the hero easily escapes from his prison cell by simply pushing on the rusty locks that have no power to hold him. It is the benevolence of recognizing that great things can be accomplished, and that, ultimately, nothing can hold one back but one’s own errors—errors that cannot stand the light of the will to understand, maintained over the years of one’s life. One feels that the hero of Anthem wins because he has to win, that the world of collectivism has no power to stop him once he realizes his own power. This is the precursor of the point in Atlas Shrugged when John Galt says to the world:


I saw that there comes a point, in the defeat of any man of virtue, when his own consent is needed for evil to win—and that no manner of injury done to him by others can succeed if he chooses to withhold his consent. I saw that I could put an end to your outrages by pronouncing a single word in my mind. I pronounced it. The word was “No.”2


In 1938, Ayn Rand wrote to her British publisher to ask for the right to review the design of the book, a right that is not ordinarily granted to authors.

I would not ask for this [right] if this story were not more precious to me than anything I have ever considered writing. It is so very personally mine, it is, in a way, my manifesto, my profession of faith, the essence of my entire philosophy. 3


What, then, is the philosophic message of Anthem? It is that man’s ego is sacred. One’s ego, one’s life and self-awareness, is something wonderful, something to hold as infinitely precious, something to kneel before, the source of all the value in existence.

In this regard, I will close with my own favorite two brief passages from Anthem:


For in the temple of his spirit, each man is alone. Let each man keep his temple untouched and undefiled. (96)

I wished to know the meaning of things. I am the meaning. I wished to find a warrant for being. I need no warrant for being, and no word of sanction upon my being. I am the warrant and the sanction. (94)


Thank you, Ayn Rand.

NOTES

1
See Leonard Peikoff, introduction to fiftieth anniversary American edition of Ayn Rand, Anthem (New York: Signet, 1995), x.


2
Ayn Rand, Atlas Shrugged (New York: Random House, 1957; Signet thirty-fifth anniversary paperback edition, 1992), 960.


3
Unpublished material (Ayn Rand Archives).







Appendix

Teaching Anthem: A Guide for High School and University Teachers

Lindsay Joseph

 


 


 


 


 


A perennial favorite in high school and college classes, Anthem is read by thousands of students each year. Young readers enjoy Anthem’s mysterious setting and exciting story line; they are drawn in particular to its courageous and inspiring hero.

Like other literary heroes, Equality 7-25211 possesses strength and valor. What sets him apart, however, is his ruthlessly independent mind. Whether he is choosing a friend, conducting a scientific experiment, or forming a new moral code to guide his life, Equality looks to reality; he refuses to blindly obey the dictates of his society. In this hero, readers find a man who stands proudly alone on the strength of the knowledge that he is right.

This heroic portrayal is especially valuable to young readers, who are forming their adult character and basic worldview. They are developing answers to such fundamental questions as: What kind of person do I want to be? Can I direct my life? Should I live for myself or for others? and, more broadly, In what kind of society do I want to live? Written as a prose poem, Anthem has few characters, a straightforward progression of events, and an austere style. Despite its apparent simplicity, however, this novella does convey answers to such broad philosophical questions.

This essay is intended as a guide for teachers as they help their students understand Anthem with greater depth and clarity. The teaching process begins by familiarizing students with the novella’s content—what happened, who did it, and where. To aid in this comprehension and analysis, the chapter questions in the first section of this essay focus on the most important aspects of Anthem’s story line, characters, and setting. They require students to progress from mere factual recall to deeper interpretation—from identifying what to understanding why.

The next stage in the teaching process should be one of integration, because a story’s concretes, even if clearly understood, are too numerous to retain as discrete units. Discussing the more abstract questions in the second part of this essay will help students to unite these concretes into a holistic grasp of character, storyline, and, finally, theme. In terms of characterization, this entails tying together a character’s speeches, thoughts, descriptions, and actions to identify his central purpose. For instance, once students identify what motivates the governing Councils, their actions—from relegating Equality to the job of Street Sweeper to rejecting his invention—are more fully comprehended and easily recalled. In this second part, I also suggest methods of teaching the philosophical ideas contained in Anthem, and offer questions focusing on literary style.

Once students have achieved an integrated understanding of Anthem, they should be encouraged to relate their newfound knowledge to the world around them. Their knowledge is not useful if it is compartmentalized. The third part of this guide is designed to help students apply Anthem’s meaning to other areas of study, the real world, and their own lives. This is accomplished by means of advanced research projects and essay questions in the areas of literature, history, and politics, as well as personal response questions.

The final stage of literary study prompts students to clarify their thinking by expressing their ideas in writing. Suggested topics for creative and expository writing are contained in the last part of this essay.

COMPREHENSION AND ANALYSIS

What follows is a list of content questions for each chapter of Anthem. They can be used to facilitate classroom discussion or to monitor student comprehension during independent study. They may also prove useful for regular homework assignments and for quizzes and unit tests.

Chapter I


	

	How would you describe the society in which Anthem is set? Some areas to consider are political structure, technology, social relationships, quality of life, and education.

	Would you want to live in this society? Why or why not?



	Equality states that it is very unusual for men to reach the age of 45. Offer several possible explanations as to why life expectancy is so short in this society.

	Religious terms of condemnation (such as “transgression,” “sin,” “curse,” “crime,” “evil,” and “damned”) appear throughout Anthem. For each of these terms:

	Find several examples in which it refers to an act or character in the novel.

	Explain why this act or character is condemned.

	Argue whether you think it should be condemned, and why.



	Ayn Rand intended Equality to stand out from his “brothers.” Explain how she accomplishes this by contrasting Equality’s character traits and physical qualities with those of his fellow men.

	Why does the Council of Vocations assign Equality the job of street sweeper? Is it due to error, incompetence, or a more sinister motivation? Explain.

	When do the events of Anthem take place—in the past, the present, or the future? How do you know?

	

	How would your teachers react if you had Equality’s “curse”?

	Why do Equality’s teachers disapprove of his quick mind?



	

	At this point in the story, does Equality accept the moral teachings of his society?

	If so, why doesn’t he feel shame or remorse when he knows that he is committing a crime? Support your answer with textual evidence.



	Would you want to be friends with someone like Equality? Why or why not?



Chapter II


	

	Re-read the account of Liberty 5-3000 (38-39).2 Which character traits are revealed in this brief description?

	Why does Equality give her a new name: “The Golden One”?



	Find several examples of the ways in which this society tries to obliterate individuality by quashing personal choices, desires, and values.

	Contrast Equality with the rest of the men living in this society.

	Of the whole range of feelings possible to man (joy, excitement, anger, guilt, etc.), why is fear the prevalent emotion in this society?

	Explain the following: the Great Truth, the Unmentionable Times, the Uncharted Forest, the Evil Ones, the Great Rebirth.

	

	What word is Equality struggling to recapture?

	Why is mentioning this word the only crime punishable by death? How does this word contradict the ideals of this society? What could its rediscovery possibly lead to?





Chapter III


	

	What does Equality discover in this chapter?

	How important is this discovery? Describe four or five ways in which it would make life more productive and enjoyable.



	Outline several of the Council of Scholars’ beliefs and Equality’s refutation of those beliefs.



Chapter IV


	Discuss the appropriateness of the new name given to Equality by Liberty: “The Unconquered.”



Chapter V


	Equality understands that his invention will greatly benefit mankind; however, this was not his main motivation in conducting his experiments, and it is not the primary source of the great joy he experiences. Discuss.

	Why is Equality so interested in seeing his own image at this point in the story? What emotion is he feeling?



Chapter VI


	What do the old locks and lack of guards in the Palace of Corrective Detention imply?



Chapter VII


	List four reasons given by the Council for rejecting Equality’s invention. Are these the Council’s real reasons for rejecting the gift? If not, what are?

	What does Equality mean when he says, “We are old now, yet we were young this morning” (68)?



Chapter VIII


	What is Equality experiencing for the first time in this chapter, and what does he feel as a result?

	Explain why Equality laughs when he remembers that he is “the Damned.”

	What does the Uncharted Forest symbolize?



Chapter IX


	Liberty contrasts Equality to his fellow men (82-83). Paraphrase this passage.

	Equality questions the morality of his former society. Contrast what he was previously taught about solitude, good, evil, and joy to what he now believes.



Chapter X


	Describe the house and its contents in your own words, and explain why Liberty and Equality find it so strange.



Chapter XI


	What great discovery does Equality make in this chapter?

	Explain the following quotes in your own words, and discuss how they might be applied to your life:

	“Whatever road I take, the guiding star is within me.”

	“For the word ‘We’ must never be spoken, save by one’s choice and as a second thought.”



	What does Equality now realize is the proper goal and purpose of his life?

	In what ways is “I” like a god?

	Re-read the incident with the Saint of the pyre (50). Does Equality now understand why the Saint felt joy and pride rather than pain and disgrace? Explain.



Chapter XII


	Why do the main characters take the names Prometheus and Gaea?
Why weren’t they allowed to choose their names in their old society?


	What does Equality (Prometheus) plan to do in the future?

	Equality (Prometheus) reaches the important realization that “To be free, a man must be free of his brothers” (101). Cite several examples from Anthem that illustrate what Ayn Rand means by this.




INTEGRATION

Too often, students are taught how to analyze a work of literature, but not how to synthesize its elements into a conceptual whole. The following questions prompt the students to integrate Anthem’s discrete descriptions, actions, and dialogue in order to grasp its abstract meaning.


	What does Equality finally understand about his society when the Council threatens to destroy his invention?

	For each of the main characters, write a short description that captures his or her central character trait(s) and key motivation in the story.

	Anthem is a heroic and inspiring story about the triumph of the individual’s independent spirit. Even though, in the end, Equality is greatly outnumbered and the society he escapes is wallowing in primitive stagnation; it is a story of liberation and hope—not of despair. Discuss.

	Aside from very rare exceptions (Equality, the Saint of the pyre) there is no opposition to the leaders in this society. Why is this? What ideas must these men have accepted to live a life of obedience, drudgery, and fear?

	To fully control a man, one must not only enslave his body, but also destroy his mind. Discuss how the leaders in Anthem seek to accomplish this tyrannical practice.

	Equality is a vivid illustration of man’s free will—of how his choices determine his future. It is not an innate superiority that enables Equality to escape from his society. He is able to break free because he chooses to question when others choose to accept, he chooses to think when others choose to evade, he chooses to defy when others choose to obey. Discuss with reference to specific examples from the story. (Note to the teacher: This question addresses an aspect of the novel that students sometimes misinterpret. Young readers may mistakenly conclude that Equality succeeds because he was born with superior intelligence, strength, or ability.)

	Ayn Rand identified Anthem’s theme as “the word I.”3 Explain the ways in which the characters and story line in Anthem illustrate this theme.


Additional Questions on Literary Style


	Figurative language is employed effectively, if sparingly, in this novella. Often, a well-chosen simile captures the essence of a character or the significance of an event. Discuss the meaning and significance of the following similes in Anthem.

	“We blew out the candle. Darkness swallowed us. There was nothing left around us, nothing save night and a thin thread of flame in it, as a crack in the wall of a prison” (59-60).

	“But International 4-8818 are different. They are a tall, strong youth and their eyes are like fireflies.” (29).

	“[Liberiy’s] body was straight and thin as a blade of iron. . . . Their hair was golden as the sun; their hair flew in the wind, shining and wild, as if it defied men to restrain it. They threw seeds from their hand as if they deigned to fling a scornful gift, and the earth was as a beggar under their feet” (38-39).

	“The shoulders of our Brothers are hunched, and their muscles are drawn, as if their bodies were shrinking and wished to shrink out of sight” (46).



	Discuss the symbolic importance of the Uncharted Forest, Equality’s manuscript, and the light bulb.

	Comment on the irony of the characters’ names.

	Ayn Rand wrote Anthem in diary form, using first person major point-of-view. Discuss the merits of this form and point of view for this particular work. Consider: How is the diary form crucial to character development in Anthem? How does it help to reveal the setting and establish the nature of this society? How does it contribute to the mystery surrounding the Forbidden Word? How would using first person minor or third person omniscient point of view weaken the novella?

	Anthem is replete with moral concepts typically reserved for religious reference: from “holy,” “god,” “revere,” and “worship,” to “sin,” “transgression,” “evil,” and “damned.” Even the title, Anthem, can be defined as “A religious choral song usually based on words from the Bible.”4 However, Ayn Rand’s referents for these terms are diametrically opposed to those of religion. She worships not a supernatural deity, but the best in man. She glorifies not pain and self-sacrifice, but happiness and egoism. Discuss how the use of religious terminology in Anthem helps to convey Ayn Rand’s radical moral code of rational egoism—the antithesis of religion’s morality of self-sacrifice.5



Teaching Philosophical Concepts

In order for students to comprehend Anthem fully, they need to be taught the precise meaning of the following concepts: altruism, egoism, collectivism, individualism, conformity, obedience, and independence.

Using the Socratic method, teachers can begin by posing straightforward questions about Anthem. For example, what does the society portrayed in Anthem consider to be good or virtuous? Garner several students’ examples from the text, and then explain that they illustrate the moral code of altruism. Supply a precise definition for students to learn. Ask for further examples of altruism from modern society (i.e., former president Clinton’s Volunteerism campaign). Next, discuss the opposite code of egoism. Repeat for each concept. Alternatively, the teacher can begin by supplying terms and definitions to the class. He can then ask students to find illustrations of each term from the novel and from real life. Students can consider personal experiences, current laws, newspaper articles, etc.6



APPLICATIONS

In the following assignments, students are asked to apply their understanding of Anthem to literature, politics, history, and issues in our society. Students are encouraged to consider the ideas in Anthem while examining the world around them; in turn, research from these areas of study can help students develop a fuller understanding of Ayn Rand’s ideas.

Literature


	Conduct a study of literary heroes. Consider, first, what is a literary hero? In addition to referring to the central character, this term “includes a moral evaluation and implies courage, honor, great strength or achievement, or some other noble quality . . . the hero is the doer of great deeds.”7 Compare and contrast Equality to a few of your favorite literary heroes. Discuss the qualities they share and make a case for which one, in your opinion, is the most heroic. Consider the quality of his soul, the severity of his opposition, and the significance of his battle. Characters to consider: Atticus Finch in To Kill a Mockingbird; Cyrano de Bergerac in Cyrano de Bergerac; Joan of Arc in Bernard Shaw’s Saint Joan; Sir Thomas More in A Man for All Seasons; Henry Drummond in Inherit the Wind; Howard Roark in The Fountainhead; Jean Valjean in Les Miserables.

	Compare and contrast Anthem to other anti-utopian novels, such as George Orwell’s 1984, Aldous Huxley’s Brace New World, Yevgeny Zamyatin’s We, or Ray Bradbury’s Farenheit 451.

	Contrast the hero in a Romantic work such as Anthem to the anti-hero in a Naturalistic work, such as Arthur Miller’s Death of a Salesman.

	Look up the Greek myths on Gaea and Prometheus, and explain why Ayn Rand chose these names for her characters in Anthem.

	Contrast the story of Adam and Eve’s expulsion from the Garden of Eden to the story of Equality and Liberty (Prometheus and Gaea) in Anthem. Include in your analysis the “sins” for which each was condemned.

	In a letter discussing Anthem, Ayn Rand wrote that it “has the same relation to The Fountainhead as the preliminary sketches which artists draw for their future big canvases. I wrote [Anthem] while working on The Fountainhead—it has the same theme, spirit, and intention, although in quite a different form.”8 After reading both works, write a comparative essay with this latter statement as its thesis.

	Liberty chooses “The Unconquered” as a fitting name for Equality. Similarly, William Henley’s most famous poem is entitled “Invictus” (1875), which is Latin for “Unconquered.” Write a short essay on the similarities between the main characters in each of these works.



Politics


	In Anthem, Equality observes that “At forty, [men] are worn out . . . [and] are sent to the Home of the Useless, where the Old Ones live. . . . The Old Ones know that they are soon to die. When a miracle happens and some live to be forty-five, they are the Ancient Ones, and children stare at them when passing by . . .” (28). According to the World Health Organization’s ranking of 191 countries (www.who.int), there is a huge discrepancy in the average life expectancy of various nations: it ranges from a high of 75 years in Japan to a low of 28.6 years in Sierra Leone. Why does life expectancy vary so greatly around the world? What are the main factors that determine life expectancy in a given country? Select several countries with high, medium, and low average life expectancies, and briefly research their political systems. Consider the following questions:

	Do citizens have the right to life, liberty, the pursuit of personal happiness, and ownership of private property? Do they enjoy freedom of speech, of the press, of assembly, of mobility, and of religion?

	How are their leaders chosen?

	To what extent does the government control and regulate the economy?

	Is the rule of law respected?


Write a paper on your findings concerning the causal impact that a country’s political system has on the life expectancy of its citizens.


	In Anthem, Prometheus discovers the meaning of the word “freedom.” He states that “To be free, a man must be free of his brothers. That is freedom. This and nothing else” (101). In fact, Ayn Rand defined freedom, in a political context, as “the absence of physical coercion.”9 This definition of freedom, however, stands in direct contrast to the one held by many modern thinkers, writers, and politicians—a common view of freedom, and one that Ayn Rand rejects: “Freedom must [entail] . . . an increased power on the part of the individual to share in the goods which a society has produced and an enlarged ability to contribute to the common good.”10 Write an essay contrasting these two definitions of freedom, and consider the form of government each would necessitate.

	Is Anthem a realistic portrayal of life in a totalitarian society? Compare the fictionalized society in Anthem to a real dictatorship, past or present. Some options are Nazi Germany, Soviet Russia, Castro’s Cuba, present day Iran, etc.



History

While recounting man’s struggle for freedom throughout history, Equality laments:


At first, man was enslaved by the gods . . . then he was enslaved by the kings . . . he was enslaved by his birth, by his kin, by his race. But he broke their chains. He declared to all his brothers that a man has rights which [no men] can take away from him. . . . And he stood on the threshold of freedom.. . . But then he gave up all that he had won, and fell lower than his savage beginning. (101-102)


Ask the student to find a specific example from history for each of these five stages in mankind’s political history, including an example from the twentieth century for the final stage. What, according to this novella, must man understand to enable him to pass through the threshold of freedom that, in the past, he so nearly reached?


Our Society


	How does our society treat independent thinkers, daring innovators, and successful entrepreneurs (like Equality)? Are they applauded or criticized? Write an essay on this topic, offering specific case studies to support your argument.

	Our society appears to be in the midst of a crisis of personal responsibility. Everything from poverty to criminal behavior to obesity is blamed on causes beyond one’s control. We hear the cry “It’s not my fault! It’s my family (or class or race or even fast food chains) that control my actions!” Such individuals claim that outside factors determine their destiny. Judging from Anthem, how do you think Ayn Rand would reply? Do you agree? Why or why not?



Personal Response

The following is a suggested pre-reading assignment for students:


The transition from adolescence to adulthood involves developing a personal identity—a sense of self. Write a paragraph that describes you, and explains what makes you uniquely you. Consider your future goals and dreams; what you value in a friend; favorite pets; preferred sports and hobbies; best-loved music, literature, movies, etc. And most significantly, consider your views about the nature of the world, your place in it, and how you should live.


Discuss with the students how and why they chose these values. This assignment can help the students to better understand the connection between the mind (thoughts, choices, etc.) and the self.

Then discuss with students the following questions after they have read Anthem:


Review your pre-reading activity. Which of your ideas and personal values, goals, and loves would be allowed in the society portrayed in Anthem? Would any of them be forbidden? Why? What do you think of this?


This exercise can help students better understand the completely selfless society in Anthem. Students can see how living in this society would affect them directly. They will more fully understand Ayn Rand’s conviction that the obliteration of the mind is the destruction of the self.



WRITING ACTIVITIES

An inspiring piece of literature can present a wonderful opportunity to hone students’ writing skills. Further, writing about a literary work can serve to further clarify students’ thinking on a given topic. With this in mind, I offer the following suggestions for writing assignments on Anthem.


	Anthem illustrates the importance of thinking and judging independently and of acting according to rational principles—even when “our brothers” oppose us. In light of the fact that smoking, drugs, shoplifting, and gang violence often involve peer pressure, write a letter to a magazine explaining Anthem’s benefits for young readers.

	You are applying for a job to direct the movie version of Anthem. Write a letter to the producer in which you try to convince him to hire you. Your letter must indicate:

	Which actors you would cast as Prometheus and Gaea, and why. Explain how their acting skills and physical characteristics would enable them to portray these characters.

	A detailed description of the setting (geographical location or set design).

	An explanation of the theme of this novel, and its relevance and value to modern viewers.

	Other topics—musical suggestions for certain scenes, costumes, a description of the opening shot, etc.



	Write a letter to Ayn Rand about Anthem. State your reaction to it (what you found particularly surprising, exciting, moving, etc.), and ask about those aspects of the novel that puzzled you. If applicable, comment on how Equality’s struggle relates to your own life.

	Write the “missing scene” from Chapter I, in which the Council of Vocations is deciding Equality’s future profession. Are any of the Council members sympathetic to Equality? If so, would he dare to voice his opinion? Ensure that you reveal the Council’s true motives in assigning Equality the job of street sweeper.

	Write a factual newspaper article about Prometheus’ escape from jail, his surprise appearance at the World Council of Scholars, and his flight into the Uncharted Forest. Then, write an opinionated editorial about the same events, written by one of his “brothers.”

	Re-write the first meeting between Equality and Liberty from her perspective.

	Re-write the scene about the Saint of the pyre from the Saint’s perspective. What did he want to communicate to Equality?

	Write a new ending for Anthem in which Prometheus is captured while attempting to rescue his friends. Include a court scene of Equality’s trial before the Council for his “sins.” How will Equality use his new understanding of morality to defend himself and his actions? (As a possible extension, act out this scene in class, and invite another class to judge.)

	At the end of the story, Equality confidently declares that he is not afraid of his brothers. He knows that his new home is impassable to them, “For they have nothing to fight me with, save the brute forces of their numbers. I have my mind” (100). Write a short story in which the main character’s intelligence, resourcefulness, and ingenuity (i.e., his mind) triumphs over his opponents’ brute force or sheer numbers.



CONCLUSION

As with Ayn Rand’s other works of fiction, Anthem can be enjoyed and understood on several different levels. On the surface, it recounts a young scientist’s heroic struggle to rediscover what has been lost to man: scientific knowledge, love, freedom, the very concept “I.” Dig deeper and it is a commentary on collectivist societies; it depicts the poverty, stagnation, and despair that necessarily accompany the subjugation of the individual to the collective. On a more fundamental level, this work is an anthem to the very nature of man. It glorifies the independent mind as the self—as the source of one’s ability to create, to value, to judge, to be—and thus as a thing to be worshipped. This guide should help teachers and their students to better understand Anthem, and thereby gain even deeper insight and inspiration from this important work.


NOTES

1
For simplicity’s sake, I shall henceforth refer to the hero of Anthem as “Equality.”


2
For simplicity’s sake, I shall henceforth refer to the heroine of Anthem as “Liberty.”


3
Ayn Rand, The Art of Fiction, ed. Tore Boeckmann (New York: Plume, 2000), 36.


4
David B. Guralnik, ed., Webster’s New World Dictionary of the American Language (New York: Meridian Books, Inc., 1961), 31.


5
See a fuller discussion of this topic in Leonard Peikoff’s introduction to the fiftieth anniversary paperback edition of Ayn Rand, Anthem (New York: Signet, 1995), vi-vii.


6
For Ayn Rand’s definition of these terms, see Harry Binswanger, ed., The Ayn Rand Lexicon: Objectivism from A to Z (New York: New American Library, 1986), and Allison T. Kunze and Jean Moroney, eds., Glossary of Objectivist Definitions (Gaylordsville, CT: Second Renaissance Books, 1999).


7
C. Carter Colwell, A Student’s Guide to Literature (New York: Doubleday, 1968).


8
Michael S. Berliner, ed., Letters Of Ayn Rand (New York: Dutton, 1995), 314.


9
Ayn Rand, Capitalism: the Unknown Ideal (New York: New American Library, 1966; Signet expanded paperback edition, 1967), 46.


10
George Sabine, A History of Political Theory (New York: Henry Holt and Co., 1973), 658.
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