NOTES FOR RAND’S ATLAS SHRUGGED, pp. 8-122

Biography (from Ayn Rand.org):  Ayn Rand was born in St. Petersburg, Russia, on February 2, 1905. At age six she taught herself to read and two years later discovered her first fictional hero in a French magazine for children, thus capturing the heroic vision which sustained her throughout her life. At the age of nine she decided to make fiction writing her career. Thoroughly opposed to the mysticism and collectivism of Russian culture, she thought of herself as a European writer, especially after encountering authors such as Walter Scott and — in 1918 — Victor Hugo, the writer she most admired.
     During her high school years, she was eyewitness to both the Kerensky Revolution, which she supported, and — in 1917 — the Bolshevik Revolution, which she denounced from the outset. In order to escape the fighting, her family went to the Crimea, where she finished high school. The final Communist victory brought the confiscation of her father’s pharmacy and periods of near-starvation. When introduced to American history in her last year of high school, she immediately took America as her model of what a nation of free men could be.
     When her family returned from the Crimea, she entered the University of Petrograd to study philosophy and history. Graduating in 1924, she experienced the disintegration of free inquiry and the takeover of the university by communist thugs. Amidst the increasingly gray life, her one great pleasure was Western films and plays. Long a movie fan, she entered the State Institute for Cinema Arts in 1924 to study screen writing.
     In late 1925 she obtained permission to leave Soviet Russia for a visit to relatives in the United States. Although she told Soviet authorities that her visit would be short, she was determined never to return to Russia. She arrived in New York City in February 1926. She spent the next six months with her relatives in Chicago, obtained an extension to her visa, and then left for Hollywood to pursue a career as a screenwriter.
     On Ayn Rand’s second day in Hollywood, Cecil B. DeMille saw her standing at the gate of his studio, offered her a ride to the set of his movie The King of Kings, and gave her a job, first as an extra, then as a script reader. During the next week at the studio, she met an actor, Frank O’Connor, whom she married in 1929; they were married until his death fifty years later.
     After struggling for several years at various nonwriting jobs, including one in the wardrobe department at the RKO Corporation, she sold her first screenplay, “Red Pawn,” to Universal Studios in 1932 and saw her first stage play, Night of January 16th, produced in Hollywood and then on Broadway. Her first novel, We the Living, was completed in 1933 but was rejected by publishers for years, until The Macmillan Company in the United States and Cassells and Company in England published the book in 1936. The most autobiographical of her novels — it was based on her years under Soviet tyranny — We the Living was not well received by American intellectuals and reviewers. Ayn Rand was up against the pro-communism dominating the culture during “the Red Decade.”
     She began writing The Fountainhead in 1935. In the character of the architect Howard Roark, she presented for the first time the kind of hero whose depiction was the chief goal of her writing: the ideal man, man as “he could be and ought to be.” The Fountainhead was rejected by twelve publishers but finally accepted by the Bobbs-Merrill Company. When published in 1943, it made history by becoming a best seller through word-of-mouth two years later, and gained for its author lasting recognition as a champion of individualism.
     Ayn Rand returned to Hollywood in late 1943 to write the screenplay for The Fountainhead, but wartime restrictions delayed production until 1948. Working part time as a screenwriter for Hal Wallis Productions, she began her major novel, Atlas Shrugged, in 1946. In 1951 she moved back to New York City and devoted herself full time to the completion of Atlas Shrugged.
     Published in 1957, Atlas Shrugged was her greatest achievement and last work of fiction. In this novel she dramatized her unique philosophy in an intellectual mystery story that integrated ethics, metaphysics, epistemology, politics, economics and sex. Although she considered herself primarily a fiction writer, she realized that in order to create heroic fictional characters, she had to identify the philosophic principles which make such individuals possible. She needed to formulate “a philosophy for living on earth.”
     Thereafter, Ayn Rand wrote and lectured on her philosophy — Objectivism. She published and edited her own periodicals from 1962 to 1976, her essays providing much of the material for nine books on Objectivism and its application to the culture. Ayn Rand died on March 6, 1982, in her New York City apartment.
     Every book by Ayn Rand published in her lifetime is still in print, and hundreds of thousands of copies are sold each year, so far totalling more than twenty million. Several new volumes have been published posthumously. Her vision of man and her philosophy for living on earth have changed the lives of thousands of readers and launched a philosophic movement with a growing impact on American culture.

1.  First, let me begin by giving you a little background about my position on Rand.  Before 

coming to GMU, I had made it a point to avoid reading anything by Rand.  I was turned off by the idea that she was defending a rugged form of individualism, and I always felt that the only way individualism had a chance was if it was based on tolerance.  Rand, from what I had heard, seemed to be the antithesis of something we could eclectic individualism.  

At the end of my first year of graduate school, other graduate students finally persuaded me to pick up Atlas Shrugged.  After reading a couple of pages, I was sucked in.  I think I finished Atlas Shrugged in something like 10 days, and I was quickly reading Rand’s other major works.  While I’m not a particular fan of Fountainhead, I was quite pleased with We the Living and Anthem.  I delved into some of her philosophical writings as well, but those were awful when compared to her fiction.

To give you an idea where I’m coming from, Atlas Shrugged is one of the few books that I really, really like.  I hadn’t walked away from a book so deeply affected since I had first read Henry David Thoreau’s Walden early in my undergraduate years.  I had no problem putting all the “wooden character” and repetitive storyline issues aside—this was a story that needed to be pounded into people (a position I’ve backed off of a little bit).  I’ve wanted to reread Atlas Shrugged for the last three years, and now I finally have the time (and the motivation) to do so.  I don’t expect any of you to be deeply moved by Rand, but I do hope you can find some enjoyment in Atlas Shrugged.

2.  Rand’s discussion of the effect of the Phoenix-Durango on the Rio Norte Line provides a clear explanation of competition and entrepreneurship.  The Phoenix-Durango built itself up from a “local milk line” (p. 16), and Jim Taggart doesn’t think it’s fair that Wyatt is no longer loyal to Rio Norte.  As Rand suggests, the beauty of capitalism is that a consumer can go elsewhere whenever a better (or cheaper) product is available.  Loyalty might matter a little at the margin, but cost minimizing/profit maximizing uses of resources tend to be the norm.  

3.  I think Rand does a pretty good job of explaining what it’s like to be a businessman.  According to Rand, the life of a businessman is one of hard work and constant toil.  Unlike most writers, Rand probably goes too far in the other direction in showing that businessmen seldom engage in conspicuous consumption.

4.  It seems to me that Jim Taggart is excessively altruistic on p. 26.  This is a common criticism of Rand’s writing: her heroes are too good; her villains are too evil.  While businessmen might not be as altruistic as Jim, there is plenty of evidence pointing out that they’re not all Reagan-like Republicans either.

5.  The criticism of “selfish greed for profit” being a thing of the past on p. 29 seems to suggest that the setting of this book is somewhere between 1915 and 1940.  There is plenty of progressivism around that time, and the ideas of classical liberalism were waning.  Later on in the book, we find out that Hank drives a car (which puts the setting past 1910) and “France is in a desperate state” (which seems to suggest it’s taking place during one of the World Wars).

6.  Start thinking about what might be causing the shortages in Atlas Shrugged.  On p. 19, we’re told that people are stealing from other people, there are long waits for clothing and manufactured goods, and steel is nearly impossible to acquire.  What could be behind such instability?  Or, is this just the inherent nature of a capitalistic system?

7.  Many feminist writers (Mimi Gladstein among them) have come to find Rand to be an unusual ally.  The particular areas of Atlas Shrugged that they point to are Dagny’s early childhood and adolescent years where idealistic girls come to discover that the world is not what she expected it to be as a child.  In particular, look at all the barriers Dagny encounters because of her sex.  

More importantly, though, ask yourself why Dagny is drawn to industrial work.  She seems to be drawn to men like Hank Rearden, Francisco, etc. because of their ability to defy and destroy the opposition.  Think of what Rand is telling us by having a woman filling this role.  Dagny is so eager to crush the opposition because will and determination are exactly what is missing from the world she’s fighting.  If anything, the world Dagny’s up against is one that is for “sissy’s”—it has become feminized, and isn’t it ironic that Dagny—our only main female character—is trying to buck that trend?

8.  On p. 49, Orren Boyle says that, “The only justification for private property is public service.”  Later on, someone will tell us that private property rights are just pieces of paper.  Would property rights exist independent of the State?  What other defenses can be given for a system based on private property?  Self-evident rights defense?  Pragmatic defense?  Others?

9.  The “Anti-Dog-Eat-Dog Rule” discussed around p. 75 sounds strikingly similar to the Interstate Commerce Commission, which was formed to regulate trucking and rail interests.  In essence, the ICC functions just as Rand is describing: by restricting entry through licensing and red tape, they are essentially creating a cartel.  Moreover, by regulating freight, you get people pulling out of previously profitable hauls.  

10.  Pay attention to the various moralities being articulated in Rand’s antagonistic characters.  In the first part of our reading, we’re introduced to a character with a democratic fetish (i.e., whatever majorities vote for is good), another with a deep interest in “Global Progress,” another with a commitment to social responsibility and workers, and so on and so forth.  Pay attention to some of Rand’s “evil” characters later on.  Ask yourself: is Rand doing a good job of representing many diverse voices of dissent, or is she really splitting the world into individualists and collectivists?

11.  On p. 82, Rand offers a clean articulation of a concept that economists call “consumer sovereignty.”  Basically, consumer sovereignty means that consumers don’t worry that much about how things or produced or what it takes.  All we care about is the final product.  If you look out the window, and you’re frustrated by the “Walmartization” of the world, blame ultimately rests on consumers: you can be upset that consumers don’t value the Mom & Pops shops, etc., but ultimately there must be something in Walmart that people do value.  Same argument holds for the spread of McDonald’s around the world.  

12.  I think Rand is at her best when she takes on some of the religious arguments that “joy is sin” (p. 106),” etc.  Rand is trying to turn a lot of arguments on their head.  Many of us have been told that civic duty, the public good, or the collective are higher than the individual; Rand is asking us to reconsider this position.  Most of our lives we’ve been told that selfishness and greed are bad; Rand’s willing to go so far as to say that “Greed is good.”  Many philosophy professors get stuck on the issue of existence; Rand wants them to get on with it when she asserts that existence exists.  Moreover, look at the contrast between Kundera and Rand on the issue of meaning and purpose in life.  

13.  What do you think is motivating Francisco?  Should he be fighting the good fight, or is he right to have given up?  

14.  There’s a book titled The Vital Few that many of you should check out.  I think it might be the best work in economic history in capturing the nonfiction story that Rand is trying to tell.  As you can see, Rand thinks that entrepreneurship and a few special innovators play a crucial role in an economy.  Jonathan Hughes (author of the Vital Few) provides historical support for this position.  

