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Introduction

HER EYES WERE what everyone noticed first. Dark and widely set,
$they dominated her plain, square face. Her “glare would wilt a cac-
tus,” declared Newsweek magazine, but to Ayn Rand’s admirers, her eyes
projected clairvoyance, insight, profundity. “When she looked into my
eyes, she looked into my soul, and I felt she saw me,” remembered one
acquaintance. Readers of her books had the same feeling. Rand’s words
could penetrate to the core, stirring secret selves and masked dreams.
A graduate student in psychology told her, “Your novels have had a pro-
found influence on my life. It was like being reborn.... What was really
amazing is that I don’t remember ever having read a book from cover to
cover. Now, I'm just the opposite. 'm always reading. I can’t seem to get
enough knowledge.” Sometimes Rand provoked an adverse reaction. The
libertarian theorist Roy Childs was so disturbed by The Fountainhead’s
atheism that he burned the book after finishing it. Childs soon recon-
sidered and became a serious student and vigorous critic of Rand. Her
works launched him, as they did so many others, on an intellectual jour-
ney that lasted a lifetime."

Although Rand celebrated the life of the mind, her harshest critics were
intellectuals, members of the social class into which she placed herself.
Rand was a favorite target of prominent writers and critics on both the
left and the right, drawing fire from Sidney Hook, Whittaker Chambers,
Susan Brownmiller, and William E Buckley Jr. She gave as good as she
got, calling her fellow intellectuals “frightened zombies” and “witch doc-
tors.”* Ideas were the only thing that truly mattered, she believed, both in
a person’s life and in the course of history. “What are your premises?” was
her favorite opening question when she met someone new.

Today, more than twenty years after her death, Rand remains
shrouded in both controversy and myth. The sales of her books are



2

INTRODUCTION

extraordinary. In 2008 alone combined sales of her novels Atlas Shrugged,
The Fountainhead, We the Living, and Anthem topped eight hundred
thousand, an astonishing figure for books published more than fifty
years ago.” A host of advocacy organizations promote her work, and
rumors swirl about a major motion picture based on Atlas Shrugged.
The blogosphere hums with acrimonious debate about her novels and
philosophy. In many ways, Rand is a more active presence in American
culture now than she was during her lifetime.

Because of this very longevity, Rand has become detached from her
historical context. Along with her most avid fans, she saw herself as a
genius who transcended time. Like her creation Howard Roark, Rand
believed, “I inherit nothing. I stand at the end of no tradition. I may,
perhaps, stand at the beginning of one.” She made grandiose claims
for Objectivism, her fully integrated philosophical system, telling the
journalist Mike Wallace, “If anyone can pick a rational flaw in my phi-
losophy, I will be delighted to acknowledge him and I will learn some-
thing from him.” Until then, Rand asserted, she was “the most creative
thinker alive.”* The only philosopher she acknowledged as an influence
was Aristotle. Beyond his works, Rand insisted that she was unaffected
by external influences or ideas. According to Rand and her latter-day
followers, Objectivism sprang, Athena-like, fully formed from the brow
of its creator.

Commentary on Rand has done little to dispel this impression.
Because of her extreme political views and the nearly universal consen-
sus among literary critics that she is a bad writer, few who are not com-
mitted Objectivists have taken Rand seriously. Unlike other novelists of
her stature, until now Rand has not been the subject of a full-length
biography. Her life and work have been described instead by her former
friends, enemies, and students. Despite her emphasis on integration,
most of the books published about Rand have been essay collections
rather than large-scale works that develop a sustained interpretation of
her importance.

This book firmly locates Rand within the tumultuous American cen-
tury that her life spanned. Rand’s defense of individualism, celebration of
capitalism, and controversial morality of selfishness can be understood
only against the backdrop of her historical moment. All sprang from
her early life experiences in Communist Russia and became the most
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powerful and deeply enduring of her messages. What Rand confronted
in her work was a basic human dilemma: the failure of good intentions.
Her indictment of altruism, social welfare, and service to others sprang
from her belief that these ideals underlay Communism, Nazism, and
the wars that wracked the century. Rand’s solution, characteristically,
was extreme: to eliminate all virtues that could possibly be used in the
service of totalitarianism. It was also simplistic. If Rand’s great strength
as a thinker was to grasp interrelated underlying principles and weave
them into an impenetrable logical edifice, it was also her great weakness.
In her effort to find a unifying cause for all the trauma and bloodshed
of the twentieth century, Rand was attempting the impossible. But it
was this deadly serious quest that animated all of her writing. Rand was
among the first to identify the problem of the modern state’s often ter-
rifying power and make it an issue of popular concern.

She was also one of the first American writers to celebrate the creative
possibilities of modern capitalism and to emphasize the economic value
of independent thought. In a time when leading intellectuals assumed
that large corporations would continue to dominate economic life, shap-
ing their employees into soulless organization men, Rand clung to the
vision of the independent entrepreneur. Though it seemed anachronis-
tic at first, her vision has resonated with the knowledge workers of the
new economy, who see themselves as strategic operators in a constantly
changing economic landscape. Rand has earned the unending devotion
of capitalists large and small by treating business as an honorable calling
that can engage the deepest capacities of the human spirit.

At the same time, Rand advanced a deeply negative portrait of gov-
ernment action. In her work, the state is always a destroyer, acting to
frustrate and inhibit the natural ingenuity and drive of individuals. It is
this chiaroscuro of light and dark—virtuous individuals battling a vil-
lainous state—that makes her compelling to some readers and odious
to others. Though Americans turned to their government for aid, suc-
cor, and redress of grievances ever more frequently during the twentieth
century, they did so with doubts, fears, and misgivings, all of which Rand
cast into stark relief in her fiction. Her work sounded anew the tradi-
tional American suspicion of centralized authority, and helped inspire
a broad intellectual movement that challenged the liberal welfare state
and proclaimed the desirability of free markets.
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Goddess of the Market focuses on Rand’s contributions as a political
philosopher, for it is here that she has exerted her greatest influence.
Rand’s Romantic Realism has not changed American literature, nor has
Objectivism penetrated far into the philosophy profession. She does,
however, remain a veritable institution within the American right. Atlas
Shrugged is still devoured by eager young conservatives, cited by politi-
cal candidates, and promoted by corporate tycoons. Critics who dismiss
Rand as a shallow thinker appealing only to adolescents miss her sig-
nificance altogether. For over half a century Rand has been the ultimate
gateway drug to life on the right.

The story of Ayn Rand is also the story of libertarianism, conser-
vatism, and Objectivism, the three schools of thought that intersected
most prominently with her life. These terms are neither firmly defined
nor mutually exclusive, and their meaning shifted considerably during
the period of time covered in this book. Whether I identify Rand or her
admirers as libertarian, conservative, or Objectivist varies by the con-
text, and my interchangeable use of these words is not intended to col-
lapse the distinctions between each. Rand jealously guarded the word
Objectivist when she was alive, but I use the term loosely to encompass
a range of persons who identified Rand as an important influence on
their thought.

I was fortunate to begin this project with two happy coincidences: the
opening of Rand’s personal papers held at the Ayn Rand Archives and
the beginning of a wave of scholarship on the American right. Work in
Rand’s personal papers has enabled me to sift through the many biased
and contradictory accounts of her life and create a more balanced picture
of Rand as a thinker and a human being. Using newly available docu-
mentary material [ revisit key episodes in Rand’s dramatic life, including
her early years in Russia and the secret affair with a young acolyte that
shaped her mature career. I am less concerned with judgment than with
analysis, a choice Rand would certainly condemn. Though I was granted
full access to her papers by the Ayn Rand Institute,  am not an Objectivist
and have never been affiliated with any group dedicated to Rand’s work.
I approach her instead as a student and a critic of American thought.

New historical scholarship has helped me situate Rand within the
broader intellectual and political movements that have transformed
America since the days of the New Deal. At once a novelist and a
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philosopher, a moralist and a political theorist, a critic and an ideologue,
Rand is difficult to categorize. She produced novels, plays, screenplays,
cultural criticism, philosophic essays, political tracts, and commen-
tary on current events. Almost everything she wrote was unfashion-
able. When artists embraced realism and modernism, she championed
Romanticism. Implacably opposed to pragmatism, existentialism, and
Freudian psychology, she offered instead Objectivism, an absolutist
philosophical system that insisted on the primacy of reason and the
existence of a knowable, objective reality. Though she was out of fash-
ion, Rand was not without a tradition or a community. Rather than a
lonely genius, she was a deeply engaged thinker, embedded in multiple
networks of friends and foes, always driven relentlessly to comment
upon and condemn the tide of events that flowed around her.

This book seeks to excavate a hidden Rand, one far more complex
and contradictory than her public persona suggests. Although she
preached unfettered individualism, the story I tell is one of Rand in rela-
tionship, both with the significant figures of her life and with the wider
world, which appeared to her alternately as implacably hostile and full
of limitless possibility. This approach helps reconcile the tensions that
plagued Rand’s life and work. The most obvious contradiction lies on
the surface: Rand was a rationalist philosopher who wrote romantic fic-
tion. For all her fealty to reason, Rand was a woman subject to power-
tul, even overwhelming emotions. Her novels indulged Rand’s desire for
adventure, beauty, and excitement, while Objectivism helped her frame,
master, and explain her experiences in the world. Her dual career as a
novelist and a philosopher let Rand express both her deep-seated need
for control and her genuine belief in individualism and independence.

Despite Rand’s lifelong interest in current events, the escapist plea-
sures of fiction tugged always at the edges of her mind. When she
stopped writing novels she continued to live in the imaginary worlds
she had created, finding her characters as real and meaningful as the
people she spent time with every day. Over time she retreated ever fur-
ther into a universe of her own creation, joined there by a tight band
of intimates who acknowledged her as their chosen leader. At first this
closed world offered Rand the refuge she sought when her work was
blasted by critics, who were often unfairly harsh and personal in their
attacks. But Objectivism as a philosophy left no room for elaboration,
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extension, or interpretation, and as a social world it excluded growth,
change, or development. As a younger Rand might have predicted, a
system so oppressive to individual variety had not long to prosper. A
woman who tried to nurture herself exclusively on ideas, Rand would
live and die subject to the dynamics of her own philosophy. The clash
between her romantic and rational sides makes this not a tale of tri-
umph, but a tragedy of sorts.



PART |
The Education of Ayn Rand, 1905-1943
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CHAPTER ONE

From Russia to Roosevelt

IT WAS A wintry day in 1918 when the Red Guard pounded on the
$door of Zinovy Rosenbaum’s chemistry shop. The guards bore a
seal of the State of Russia, which they nailed upon the door, signaling
that it had been seized in the name of the people. Zinovy could at least
be thankful the mad whirl of revolution had taken only his property, not
his life. But his oldest daughter, Alisa, twelve at the time, burned with
indignation. The shop was her father’s; he had worked for it, studied
long hours at university, dispensed valued advice and medicines to his
customers. Now in an instant it was gone, taken to benefit nameless,
faceless peasants, strangers who could offer her father nothing in return.
The soldiers had come in boots, carrying guns, making clear that resis-
tance would mean death. Yet they had spoken the language of fairness
and equality, their goal to build a better society for all. Watching, lis-
tening, absorbing, Alisa knew one thing for certain: those who invoked
such lofty ideals were not to be trusted. Talk about helping others was
only a thin cover for force and power. It was a lesson she would never
forget.

Ayn Rand’s father, Zinovy Rosenbaum, was a self-made man. His boot-
strap was a coveted space at Warsaw University, a privilege granted to only
a few Jewish students. After earning a degree in chemistry, he established
his own business in St. Petersburg. By the time of the Revolution he had
ensconced his family in a large apartment on Nevsky Prospekt, a promi-
nent address at the heart of the city. His educated and cultured wife, Anna,
came from a wealthy and well-connected background. Her father was an
expert tailor favored by the Russian Army, a position that helped shield
their extended family against anti-Semitic violence.
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Anna and Zinovy elevated Enlightenment European culture over
their religious background. They observed the major Jewish holidays,
holding a seder each year, but otherwise led largely secular lives. They
spoke Russian at home and their three daughters took private lessons
in French, German, gymnastics, and piano. They taught their eldest
daughter, Alisa, born in 1905, that “culture, civilization, anything which is
interesting...is abroad,” and refused to let her read Russian literature.'

In their urbane sophistication and secularism, the Rosenbaums were
vastly different from the majority of Russian Jews, who inhabited shtetls
in the Pale of Settlement. Regulated and restricted by the czar in their
choice of occupation and residence, Russia’s Jews had found an unsteady
berth in the empire until the 1880s, when a series of pogroms and newly
restrictive laws touched off a wave of migration. Between 1897 and 1915
over a million Jews left Russia, most heading for the United States.
Others emigrated to urban areas, where they had to officially register for
residence. St. Petersburg’s Jewish community grew from 6,700 in 1869 to
35,000 in 1910, the year Alisa turned five.?

By any standard, Russian or Jewish, the Rosenbaums were an elite
and privileged family. Alisa’s maternal grandparents were so wealthy, the
children noted with awe, that when their grandmother needed a tis-
sue she summoned a servant with a button on the wall.’ Alisa and her
three sisters grew up with a cook, a governess, a nurse, and tutors. Their
mother loved to entertain, and their handsome apartment was filled
with relatives and friends drawn to her evening salons. The family spent
each summer on the Crimean peninsula, a popular vacation spot for the
affluent. When Alisa was nine they journeyed to Austria and Switzerland
for six weeks.

Alisa’s childhood was dominated by her volatile mother. Ata young age
Alisa found herself ensnared in an intense family rivalry between Anna
and her sister’s husband. Both families had three daughters and lived in
the same apartment building. Her mother was delighted each time Alisa
bested her cousins in reading, writing, or arithmetic, and showed her off
before gatherings of friends and relatives. Privately she berated her eldest
daughter for failing to make friends. Alisa was a lonely, alienated child. In
new situations she was quiet and still, staring out remotely through her
large dark eyes. Anna grew increasingly frustrated with Alisa’s withdrawn
nature. “Why didn’t I like to play with others? Why didn’t I have any
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girlfriends? That was kind of the nagging refrain,” Alisa remembered.*
At times Anna’s criticisms erupted into full-blown rage. In a “fit of tem-
perament” she would lash out at her children, on one occasion break-
ing the legs of Alisa’s favorite doll and on another ripping up a prized
photo of Alexander Kerensky. She declared openly that she had never
wanted children, hated caring for them, and did so only because it was
her duty.

Zinovy, a taciturn and passive man, did little to balance his mercu-
rial wife. He worked diligently to support his family and retreated in his
spare time to games of whist, a popular card game. Despite the clashes
with her mother, Alisa knew she was unquestionably the family favorite.
Her grandmother doted on her, showering her with trinkets and treats
during each visit. Her younger sisters idolized her, and although her
father remained in the background, as was customary for fathers in his
time, Alisa sensed that he approved of her many accomplishments.

After extensive tutoring at home, Alisa enrolled in a progressive and
academically rigorous gymnasium. During religion classes at her school,
the Jewish girls were excused to the back of the room and left to enter-
tain themselves.” What really set Alisa apart was not her religion, but the
same aloof temperament her mother found so troubling. Occasionally
she would attract the interest of another girl, but she was never able
to maintain a steady friendship. Her basic orientation to the world
was simply too different. Alisa was serious and stern, uncomfortable
with gossip, games, or the intrigues of popularity. “I would be bashful
because I literally didn’t know what to talk to people about,” she recalled.
Her classmates were a mystery to Alisa, who “didn’t give the right cues
apparently” Her only recourse was her intelligence. Her high marks at
school enabled her to gain the respect, if not the affection, of her peers.®
Alisa’s perspective on her childhood was summarized in a composition
she wrote as a young teen: “childhood is the worst period of one’s life.”

She survived these lonely years by recourse to fantasy, imagining her-
self akin to Catherine the Great, an outsider in the Russian court who had
maneuvered her way to prominence. Like Catherine, Alisa saw herself as
“a child of destiny.” “They don’t know it,” she thought, “but it’s up to
me to demonstrate it.”” She escaped into the French children’s magazines
her mother proffered to help with her language studies. In their pages
Alisa discovered stories rife with beautiful princesses, brave adventurers,
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and daring warriors. Drawn into an imaginary universe of her own cre-
ation she began composing her own dramatic stories, often sitting in the
back of her classroom writing instead of attending to the lessons.

Alisa’s most enthusiastic audience for these early stories were her two
sisters. Nora, the youngest, shared her introversion and artistic incli-
nations. Her specialty was witty caricatures of her family that blended
man and beast. Alisa and Nora were inseparable, calling themselves
Dact I and Dact II, after the winged dinosaurs of Arthur Conan Doyle’s
fantastic adventure story The Lost World.® The middle sister, Natasha, a
skilled pianist, was outgoing and social. Both Nora and Natasha shared
a keen appreciation for their elder sister’s creativity, and at bedtime Alisa
regaled them with her latest tales.

As the turmoil of Russia’s revolutionary years closed in around the
Rosenbaums, the family was forced to forgo the luxuries that had marked
Alisa’s childhood. Trips abroad and summer vacations receded into the
distant past. Watching the disintegration of St. Petersburg, now renamed
Petrograd, Anna convinced Zinovy they must relocate to Crimea. There, in
czarist territory, he was able to open another shop, and the family’s situa-
tion stabilized briefly. Alisa, entering her teenage years, enrolled at the local
school, where her superior city education made her an immediate star.

But Crimea was a short-lived refuge. Red and White Russians battled
for control of the region, and the chaos spilled into Yevpatoria, where
the Rosenbaums lived. Communist soldiers rampaged through the
town, once again robbing Zinovy. Piece by piece the family sold Anna’s
jewelry. Like a good peasant daughter, Alisa was put to work. She took a
job teaching soldiers how to read.

In the middle of these bleak years Alisa unexpectedly broke through
to her distant father. The connection was politics. Although forbid-
den to read the newspapers or talk about politics, she had followed the
news of the Revolution with great interest. When Zinovy announced
his departure for a political meeting one evening, Alisa boldly asked to
accompany him. Surprised yet pleased, Zinovy agreed to take her, and
afterward the two had their first real conversation. He listened to Alisa
respectfully and offered his own opinions.

Zinovy was an anti-Communist and, as the mature Rand phrased it,
“pro-individualist.” So was she. In her adventure stories heroic resist-
ers struggling against the Soviet regime now replaced knights and
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princesses. She filled her diary with invective against the Communists,
further bolstered by her father’s position. Their new connection was
a source of great joy for Alisa, who remembered it was “only after we
began to be political allies that I really felt a real love for him....” She
also discovered that her father had an “enormous approval of my intel-
ligence,” which further confirmed her emerging sense of self.’

As in Petrograd, she remained unpopular with her classmates. They
were eager to ask for her help on school assignments, but Alisa was not
included in parties or invited on dates. Underneath their rejection Alisa
sensed a certain resentment. Did her classmates dislike her because she
was smarter? Were they penalizing her for her virtues? It was the first
glimmer of an idea that would surface later, in her fiction. “I think that
is what is the matter with my relationships,” she began to believe, but
worried this was “too easy” an explanation.'

Most likely, her classmates simply found Alisa abrasive and argumen-
tative. She had an admitted tendency to force conversations, a violent
intensity to her beliefs, an unfortunate inability to stop herself from
arguing. But from her perspective, their jealousy had forced her into a
lonely exile. Alisa was starting to understand herself as a heroine unfairly
punished for what was best in her. Later she would come to see envy and
resentment as fundamental social and political problems.

Turning to her interior world, Alisa became concerned not only
with what she thought but how she thought. In her preteen years she
had taken her family’s casual attitude toward religion a step farther,
deciding that she was an atheist. Now she discovered the two corol-
laries of her unbelief: logic and reason. When a teacher introduced
the class to Aristotle and syllogisms it was “as if a light bulb went off.”
Consistency was the principle that grabbed her attention, not surpris-
ing given her unpredictable and frightening life. Consistency as Alisa
understood it was the road to truth, the means to prevail in the heated
arguments she loved, the one method to determine the validity of her
thoughts."!

Three years after leaving Petrograd, in 1921, the Rosenbaums
returned. There was nowhere left to go, for Crimea and the rest of the
country had fallen to the Communists. Anna had begged Zinovy to
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leave Russia, to flee with his family across the Black Sea, but for once he
stood firm against her. The decision to return was not wise. Their apart-
ment and adjoining property had been given to other families, although
the Rosenbaums were able to secure a few rooms in the building Zinovy
had once owned outright.

Years later Alisa described in her fiction the grim disappointment
of her family’s return to Petrograd: “Their new home had no front
entrance. It had no electrical connections; the plumbing was out of
order; they had to carry water in pails from the floor below. Yellow stains
spread over the ceilings, bearing witness to past rains.” All trappings of
luxury and higher culture had vanished. Instead of monogrammed sil-
ver, spoons were of heavy tin. There was no crystal or silver, and “rusty
nails on the walls showed the places where old paintings had hung.”'? At
parties hostesses could offer their guests only dubious delicacies, such as
potato skin cookies and tea with saccharine tablets instead of sugar.

Under the Soviet New Economic Plan Zinovy was able to briefly
reopen his shop with several partners, but it was again confiscated. After
this latest insult Zinovy made one last, futile stand: he refused to work.
Alisa silently admired her father’s principles. To her his abdication was
not self-destruction but self-preservation. His refusal to work for an
exploitive system would structure the basic premise of her last novel,
Atlas Shrugged. But with survival at stake it was no time for principles,
or for bourgeois propriety. Anna found work teaching languages in a
school, becoming her family’s main source of support. But her teacher’s
salary was not enough for a family of five, and starvation stalked the
Rosenbaums.

Even with money it would have been difficult to find enough to
eat, for 1921—22 was the year of the Russian famine, during which
five million Russians starved to death. In the city limited food sup-
plies were parceled out to a subdued population through ration
cards. Millet, acorns, and mush became mainstays of the family diet.
Anna struggled to cook palatable meals on the Primus, a rudimen-
tary Soviet stove that belched smoke throughout their living area.
In later years Alisa remembered these bleak times vividly. She told
friends she wrapped newspapers around her feet in lieu of shoes and
recalled how she had begged her mother for a last dried pea to stave
off her hunger.



FROM RUSSIA TO ROOSEVELT

Living under such dire circumstances, the Rosenbaums continued to
prize education and culture. Alisa, now a full-time university student,
was not asked to work. When her parents scraped together enough
money to pay her streetcar fare she pocketed the money and used it to
buy tickets to the theater. Musicals and operettas replaced fiction as her
favorite narcotic.

At Petrograd State University Alisa was immune to the passions
of revolutionary politics, inured against any radicalism by the tra-
vails her family was enduring. When she matriculated at age sixteen
the entire Soviet higher education system was in flux. The Bolsheviks
had liberalized admission policies and made tuition free, creating a
flood of new students, including women and Jews, whose entrance
had previously been restricted. Alisa was among the first class of
women admitted to the university. Alongside these freedoms the
Bolsheviks dismissed counterrevolutionary professors, harassed those
who remained, and instituted Marxist courses on political economy
and historical materialism. Students and professors alike protested
the new conformity. In her first year Alisa was particularly outspo-
ken. Then the purges began. Anticommunist professors and students
disappeared, never to be heard from again. Alisa herself was briefly
expelled when all students of bourgeois background were dismissed
from the university. (The policy was later reversed and she returned.)
Acutely aware of the dangers she faced, Alisa became quiet and careful
with her words.

Alisa’s education was heavily colored by Marxism. In her later writ-
ing she satirized the pabulum students were fed in books like The ABC
of Communism and The Spirit of the Collective. By the time she gradu-
ated the school had been renamed Leningrad State University (and
Petrograd had become Leningrad). Like the city itself, the university
had fallen into disrepair. There were few textbooks or school supplies,
and lecture halls and professors’ offices were cold enough to freeze
ink. Ongoing reorganization and reform meant that departments
and graduation requirements were constantly changing. During her
three years at the university Alisa gravitated to smaller seminar-style
classes, skipping the large lectures that were heavy on Communist
ideology. Most of her coursework was in history, but she also enrolled
in classes in French, biology, history of worldviews, psychology, and
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logic. Her degree was granted by the interdisciplinary Department of
Social Pedagogy."*

Alisa was skeptical of the education she received at the university, and
it appears to have influenced her primarily in its form rather than its
content. Her time at the University of Leningrad taught her that all ideas
had an ultimate political valence. Communist authorities scrutinized
every professor and course for counterrevolutionary ideas. The most
innocuous statement could be traced back to its roots and identified as
being either for or against the Soviet system. Even history, a subject Alisa
chose because it was relatively free of Marxism, could be twisted and
framed to reflect the glories of Bolshevism. Years later she considered
herself an authority on propaganda, based on her university experience.
“I was trained in it by experts,” she explained to a friend."

The university also shaped Alisa’s understanding of intellectual life,
primarily by exposing her to formal philosophy. Russian philosophy was
synoptic and systemic, an approach that may have stimulated her later
interest in creating an integrated philosophical system.”” In her classes
she heard about Plato and Herbert Spencer and studied the works of
Aristotle for the first time. There was also a strong Russian tradition of
pursuing philosophical inquiry outside university settings, and that was
how she encountered Friedrich Nietzsche, the philosopher who quickly
became her favorite. A cousin taunted her with a book by Nietzsche,
“who beat you to all your ideas.”'® Reading outside of her classes she
devoured his works.

Alisa’s first love when she left university was not philosophy, however,
but the silver screen. The Russian movie industry, long dormant dur-
ing the chaos of war and revolution, began to revive in the early 1920s.
Under the New Economic Plan Soviet authorities allowed the import
of foreign films and the Commissariat of Education began support-
ing Russian film production. Hoping to become a screenwriter, Alisa
enrolled in the new State Institute for Cinematography after receiving
her undergraduate degree. Movies became her obsession. In 1924 she
viewed forty-seven movies; the next year she watched 117. In a movie
diary she ranked each film she saw on a scale of one to five, noted its
major stars, and started a list of her favorite artists. The movies even
inspired her first published works, a pamphlet about the actress Pola
Negri and a booklet titled Hollywood: American Movie City. In these
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early works she wrote knowledgably about major directors, artists, and
films and explained the studio system, the way directors worked, even
the use of specially trained animals."”

In the movies Alisa glimpsed America: an ideal world, a place as
different from Russia as she could imagine. America had glamour,
excitement, romance, a lush banquet of material goods. She described
Hollywood in reverent tones: “People, for whom 24 hours is not enough
time in a day, stream in a constant wave over its boulevards, smooth
as marble. It is difficult for them to talk with one another, because the
noise of automobiles drowns out their voices. Shining, elegant Fords
and Rolls-Royce’s fly, flickering, as the frames of one continuous movie
reel. And the sun strikes the blazing windows of enormous, snow white
studios. Every night an electric glow rises over the city.”'®

Her interest in America surged when the family received an unex-
pected letter from Chicago. Almost thirty years earlier Harry Portnoy,
one of Anna’s relatives, had emigrated to America, and her family had
helped pay the passage. Now one of Harry’s children, Sara Lipski, wrote
inquiring about the Rosenbaums, for they had heard nothing during
the wartime years. Alisa saw her chance. Using her connections to the
Portnoys she could obtain a visa to visit the United States; once there
she could find a way to stay forever. She begged her mother to ask their
relatives for help. Her parents agreed to the idea, perhaps worried that
their outspoken daughter would never survive in the shifting political
climate.

Or perhaps they agreed because Alisa’s unhappiness was palpa-
ble. Amid the privations of Petrograd she had made a life for herself,
even attracting an attentive suitor, a neighbor her family referred to as
Seriozha. But daily life continually disappointed. Film school seemed
a road to nowhere, for Alisa knew that as a Russian screenwriter she
would be expected to write Soviet propaganda, to support a system she
loathed. Seriozha was little comfort. The two had met when their fami-
lies rented adjacent cabins one summer for a brief vacation. Back in
Leningrad Alisa continued to accept his overtures, but her heart lay with
the memory of another man. Her first adolescent crush had been on the
darkly attractive Lev, whom she met through a cousin. Years later his
memory lingered as the character Leo in We the Living: “He was tall; his
collar was raised; a cap was pulled over his eyes. His mouth, calm, severe,
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contemptuous, was that of an ancient chieftain who could order men to
die, and his eyes were such as could watch it.”** Fascinated by the intense
young Alisa, Lev for a time became a regular visitor to the Rosenbaum
household. But he had no genuine interest in a romance, soon abandon-
ing her for other pursuits. Alisa was crushed. Lev symbolized all the lost
possibility of her life in Russia.

As she listened to her beloved eldest daughter shouting with
despair behind her bedroom door, Anna knew she must get Alisa
out of Russia.”” It took months to lay the groundwork. The first step
was English lessons. Next Anna, Natasha, and Nora began a new
round of fervent Communist activity intended to prove the family’s
loyalty to the Revolution, even as Anna began securing the permits
for Alisa’s escape. The Rosenbaums claimed that Alisa intended to
study American movies and return to help launch the Russian film
industry, a lie made plausible by her enrollment at the film institute
and the fact that her relatives owned a theater. All of Anna’s Chicago
relatives, the Portnoy, Lipski, Satrin, and Goldberg families, pledged
their support.

Alisa’s impending departure made the entire family tense. At each
bureaucratic hurdle Alisa was struck with panic attacks at the prospect
that she might not escape. Even as they urged her to use any means nec-
essary to stay in the United States, the Rosenbaums were devastated by
her departure. Alisa appeared more sanguine. Going to America was like
“going to Mars,” and she knew she might never see her family again. Yet
she was supremely confident about her own prospects, and also shared
her father’s sense that the Communist government could not last. “I'll
be famous by the time I return,” she shouted to her stricken family as the
train pulled out of the Leningrad station in January 1926. Aside from the
lovelorn Seriozha, who would accompany her as far as Moscow, Alisa
was on her own. She carried with her seventeen film scenarios and a pre-
cious stone sewn into her clothes by Anna. Nora, Natasha, and her cous-
ins chased after the train as it faded into the distance. Zinovy returned
home and wept.*

Leaving Russia was only the first step, for Alisa still had to receive
immigration papers from the American consulate in neighboring
Latvia. Just a year earlier, responding to rising nativist sentiment, the
U.S. Congress had moved to severely restrict immigration from Russia
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and other Eastern European countries. As she waited for her appoint-
ment, staying with family friends, Alisa soothed her nerves at the cin-
ema, seeing four films during her brief stay. A quick fib about a fiancé
secured her the necessary American papers, and then she was off, tak-
ing a train through Berlin and Paris, where more family connections
smoothed her way. At the Hague she sent a last cable to Leningrad and
then took passage on an ocean liner bound for New York. Once there,
she would be met by yet more family friends, who would shepherd her
to Chicago.

Onboard the de Grasse Alisa was flattened by seasickness. But as she
lay pinned to her berth by the motion of the sea she began refashioning
herself. In Russia she had experimented with using a different surname,
Rand, an abbreviation of Rosenbaum. Now she jettisoned Alisa for a
given name inspired by a Finnish writer.” Like a Hollywood star she
wanted a new, streamlined name that would be memorable on the mar-
quee. The one she ultimately chose, Ayn Rand, freed her from her gen-
der, her religion, her past. It was the perfect name for a child of destiny.

The rat-tat-tat of Ayn’s typewriter drove her Chicago relatives crazy. She
wrote every night, sometimes all night. In America nothing was going
to stand in her way. Whenever possible she went to the Lipskis’ cinema,
watching films repeatedly, soaking in the details of the filming, the act-
ing, the story, the plot. In the six months she spent in Chicago she saw
135 movies. Her English was still poor, and matching the subtitles to the
action helped her learn.

Completely focused on her own concerns, Rand had little time for
chit-chat with her relatives. Asked about family affairs in Russia she
gave curt answers or launched into long tirades about the murderous
Bolsheviks. The many generations of Portnoys were baffled by their
strange new relative. They began trading her back and forth, for no
household could long stand her eccentricities. By the end of the sum-
mer their patience was exhausted.

Rand was eager to leave Chicago anyway. She was particularly dis-
comfited by the exclusively Jewish social world in which her relatives
lived. Since her arrival in New York, nearly everyone she had met was
Jewish. This was not, she thought, the real America. She longed to break
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out of the stifling ethnic enclave of her extended family and experience
the country she had imagined so vividly in Russia. The Portnoys bought
her train ticket to Hollywood and gave her a hundred dollars to start
out. Rand promised them a Rolls Royce in return.

In Russia Rand had imagined Hollywood as a microcosm of the
globe: “You will meet representatives of every nationality, people from
every social class. Elegant Europeans, energetic, businesslike Americans,
benevolent Negroes, quiet Chinese, savages from colonies. Professors
from the best schools, farmers, and aristocrats of all types and ages
descend on the Hollywood studios in a greedy crowd.”? Despite its
international image, Hollywood itself was little more than a glorified
cow town that could not compare to the glitz of its productions. When
Rand arrived in 1926 the major studios were just setting up shop, drawn
by the social freedoms of California and the warm climate, which meant
films could be shot year-round. Roads were haphazard and might dead-
end suddenly into a thicket of brush; chaparral covered the rolling hills
to the east, where rattlesnakes and mountain lions sheltered. Besides
movies, the main exports were the oranges and lemons that grew in
groves at the edge of town. Near the studios a surreal mix of costumed
extras wandered the streets. “A mining town in lotus land” is the way the
novelist F. Scott Fitzgerald described early Hollywood. More negative
was the verdict of his contemporary Nathanael West, who called the city
“a dream dump.”” But Rand had little exposure to the movie industry’s
dark side.

Instead, arriving in Hollywood was like stepping into one of the fan-
tasy tales she wrote as a child. Her timing was fortuitous. The industry
was still young and relatively fluid; moreover, the mid-1920s were the
last years of the silent pictures, so even though Rand had barely mas-
tered English she could still hope to author screenplays. Movie dialogue,
which appeared in subtitles at the bottom of the screen, was necessar-
ily brief and basic. The action in movies was driven instead by popu-
lar piano music, which Rand loved. In Chicago she had written several
more screenplays in her broken English.

Her first stop was the De Mille Studio, home of her favorite direc-
tor. None of De Mille’s religious films had been released in Russia,
where he was famous for “society glamour, sex, and adventure,” as Rand
recalled.” She had a formulaic letter of introduction from the Portnoys
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and a sheaf of her work in hand. A secretary listened politely to her tale
before shunting her out the door. And then she saw him, Cecil B. De
Mille himself. By the gates of the studio De Mille was idling his automo-
bile, engrossed in conversation. She stared and stared. De Mille, used to
adulation, was struck by the intensity of her gaze and called out to her
from his open roadster. Rand stammered back in her guttural accent,
telling him she had just arrived from Russia. De Mille knew a good story
when he heard it and impulsively invited Rand into his car. He drove her
through the streets of Hollywood, dropped famous names, pointed out
noteworthy places, and invited her to the set of King of Kings the next
day. When it was all over Rand had a nickname, “Caviar,” and steady
work as an extra.

She quickly parlayed her personal connection with De Mille into a
job as a junior writer in his studio. Her own screenwriting efforts were
unpolished, but Rand could tell a good movie from a bad one. By the
time she arrived in Hollywood she had watched and ranked more than
three hundred movies. As a junior writer she summarized properties
De Mille owned and wrote suggestions for improvement. It was almost
too good to be true. Less than a year after leaving Russia, Rand had real-
ized some of her wildest dreams. She took lodgings at the new Studio
Club, a charitable home for eighty aspiring actresses located in a beauti-
ful, Mediterranean-style building designed by Julia Morgan. Founded
by concerned Hollywood matrons, the Studio Club aimed to keep the
starstruck “extra girl” out of trouble by providing safe, affordable, and
supervised refuge. Men were not allowed into the rooms, and the resi-
dents were provided with a variety of wholesome social activities, such
as weekly teas.

These aspects of the Studio Club held little attraction for Rand, who
struck her fellow boarders as an oddball. In contrast to the would-be
starlets who surrounded her, Rand rarely wore makeup and cut her own
hair, favoring a short pageboy style. She stayed up all night to write and
loved combative arguments about abstract topics. “My first impression
is that this woman is a freak!” remembered a Hollywood acquaintance.
Rand herself knew she was different. “Try to be calm, balanced, indiffer-
ent, normal, and not enthusiastic, passionate, excited, ecstatic, flaming,
tense,” she counseled herself in her journal. “Learn to be calm, for good-

ness sake!”?
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Even in a town of outsize ambitions Rand was extraordinarily driven.
She lashed at herself in a writing diary, “Stop admiring yourself—you
are nothing yet.” Her steady intellectual companion in these years was
Friedrich Nietzsche, and the first book she bought in English was Thus
Spoke Zarathustra. Nietzsche was an individualist who celebrated self-
creation, which was after all what Rand was doing in America. She
seemed to have been deeply affected by his emphasis on the will to
power, or self-overcoming. She commanded herself, “The secret of life:
you must be nothing but will. Know what you want and do it. Know
what you are doing and why you are doing it, every minute of the day.
All will and all control. Send everything else to hell!”* Set on perfecting
her English, she checked out British and American literature from the
library. She experimented with a range of genres in her writing, creating
short stories, screenplays, and scenarios. She brought her best efforts
into the De Mille studio, but none were accepted.

Rand was also absorbed by the conundrums of love, sex, and men.
Shortly after arriving in Chicago she had written Seriozha to end their
relationship. Her mother applauded the move, telling her daughter it
was “only the fact that you had been surrounded by people from the
caveman days that made you devote so much time to him.” She was less
understanding when Rand began to let ties to her family lapse. “You left,
and it is though you divorced us,” Anna wrote accusingly when Rand did
not respond to letters for several months.” Rand was becoming increas-
ingly wary of dependence of any kind. The prospect of romance in par-
ticular roused the pain of Lev’s rejection years earlier. To desire was to
need, and Rand wanted to need nobody.

Instead she created a fictional world where beautiful, glamorous, and
rich heroines dominated their suitors. Several short stories she wrote
in Hollywood, but never published, dwelled on the same theme. The
Husband I Bought stars an heiress who rescues her boyfriend from bank-
ruptcy by marrying him. Another heiress in Good Copy saves the career
of her newspaper boyfriend, again by marrying him, while in Escort a
woman inadvertently purchases the services of her husband for an even-
ing on the town. In several stories the woman not only has financial
power over the man, but acts to sexually humiliate and emasculate him
by having a public extramarital affair. In Rand’s imagination women
were passionate yet remained firmly in control.*
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Real life was not so simple. On a streetcar heading to work during her
first days in Hollywood she noticed a tall and striking stranger. Frank
O’Connor was exactly the type of man Rand found most attractive. To
her joy, she realized they were both heading to the same destination, De
Mille’s King of Kings set. After changing into her costume she spotted
him again, attired as a Roman soldier, complete with toga and head-
dress. Rand followed his every move for days. On the fourth day she
deliberately tripped him as he did a scene and apologized profusely after
he fell. Her words made it clear she was not American, and like De Mille
before him, Frank was struck by this odd foreign woman. They chatted
briefly. Nerves thickened Rand’s accent, and Frank could barely under-
stand a word she said. Then he was distracted by someone else, and the
next minute he was gone.

Never one to doubt herself, Rand was sure it was love. Finding Frank
and then losing him shattered her. Homesickness, loneliness, anxiety
over her future—all her pent-up emotions poured forth as she fixated
on the handsome stranger. For months she sobbed audibly in her bed-
room at the Studio Club, alarming the other girls. Then she found him
again, this time in a library off Hollywood Boulevard. They spoke for
several hours, and he invited her to dinner. From then on their court-
ship was slow but steady.

Raised in a small town in Ohio, Frank was the third of seven children
born to devout Catholic parents. His father was a steelworker, his mother
a housewife who aspired to greater things. Overbearing and ambitious,
she dominated her large brood and her passive, alcoholic husband. After
his mother’s untimely death, Frank left home at age fifteen with three
of his brothers. They worked their way to New York, where Frank began
acting in the fledgling movie industry. A few years later he followed the
studios west, arriving in Hollywood around the same time as Rand. Like
her, he was entranced by the flash and sophistication of the movies.

The similarities ended there. Where Ayn was outspoken and bold,
Frank was taciturn and retiring. She was mercurial, stubborn, and driven;
he was even-keeled, irenic, and accommodating. Most important, Frank
was used to strong women. He was intrigued by Ayn’s strong opinions
and intellectual bent and was willing to let her steer the relationship.
Rand was captivated, both by Frank’s gentle manner and by his good
looks. She worshipped the beauties of Hollywood, but with her square
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jaw and thick features she knew she could never be counted among
them. Frank, however, was movie-star handsome, with a slender build,
an easy grace, and a striking visage. Her neighbors at the Studio Club
began to notice a new Ayn, one more relaxed, friendly, and social than
before. An incident the other girls found hilarious sheds some light on
her priorities. “She apparently had terrible financial problems and owed
money to the club,” recounted a fellow boarder. “Anyhow, a woman was
going to donate $50 to the neediest girl in the club, and Miss Williams
picked out Ayn. Ayn thanked them for the money and then went right
out and bought a set of black lingerie.”*

Rand’s financial problems were triggered by the advent of the talkies,
which shook the movie industry to the core. In 1927 De Mille closed his
studio, and with talking pictures now ascendant Rand could not find
another job in the industry. Unskilled and anonymous, she had to settle
for a series of odd jobs and temporary positions. She fell behind on her
rent and started skipping meals. This was not the fate she had expected
when she disembarked in New York years earlier. Though she accepted
small loans from her family, she was unwilling to ask Frank for help, or
even to reveal the extent of her problems to him. On their dates she kept
up appearances, never letting him see the despair that was beginning to
suffuse her life.

Under the surface Rand’s unfulfilled ambitions ate away at her. When
the tabloids filled with the sensational case of William Hickman, a teen
murderer who mutilated his victim and boasted maniacally of his deed
when caught, Rand was sympathetic rather than horrified. To her, Hickman
embodied the strong individual breaking free from the ordinary run of
humanity. She imagined Hickman to be like herself, a sensitive individual
ruined by misunderstanding and neglect, writing in her diary, “If he had
any desires and ambitions—what was the way before him? A long, slow,
soul-eating, heart-wrecking toil and struggle; the degrading, ignoble road
of silent pain and loud compromises.””> Glossing over his crime, Rand
focused on his defiant refusal to express remorse or contrition.

She began to plan “The Little Street,” a story with a protagonist, Danny
Renahan, modeled after Hickman. It was the first of her stories to contain
an explicit abstract theme. She wanted to document and decry how soci-
ety crushed exceptional individuals. In a writing notebook she explained
her attraction to the scandal: “It is more exact to say that the model is not
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Hickman, but what Hickman suggested to me.” Still, Rand had trouble
interpreting the case as anything other than an exercise in mob psychol-
ogy. She wrote, “This case is not moral indignation at a terrible crime. It
is the mob’s murderous desire to revenge its hurt vanity against the man
who dared to be alone.” What the tabloids saw as psychopathic, Rand
admired: “It is the amazing picture of a man with no regard whatever for
all that society holds sacred, and with a consciousness all his own. A man
who really stands alone, in action and in soul.”*

Rand appeared to be drawing from both her own psychology and
her recent readings of Nietzsche as she mused about the case and
planned her story. She modeled Renahan along explicitly Nietzschean
lines, noting that “he has the true, innate psychology of a Superman.”
To Rand a Superman was one who cared nothing for the thoughts, feel-
ings, or opinions of others. Her description of Renahan as Superman
echoed her own self-description as a child: “He is born with a won-
derful, free, light consciousness—resulting from the absolute lack of
social instinct or herd feeling. He does not understand, because he has
no organ for understanding, the necessity, meaning or importance of
other people.”**

Rand’s understanding of the Superman as a strong individual who
places himself above society was a popular, if crude, interpretation of
Nietzsche’s Ubermensch.’> What stands out is her emphasis on Renahan’s
icy emotional alienation. Rand clearly admired her imaginary hero’s
solipsism, yet she had chosen a profession that measured success by
popularity. The tension between her values and her goals produced an
ugly frustration. “Show that humanity is petty. That it’s small. That it’s
dumb, with the heavy, hopeless stupidity of a man born feeble-minded,”
she wrote.” This anger and frustration, born from her professional
struggles, was itself the greatest obstacle to Rand’s writing career.

Rand’s bitterness was undoubtedly nurtured by her interest in
Nietzsche. Judging from her journals, unemployment precipitated a new
round of reading his work. Her notes filled with the phrases “Nietzsche
and I think” and “as Nietzsche said.” Her style also edged in his direction
as she experimented with pithy aphorisms and observations. More sig-
nificantly, Nietzsche’s elitism fortified her own. Like many of his readers,
Rand seems never to have doubted that she was one of the creators, the
artists, the potential Overmen of whom Nietzsche spoke.”
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On some level Rand realized that her infatuation with Nietzsche,
however inspirational, was damaging to her creativity. The idea of the
Superman had lodged in her mind with problematic force. She strug-
gled to resist: “Try to forget yourself—to forget all high ideas, ambi-
tions, superman and so on. Try to put yourself into the psychology of
ordinary people, when you think of stories.”*® Convinced of her own
worth yet stymied by her low position, Rand alternated between despair
and mania.

When she began writing to her family again after a long lapse, Anna
was shocked at the dark tone that had crept into her letters. She sensed
that Rand’s expectations were part of the problem, reminding her
daughter that success would not come without a struggle: “Your talent is
very clearly and firmly established. Your gift manifested itself very early
in life and long ago. Your talent is so clear that eventually it will break
through and spurt like a fountain.”* As her mother intuited, Rand’s
silence was due in part to her fear of disappointing her family. They had
pinned their hopes on her, and after such a promising start Rand had
little to report.

She did, however, have one success to share: a new husband. After
a year of regular dates Rand moved out of the Studio Club into a fur-
nished room that afforded her and Frank more privacy. Soon she began
pushing for marriage, reminding Frank that after several extensions her
visa was soon to expire. They were married in 1929, the year of the Great
Crash. A few months later Rand applied for citizenship as Mrs. Frank
O’Connor.

As it turned out, Rand’s stories about dashing heiresses and feckless
suitors proved a useful meditation for her marriage to Frank. A strug-
gling actor, he had always worked episodically and the economic depres-
sion made jobs even more difficult to find. Rand was the breadwinner
from the start. Soon after their marriage she was hired as a filing clerk in
the wardrobe department at RKO Radio Pictures after another Russian
employed there had given her a lead on the job. Focused, organized,
and desperate for work, Rand was an ideal employee. Within a year she
had risen to head of the department and was earning a comfortable
salary, which allowed the newlyweds to establish a stable life together.
They owned a collie and an automobile and lived in an apartment large
enough to accommodate long-term guests. When close friends of the



FROM RUSSIA TO ROOSEVELT

O’Connor family went through a wrenching divorce, Ayn and Frank
sheltered Frank’s ten-year-old goddaughter for a summer.

Through the mundane negotiations of married life a current of
exoticism kept their attraction strong. In a letter home Rand described
Frank as an “Irishman with blue eyes,” and he took to wearing Russian
Cossack-style shirts.”* Still, Rand found the rhythms of domesticity
exhausting. She rose early in the morning to write and then left for RKO,
where her days could stretch to sixteen hours. Each night she rushed
home to cook Frank dinner, a responsibility she prized as a sign of wifely
virtue. Over Frank’s protestations she insisted on boiling water to scald
the dishes after every meal, having inherited her mother’s phobia about
germs. After dinner and cleanup she returned to her writing.

In her off-hours she completed a film scenario called Red Pawn,
a melodramatic love story set in Soviet Russia. A well-connected neigh-
bor passed the scenario along to an agent, and Rand used her RKO
position to access unofficial channels. She sent her work to a Universal
screenwriter, Gouverneur Morris, a writer of pulpy novels and maga-
zine stories (and great-grandson of the colonial statesman). The two
had never met, but Morris’s tightly plotted work had impressed Rand.
Morris groaned at the request from an unknown wardrobe girl, but to
his surprise he enjoyed the story. Meeting Rand he pronounced her a
genius. When Universal purchased Red Pawn in 1932 Morris claimed
full credit, and he pressed the studio to hire her on as a writer. Universal
paid Rand seven hundred dollars for her story and an additional eight
hundred dollars for an eight-week contract to write a screenplay and
treatment.*!

Rand’s luck was beginning to turn. Red Pawn was never produced,
but a few prominent stars showed interest in the property, sparking a
brief flurry of news coverage. “Russian Girl Finds End of Rainbow in
Hollywood” was the Chicago Daily News headline to a short article that
mentioned Rand’s Chicago connections, her meeting with De Mille,
and plans for the movie.*? The screenwriting job was far more lucrative
than working in the wardrobe department, and by the end of the year
Rand was flush enough to quit work and begin writing full time. The
next two years were her most productive yet. In 1933 she completed a
play, Night of January 16th, and the next year finished her first novel,
We the Living.
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As she began writing seriously, Rand was not shy about drawing from
the work of other authors. Copying was one of the few honored tradi-
tions in Hollywood; no sooner had one studio released a popular movie
than the others would rush a similar story into production. Similarly,
Rand was inspired to write a play set in a courtroom after seeing The
Trial of Mary Dugan. When her play Night of January 16th was first pro-
duced the Los Angeles Times noted uneasily, “It so closely resembles “The
Trial of Mary Dugan’ in its broader aspects as to incorporate veritably
the same plot.”*

It is safe to say, however, that the author of Mary Dugan was not try-
ing to advance individualism through theater. That goal was Rand’s
alone. Night of January 16th was Rand’s first successful marriage of
entertainment and propaganda. She hoped to both entertain her audi-
ence and spread her ideas about individualism. Like “The Little Street,”
the play was heavily tinctured with her interpretation of Nietzsche. She
drew on yet another highly publicized criminal case to shape one of
her characters, Bjorn Faulkner, who was loosely modeled on the infa-
mous “Swedish Match King” Ivar Kreuger. In 1932 Kreuger shot himself
when his financial empire, in reality a giant Ponzi scheme, collapsed in
scandal.

Rand still found criminality an irresistible metaphor for individual-
ism, with dubious results. Translated by Rand into fiction, Nietzsche’s
transvaluation of values changed criminals into heroes and rape into
love. Rand intended Bjorn Faulkner to embody heroic individualism,
but in the play he comes off as little more than an unscrupulous busi-
nessman with a taste for rough sex. He rapes his secretary, Karen Andre,
on her first day of work. Andre immediately falls in love with him and
remains willingly as his mistress, secretary, and eventual business partner.
When Faulkner dies under mysterious circumstances, Andre becomes
the prime suspect. She goes on trial for Faulkner’s murder, and the entire
play is set in a courtroom. What really made Night of January 16th was
a crowd-pleasing gimmick: each night a different jury is selected from
the audience. Rand constructed the play so that there was approximately
equal evidence indicting two characters and wrote two endings to the
play, to be performed according to the verdict of the audience jury.

This unusual staging attracted the attention of Al Woods, a seasoned
producer who wanted to take the play to Broadway. It was the big break
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she had been waiting for, but Rand was wary of Woods. As much as she
wanted fame, she wanted it on her own terms. Night of January 16th
was encoded with subtle messages about individualism and morality.
The ambitious and unconventional Karen Andre was a softer version of
Danny Renahan from “The Little Street.” If the audience shared Rand’s
individualistic inclinations they would vote to acquit Andre of the crime.
Rand feared that Woods, intent on a hit, would gut the play of its larger
meaning. She turned down his offer.

Even as literary fame lay within reach, Rand’s ambitions were racing
onward. In early 1934 she began a philosophical journal. She would
write in it only episodically in the next few years, accumulating about
ten pages before she shifted her focus back to fiction. It was only “the
vague beginnings of an amateur philosopher,” she announced modestly,
but by the end of her first entry she had decided, “I want to be known
as the greatest champion of reason and the greatest enemy of religion.”**
She recorded two objections to religion: it established unrealizable,
abstract ethical ideas that made men cynical when they fell short, and
its emphasis on faith denied reason.

From these first deliberations Rand segued to a series of musings
about the relationship between feelings and thoughts. She wondered,
“Are instincts and emotions necessarily beyond the control of plain
thinking? Or were they trained to be? Why is a complete harmony
between mind and emotions impossible?” During her first spell of
unemployment Rand had chastised herself for being too emotional.
Now she seemed to be convincing herself that emotions could be con-
trolled, if only she could think the right thoughts. Couldn’t contradic-
tory emotions, she ventured, be considered “a form of undeveloped
reason, a form of stupidity?”*

Over the next few months Rand’s commitment to reason deepened.
Where before she had seen herself as moody and excitable, she now
imagined, “my instincts and reason are so inseparably one, with the
reason ruling the instincts.” Her tone alternated between grandiosity
and self-doubt. “Am I trying to impose my own peculiarities as a philo-
sophical system?” she wondered. Still she had no doubt that her mus-
ings would eventually culminate in “a logical system, proceeding from
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a few axioms in a succession of logical theorems.” “The end result,” she
declared, “will be my ‘mathematics of philosophy.”¢

She also began responding to Nietzsche’s call for a new, naturalis-
tic morality that would transcend Christianity. The key to originality,
she thought, would be to focus exclusively on the individual. “Is ethics
necessarily and basically a social conception?” she asked in her journal.
“Have there been systems of ethics written primarily on the basis of
an individual? Can that be done?” She ended with a Nietzschean per-
oration: “If men are the highest of animals, isn’t man the next step?”
Tentatively, slowly, Rand was sketching out the foundations of her later
thought.”

In the meantime her playwriting career was beginning to take off.
Rejecting Woods was an audacious move that only heightened his inter-
est in Night of January 16th. After the play was successfully produced by a
local Hollywood theater Woods tried again. This time he agreed to small
changes in the contract that gave Rand more influence. He also requested
that Rand relocate to New York immediately to assist with production
of the play. Setting aside her misgivings, Rand accepted Wood’s new
offer. She was more than happy to move to New York. Hollywood had
never been to her liking, but the few brief days she spent in New York
had left a lasting impression. There was little keeping the O’Connors in
California, for Frank’s acting career had sputtered to an effective end. In
November 1934 they packed up their few possessions and set out on the
long drive to New York.

By the time they arrived the young couple was nearly destitute. Rand
had drained her savings to write and spent the last of her money on the
move. Woods was unable to find funding for the play, so for the fore-
seeable future Rand would receive only minimal monthly payments. A
small furnished room was all they could afford. They borrowed money
from a few friends, and Frank’s brother Nick, a bachelor, became a fre-
quent dinner guest and helped contribute to their expenses.

As in Hollywood, they socialized infrequently. Rand detested small
talk, often sitting mute at social gatherings. At parties Frank would sur-
reptitiously hand her notes suggesting conversational topics and part-
ners.*® She became animated only when the talk moved on to territory
where she could hang an argument. At any mention of religion, moral-
ity, or ethics she would transform from a silent wallflower into a raging
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tigress, eager to take all comers. Neither persona made for pleasant com-
pany. But Nick O’Connor, who had a taste for intellectual discussion,
enjoyed spending time with Rand. A few other friends gravitated into the
O’Connor orbit, including Albert Mannheimer, a young socialist with
whom Rand loved to argue, and a few Russians Rand had met through
family connections. Frank’s niece Mimi Sutton was also a frequent visi-
tor to their home. By and large, though, Rand contented herself with
the attentions of a few close friends. She and Frank, or “Cubbyhole” and
“Fluff” as they now called one another, drew closer. Though he never
pretended to be an intellectual, Frank cultivated a dry wit that she found
hilarious. Serious and focused in her professional life, Rand could be
silly and girlish with Frank. A long-haired Persian cat, Tartallia, rounded
out the family.

As she waited for the play to go up, Rand turned her attention to
selling her novel, completed a year before. We the Living is the most
autobiographical of Rand’s works. It is set in a milieu she knew well, the
world of the Russian cultured classes who had lost nearly everything
in the Revolution. The novel follows the fate of two bourgeois families,
the Argounovs and the Ivanovitches, who, like the Rosenbaums, tumble
from an exalted position in society to a life of poverty. The main charac-
ters are Kira, Leo, and Andrei, three young people who struggle against
the injustices and violence of the Soviet regime. Petrograd itself is a pal-
pable presence in the novel. Her tone elegiac and wistful, Rand describes
its streets and monuments with evocative detail.

Rand’s anti-Communism is woven into every scene in the novel and
its overall structure. Kira, the heroine, is an independent and deter-
mined career woman who boldly flouts social convention, sharing an
apartment with her lover, Leo, the son of a famous general executed for
counterrevolutionary activity. Due to their class background, Leo and
Kira are expelled from university and are unable to find work because
they do not belong to the Communist Party. When Leo falls ill with
tuberculosis he is denied medical care for the same reason. “Why—in
the face of the Union of Socialist Soviet Republics—can’t one aristo-
crat die?” an official asks Kira.** In desperation Kira begins a clandestine
affair with Andrei, a sexy Communist with connections to the secret
police. Andrei passes his salary on to Kira, who uses it to fund Leo’s stay
in a sanatorium.
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Rand’s sympathetic portrait of Andrei is striking, particularly when
contrasted to her later villains. For all Rand’s hatred of Communism,
Andrei is one of her most fully realized and compelling characters.
Ruthless in pursuit of his ideals, he has the strength and wisdom to rec-
ognize the corruption inherent in the Communist system. In one of the
book’s most gripping scenes, Andrei raids Leo’s apartment and discov-
ers his connection to Kira. When Kira confesses that money was a pri-
mary motivation for her affair with him, Andrei is devastated. She is
unapologetic: “If you taught us that our life is nothing before that of the
State—well then, are you really suffering?” Stung by her words, Andrei
begins to understand the consequences of his ideals in action. He is fur-
ther disillusioned when his superiors prosecute Leo for speculation yet
hush up the involvement of several Communist Party members in the
scheme. At his next Party Club meeting Andrei denounces the Party and
defends individualism. Soon afterward he commits suicide, an act Rand
frames as the final, noble decision of a man who recognizes the evil of
the system he has served yet refuses to let it poison his soul.”

The novel ends on an even bleaker note. Kira has saved Leo’s life but
not his spirit. Denied gainful employment, he turns to crime and then
abandons Kira for a wealthy older woman. Kira concludes, “It was
I against a hundred and fifty million people. I lost.” At the end of the
story Kira is shot while attempting to cross the Siberian border to free-
dom. Rand paints her death in dramatic detail: “She lay on the edge of
a hill and looked down at the sky. One hand, white and still, hung over
the edge, and little red drops rolled slowly in the snow, down the slope.”
Through all the romantic intrigue Rand’s didactic message is clear:
Communism is a cruel system that crushes the virtuous and rewards
the corrupt.™

We the Living was Rand’s first attempt to link her idée fixe of indi-
vidualism to larger social and political problems. It exhibits much of her
previous contempt for the masses, but its overall theme has a gravity
and relevance missing from her earlier work. In her notes for the novel
she used the word “collectivism” for the first time; her book would dem-
onstrate “its spirit, influence, ramifications,” she jotted in a brief aside.
Rand’s use of the concept demonstrated her new familiarity with contem-
porary American language. As the country sank deeper into depression
during the mid-1930s there was much discussion of collective solutions
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and collective action.” Like many others, Rand saw Russia as emblematic
of collectivism. This identification lay at the heart of her attack.

According to Rand, collectivism was inherently problematic, for it pri-
oritized the common good over the lives of individuals. Russia, with its
purges, secret police, and stolen property, provided the clearest example
of this truth. But she wanted her novel to show that the problem went
beyond Russia, for it was the very principles of Communism, not just
the practice, that were flawed. Rand was unwilling to grant collectivism
any moral high ground. As Kira informs Andrei, “I loathe your ideals.”
This was the first germ of Rand’s critique of altruism. It also marked an
important expansion and maturation of her thought. Her first works
had focused on the clash between exceptional individuals and their
immediate society. Now she began to examine how these forces played
out on a larger canvas.

This move to a social framework transformed Rand’s writing. In
Soviet Russia she found a setting that could give full and plausible
expression to her own embedded emotional patterns. When set within
an oppressive society, the lonely, embattled individual became not an
antisocial loner but an admirable freedom fighter. Drawing from her
past also helped Rand check her wilder flights of imagination. The nov-
el’s plot is fanciful, but most of the book’s characters ring true. Rand
based many of them on people she knew in Russia and drew liberally
from her own experiences to describe the frustration and angst of living
under Soviet Communism.”*

Rand expected the novel to sell quickly. She knew it was not the best
work she could produce, but it was far better than anything she had
written before. She also had some powerful connections on her side.
Her Hollywood booster, Gouverneur Morris, called her latest work
“the Uncle Tom’s Cabin of Soviet Russia” and sent the manuscript to his
friend H. L. Mencken, the famed book critic. Like Rand, Mencken had
a strong appreciation for Nietzsche. An unabashed elitist, he delighted
in mocking the stupidity and pretensions of the American “boo-boisie.”
With time Mencken was growing increasingly conservative politically,
and he proved receptive to Rand’s individualist message. He reported
back to Morris that We the Living was “a really excellent piece of work,”
and the two of them lent their names to Rand’s manuscript. Even so,
Rand’s agent reported one failure after another.”
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It began to dawn on Rand that there were Communist sympathiz-
ers, or “pinks,” in America. At first she had assumed, “[T]hey did not
matter in the least...this was the capitalist country of the world, and
by everything I could observe, Leftism or socialism was not an issue.”*
But now she began to hear that although publishers liked the book, they
found its politics objectionable. Reviewers and editorial board mem-
bers explained to Rand’s agent that she was simply wrong about Soviet
Russia and misunderstood the noble experiment being conducted there.
Some added that though conditions might have been poor in the revo-
lutionary period that Rand described, everything was different now.”’

Itis true that We the Living flew in the face of everything most educated
Americans thought they knew about Russia. As the Great Depression
ground on and unemployment soared, intellectuals began unfavorably
comparing their faltering capitalist economy to Russian Communism.
Karl Marx had predicted that capitalism would fall under the weight of
its own contradictions, and now with the economic crisis gripping the
West, his predictions seem to be coming true. By contrast Russia seemed
an emblematic modern nation, making the staggering leap from a feu-
dal past to an industrial future with ease.”®

High-profile visitors to Russia reinforced this perception. Important
Americans who visited the USSR were given the red carpet treatment
and credulously reported back the fantasy they had been fed. More
than ten years after the Revolution, Communism was finally reaching
full flower, according to the New York Times reporter Walter Duranty, a
Stalin fan who vigorously debunked accounts of the Ukraine famine, a
man-made disaster that would leave millions dead. The Soviet economy
was booming; Russia had even eliminated juvenile delinquency, pros-
titution, and mental illness, according to the psychiatrist Frankwood
Williams, author of the optimistic Russia, Youth, and the Present-Day
World.”

There was a sense of inevitability about it all. In educated, reform-
minded circles it became conventional wisdom that the United States
would simply have to move toward Communism or, at the very least,
socialism. Whittaker Chambers, a Communist since the 1920s, remem-
bered the Party’s sudden surge in popularity: “These were the first quotas
of the great drift from Columbia, Harvard, and elsewhere...from 1930
on, a small intellectual army passed over to the Communist Party with
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scarcely any effort on its part” Many who did not join remained sym-
pathetic fellow travelers. During the Popular Front period of 193539,
when the Communist Party encouraged an alliance with the American
left, well-meaning liberals flocked to myriad antifascist, pro-labor front
organizations. Far more than just a political party, Communism was a
whole climate of opinion.*

Nowhere was the mood more pronounced than in New York’s artistic
and literary circles. One of the Party’s most powerful front groups was
the American Writers’ Congress, which called for a “new literature” to
support a new society, and even convinced President Roosevelt to accept
an honorary membership. “The Stalinists and their friends, under mul-
tiform disguises, have managed to penetrate into the offices of pub-
lishing houses, the editorial staffs of magazines, and the book-review
sections of conservative newspapers,” wrote Phillip Rahv, founder of
Partisan Review, in 1938. The result was de facto censorship, he asserted.®
Not that Rahv was opposed to Marxism; indeed, he led the charge of
the Trotskyites, a rival Communist faction. The debate was not about
the merits of Communism; it was about what form of Communism
was best.

Rand had fled Soviet Russia only to find herself still surrounded by
Communists. None of the talk about a new economic order impressed
her. Her struggles in Hollywood only reinforced her belief in individu-
alistic values, and she remained committed to the competitive market
system her father had thrived under during her youth. Even now, in the
depth of the depression, Rand scoffed at any collective solution to the
country’s economic agony.

She was particularly outraged by the glowing reports about life in
Russia. The Rosenbaums’ letters made clear that conditions had only
deteriorated in the years since she had left. Even her highly educated
and extremely resourceful family was just scraping by. Her artistic sisters
were working as tour guides and dutifully attending political meetings
to keep their employment. In his new role as house husband Rand’s
father scoured the streets for days in search of a lightbulb. The house-
hold rejoiced when Anna Rosenbaum was once able to purchase an
entire bag of apples.®” Rand had a manuscript that exposed the hor-
rors of life under Communism, but wealthy New Yorkers who had never
been to Russia only sniffed at her testimony.
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Adding to her cynicism was a battle with Al Woods over Night of
January 16th that consumed most of 1935. The clash was in some ways
inevitable. Rand was a jealous author, unwilling to consider any changes
to her plot or dialogue, especially those monologues about the impor-
tance of individualism. Woods was a moneymaker, primarily interested
in the play for its unusual jury setup. He had little interest in arguing
with Rand, instead steamrolling her by talking about all the other hits he
had produced. By the time of the first performance she had essentially
disowned the play. Later the two would enter arbitration over her royal-
ties.®® It was the start of a pattern that would mark Rand’s career. Her
name was finally in lights above Broadway, but fame, when it came, was
almost as difficult for her as anonymity.

Just as Rand reached her lowest point with Woods, she learned that
her new literary agent had managed to sell We the Living to Macmillan.
Like other publishers, the editorial board at Macmillan had balked at
the novel’s ideological messages but eventually decided to take a gamble
on the work.

The reviews that We the Living garnered when it was published in 1936
only reinforced Rand’s suspicions that something was terribly wrong in
America. The newspapers were filled with propaganda about Russia, but
it was Rand’s true-to-life novel that was dismissed as a sham. “The tale
is good reading, and bad pleading. It is not a valuable document con-
cerning the Russian experiment,” wrote the Cincinnati Times-Star. The
Nation doubted that “petty officials in Soviet Russia ride to the opera
in foreign limousines while the worker goes wheatless and meatless.”
Trying to strike a conciliatory note, a Toronto newspaper noted that the
1920s were “a transition period in the life of the nation.” That Rand’s
testimony was inconsistent with “the descriptions of competent observ-
ers like Anna Louis Strong and Walter Duranty does not necessarily dis-
credit it entirely”® Even reviewers who praised Rand’s writing seemed
to assume that her rendition of life in Russia was as imaginative as the
improbable love triangle that structured the plot.

There were a few exceptions, mostly among journalists suspicious of
the new vogue for all things Soviet. Elsie Robinson, a spirited Hearst
columnist, praised Rand effusively: “If I could, I would put this book
into the hands of every young person in America.... While such condi-
tions threaten any country, as they most certainly threaten America, no
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one has a right to be carefree.”® John Temple Graves, a popular south-
ern writer, was also taken with the book and began touting Rand in
his genteel Birmingham dispatch “This Morning.” Another subset of
readers was deeply touched by the novel’s emotional power. Rand was
unsurpassed at singing the proud, forlorn song of the individual soul.
One reader told Rand, “I write in difficulties. The book made such an
impression on me that I am still confused. I think it’s the truth of all you
say that is blinding me. It has such depth of feeling.”*® It was the first of
the adoring fan letters Rand would receive throughout her career.

In some important ways We the Living was an unquestioned success.
The novel was widely reviewed, and almost all reviewers marveled at her
command of English and made note of her unusual biography. Rand’s
picture appeared in the newspapers, along with several short profiles.
When she spoke at the Town Hall Club about the evils of collectivism
the column “New York Day by Day” pronounced her an “intellectual
sensation.” Yet sales of the book were disappointing. Macmillan printed
only three thousand copies and destroyed the type afterward. When
their stock sold out the book effectively died. Rand’s chance at literary
success had been nipped in the bud.’

Disillusioned by the slow demise of We the Living, Rand began to
ruminate on the state of the nation. She came to political conscious-
ness during one of the most powerful and rare phenomena in American
democracy: a party realignment. The old Republican coalition of mid-
western moralists and eastern urbanites lay crushed under the weight of
the Great Depression. Bank failures, crop failures, and soaring unem-
ployment had scorched across the familiar political landscape, destroy-
ing old assumptions, methods, and alliances. Out of the ashes President
Franklin Delano Roosevelt was assembling a new coalition among
reformers, urban workers, and African Americans that would last for
most of the century.

At the base of this coalition was the “New Deal” Roosevelt had offered
to American voters in the campaign of 1932. The current depression was
no ordinary event, he told his audiences. Rather, the crisis signaled that the
era of economic individualism was over. In the past liberalism had meant
republican government and laissez-faire economics. Now, Roosevelt
redefined liberalism as “plain English for a changed concept of the duty
and responsibility of government toward economic life.” His federal

37



38

THE EDUCATION OF AYN RAND, 1905-1943

government would assume an active role in moderating and managing
the nation’s economy. Of course he wasn’t sure exactly just how. “Bold,
persistent experimentation” was all that Roosevelt could promise.®

Rand voted for Roosevelt in 1932, drawn primarily by his prom-
ise to end Prohibition, but as she struggled to sell We the Living her
opinion changed. “My feeling for the New Deal is growing colder and
colder. In fact, it’s growing so cold that it’s coming to the boiling point
of hatred,” she wrote Gouverneur Morris’s wife, Ruth, in July 1936. Her
distaste for Roosevelt was cemented by her sense that he was somehow
“pink.” She told Ruth, “You have no idea how radical and pro-Soviet
New York is—particularly, as everyone admits, in the last three years.
Perhaps Mr. Roosevelt had nothing to do with it, but it’s a funny coin-
cidence, isn’t it?”% In a letter to John Temple Graves she moved closer
to a conservative position. She agreed with Graves that “big business is
crushing individualism and that some form of protection against it is
necessary.” But she added, “The term ‘umpired individualism’ frightens
me a little.””” Rand wondered just who the umpire would be.

The 1936 election did little to reassure. Threatened by populist dem-
agogues like Huey Long and Father Coughlin, Roosevelt tacked hard
to the left. During the campaign he pounded away at “economic royal-
ists,” framing himself as the only responsible champion of the common
man. Roosevelt’s presidency set the terms of modern politics, establish-
ing such institutions as Social Security, the Federal Deposit Insurance
Corporation, the Securities and Exchange Commission, the National
Labor Board, the Federal Aviation Administration, and the Federal
Communications Commission. He was creating the basic outlines of
the administrative state, securing both the livelihood of impoverished
Americans and his own political fortunes.”

Rand watched all this with growing suspicion. The idea that govern-
ment had a “duty” to manage economic life reminded her of those sol-
diers who had taken over her father’s business. She was further unnerved
by the radicals that seemed to swarm around Roosevelt and had wormed
their way into the highest citadels of American intellectual and political
life. Rand could see little difference between armed Communist revo-
lution and Roosevelt’s rapid expansion of the federal government. She
railed against both. It was an opposition that quickened her pulse and
fired her pen. A lifelong obsession with American politics had begun.



CHAPTER TWO
Individualists of the World, Unite!

ONCE SHE sPOTTED the first pink, Rand began to see them every-
$where. They had even infiltrated the movie studios, she soon discov-
ered. Despite her success as a novelist and playwright, Rand could find
no work in the lucrative film industry, a failure she blamed on her out-
spoken opposition to Soviet Russia. She turned instead to the novel that
would become The Fountainhead. Politics soon emerged as a welcome
distraction. As Roosevelt launched his historic program of government
reforms Rand watched closely. She read the New York newspapers regu-
larly and began dipping into the work of authors critical of the presi-
dent. By 1940 her interest in politics had become all-consuming. Fired
to action by the presidential campaign of Wendell Willkie she stopped
work on her novel and began volunteering full time for the New York
City Willkie Club.

The Willkie campaign helped Rand crystallize the political nature of
her work and resolve unarticulated tensions about American democracy
and capitalism that surfaced during her early work on The Fountainhead.
At first Rand was hesitant to ascribe political meaning to the novel. She
wanted her new book to be philosophical and abstract, not rooted in
historic circumstance, as was We the Living. Nor was she certain of what
her political ideas were, beyond principled anti-Communism. Rand was
suspicious of both democracy and capitalism, unsure if either system
could be trusted to safeguard individual rights against the dangers of
the mob.

A few months’ immersion in the hurly-burly of American politics
washed away this cynicism. The campaign was an unexpected window
into her adopted country, spurring new understandings of American
history and culture. Afterward Rand began to praise America in terms
that would have been utterly alien to her only months before. Like any
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small-town booster she touted the glories of American capitalism and
individualism, voicing a newfound nationalism that celebrated the
United States as a moral exemplar for the world. Her volunteerism com-
pleted a transformation that shaped her passage through the second half
of the 1930s. Rand entered that politically charged decade an ingénue,
focused relentlessly on her own personal ambitions. Ten years later she
had located herself firmly on the broad spectrum of domestic public
opinion.

The essence of Rand’s new novel had come to her shortly after her
marriage to Frank. While working at RKO she became friendly with a
neighboring woman who was also a Jewish Russian immigrant. Rand
was fascinated by her neighbor’s daughter, the executive secretary to an
important Hollywood producer. Like Rand the daughter was fiercely
ambitious and dedicated to her career. At her mother’s urging she
introduced Rand to an agent who eventually succeeded in selling Red
Pawn, giving Rand her first important success. Even so, Rand disliked
the secretary, feeling that somehow, despite their surface similarities, the
two were quite different. One day she probed this difference, asking the
other woman what her “goal in life” was. Rand’s abstract query, so typi-
cal of her approach to other people, brought a swift and ready response.
“Here’s what I want out of life,” her neighbor lectured Rand. “If nobody
had an automobile, I would not want one. If automobiles exist and some
people don’t have them, I want an automobile. If some people have two
automobiles, [ want two automobiles.”’

Rand was aghast. This piece of petty Hollywood braggadocio opened
an entire social universe to her. Here, she thought furiously, was some-
one who appeared selfish but was actually self-less. Under her neighbor’s
feverish scheming and desperate career maneuverings was simply a hol-
low desire to appear important in other people’s eyes. It was a motivation
Rand, the eternal outsider, could never understand. But once identified
the concept seemed the key to understanding nearly everything around
her.

Swiftly Rand expanded her neighbor’s response into a whole theory
of human psychology. The neighbor’s daughter was a “second-hander,”
someone who followed the ideas and values of others. Her opposite
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would be an individualist like Rand, someone who wanted to create
certain ideas, books, or movies rather than attain a generic level of
success. Within days Rand had identified the differences between her
and the neighbor as “the basic distinction between two types of people
in the world.” She visualized the dim outlines of two clashing charac-
ters, the second-hander and the individualist, who would drive the plot
and theme of her next novel.?

Rand put these ideas on hold for the next few years, her energies absorbed
with the move to New York. Once she got started again she was methodi-
cal in her approach. For once, money was no object. Much as she hated
Woods, the producer’s populist touch gave Rand what she wanted the most:
enough money to let her write full time. Some weeks royalties from Night of
January 16th could reach $1,200 (in today’s dollars, about $16,000), income
that freed both Ayn and Frank from paid work.’ By then she had deter-
mined that the background of her book would be architecture, the perfect
melding of art, science, and business. With the help of librarians at the New
York Public Library she developed an extensive reading list on architecture,
filling several notebooks with details that would color her novel. As with
her earlier work, she also wrote extensive notes on the theme, the goal, and
the intention of the project she called “Second-Hand Lives.”

In its earliest incarnations the novel was Rand’s answer to Nietzsche.
The famous herald of God’s death, Nietzsche himself was uninterested
in creating a new morality to replace the desiccated husk of Christianity.
His genealogy of morals, a devastating inquiry into the origins, usages,
and value of traditional morality, was intended to clear a path for the
“philosophers of the future.” Rand saw herself as one of those philoso-
phers. In her first philosophical journal she had wondered if an individ-
ualistic morality was possible. A year later, starting work on her second
novel, she knew it was.

“The first purpose of the book is a defense of egoism in its real mean-
ing, egoism as a new faith,” she wrote in her first notes, which were pref-
aced by an aphorism from Nietzsche’s Beyond Good and Evil. Her novel
was intended to dramatize, in didactic form, the advantages of egoism
as morality. Howard Roark, the novel’s hero, was “what men should be”
At first he would appear “monstrously selfish.” By the end of the book
her readers would understand that a traditional vice—selfishness—was
actually a virtue.”
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To effect this transvaluation of values Rand had to carefully rede-
fine selfishness itself. Egoism or selfishness typically described one who
“puts oneself above all and crushes everything in one’s way to get the
best for oneself,” she wrote. “Fine!” But this understanding was missing
something critical. The important element, ethically speaking, was “not
what one does or how one does it, but why one does it.”® Selfishness
was a matter of motivation, not outcome. Therefore anyone who sought
power for power’s sake was not truly selfish. Like Rand’s neighbor, the
stereotypical egoist was seeking a goal defined by others, living as “they
want him to live and conquer to the extent of a home, a yacht and a full
stomach.” By contrast, a true egoist, in Rand’s sense of the term, would
put “his own ‘I his standard of values, above all things, and [conquer]
to live as he pleases, as he chooses and as he believes.” Nor would a truly
selfish person seek to dominate others, for that would mean living for
others, adjusting his values and standards to maintain his superiority.
Instead, “an egoist is a man who lives for himself.””

What sounded simple was in fact a subtle, complicated, and poten-
tially confusing system. Rand’s novel reversed traditional definitions of
selfishness and egoism, in itself an ambitious and difficult goal. It also
redefined the meaning and purpose of morality by excluding all social
concerns. “A man has a code of ethics primarily for his own sake, not
for anyone else’s,” Rand asserted.® Her ideas also reversed traditional
understandings of human behavior by exalting a psychological mind-
set utterly divorced from anything outside the self.

As Rand described Howard Roark, she reverted to her earlier celebra-
tion of the pathological Hickman from “The Little Street,” again mixing
in strong scorn for emotions. “He was born without the ability to con-
sider others,” she wrote of Roark. “His emotions are entirely controlled
by his logic...he does not suffer, because he does not believe in suffer-
ing.” She also relied liberally on Nietzsche to characterize Roark. As she
jotted down notes on Roark’s personality she told herself, “See Nietzsche
about laughter”® The book’s famous first line indicates the centrality of
this connection: “Howard Roark laughed.”

Like Nietzsche, Rand intended to challenge Christianity. She shared
the philosopher’s belief that Christian ethics were destructive to
selthood, making life “flat, gray, empty, lacking all beauty, all fire, all
enthusiasm, all meaning, all creative urge.” She also had a more specific
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critique, writing that Christianity “is the best kindergarten of commu-
nism possible.”!® Christianity taught believers to put others before self,
an ethical mandate that matched the collectivist emphasis on the group
over the individual. Thus a new system of individualist, non-Christian
ethics was needed to prevent the triumph of Communism.

Although her ethical theory was firm, Rand was less certain of the
other messages her book would impart. In her first notes she thought she
“may not include” Communism in the novel. By early 1938 she described
it to an interested publisher as “not political, this time.” “T do not want to
be considered a ‘one-theme’ author,” she added." Not a single Russian or
Communist would appear, she assured him. At the same time Rand had
always sensed a connection between politics and her conception of the
second-hander. Indeed, her neighbor’s statement had rocked her pre-
cisely because it seemed to illuminate a puzzling question: What made
some people collectivists and others individualists? Before, Rand had
never understood the difference, but now she believed that the basic col-
lectivist principle was “motivation by the value of others versus your own
independence.”"? Even as she professed a purely philosophical intent, the
book’s very origins suggested its possibilities as political morality play.
Still, Rand was ambivalent about writing that kind of book.

Part of the problem was that outside of the Russian setting, Rand
wasn’t sure where she stood politically. By the early 1930s she was
expanding her range of nonfiction reading beyond Nietzsche, and she
gravitated first to writers who were deeply skeptical of democracy, such
as H. L. Mencken, Oswald Spengler, Albert Jay Nock, and José Ortega
y Gasset."” These thinkers did little to shake Rand out of her Nietzschean
fixation on the superior individual. Indeed, they may even have shaped
her understanding of Nietzsche, for the writers she selected had them-
selves been deeply influenced by the German philosopher. Mencken was
one of Nietzsche’s foremost American interpreters, and Nietzsche’s ideas
strongly influenced Spengler’s Decline of the West and Ortega y Gasset’s
Revolt of the Masses, which in turn exerted its powers on Nock’s Memoirs
of a Superfluous Man. Rand’s reading was a Nietzschean hall of mirrors
with a common theme: forthright elitism.

Accordingly, her reflections on American society were both tentative
and deeply pessimistic. Rand doubted that America was hospitable to
her values, an impression furthered by the popularity of Communism
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in New York. In a writing notebook she wondered “if there are things
in capitalism and democracy worth saving” and speculated, in a
Spenglerian aside, that perhaps the white race was degenerating.'* She
qualified every reference to America’s individualistic economic system
with sarcastic asides such as “so-called” or “maybe!”” According to
Rand the primary “fault” of liberal democracies was “giving full rights
to quantity.” Instead, she wrote, there should be “democracy of superi-
ors only.”'¢ As she began the book the connections between her vaunted
individualism and American society were far from clear to Rand.

By contrast, her characters were starkly etched in her mind. Rand
designed an elegant, almost geometric structure for the book. Howard
Roark was her ideal man, an uncompromising individualist and cre-
ator. The other primary characters were variations on his theme. As she
explained in a notebook, “Howard Roark: the man who can be and is.
Gail Wynand: the man who could have been. Peter Keating: the man
who never could be and doesn’t know it. Ellsworth M. Toohey: the man
who never could be—and knows it.”’” Rand also created two love inter-
ests for Roark, Vesta Dunning and Dominique Francon.

Rand’s characterizations flowed directly from her architectural
research, her knowledge of current events, and her developing oppo-
sition to American liberalism. To give Roark form and specificity she
drew on the career of the modernist pioneer Frank Lloyd Wright, whose
avant-garde style she admired. Numerous details of Wright’s life as
described in his autobiography would recur in the novel, and she gave
Roark a cranky, embittered mentor in the vein of Wright’s own teacher,
Louis Sullivan. Second-hander Peter Keating was based on a contem-
porary mediocrity, the popular architect Thomas Hastings. As Rand
noted excitedly after reading a book on Hastings, “If I take this book
and Wright’s autobiography, there is practically the entire story.”'®

Other titans appeared in the novel as well. Gail Wynand was mod-
eled after William Randolph Hearst, whose career Rand had closely
followed. She was struck in particular by his failed bids for mayor and
governor of New York. Here was a man who claimed great influence but
had little success in actually grasping the levers of power. Hearst had
been thoroughly humbled, Rand thought, overlooking his two terms in
Congress and the authority he continued to wield through his media
empire. To her Hearst’s strength was a chimera. His power was not his
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own, but could be granted or withheld by the masses whom he served.
In her novel Wynand would illustrate this principle, with his failings
contrasted starkly to Roark’s independence and agency.

Her villain, Ellsworth Toohey, promised to transform Rand’s suppos-
edly nonpolitical novel into a sharp satire on the leftist literary culture
of 1930s New York. One evening she and Frank reluctantly accompanied
two friends to a talk by the British socialist Harold Laski at the leftist
New School for Social Research. When Laski took the stage Rand was
thrilled. Here was Ellsworth Toohey himself! She scribbled frantically in
her notebook, sketching out a brief picture of Laski’s face and noting his
every tic and mannerism. She and Frank went back twice more in the
following evenings.

Most of Rand’s notes on Laski’s lecture, and her resultant descrip-
tion of Toohey, showcased her distaste for all things feminine. Rand was
repelled by the women in the New School audience, whom she charac-
terized as sexless, unfashionable, and unfeminine. She and Frank scoffed
at their dowdy lisle stockings, trading snide notes back and forth. Rand
was infuriated most by the “intellectual vulgarity” of the audience,
who seemed to her half-wits unable to comprehend the evil of Laski’s
socialism. What could be done about such a “horrible, horrible, hor-
rible” spectacle, besides “perhaps restricting higher education, particu-
larly for women?” she asked in her notes on the lecture. This misogyny
rubbed off on Rand’s portrait of Toohey, who was insipidly feminine,
prone to gossip, and maliciously catty “in the manner of a woman or
a nance.” Through Toohey, Rand would code leftism as fey, effeminate,
and unnatural, as opposed to the rough-hewn masculinity of Roark’s
individualism."

Before she saw Laski, Toohey was an abstracted antithesis of Roark.
But a socialist intellectual fit her purposes just as well, even as the char-
acterization shifted the novel ever closer to a commentary on current
events. Laski was not the sole inspiration, for Rand also used bits of
the American critics Heywood Broun, Lewis Mumford, and Clifton
Fadiman to round out Toohey’s persona. Fitting Toohey so squarely
into the leftist literary culture signaled Rand’s emerging dual pur-
poses for the book and ensured that when it was finally published, the
novel would be understood as a political event as much as a literary
achievement.
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This painstaking research also enabled Rand to surpass the limita-
tions of her first attempts at fiction. Characterization had always been
a particular problem for Rand. In Night of January 16th her characters
are powerful symbols but unconvincing human beings. We the Living
circumvented this weakness because Rand made most of her characters
composites of people she had known in Russia. Now she repeated this
technique by drawing liberally on biography and observation.

The great exception to this method was Dominique. To capture the
psychology of Dominique, a bitter and discontented heiress, Rand con-
jured up her own darkest moods. She tapped into all the frustration and
resentment of her early years, her feeling that the world was rigged in
favor of the mediocre and against the exceptional, and then imagined,
“[W]hat if T really believed that this is all there is in life.”® In the novel
Howard would teach Dominique to let go of these poisonous attitudes,
just as Rand herself had become more optimistic with her professional
success and freedom to write.

She combined this introspection with a new analysis of Frank, her
beloved but troubling husband. When they first met, Frank was brim-
ming with hopes and plans for his Hollywood career. He had several
near misses, including a screen test with D. W. Griffith for a part that
helped establish Neil Hamilton (later famous on TV as Batman’s Police
Commissioner Gordon). But as Rand’s fortunes soared ever upward,
Frank’s collapsed. In New York, with Rand’s income sufficient to sup-
port them both, Frank idled. He took charge of paying the household
bills but made little effort to establish himself in a new line of work. It
was an inexplicable turn of events for Rand, who valued career above
all else.

Now, as she crafted Dominique, Rand hit on a satisfying explana-
tion for Frank’s passivity. Dominique, like Frank, would turn away from
the world in anger, “a withdrawal not out of bad motives or coward-
ice, but out of an almost unbearable kind of idealism which does not
know how to function in the journalistic reality as we see it around
us.”*! Dominique loves Howard, yet tries to destroy him, believing he is
doomed in an imperfect world. Confusing and conflicted, Dominique
is among Rand’s least convincing creations. More important, though,
was the effect this character had on Rand’s marriage. Seeing Frank as
Dominique glossed over his professional failures and cast his defeated
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resignation in terms Rand could understand. Bits of Frank found their
way into Rand’s hero too. Roark’s cat-like grace and easy physicality
struck the couple’s friends as a precise portrait of Frank.

Frank had become increasingly important to Rand as connections
with her family in Russia snapped. In 1936, putting a long-held dream in
motion, she began a torturous round of paperwork to bring her parents to
the United States. She petitioned the U.S. government for an immigration
visa, obtaining letters from Universal describing her screenwriting work.
She and Frank wrote a notarized deposition testifying to her financial
independence. She even prepaid her passage on the United States Lines.
It was all to no avail. In late 1936 the Rosenbaums’ visa application was
denied, and an appeal proved fruitless. Rand got the final word in a brief
telegram sent from Leningrad in May 1937: “Cannot get permission.”*

It was one of their last communications. Rand stopped responding
to family letters shortly afterward, believing that Russians who received
mail from America could be in grave danger. It was a cruel kindness,
for the Rosenbaums had no explanation for her sudden silence. They
pleaded with her to write. And then, ominously, the letters stopped
coming.” Rand was irrevocably cut off from her family.

Although she and Frank were now financially secure, it appears
that they never seriously contemplated having children of their own.*
Rand’s books would be her children, to be carefully tended and agoniz-
ingly birthed.

As it turned out, “Second-Hand Lives” was a problem child. With
the main characters sketched out, Rand turned to the much more dif-
ficult work of plotting the novel, beginning an “enormous progres-
sion of experimenting, thinking, starting from various premises.” The
framework would be Roark’s career, but beyond this basic line Rand
was unsure how events should proceed. She spent months trying out “a
lot of pure superstructure calculations. What would be the key points of
Roark’s career, that is, how would he start, what would be the difficul-
ties on the early stage, how would he become famous?”* She wrote a
detailed outline of Hugo’s Les Miserables to grasp its underlying struc-
ture and create a model for herself.

The most difficult part was the climax, “really a mind-breaker.” Rand
wanted a single dramatic event that would draw together the novel’s
disparate story lines, dramatize her theme, and thrill readers. Until
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the climax was set everything else in the novel had to remain tentative.
Even worse, she felt like “a fake anytime I talk about my new novel,
when I don’t yet know the central part of it, when nothing is set.”*® She
writhed in agony at her writing desk, caught in her first ever case of “the
squirms,” her phrase for writer’s block.

As Rand planned and drafted The Fountainhead her dislike of Roosevelt
continued to fester. To most Americans, Roosevelt was a hero, a pater-
nal figure who had soothed their fears and beveled the sharp edges
of economic crisis. He was unquestionably the most popular politi-
cal figure of the decade, if not the century. But among a small sub-
set of commentators dark mutterings about Roosevelt were becoming
more common. Criticism came from many quarters. To adherents of
traditional laissez-faire economic doctrine, Roosevelt was foolhardy
in his clumsy attempts to right the economy with state power. To his
opponents Roosevelt was a virtual dictator, wantonly trampling on the
Constitution as he expanded the government’s reach into business,
law, and agriculture. Like few presidents before, his actions spawned a
cottage industry dedicated to attacking him, known as the “Roosevelt
haters.””’

Rand avidly consumed this literature. Mencken remained a particu-
lar favorite. She had first been drawn to his work by their shared interest
in Nietzsche. Now she began regularly reading American Mercury, the
magazine he founded, and absorbed his growing suspicion of Roosevelt.
She also followed the writing of Albert Jay Nock, a magazine editor,
essayist, and the author of Our Enemy, the State. Nock and Mencken
were the first to call themselves “libertarians,” a new coinage meant to
signify their allegiance to individualism and limited government, now
that Roosevelt had co-opted the word “liberal.” Libertarians were few
and far between, although some had gained positions of prominence.
At the New York Herald Tribune a columnist for the weekly book review,
Isabel Paterson, was making waves with her vitriol against Roosevelt.
Rand read Paterson regularly.®

In 1937 Rand added her voice to this growing chorus, dispatch-
ing a blistering letter to the New York Herald Tribune in response to
Roosevelt’s proposal that additional justices be added to the Supreme
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Court. “No tyranny in history has ever been established overnight,”
Rand warned. She traced the recent history of Russia and Germany,
asking, “If Mr. Roosevelt is empowered to pass his own laws and have
his own men pass on these laws, what is to prevent him from passing
any law he pleases?” Her solution, even at this early date, was activism.
“There must be a committee, an organization, or headquarters created
at once to lead and centralize the activity of all those who are eager
to join their efforts in protest,” she declared. Her letter urged readers
to write immediately to Congress, lest they lose their lives and posses-
sions. She closed with a reference to her favorite Sinclair Lewis novel:
““Tt can’t happen here, you think? Well, it’s happened already!”? Rand’s
letter was never printed, but more prominent commentators shared
its basic sentiments. Roosevelt’s disastrous bill, widely condemned as a
court-packing scheme, went down to stunning defeat in Congress and
emboldened his opposition. The influential columnist Walter Lippmann
emerged as a new Roosevelt critic, throwing darts at the president in his
national columns. In 1938 Texas Congressman Martin Dies began inves-
tigating Communist infiltration of the federal government, eventually
releasing a list of more than five hundred government employees who
also belonged to known Communist fronts, a move intended to blur the
line between Communist, socialist, and New Deal liberal.

But it seemed almost impossible to launch any effective opposition
to the popular president. A rich man himself, Roosevelt was skilled at
caricaturing his opposition as tools of the rich. Often it was not carica-
ture at all. The one organized anti-Roosevelt group, the Liberty League,
was a secretive cabal of wealthy businessmen hoping to wrest control of
government from the masses. Although the Liberty League made several
awkward attempts at populism, its main financial backers were the con-
servative Du Pont family. Tarred as fascists after several of the group’s
members praised Mussolini and called for an American dictator, the
Liberty League disintegrated within a few years of its founding.”

Even as she dwelled on Roosevelt’s perfidy, Rand pursued a number of
side projects. Prompted by the interest of a theater producer, she began
a stage adaptation of We the Living, entitled The Unconquered. When
Frank found work in a summer stock production of Night of January 16th
the two spent an idyllic few weeks in Stonington, Connecticut. There,
in a flash of inspiration, Rand completed a new manuscript, a novel of
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scarcely a hundred pages that she titled Anthem. Again Rand did not
hesitate to borrow an idea that had worked well for another writer. She
began the project after reading a short science fiction story, “The Place of
the Gods,” in the Saturday Evening Post. Many of Anthem’s basic elements
mirror those of the story and another famous science fiction work, Evgeny
Zamyatin’s We, a novel that circulated samizdat in Russia when Rand
lived there.” Unlike these other works, however, Rand’s fable emphasized
individual creativity and the destructive power of state control.

Although set in a generic dystopia, Anthem is Rand’s extrapolation of
Communist Russia far into the future, to a time when even the word “I”
has been lost. The novel opens with the first line of Equality 7—2521s furtive
diary, “We know it is a sin to write this,” and continues in the first-person
plural, giving the novel a sonorous, almost biblical quality. Over the course
of the story Equality 7—2521 finds a hidden tunnel where he can escape his
oppressive collectivist society, finds love with Liberty 5-3000, and invents
electricity. Rather than welcoming Equality 7—2521’s lightbulb, the despotic
Council of Elders tries to kill him and destroy his invention. The two lov-
ers flee into the forest, where Equality rediscovers the word “I.”

Anthem was a significant departure from Rand’s earlier work because
the story’s hero is a creative and productive individual rather than an
alienated misanthrope. Rand was moving from a reactive depiction of
individualism to a more dynamic and positive celebration of individual
creativity and accomplishment. Much of this must have come from her
research into Frank Lloyd Wright, whose architectural brilliance far out-
weighed the crimes of William Hickman and Ivar Kreuger, her previous
literary inspirations. Integrating technology, discovery, and invention
into her story broadened her reach and made the book a relevant com-
mentary on the potentially destructive nature of state control.

Strange in style and provocative in substance, Anthem aroused little
interest among American publishers but was recognized as a trenchant
political parable in Britain. It was released there in 1938 by Cassells, the
same firm that handled British distribution of We the Living. Despite the
cool reception it initially received in the United States, Rand considered
Anthem one of her favorite pieces of writing. The brief novel was her
hymn to individualism, “the theme song, the goal, the only aim of all my
writing.”* It had been a welcome break from the planning of her novel-
in-progress.
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Anthem had not, however, cured her of the squirms. Returning to
New York in the fall of 1937 Rand still found it impossible to complete
the plot and outline of her larger novel. She couldn’t begin writing
until she had the whole narrative structure down, but the pieces of the
story remained stubbornly fragmented and inchoate. She decided to
escape her daily struggle by volunteering in the office of a noted New
York architect, the modernist Ely Jacques Kahn. She worked for him
without pay for six months in an arrangement that was kept secret
from the rest of the office staff. Kahn was flattered and pleased to have
attracted the interest of a budding novelist, and Rand earned his grati-
tude by expertly rearranging his files during her tenure. He took his
new “employee” under his wing, offering her anecdotes from his own
career and gossipy tidbits about other prominent architects. Rand cast
him in the novel as Guy Francon, a once talented architect who is an
incurable social climber.

One morning Kahn suggested a resolution to her creative impasse
when he told her that the greatest problem architects face was hous-
ing. Rand remembered, “[T]he moment he said ‘housing, something
clicked in my mind, because I thought, well now, there is a political
issue and an architectural issue; that fits my purpose.”** Thinking over
his words at lunch, Rand quickly visualized the rest of the story. Peter
Keating would seek a commission to build a public housing project.
He would convince Roark, who is motivated by the intellectual chal-
lenge of the housing problem, to design it for him. Roark agrees to
help on the condition that his building be built exactly as designed.
When Roark’s plans are nonetheless altered he would destroy the build-
ing, an action that would allow Rand to explain the supremacy of the
individual creator over the needs of society. The rest of the characters
would react accordingly. Toohey would attack Roark, Wynand would
try to defend him, Peter would retreat in shame, and Dominique would
return to him.

Rand’s excitement over the central unifying idea of housing indicated
how significantly her sense of the novel had shifted. It had begun as
an abstract tale about the superior man struggling against the suffocat-
ing mob, a thematic remnant from her obsessive reading of Nietzsche
and her earliest stabs at fiction. The writing of Anthem, which for the
first time featured a triumphant hero, marked an important move away
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from this dark view of human possibility. Now her attraction to the
symbolic issue of public housing, which both fit her topic and encapsu-
lated her political views, indicated that Rand had come to see the novel
as an overtly political work. The presentation of her hero remained pri-
mary, but Rand had ceased resisting the larger implications that could
be drawn from the story.

With the plot finally set Rand began writing. The book would be
divided into four parts, with each of the central characters the focus of
one section. She began with her second-hander, Peter Keating. The first
three chapters she wrote toggled between Keating and Roark, describ-
ing their very different paths through architecture school at the Stanton
Institute for Technology. The writing was slow and painful, but it was
progress nonetheless.

Rand showed her completed chapters to two outside readers, her lit-
erary agent and Frank Lloyd Wright. Rand idolized Wright, seeing him
as a true creative genius and the embodiment of the Overman Nietzsche
celebrated. She was sure he was a kindred spirit who would appreciate
what she had written. But Wright, who had never heard of Rand before,
sent the chapters back with a brusque note, rudely telling her the novel
was implausible because no architect could have red hair like Roark.
Rand was undeterred. Kahn helped her secure an invitation to a formal
banquet where Wright was to speak. She spent three hundred dollars
on a matching black velvet dress, shoes, and a cape, a splurge she could
ill afford as her savings dwindled. After a formal introduction Wright
again rebuffed her overtures. Rand was simply another unknown hop-
ing to cash in on his fame.”

Rand’s agent, Ann Watkins, was more appreciative. She began shop-
ping the chapters around, and in 1938 brought Rand an offer from
Knopf. Rand would receive five hundred dollars upon signing and
another five hundred dollars upon completion of the manuscript.
Knopf also committed to publishing Rand’s book as a “leader,” pub-
licly identifying it as one of the most important books of the season.
The catch was that Rand had one year to complete the book. It was
an impossible task. She wrote as fast as she could, but even a year’s
extension of the original contract was not enough time. In October
1940 Knopf canceled the deal.’® She had completed slightly more than
a quarter of her projected book.
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It was at this juncture that Rand became smitten with Wendell
Willkie. The last of the dark horse presidential candidates in
American politics, Willkie swept to the 1940 Republican presidential
nomination on a feverish surge of support at the Party’s National
Convention.” He had first come into the public eye as the chairman
of Commonwealth and Southern (C&S), a utility company fight-
ing Roosevelt’s proposed Tennessee Valley Authority. The TVA was
intended to bring electricity to the blighted towns of Tennessee,
northern Alabama, and Mississippi, a region bypassed by the forces
of modernization. Roosevelt’s solution was the creation of publicly
owned utilities that would provide affordable electricity for the conve-
niences of modern life, such as refrigerators and radios, to customers
otherwise overlooked by private industry. As part of the plan the util-
ity companies would have to sell their holdings to TVA-backed public
utilities. It was the kind of government assault on private industry that
made Rand’s blood boil.

As chairman and former general counsel for C&S, one of the major
companies targeted by Roosevelt’s reform, Willkie had fought the gov-
ernment’s plan. His efforts were ultimately unsuccessful, and when the
courts upheld Roosevelt’s legislation TVA proceeded to purchase private
holdings and lower electricity costs for homeowners. Willkie himself
helped negotiate some of the agreements. In the meantime, though, he
had made a name for himself as a Roosevelt foe. He had certainly caught
Rand’s attention, for she thought he had delivered an honest and effec-
tive defense of the utility company’s rights. Willkie also claimed to be
representing a constituency larger than his company. During congres-
sional hearings on the TVA a flood of telegrams expressed support for
the company’s suit.*®

Now, in the summer of 1940, Willkie claimed to be arousing similar
support in his last-minute bid for the Republican presidential nomina-
tion. His claim to a groundswell of genuine popular enthusiasm was
questionable; as Alice Roosevelt Longsworth quipped, Willkie’s support
came “from the grass roots of a thousand country clubs.”** Allegations
of fraud dogged both his nomination and his earlier work for the utility
companies. The telegrams touted as spontaneous manifestations of his
popularity turned out to be part of a carefully orchestrated corporate
campaign.
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In a season of lackluster candidates, however, Willkie was popu-
lar enough to briefly unite a powerful faction of Republicans behind
his candidacy. He was championed by the cosmopolitan East Coast
Republicans, who valued his business experience and progressive open-
ness to involvement in world affairs. Rallying behind Willkie they chose
to overlook the unfortunate reality that only a year before their standard
bearer had been a registered Democrat. This fact outraged the Republican
Old Guard, the Party’s isolationist wing. They saw Willkie as a tool of
eastern moneyed interests who would drag them into the European
war. Willkie thus presided uneasily over a deeply divided party that was
momentarily united by their hunger for victory over Roosevelt.

Characteristically, Rand’s take on Willkie’s campaign was idiosyn-
cratic. Willkie is remembered for his optimistic internationalism, typi-
fied by his postwar best-seller One World, and his willingness to present
a united front with Roosevelt on aid to Europe during the presidential
campaign. Rand, however, focused almost entirely on Willkie’s defense
of capitalism. To be sure, this was a part of Willkie’s persona. In 1940 he
told a campaign audience, “I'm in business and proud of it. Nobody can
make me soft-pedal any fact in my business career. After all, business is
our way of life, our achievement, our glory” Rand appreciated how he
framed his opposition to the New Deal as a “very forthright ideological,
intellectual, moral issue”*® She saw him as a fellow crusader for indi-
vidualism. She also mistakenly believed he was a populist candidate who
was beloved by the masses.

Genial, upbeat, and hopelessly green, Willkie was no match for the
Roosevelt juggernaut. He lacked the killer instinct necessary to unseat
an incumbent running for his third term. Genuinely concerned about
the gathering hostilities in Europe, he acceded to Roosevelt’s entreaty
that he not take a public stance against Lend-Lease, a policy controver-
sial with isolationists. Deprived of the one substantive issue that might
have contrasted him sharply with Roosevelt, Willkie struggled to define
himself. Instead, with a few broad strokes, Roosevelt painted him as a
tool of big business and the rich.

Such stereotyping did little to discourage Rand; in fact it had the
opposite result. Convinced for the first time that domestic politics truly
mattered, she and Frank signed on with the New York City branch of
the Willkie Club, a network of volunteer organizations that was vital to
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the campaign. It was a risky move. Neither she nor Frank had worked
regularly for years, and their savings were nearly depleted. But it was
characteristic of Rand that she never did anything halfway. Politics had
been a growing fixation of hers for years. Here was the chance to live
her principles, to act on behalf of a politician she supported. She would
never have been able to do the same in Russia. Setting aside her unfin-
ished novel, she eagerly joined the cause.

The New York Willkie Club was tailor-made for a young, Republican-
leaning author. Willkie’s mistress, Irita von Doren, the book editor of
the New York Herald Tribune, had a strong influence on the New York
campaign, which brimmed with writers, editors, and other literati. Here
were people like Rand: passionate about ideas, articulate, willing to
argue endlessly about politics. These were no bohemian radicals talk-
ing about revolution, but establishment figures who mingled easily with
the city’s business elite. She told a friend, “I have met a greater number
of interesting men and women, within a few months, than I did in my
whole life, during the Willkie campaign of 1940.”*

Rand began her volunteer work as a humble typist and filing clerk.
Her ascent through the ranks was swift, and within weeks she spear-
headed the creation of a new “intellectual ammunition department.”
Rand taught other volunteers how to skim newspapers for damning
statements by Roosevelt or his running mate, Henry Wallace. These quo-
tations would then be compiled for use by campaign speakers or other
Willkie clubs. Wallace, in particular, proved a fertile source of objection-
able rhetoric, and Rand sent several volunteers to the local library to
comb through material from his earlier career.

At times Rand butted heads with her superiors in the Willkie cam-
paign. Her instinct was to highlight Roosevelt’s negative qualities, his
collectivist ideology, and his antagonism to business. The campaign
managers, however, chose to advertise Willkie like a new kind of soap,
stressing his positive qualities. Such mild tactics disgusted Rand. When
she wasn’t researching Roosevelt’s misdeeds, she visited theaters where
Willkie newsreels were shown, staying afterward to field questions from
the audience. These sessions were among the most exciting parts of the
campaign for Rand, who reveled in the chance to share her strong opin-
ions and argue with strangers. “I was a marvelous propagandist,” she
remembered.*
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Her coat emblazoned with Willkie campaign buttons, she joined the
ranks of the city’s soapbox preachers. On promising street corners she
would begin an anti-Roosevelt, pro-Willkie diatribe, quickly drawing
crowds attracted by the novelty of a woman campaigner with a Russian
accent. When a listener jeered at her for being a foreigner, Rand jeered
right back. “I chose to be an American,” she reminded him. “What did
you do?”*

These spontaneous sessions began to shake Rand loose from her pre-
conceived notions about American voters. Before campaigning, Rand
had been suspicious of American democracy. Instead of government of,
for, and by the people, she thought the state should be “a means for
the convenience of the higher type of man.”** Her earliest fiction, heavy
with contempt for the masses, reflected this sensibility. Now she found
herself impressed by the questions her working-class audience asked
and their responsiveness to her capitalist message. She said of her time
in the theaters, “[It] supported my impression of the common man,
that they really were much better to deal with than the office and the
Madison Avenue Republicans.”* It seemed that the faceless crowds she
condemned, rather than their social and intellectual betters, understood
the dangers of the Roosevelt administration.

Most questions she fielded were about the war in Europe, however.
Every voter wanted to know whether the candidate would involve the
United States in the conflict. Most dreaded the idea of sending their boys
overseas, even though the situation in Europe was deteriorating rapidly.
Germany, Italy, and Spain had gone fascist, and Britain remained the
lone outpost of liberal democracy. Britain’s prime minister, Winston
Churchill, beseeched Roosevelt for money and material. Roosevelt’s
hands were tied by restrictive neutrality acts, but he was increasingly
convinced that the United States must play a role in the European war.
Still, there were powerful pressures against any involvement. Neither
candidate wanted to risk alienating the isolationists or the equally pow-
erful internationalists. Both charted a careful course between the two.*

On the front lines of the campaign Rand sought to gloss over Willkie’s
equivocation. She herself doubted Willkie was sincere when he spoke
out against the war, but she did her best to convince voters otherwise,
walking the thinnest line between truth and falsehood. “[I]t would have
been much better if he had come out against any help to the allies,”
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she reflected later.*” Toward the end of the campaign Willkie did turn
in a markedly isolationist direction, telling his audiences he would not
become involved in a war and eliciting a similar pledge from Roosevelt.

By then Rand’s enthusiasm for Willkie had nearly ebbed away. More than
his duplicity about the war she was bothered by his stance on capitalism.
He had begun as a stalwart defender of free enterprise, but then shied away
from using the term in his speeches. Instead “he talked about his childhood
in Indiana—to show that he’s a small town American, in effect—instead of
talking about the issues.”*® What she wanted, more than anything else, was
someone who would stand up and argue for the traditional American way
of life as she understood it: individualism. She wanted the Republicans to
attack Roosevelt’s expansion of the federal government and to explain why
it set such a dangerous precedent. The ideas and principles that Roosevelt
invoked, she believed, were the very ones that had destroyed Russia.

Few Americans shared her views. Indeed voters were satisfied enough
with Roosevelt that they elected him to an unprecedented third term. But
it was not quite the coronation it seemed. For all its activity, the New Deal
had not defeated the scourge of depression, and unemployment remained
near 15 percent. Roosevelt had alienated powerful figures in both parties
and his reform efforts had been thwarted in the past few years. But the
increasing instability in Europe made voters skittish. Hitler had plowed
over France, and his U-boats sniped at American ships in international
waters. As the old adage went, it was unwise to switch horses midstream.

In the wake of Willkie’s defeat new avenues opened before Rand. The
campaign had profoundly redirected her intellectual energies. Rather
than resume work on her novel full time, in the months following her
volunteer work she poured forth a number of nonfiction pieces and
began to see herself as an activist, not just a writer. With some of her
Willkie contacts she planned a political organization, a group of intel-
lectuals and educators who would pick up where the Republican candi-
date had left off.

Rand forged her own path into politics, eschewing established groups
such as America First, which had picked up the mantle of organized
opposition to Roosevelt. Founded in Chicago in the fall of 1940, America
First was the institutional embodiment of midwestern isolationism. The
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idea that America should avoid entangling foreign alliances stretched all
the way back to George Washington’s farewell address in the early days
of the republic. It was given modern relevance by the outcry against war
profiteering following World War I. Now, watching another gathering
storm in Europe, America First leaders and its 850,000 card-carrying
members were convinced that the United States should stay out of the
fray. The organization lobbied vigorously against Roosevelt’s plans to
aid Britain, arguing that the United States should concentrate on for-
tifying its own defenses. Because it so staunchly opposed Roosevelt’s
foreign policy initiatives, America First drew many of the president’s
most bitter critics into its fold. It also attracted a sizable number of anti-
Semites to its banner.

Although she shared its basic isolationist sentiments, Rand was not
attracted to America First. To her the European war was simply a local-
ized expression of a deeper conflict that structured world history: the
clash between Individualism and Collectivism. Her concern lay pri-
marily with American domestic politics, not with America’s role in the
world, and her loyalties remained with the Willkie Clubs, which she saw
as a powerful grassroots network devoted to capitalism and individual-
ism. But the Willkie Clubs had not long to live. Willkie had little desire to
establish himself as a permanent opposition leader, and shortly after the
election he gave his blessing to a decision by the Confederated Willkie
Clubs to dissolve.*

Rand was deeply disappointed by the disappearance of the Willkie
Clubs but intrigued by the idea of the Independent Clubs, a proposed
successor organization. These clubs would be nonpartisan local organi-
zations that would encourage “good citizenship” and political partici-
pation. Rand began to imagine a new organization along these lines,
but national in scope and primarily educational in nature. It would
become a headquarters for anyone who wanted to continue fighting
the New Deal. Eventually the group would grow large enough to sup-
port a national office and a periodical. This new organization would
build on and preserve the spirit of the campaign, which, at least in New
York, had drawn together a group of serious intellectuals committed
to a meaningful defense of capitalism. It was the kind of community
Rand had always hoped to find someday, and she was loath to let it
disappear.
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She was also motivated by a deep sense of crisis, as evidenced by a
rousing essay she wrote to attract members to the group she hoped to
organize. “To All Fifth Columnists” was an alarmist portrait of America
honeycombed with collectivists and Soviet agents, teetering on the brink
of dictatorship. Her opening lines asserted, “Totalitarianism has already
won a complete victory in many American minds and conquered all
of our intellectual life.” Rand assumed that totalitarian dictatorship in
America was only a matter of time, and she blamed apathetic and igno-
rant citizens, the so-called “fifth column.” Hard-working Americans who
ignored politics and simply tried to provide for their families were mak-
ing a grave mistake: “The money, home or education you plan to leave
[your children] will be worthless or taken away from them. Instead, your
legacy will be a Totalitarian America, a world of slavery, of starvation, of
concentration camps and firing squads.”"

The only way to forestall such a tragedy was for the true voice of
America to make itself heard. The American way of life, according to
Rand, “has always been based on the Rights of Man, upon individual
freedom and upon respect for each individual human personality.”
These ideals were being overshadowed by Communist propaganda.
Her response: to be heard, “we must be organized.” Here Rand grappled
briefly with the paradox of organizing individualists. Her group would
be “an organization against organization...to defend us all from the
coming compulsory organization which will swallow all of society.”*
There was no other alternative, she declared, for in the world today there
could be no personal neutrality.

Rand’s urgency stemmed directly from her experiences in the New
York literary world, which convinced her that Communists were also
a powerful force within American political life. In truth, the Party had
been hemorrhaging members for years, since rumors of the 1936 Stalinist
purges reached New York. The Soviet fever broke in 1939, with the rev-
elation of the Nazi-Soviet nonaggression pact. American Communists
were caught flat-footed by the sudden reversal of policy. They had
always loudly boasted of their antifascist credentials, a position that
was particularly popular among American leftists. Now Communist
leaders could offer no convincing reason for the new alliance. Never
large to begin with, Party membership plummeted. Friendly intellec-
tuals and liberal fellow travelers began distancing themselves from the
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Communist program. Though the wartime alliance between the Soviet
Union and the United States would bring a few prominent intellectuals
back into the fold, by 1940 Party affiliation was transforming from a
badge of honor into a slightly embarrassing relic of youth.>

Yet Rand was still spooked by just how popular Communism and social-
ism had been. She was right to understand that the Communist threat had
not vanished entirely, even though intellectual fashions had changed. Soviet
spies remained in Washington, D.C., and some would successfully filch
valuable military secrets during World War II. But the Communists were
not on the verge of taking over the American political system. At the height
of their influence they had mustered fewer than one million members and
barely 100,000 votes.* Still, Rand’s broadside made for exciting reading.

One of the first people Rand shared “Fifth Columnists” with was
Channing Pollock, whom she had met during the Willkie campaign.
Pollock was a newspaper columnist and moderately successful play-
wright who had been on the advisory board of the Liberty League and
was well connected to wealthy conservatives. Like Rand he was a com-
mitted individualist and an implacable foe of Roosevelt. But unlike
many of the president’s opponents, Pollock favored aid to Britain and
shared Roosevelt’s sense that America’s involvement in the war might be
necessary. He traveled the country regularly delivering folksy speeches
that denounced Communism, the New Deal, and isolationism in equal
measure. He had even floated the idea of a “vigorous organization of the
Great Middle Class” that would “rout the rotten forces of Communism,
Fascism, collectivism and general nuttiness, and put America back on its
feet—a hardworking, united United States.”> His idea anticipated the
group Rand herself hoped to start.

Rand contacted Pollock in early 1941. Pollock was a “name,” someone
who could attract both donors and attention to her proposed organiza-
tion. Without help from him or somebody similarly prominent, Rand’s
idea would go nowhere. Pollock was interested, but not ready to commit
immediately. He decided to test the concept during an upcoming lecture
tour, asking anyone interested in a political group to contact him. He
netted four thousand names, enough to convince him that Rand’s idea
had wings. Returning to New York in April he gave Rand the go-ahead.
He sent out a brief letter to prospective backers and asked Rand to draw
up a statement of principles to attract interested parties.
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The result was Rand’s thirty-two-page “Manifesto of Individualism,”
the first full statement of her political and philosophical beliefs. Pollock
wanted something much shorter, but once she got going Rand couldn’t
stop. She spent an entire weekend pounding out an essay that would
“present the whole groundwork of our ‘Party Line’ and be a basic docu-
ment, such as the Communist Manifesto was on the other side.”® In con-
trast to her novel, the “Manifesto” had practically written itself.

Rand’s version of the Communist Manifesto bore the hallmarks of
her later work. It was an all-encompassing vision that included a state-
ment of rights, a theory of history and of social classes, and keen atten-
tion to human psychology. It was a first pass through many of the ideas
she would later flesh out in both her fiction and her nonfiction. There
were some critical differences, both in content and in tone. Rand was
more expository and more nuanced in this first statement than she
would be in her published work. Most significantly, she did not include
reason as an important part of individualism, and she used the word
“altruism” only twice. But many other features of her mature thought
were there.”

The base of Rand’s individualism was a natural rights theory derived
from the Declaration of Independence. Each man had the right to life,
liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, and these rights were “the uncon-
ditional, personal, private, individual possession of each man, granted
to him by the fact of his birth and requiring no other sanction.” The
role of society, and its only purpose, is to ensure these individual rights
Rand explained. Next Rand set up a dyad of opposing concepts, con-
trasting Totalitarianism to Individualism. Totalitarianism was defined
by one basic idea, “that the state is superior to the individual.” Its only
opposite and greatest enemy was Individualism, which was the basic
principle of natural rights. Individualism was the only ground on which
men could live together in decency. As such, the doctrine of an absolute
“common good” was “utterly evil” and “must always be limited by the
basic, inalienable rights of the Individual.”*®

From there she moved quickly to divide society into two realms,
the Political Sphere and the Creative Sphere. The creative sphere is the
realm of all productive activity, and it belongs to “single individuals.”
Rand stressed repeatedly that creation was an individual, not a collec-
tive process. Making an analogy to childbirth, she argued, “[A]ll birth
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is individual. So is all parenthood. So is every creative process.”” The
Political Sphere was the opposite of the Creative Sphere and must be
extremely limited in scope lest it destroy individual creativity.

Closely related to the two spheres was Rand’s next dyad, of Active
Man and Passive Man. Even as she set them up as polar opposites, Rand
recognized that “in every one of us there are two opposite principles
fighting each other: the instinct of freedom and the instinct of secu-
rity” But both man and societies could be defined as either active or
passive, and there was “a strange law in their relationship.”® If society
was geared toward the needs of the Passive Man, the Active Man would
be destroyed; yet if society responded to the needs of the Active Man,
he would carry along both Passive Man and all of society as he rose.
Therefore modern humanitarians were caught in a paradox: in restrict-
ing the Active to benefit the Passive, they undercut their basic goal.

This clash between Active and Passive even structured world history,
according to Rand. When the Active Man was ascendant, civilization
moved forward, only to succumb to the lure of the security needed by
the Passive Man. It was a cycle of light and dark that had continued
for centuries, and now Rand saw another round dawning in America:
“[WT1hen a society allows prominence to voices claiming that Individual
Freedom is an evil—the Dark Ages are standing on its threshold. How
many civilizations will have to perish before men realize this?”'

Active and Passive Man were, at base, variations on the concepts of
creator and the second-hander that underlay Rand’s developing novel.
Now appearing in nonfiction form, the same ideas gave Rand a class
theory of sorts. She was quick to emphasize that the passive type of man
was not necessarily a member of the working classes or the “so-called
downtrodden.” In fact, working men understood quite well the nature
of individual effort and initiative. The highest concentration of collec-
tivists would be found in two other classes, Rand ventured: the second-
generation millionaires and the Intellectuals. Most intellectuals were
second-raters with a lust for power, she alleged. It was they who had
helped Stalin, while the millionaires helped Hitler, aided by “the lowest
elements” in both cases. She concluded, “Tyrannies come from above
and below. The great middle is the class of Freedom.”*

Here was the clearest influence of the Willkie campaign on her
thinking. Before, Rand had spoken only of the superior man and his
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contributions to society, showing little interest in distinguishing mem-
bers of the faceless mob below. Now, without losing contempt for “the
lowest elements” (which remained undefined), she allotted a new role
to the vast American middle classes. These were the people she had met
in the theater and on the street, ordinary voters who seemed naturally
suspicious of Roosevelt and his promises of prosperity.

The “Manifesto” as a whole throbbed with a newfound love and
respect for America. In Russia Rand had idealized America, but the 1930s
had disillusioned her. Watching the spread of collectivism in literature
and art, in 1937 she complained about “our degeneration in cultural mat-
ters—which have always been collective in America.”® The “Manifesto”
bore no such traces of cynicism. Instead it defined individualism and
Americanism as essentially the same thing. America’s establishment of
individual liberty, according to Rand, “was the secret of its success.” She
praised the American Revolution as a rare historic moment when men
worked collectively to establish “the freedom of the Individual and the
establishment of a society to ensure this freedom,” and called “give me
liberty or give me death,” Patrick Henry’s dramatic words in support of
the American Revolution, “the statement of a profound truth.”*

Rand’s final section, an extended defense of capitalism, likewise bore
the marks of her campaign experience. Before Willkie she had been pro-
capitalist yet pessimistic, writing, “The capitalist world is low, unprin-
cipled, and corrupt.” Now she celebrated capitalism as “the noblest,
cleanest and most idealistic system of all.” Despite her opposition to
Willkie’s managers, Rand seemed to have picked up on some of their
tactics, marketing capitalism as the solution to all ills.®

Rand’s newfound embrace of capitalism also reflected reading
she had done since the campaign ended, particularly Carl Synder’s
Capitalism the Creator: The Economic Foundations of Modern Industrial
Society.* Snyder, a well-known economist and statistician at the Federal
Reserve Bank, argued that capitalism was the “only one way, that any
people, in all history, have ever risen from barbarism and poverty to
affluence and culture.” From this premise Snyder developed a histori-
cally grounded, statistically supported case in favor of capital accumula-
tion and against economic regulation and planning. Snyder supported
centralized credit control, and indeed touted wise control of the money
supply as the key to preventing future depressions and panics. He also
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gave grudging support to some government activities, such as the build-
ing of dams and conservation projects. But any further intervention,
such as redistributive taxation, centralized planning boards, or wage
and price controls, would be tantamount to “putting industry under the
dead hand of government regulation.”®” Published with a glossy picture
of Adam Smith for a frontispiece, Snyder’s book was a rebuttal of the
Keynesian theories that dominated academic economics and influenced
Roosevelt’s administration.

Snyder helped Rand codify and historicize the ideas she had already
expressed in Anthem. In allegorical form Rand had emphasized the
power of the individual and the importance of breakthrough innova-
tions. Now Snyder set these ideas in an economic and historical con-
text, arguing that economic prosperity was due to “some few [who] are
very successful, highly talented, endowed with capacities and abilities
far beyond the mass of their fellows.”®® As she read Snyder, Rand trans-
formed the psychological categories of second-hander and creator into
the economic concepts of Active and Passive Man.

In the “Manifesto” Rand followed Snyder’s celebration of classical
economics rather than introduce her own explosive concepts of moral-
ity. Altruism, which would play a significant role in The Fountainhead, is
noticeably subordinate in the “Manifesto.” It may have been that Rand’s
attention was far from the philosophy of her novel when she wrote the
“Manifesto,” or it may have been that she was unwilling to debut her
ideas without the illustrative support of fiction. Whatever the reason,
Rand celebrated selfishness in entirely economic terms. “One of the
greatest achievements of the capitalist system is the manner in which a
man’s natural, healthy egoism is made to profit both him and society,”
she wrote, and went no further.® Similarly all of her attacks were leveled
at the “absolute” common good, implying that a limited conception of
the common good was acceptable.

Unlike her later work, the “Manifesto” did not spell out Rand’s dif-
ferences with Adam Smith’s bounded “self-interest.” Though he lauded
self-interest in the economic realm, Smith also celebrated the natural
concern people felt for the welfare of others, which he called “sympa-
thy.” Smith drew a distinction between self-interest and what he called
the “the soft, the gentle, the amiable virtues.” These two sets of values
existed in a delicate balance, he argued, and “to restrain our selfish, and
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indulge our benevolent affections, constitutes the perfection of human
nature.” In her mature work Rand would attack any distinction between
economic and social virtues, insisting that the same code of morality
must apply to both. But in her first extended discussion of philosophy
she was content to talk about capitalism’s efficiencies and the benefits of
freedom without integrating both into a new moral system.”

Rand closed her discussion of capitalism with a twist of her own
devising. She asserted that for all the glories of capitalism she had sung,
“we have never had a pure capitalist system.” Collectivist elements,
such as Monopoly Capitalists and the State, had conspired against
capitalism from the beginning. These problems were not the fault of
capitalism, but rather the result of encouraging collectivism. We must
stop blaming capitalism, she wrote: “[I]t is time to say that ours is the
noblest, cleanest and most idealistic system of all. We, its defenders,
are the true Liberals and Humanitarians.” Her readers faced a choice,
and they must draw together in common action. They would find and
recognize each other by “a single, simple badge of distinction,” their
devotion to freedom and liberty. She blared, “INDIVIDUALISTS OF
THE WORLD, UNITE!””! Rand dispatched the final product to Pollock
with an enthusiastic note. She was open to changes and amendments
but hoped the “Manifesto” would be eventually published or made
public, along with the signatures of the committee they would gather.
“Let us be the signers of the new Declaration of Independence,” she
wrote hopefully.”

Rand’s individualist “Manifesto” was the culmination of a series of
shifts that had transformed her thinking since the publication of We the
Living in 1935. Most obvious was her overt and enthusiastic embrace of
politics. In this she was returning to an early interest, reprising the fasci-
nation with revolution and her father’s political ideas that had marked
her years in Russia. But American politics both challenged and rein-
forced her strongly held beliefs about the world. Working on the Willkie
campaign helped shake Rand out of her reflexive elitism. She saw now
that democracy might be more hospitable to capitalism than she had
ever assumed. And she had come to believe that individualism was a
fundamentally American value, one that had merely been disguised by
collectivist propaganda. It was simply a question of getting the right
ideas out to a broad audience.
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The campaign also suggested another career path to her. Politics was
now just as captivating to her as fiction. As The Fountainhead lay still-
born, Rand had found it easy to write thirty pages of political philoso-
phy. In the 1940s she went on to forge a hybrid career, devoting herself to
the spread of political ideas as much as the creation of dramatic stories
and characters. It was the first step toward an identity she would later
claim with pride: novelist and philosopher.



CHAPTER THREE

A New Credo of Freedom

BY THE TIME she completed the “Manifesto of Individualism”
$Ayn Rand’s interest in politics was all-consuming and her literary
life was at a standstill. She left The Fountainhead manuscript largely
unattended and plunged into another round of organizing efforts.
Wielding Channing Pollock’s name and her writing, Rand began meet-
ing as many New York “reactionaries” as possible. She was in a city
known as the reddest in America; indeed the very phrase “New York
intellectual” came to connote a certain type of leftist-literary thinker
with Communist sympathies. What Rand joined instead was an alter-
nate universe of other New York intellectuals, committed to free mar-
kets and laissez-faire.

These contacts, particularly her new friend Isabel Paterson, further
introduced Rand to the American individualist tradition she had encoun-
tered through her opposition to Roosevelt. Rand found libertarian ideas
compelling but the libertarian attitude alarming. The Willkie campaign
had energized Rand and convinced her that Americans were receptive
to capitalist ideas, but it had the opposite effect on others. Alone among
her fellows, it seemed, she believed in the possibility of political change.
Through months of letter writing, meetings, and impassioned talks,
Rand found few willing to join her crusade to develop a “new credo of
freedom.”" Her organizing failures increased Rand’s sense of urgency.
As she wrote to Pollock, “Who is preaching philosophical individualism?
No one. And if it is not preached, economic individualism will not sur-
vive.”? Rand had a new sense of mission that would eventually find its
way into her uncompleted manuscript.

When she finally secured a publisher for The Fountainhead Rand
returned to the book a different person, with different ways of thinking
about the world. In its origins The Fountainhead reflected Rand’s earlier
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intellectual orientation toward Nietzsche and her deep-seated elitism.
But in execution the novel bore the marks of what had happened since.
The remaining two-thirds of the book, written in a tremendous year-
long spurt of creativity, layered the themes of the “Manifesto” over the
structure Rand had devised years earlier. The result showed Rand the
writer at the height of her powers, even as Rand the thinker continued
to emerge.

Since the expiration of her first contract in late 1940, few other pub-
lishers exhibited interest in Rand’s unfinished manuscript. Her agent,
Anne Watkins, racked up eight rejections in about as many months.
The best she could do was help Rand secure an hourly position as a
reader for Paramount Pictures, a job she started in the spring of 1941,
just as her efforts with Pollock got under way. The string of rejections
strained relations between agent and author. Watkins’s interest in the
book wavered, and she began to criticize Rand’s writing. Rand gave no
quarter, and the two argued unproductively over why the manuscript
wasn’t selling. The breaking point came just after Rand finished her
“Manifesto.” After another discussion of her novel, Watkins told Rand,
“You always ask for reasons. I can’t always give reasons. I just go by
feelings.” The statement came as a “traumatic shock” to Rand. To her it
was a shameful confession of personal and intellectual inadequacy. She
could tolerate criticism of her book that was carefully and consciously
justified, but to be attacked on the basis of unspecified feelings galled
her. Watkins’s confession also destroyed any possibility of an ongoing
professional relationship. Rand told her as much in a long philosophi-
cal letter announcing that she no longer wanted Watkins to represent
her work.’

Rand’s new boss at Paramount Pictures, Richard Mealand, was dis-
mayed by the turn of events. He loved the parts of the novel he had read,
and Rand immediately became one of his favorite employees. She was
also beloved by her supervisor, Frances Hazlitt, who was an outspoken
conservative. Frances was married to Henry Hazlitt, a journalist who
would later become known in libertarian circles for his Economics in
One Lesson. Together Hazlitt and Mealand gave Rand the pick of incom-
ing stories and championed her writing career. When Mealand learned
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that her manuscript was languishing in obscurity, he pressed his ser-
vices on Rand. He had contacts in the publishing world and was eager
to help her out. Reluctantly she agreed to let him submit her chapters to
Little, Brown, a publisher she viewed as relatively free from Communist
influence.

At first it looked as if she had struck gold. An editor at the house pro-
nounced the chapters “almost genius” and arranged to have dinner with
Rand. There he probed her political views, assuming she was an anar-
chist. Rand set him straight: “I was telling him all about what I think of
the New Deal, why this book is anti-New Deal, why I am for free enter-
prise, and what passages and what proves it.”* It was a significant shift.
Only a few years earlier she had been assuring prospective editors that
her novel would not be political; now she insisted that her latest literary
suitor recognize its deeper meaning.

Rand’s spirits during this period were low. She had completely
stopped working on the manuscript, and her work at Paramount further
dampened her ambitions. Each day as she picked through yet another
potboiler that the studio had bought, she moaned to Frank about the
trash that was published while her work remained unnoticed. He was at
once sympathetic, supportive, and suitably outraged, but with a gentle
touch that cracked Rand’s despair. “I know how you feel,” he told her.
“Here you are throwing pearls and you’re not getting even a porkchop
in return.”® Rand crowed in delight and gave the line to one of her char-
acters. After Little, Brown passed on the manuscript, Frank rose to the
occasion masterfully. Rand was ready to junk the book entirely. Frank
stayed up with her one long, terrible night, urging her to continue, reaf-
firming her genius, helping her believe the world was not the cold and
hostile place it seemed. That was the night he “saved” the book, earning
his place on the dedication page.

Despite her renewed resolve to finish the book, Rand’s primary inter-
est remained the new political organization. She chafed at Pollock’s
slowness in lining up converts and cash cows. George Sokolsky, a con-
servative columnist, came onboard at once. By June Pollock and Rand
had discovered another important ally, DeWitt Emery. Based in Ohio,
Emery owned a small manufacturing company that produced letter-
head. A foot soldier of the anti-New Deal forces, he doubled as head
of the National Small Business Men’s Association, a lobbying concern.
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After an initial introduction by Pollock, Rand and Emery met three
times during a visit he paid to New York. Emery was deeply impressed
by Rand. Her passion, clarity, and literary talents overwhelmed him, and
he immediately pledged his support for the new organization.

Small business owners like Emery would always be among Rand’s
most consistent fans. Her emphasis on economic individualism coupled
with her newfound patriotism resonated powerfully with politically con-
servative business owners. When she showed Emery her “Manifesto,” he
wanted the NSBMA to publish it. He passed it on to his friend Monroe
Shakespeare, the owner of a Michigan-based company that manufac-
tured fine fishing tackle. Shakespeare was similarly enthusiastic. He
wrote Emery, “What do we have to do to get this Individualist Manifesto
available for publication? I had a speaking engagement before the lun-
cheon club at Three Rivers this past week and I condensed that down to
a half-hour presentation and they were wild about it. They would have
been twice as wild, if possible, if they could have seen the whole thing.”
Soon Shakespeare was corresponding with Rand too.

Although Rand spoke in the coded language of individualism, her
business audience immediately sensed the political import of her ideas.
Many correctly assumed that her defense of individualism was an implicit
argument against expanded government and New Deal reforms. Rand
was a powerful polemicist because she set these arguments in terms
both abstract and moral. She flew above the grubby sphere of partisan
politics, using the language of right and wrong, the scope and scale of
history to justify her conclusions.

We the Living was another effective weapon in Rand’s arsenal. It
established her, at least among political conservatives, as an expert on
Soviet Russia and a living example of American superiority. After read-
ing the novel Emery wrote her an emotional letter describing his reac-
tion: “I thought I was one of the few who was really awake. I thought
I knew and appreciated what we have, but I know now that I was at least
half asleep.”” Midway through the novel Emery paused to inspect his full
refrigerator, newly grateful for the bounty contained therein.

As the “names” came in, Rand began telephoning and visiting poten-
tial recruits in the New York area. She visited Ruth Alexander, a Hearst
columnist known for her conservative views, and briefly summarized
the main points of the “Manifesto.” Alexander agreed to support the
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project, provided it remained uncompromising in ideology and did not
evade or pussyfoot “on major issues, such as the issue of defending capi-
talism,” Rand reported to Pollock. Next on her list was Gloria Swanson,
a famous actress from the silent movie era who had been a Willkie sup-
porter. Swanson was originally reluctant to participate, but after reading
Rand’s “Manifesto” she agreed to join the committee and make fur-
ther introductions. “I can’t repeat what she said about the ‘Manifesto,
it would sound too much like boasting on my part,” Rand bragged to
Emery.® During this time Rand also met John Gall, an attorney for the
National Association of Manufacturers, who pledged to drum up inter-
est and possibly funding among his colleagues.

With enough interest aroused, in the late summer and fall Rand and
Pollock scheduled a series of meetings to discuss their plans and talk
with professional fund-raisers. At least one of these meetings was held at
Rand’s apartment. Frank was present as Rand’s escort during all meet-
ings held at their home, but he did not participate actively in any of the
planning. He had rung bells and passed out literature for the Willkie
campaign but was uninterested in the intellectual and strategic ques-
tions that animated Rand.

During these meetings Rand had her first misgivings about the proj-
ect. She was flattered but surprised by the reaction of her fellows to
her “Manifesto,” which she considered a “bromide” full of self-evident
truths. Many of her contacts instead greeted it as a revelation, which
aroused her suspicions. Now, meeting her group in person, she real-
ized they were not intellectuals. She had pictured the organization as
primarily educational in nature, but now she saw that “education would
have to begin not with the provinces and the clubs, but with the head-
quarters, that we would have nobody to run it.””

Rand’s disillusionment was particularly acute when she met Albert
Jay Nock, one of their most prominent recruits. Unlike the others, Nock
was a true intellectual. In the 1920s he had edited an idiosyncratic liter-
ary magazine, The Freeman, and had lately emerged as a vigorous critic
of Roosevelt. In 1935 he published an individualist tract, Our Enemy, the
State. He had been a member of the Liberty League and edited a Review
of Books for the conservative National Economic Council. Along with
H. L. Mencken, Nock was one of the few established men of letters who
publicly identified himself as an individualist and opponent of the New
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Deal. Rand admired Nock’s writing and had high hopes for his partici-
pation in her organization. When she finally met the great man, how-
ever, she found him to be fatalistic, mystical, and gloomy. Nock was in
his seventies and appeared worn down. Freedom was a rare, accidental
exception in history, he told the group. Although he wished them well,
they didn’t stand a chance. He argued that individualism as a politi-
cal concept should be replaced by subjective “self sufficiency.” Rand was
unconvinced. “Why surrender the world?” she retorted."

Rand also became uneasy about Pollock’s role in the organization.
She began to question his sincerity and his commitment to the cause;
too many people had joked to her about Pollock’s wanting to run for
president. When he brought in the gravy boys, professional fund-raisers,
they talked only about how to raise money, eclipsing discussion of all
other issues. She sensed that Pollock and his contacts clung to individu-
alism out of inertia rather than true commitment: “They were going out
of fashion. And that that fight was much more to retain the status quo or
the personal status of being leaders of public opinion, rather than what
did they want to lead the public to, nor what were their opinions.”"!
What bothered her most of all was a sense of resignation she detected.
Almost Marxists at heart, some of the group seemed to feel they had
ended up on the wrong side of history.

Rand was right to notice a whiff of decay around the advocates of
capitalism. Through the campaign and her organizing efforts she had
encountered the last remnant of nineteenth-century laissez-faire, loos-
ing its final breath into Willkie’s anti—-New Deal campaign. The pessi-
mism of her compatriots was in many ways an accurate assessment of
reality, for the intellectual climate had shifted decisively against limited
government. Once influential free market economists like Frank Knight
and Joseph Schumpeter had raised dire warnings against government
interference in the economy, only to see their ideas eclipsed by the ris-
ing star of John Maynard Keynes, a Brit who argued that government
stimulation should play a vital role in supporting industrial economies.

First published in 1936, Keynes’s General Theory of Unemployment,
Interest, and Money launched a full frontal assault on the received wisdom
of classical economics and the hands-off doctrine of laissez-faire. Instead
Keynes offered what came to be known as the theory of “pump prim-
ing.” When the economy became sluggish, governments should intervene
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with ambitious spending programs that would stimulate the economy.
Unlike older economists Keynes was unconcerned about deficit spend-
ing, which he saw as a temporary measure to prevent small recessions
from spiraling into deeper depressions. His timing could not have been
better. Professors and politicians alike were casting about for explana-
tions of and solutions to the economic malaise that gripped the globe. By
1940 Keynes’s ideas had triumphed in both academia and government,
making supporters of laissez-faire seem like relics from a bygone era.'?

Indeed, to counter Keynesian economics, many of Rand’s Willkie
group reached for arguments popular during America’s Gilded Age in
the late nineteenth century. The British economist Herbert Spencer
and his great American disciple, William Graham Sumner, were par-
ticular favorites. Most contemporary social scientists considered both
thinkers hopelessly out of date. “Spencer is dead,” the Harvard sociolo-
gist Talcott Parsons declared in his seminal 1937 work, The Structure of
Social Action.” But Spencer was very much alive for Nock, who identi-
fied as a “Spencerian Individualist” and modeled Our Enemy, the State
on Spencer’s 1884 book, The Man versus the State. In 1940 Nock helped
republish Spencer’s volume, claiming in the introduction, “This piece
of British political history has great value for American readers.” It was
this copy of Spencer that Rand had in her personal library, the pages
thoroughly marked up."

That this older tradition should persist, to be encountered anew
by Rand during her political awakening, is not surprising. As Richard
Hofstadter and other historians have detailed, arguments for laissez-
faire saturated American society in the late nineteenth century, per-
meating both the intellectual climate of small-town America and
commanding respect at the nation’s most prominent universities.
Sumner was among Yale’s most popular (if controversial) teachers, and
Spencer “was to most of his educated American contemporaries a great
man, a grand intellect, a giant figure of thought.”"> Educated or well-
read Americans in the 1930s and 1940s would have had at least a passing
familiarity with the ideas of Sumner, Spencer, and other laissez-faire
theorists, for they constituted a significant part of the American intel-
lectual tradition.

Moreover, there seemed to be an almost natural structure to pro-
capitalist thought. The writings of Spencer and Sumner, launched as
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polemics in an earlier age of state expansion, fit easily with vehement
distaste for the New Deal. Both sets of thinkers had similar ground to
cover. To argue convincingly against government action it was necessary
to prove that government was incompetent, unfair, or both. Lacking
extensive evidence about the ultimate success or failure of New Deal
reforms, writers in the 1940s turned eagerly to theoretical and historical
arguments articulated at an earlier time. These older thinkers lent an air
of timeless wisdom to their critique of the state.

If Rand’s associates replicated the arguments of nineteenth-century
laissez-faire in many ways, they were noticeably circumspect about
evolutionary theory, which had played such a dominant role in the
thought of Spencer and Sumner. The earlier generation of capitalist
boosters had based their arguments largely on evolutionary science
and the corresponding idea that natural laws were at work in human
societies. From this basis they argued that government interference in
the economy was doomed to failure. Some of these arguments came
close to the infamous social Darwinist position, in that they suggested
government support for the poor might retard the evolution of the
species.'

Vestiges of this scientific background still remained in 1940. On his
cross-country speaking tour Channing Pollock came close to attacking
New Deal relief programs in the old terms, arguing, “We can’t afford a
social order of the unfit, by the unfit, for the unfit”'” Ruth Alexander
referred to herself half-jokingly in a letter to Rand as a “bad jungle sis-
ter, who believes in survival of the fittest.” Nock’s receptivity to pseudo-
science, such as his interest in the architect Ralph Adams Cram’s theory
that most people were not “psychically” human, also hinted at this ear-
lier legacy. Rand too shared Cram’s elitist affectation, a residue of her
readings in Nietzsche. In a 1932 note about We the Living she remarked,
“I do give a good deal about human beings. No, not all of them. Only
those worthy of the name.” But now Rand was beginning to drift away
from this perspective. The campaign had been a taste of how a broader
audience could actually appreciate her ideas. And in Nock and his fel-
lows she saw how libertarian superiority could shade off into a debilitat-
ing pessimism.

As it turned out the only person who did not disappoint Rand was
one who didn’t even join the group: Isabel Paterson, a well-known
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columnist for the New York Herald Tribune. Rand sent Paterson an invi-
tation to their meeting and followed up with a brief visit to her office.
They had a cordial conversation, but Paterson explained that it was her
policy not to join any group. Rand was surprised when, a few weeks later,
Paterson found her home phone number and asked if they might meet
again. More than twenty years Rand’s senior, the divorced and childless
Paterson had a formidable reputation. She had published several suc-
cessful novels but wielded true influence through her weekly column,
“Turns with a Bookworm.” Written in a chatty, conversational style,
Paterson’s column mixed literary gossip with book reviews and ran for
twenty-five years, from 1924 to 1949."*

Paterson had oddities to rival Rand’s. At parties she sat silently by
herself, refusing to talk to anyone she deemed uninteresting. She was
openly rude. A friend recounted a typical anecdote from a publisher’s
luncheon given for a French author. After Paterson spoke disparagingly
of H. G. Wells,

the Frenchwoman turned most charmingly to Isabel and said, “You see,
my dear Miss Paterson, it has been my great honor, privilege and hap-
piness to know Mr. Wells most closely, most intimately. We have lived
together, Mr. Wells and I, for seven happy years on the Riviera as man
and wife.”...Isabel then raised her lorgnette (being nearsighted as you
know) and carefully looked at the Frenchwoman, from the table level
slowly up and slowly down, and laying down the lorgnette she said, “I still
say, H. G. Wells is a fool.”"

Abrasive behavior was part of Paterson’s shell and her persona, and it
made her legendary among New York writers. A mention in her column
could send book sales skyrocketing, but to curry favor with Paterson
authors had to risk incurring her wrath. Always a contrarian, by the
time of the Willkie campaign Paterson had become implacably opposed
to Roosevelt. She peppered her columns with political commentary, a
move that cost her readers and, eventually, her column.

Rand and Paterson’s political friendship quickly became personal.
Paterson invited Rand to her country home in Connecticut, an “enor-
mous jump in the relationship,” Rand remembered. “I was being very
polite and formal, since it’s just a political acquaintance. And she made
it personal in very quick order.” Initially hesitant, Rand soon found
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Paterson to be a boon companion. She left Frank behind in New York
and spent the weekend in Connecticut. The two women stayed awake
“the whole first night, ‘til seven in the morning—we saw the sunlight—
talking philosophy and politics. And of course I was delighted with her
for that reason.”® Words and thoughts flowed easiest for Rand in the
midnight hours, which she usually spent alone, buried in thought. That
she so happily spent this time with Paterson, or “Pat” as Rand was now
calling her, testified to the fast bond that grew between the pair. It was
the first of many long talks that came to define their friendship.

Especially in the beginning, these conversations were decidedly one-
sided. Paterson spoke and Rand listened. Educated only through high
school, Paterson was nonetheless widely read, and friends recall the
younger Rand literally “sitting at the master’s feet” as Paterson discussed
American history.”! Paterson was working on a lengthy nonfiction trea-
tise that would express her political views and had developed a com-
manding grasp of world history and economics that she gladly shared
with Rand. She was an encyclopedia of knowledge. Rand would propose
a topic—the Supreme Court, for example—and Paterson would hold
forth for hours.

Like the other libertarians Rand met during this time, Paterson
drew from an older tradition to make her case for limited government
and individualism. Spencer was one of her favorites, and her column
brimmed with references to his ideas. She was also taken by the concept
of the status society versus the contract society, an idea first set forth
by the British jurist and historian Sir Henry Maine but given legs by
Spencer and later Sumner.”? According to this theory, Western socie-
ties had evolved from a feudal system, in which relationships between
individuals were determined by their status, to societies in which rela-
tionships were determined by contract. Although Maine was a Burkean
conservative who believed firmly in ties of tradition and society, in
American hands his idea of contract quickly became shorthand for
a fluid, individualistic society that encouraged personal autonomy.
Thinkers like Paterson interpreted Maine’s ideas to mean that the New
Deal betokened a return to the status society, or “rebarbarization.”

Although she profited from the work of older and more obscure think-
ers, as a prominent columnist and reviewer Paterson was well versed in
contemporary intellectual debates. Where Rand spoke of “organization,”
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Paterson warned against “planning” and “technocracy,” invoking the
more commonly used collectivist buzzwords. She also advanced a dif-
ferent kind of argument against organization. Rand used moral rhetoric
about individual rights to make her case, but Paterson tended toward the
practical, emphasizing that such planning simply could not work. There
were several reasons why. Planners could never hope to determine the
true value of goods and services, for such values were always in flux, as
economic actors made individual decisions about what they wanted and
how much they were willing to pay. Moreover, planning would interfere
with invention and innovation, the very engine of the economy; before
long, there would be nothing left to plan. And finally, Paterson worried,
who would do the planning?

Paterson’s particular preoccupation was energy. When she and Rand
first met Paterson was working on the book that would become her only
work of nonfiction, God of the Machine. She had been inspired by the
dolorous Education of Henry Adams, and like Adams, she used energy
as a central organizing metaphor. In Paterson’s scheme the dynamo was
individual man, who alone could generate energy through thought and
effort. Energy could never be created by governments, but it could be
directed—or misdirected—by state institutions and structures. More
often than not government gummed up the works and stanched the
flow of energy by interfering with individual freedom. Paterson hailed
American government as a triumph of engineering design, for the care-
ful balance of power between the states, federal government, and a free
citizenry maximized the long circuit of energy released by individuals.
She encouraged Rand to think not only about what made capitalism fail,
but what made it succeed.

Paterson also had a handy explanation for the Great Depression, one
that Rand would repeat throughout her later career. She was impressed
by the analysis of the financial journalist Garet Garrett, who argued that
the economic crisis had been brought about by government action. In
the boom years of the crisis, Garrett argued, the Federal Reserve had
inflated the money supply, leading to a speculative bubble that triggered
the Depression.? As Paterson watched the government’s efforts to repair
the damage she saw only more of the same. Government had misman-
aged the economy in the first place and was now making the problem
worse through bungling efforts to fix it. The myriad shifting policies
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directed at ending the Depression had created a climate of uncertainty
that was further drying up the free flow of capital. Paterson’s prescrip-
tion was to leave well enough alone; the government should pull out
and let the economy recover on its own. Although her solution was
unusual, her sense of the problem was not. Writers like Snyder and even
members of Roosevelt’s administration such as Stuart Chase fingered
Federal Reserve policy as a cause of the depression. Most were willing on
grounds of expediency to excuse government action to avert the crisis.
Paterson, who set great stock in principles and consistency, was not.

Rand’s encounter with Paterson constituted a virtual graduate school
in American history, politics, and economics. She soaked up Paterson’s
opinions, using them to buttress, expand, and shape her already estab-
lished individualism. Paterson helped shift Rand onto new intellectual
territory, where Nietzsche’s voice was one among many. Now Rand
could draw from and react against the British classical liberal tradition
and its American variants. Conversations with Paterson made Rand well
versed in the major and minor arguments against the New Deal state.

Rand’s relationship with Paterson also reinforced her growing preoc-
cupation with reason. Both women shared a belief that with the world in
political free fall, reason was their only hope and guide. In an episode that
eerily mirrored Rand’s break with her agent, Paterson described an argu-
ment she had with Rose Wilder Lane, another conservative writer. When
Lane told Paterson she sometimes formed a conclusion by a feeling or
a hunch, “...Isabel Paterson screamed at her over the phone, practically
called her a murderess, explaining to her: how dare she go by feelings
and hunches when the lives of other people are involved, and freedom
and dictatorship. How can she go by anything but reason in politics, and
what disastrous irresponsibility it is.” To Rand, Paterson’s arguments in
favor of reason were “marvelous and unanswerable” and her anger in
the face of disagreement understandable, even honorable.*

As her friendship with Paterson developed, Rand continued to work
closely with Pollock and Emery. In October she drew up an “organiza-
tion plan” and traded ideas with Emery on a potential name. He pro-
posed American Neighbors, a name Rand rejected as too vague and
meaningless. At one point the trio considered merging their efforts with
the Independent Clubs of America, the group that had grown out of
the Willkie Clubs. Rand drafted a fund-raising letter, noting that their
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Declaration of Principles had been submitted as a possible declara-
tion for the national group under the aegis of the New York Division.
In another draft letter there is no mention of the Independent Clubs;
instead recipients are invited to join the Educational Committee of
the “‘Intellectual Aristocrats’ of our country, who will formulate a new
credo of freedom, a faith for living, as complete, definite and consistent
as the ideologies of our totalitarian enemies.”*

Although the name and structure of the group remained inchoate,
Rand grew increasingly clear on its purposes. Her group would offer
a positive counterpoint to the New Deal, on an intellectual and philo-
sophical level. They would be “the new teachers of a new Individualism.”
She consciously modeled her ideas on the methods of the left: “The New
Deal has not won by bread alone. Nor by hams and baby blankets. The
New Deal won by eight years of beautifully organized, consistent, sys-
temic collectivist propaganda.”* Her organization would counter this
tide of leftism with its own publications, speeches, intellectuals, and
ideas, making the case for individual rights and limited government. All
Rand needed to make it happen was money, which had yet to material-
ize. After months of appeals the organizers had received faint interest
but no committed financial backers.

The problem was that in the political climate of mid-1941 Rand,
Pollock, and Emery’s efforts were doubly marginal. As opponents of
Roosevelt they fell clearly outside the liberal order. Yet because Pollock
was adamant that the group steer clear of “any crowd opposed to our
aiding Britain” they were also cut off from the sources that were pump-
ing funds into isolationist organizations. What Rand wanted to do would
have been difficult at any time: create a group that was ideological yet
practical, principled yet political. Her task was all the harder because her
group cut across established lines of party politics.”’

Around this time Rand’s employer, Richard Mealand, once again
inquired about her book. Always hesitant to accept favors, Rand had not
considered asking Mealand for further help after Little, Brown turned
down the book. A firm believer in her talent, Mealand was insistent and
pressed Rand for the name of another publisher to approach. This time
Rand suggested Bobbs-Merrill, which had recently published Eugene
Lyon’s The Red Decade, an exposé of Stalinist penetration in America. She
guessed the firm might be favorable to a novel about individualism.
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After Mealand made a few phone calls Rand walked her enormous
manuscript, already several hundred pages and slightly more than one-
fourth finished, over to Bobbs-Merrill. At first she didn’t like the editor
who would appraise her work, Archie Ogden. He had been hired only
a few weeks earlier and was young, overly friendly, and insincere, Rand
thought. Although he seemed to be a glad-hander, Ogden immediately
recognized the potential in Rand’s unfinished manuscript. He recom-
mended publication of the book. His immediate supervisor was less
impressed and vetoed the proposal. Fresh from reading Rand’s heady
tribute to individualism, Ogden sent a simple wire in response: “If this
is not the book for you, then I am not the editor for you.”® It was a bold,
foolhardy, and ultimately brilliant move. Faced with mutiny, Ogden’s
supervisor relented and the press drew up a contract for Rand. She
signed it on December 10, 1941, three days after Japanese forces attacked
Pearl Harbor.

The outbreak of war put an immediate end to Rand’s organizing
efforts. Emery sent Rand an excited letter sharing his intention to join
the armed forces. The president’s critics muzzled themselves as the dan-
gers of the New Deal paled beside the combined onslaught of Japan
and Germany, which declared war on the United States only days after
Pearl Harbor. Even America First disbanded, signifying the bankruptcy
of isolationism as a political issue. Domestic concerns took a backseat
to foreign affairs, and as the wartime economy shifted into high gear
unemployment plummeted. World War II thrust the United States into
a new international role, forever altering the dynamics of American pol-
itics. By the time the war was over a new set of concerns would structure
the political landscape.

The ink on her contract had barely dried when Rand began writ-
ing again. She had only completed the first of four projected parts of
the novel, entitled “Peter Keating,” and six additional chapters. These
sections served to introduce the major characters and foreshadow
important later plot developments. She had described the early years
of Howard Roark and Peter Keating, laying out their very different
approaches to the world. In the book’s opening scene Roark is expelled
from the architecture school where Keating is about to graduate with
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honors. The next chapters describe Keating’s easy rise through a big-
name architecture firm, contrasting his experience to Roark’s low-paying
job with a washed-up master whose buildings he admires. Rand care-
fully interwove the careers of Roark and Keating, showing that Keating
must rely on Roark to help complete his major commissions. She also
laid out the explosive sexual dynamics between Dominique and Roark.
The bulk of the novel, however, remained unwritten.

In the next twelve months Rand raced through the rest of the story.
Bobbs-Merrill gave her a year to complete the manuscript, and this time
Rand wasn’t taking any chances. She had exhausted the reputable New
York publishers and knew that if this contract fell through the book
would never be published. Adding additional pressure was the fact that
Rand still bore the primary financial burden in her marriage. Like so
many men during the Depression era, Frank had been unable to find
steady employment. He took the occasional odd job, at one point work-
ing as a clerk in a cigar store, but his income was never enough to sup-
port a household. Nor was Rand’s thousand-dollar advance enough for
her and Frank to live on, so she arranged to continue working on week-
ends for Paramount. The stress was considerable. Between writing and
reading for Paramount, she was working virtually nonstop.

Rand now lived in two universes. Within The Fountainhead Roark
continued his uneven career and his refusal to compromise for clients,
while Keating’s dizzying rise was topped by his marriage to Dominique,
the daughter of his firm’s founder. Rand’s archvillain, Ellsworth Toohey,
the focus of the book’s second section, slowly wrapped his collectivist
tentacles around the Wynand papers. Gail Wynand himself became disil-
lusioned with his media empire, stole Dominique away from Peter, and
befriended Roark. Back in the real world Rand kept impossible hours
to meet her imminent deadline. The record, she told Ogden, was a mad
burst of inspiration that lasted from 4 p.m. to 1 .M. the next day.” On
Sunday nights she did permit herself a rare indulgence, regularly stop-
ping by Isabel Paterson’s office at the New York Herald Tribune to help her
proofread “Turns with a Bookworm.” Paterson too was trying to finish
a book, God of the Machine. She and Rand spurred each other on in a
friendly contest, each hoping to finish first. Their jokes about competition
made light of how deeply intertwined their creative processes truly were.
Writing in tandem the two women shared ideas and inspiration freely.
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Burning with ideas as she composed her novel, Rand stepped out
of her passive, listening role and began to share her ideas about ethics.
Paterson jousted back, during one conversation challenging Rand’s view
that self-interest must always be the first principle of action. Family was
a sticking point for Paterson. Wasn’t it true, she asked Rand, that par-
ents must take care of their children before themselves? Rand countered
swiftly, “If the child has no one but the parent, and the situation is such
that the parent has to sacrifice himself and die, how long would the
child survive thereafter?” Rand remembered, “[Paterson] gasped, in a
pleased way, like an electric bulb going off. And she told me, ‘of course
that’s the answer. Now that’s the last brick falling into place and she is
convinced.” Paterson asked if she could draw on this conversation in
her book, permission Rand gladly granted.

As 1943 approached Rand closed in on the final scenes of her novel.
Here she made the first major changes that reflected her recent intellec-
tual development. The final section of the book, named after her hero,
was intended to celebrate Roark. Fleshing out the solution she had hit
upon so many years earlier, Rand described Roark’s design of a hous-
ing project, Cortland Homes, for Keating. It is a straightforward trade.
Roark is intrigued by the problem of low-cost housing but knows he
would never be chosen to design the project. He agrees to let Keating
use his design, asking only one thing in return: the building must be
built exactly as designed. But Cortland Homes is a government proj-
ect, and everyone has a say. When built it blends Roark’s design with
the additions and amendments of several other architects. Appalled at
the resulting compromise Roark dynamites the building late one night.
Dominique is by his side in the storm of controversy that erupts, finally
ready to love him openly.

From there Rand fell back on her trusty device of a trial, with a
critical twist. Originally, an esteemed trial lawyer, roused from retire-
ment by the Cortland case, was slotted to deliver a climactic defense of
Roark. Now, as she neared completion of the novel, she decided that
Roark would represent himself and deliver his own plea to the jury. It
was a Hollywood-style scenario that injected a rare note of implausi-
bility into an otherwise largely realistic novel. Having Roark deliver
the speech, however, proved critical to expressing Rand’s newfound
appreciation for the average American. Roark’s hand-selected jury
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mixed brawn and intellect: “two executives of industrial concerns, two
engineers, a mathematician, a truck driver, a brick layer, an electrician,
a gardener and three factory workers.” Although several of the jurors
are recognizable as men of exceptional achievement, the majority are
manual workers of little distinction. Rand makes clear that they are
hard-working types who have seen much of life, writing that Roark
chose those with “the hardest faces.”*' If the jury understood Roark’s
argument, they would demonstrate their ability to recognize and
reward individual genius.

First, though, the jury had to hear Rand’s philosophy of life. Roark
begins with a history lesson, arguing that all important achievements
have come from creators who stood opposed to their time. Just as Rand
emphasized in her “Manifesto,” Roark explains to the jury that creativ-
ity is inextricably linked to individualism: “This creative faculty cannot
be given or received, shared or borrowed. It belongs to single, individ-
ual men” (679). He situates the government’s alteration of his design
within the global struggle of collectivism versus individualism and
repeats Rand’s idea that good stems from independence and evil from
dependence. Within this framework Roark’s individual decision trumps
the rights of government, future tenants, or any other involved parties,
because “the integrity of a man’s creative work is of greater importance
than any charitable endeavor” (684).

Though it closely followed the “Manifesto,” Roark’s speech intro-
duced a new theme that was to become one of Rand’s signature ideas:
the evil of altruism. In her first notes for the novel Rand had attacked
Christian ethics, but now she attacked altruism. In the speech Roark
identifies second-handers as preachers of altruism, which he defines as
“the doctrine which demands that man live for others and place others
above self” (680). The origins of Rand’s shift from Christianity to altru-
ism are unclear, but her conversations with the philosophically literate
Paterson most likely played a role. Regardless of where she picked up
the term, Rand’s use of altruism reflected her refinement and abstrac-
tion of the concepts that had underlain the novel from the very start. At
first she had understood the second-hander as a kind of glorified social
climber. The frame of altruism significantly broadened this idea, allow-
ing Rand to situate her characters within a larger philosophical and eth-
ical universe. Identifying altruism as evil mirrored Rand’s celebration
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of selfishness and completed the ethical revolution at the heart of The
Fountainhead.

Along with creativity Roark’s speech also celebrates reason, another
theme of dawning importance to Rand. Here again was the influence
of Paterson, who constantly ranted and raved about the importance of
reason and the dangers of irrationality. The “Manifesto” did not men-
tion rationality or the concept of reason, but Roark’s speech lauds “the
reasoning mind” and “the process of reason.” At some points Roark dis-
tinguishes between thinking and creativity, at other times he collapses
the terms, telling his audience, “The code of the creator is built upon
the needs of the reasoning mind which allows man to survive” (681). He
returns always to the basic point that individual rights must be valued
above collective needs.

Swayed by Roark’s argument, the jury promptly votes unanimously
to acquit. The jury proved critical, helping Rand democratize her
vision and reaffirm the basic wisdom of the free-thinking, independent
American. Although none of the jurors are the history-making creator
that Roark represents, Rand makes clear that they can share in his glory
simply by understanding and affirming the principle of individualism.

After the trial scene Rand moved quickly to wrap up the loose ends
of her story. In the pages preceding the trial she had dwelled at some
length on the ordeal of Gail Wynand. Once a cocky and feared mogul,
Wynand is humbled to discover that he cannot effectively defend Roark
with his tabloids. Roark’s destruction of Cortland has aroused public
fury against him, and readers begin abandoning Wynand’s publications
when he takes Roark’s side. Wynand has long believed he alone creates
public opinion, but now he sees it is the public who owns him. Selling
out his deepest values, he salvages his flagship newspaper, The Banner,
by reversing course and attacking Roark. His fate is the most poignant
in the book, for unlike Toohey and Keating, Wynand is “the man who
could have been.” In the novel’s closing scenes Wynand shamefully
rebuffs overtures from Roark, even as he commissions him to design
and build a landmark building. Alone and desolate as the story ends,
Wynand learns that his quest for power has brought him nothing in
return.

Rand capped off her giant manuscript with a cinematic happy end-
ing. Dominique, by now Mrs. Howard Roark, arrives at the construction
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site of the Wynand building. She takes an elevator up the side of the
building, looking above to see “the sun and the sky and the figure of
Howard Roark” (694). Her closing words were typed just before the firm
deadline of January 1, 1943.

Now came the hard part. Both Rand and Ogden knew the manu-
script was too long. Rand wanted to write everything down and then
edit from there. She had only a few months to do it, for Bobbs-Merrill
planned to release The Fountainhead in the spring. After nearly a year
of nonstop writing Rand was now sleepy and unfocused when she sat
at her desk. When she visited a doctor to consult about her chronic
fatigue, he offered Benzedrine as a solution. At midcentury Benzedrine
was a widely prescribed amphetamine and had a cult following among
writers and artists. Jack Kerouac produced his masterwork On the Road
in a three-week, Benzedrine-induced frenzy. Similarly Rand used it to
power her last months of work on the novel, including several twenty-
four-hour sessions correcting page proofs.”

Desperate to publish, Rand set aside her usual dislike of editorial
advice and embraced many of the changes Ogden suggested. Most sig-
nificant among these was the book’s name. Rand’s working title was
“Second Hand Lives.” When Ogden pointed out that this title high-
lighted her villains rather than her heroes, Rand agreed it must go. Her
next choice, “The Mainspring,” had been recently used. A thesaurus led
her to “fountainhead,” a word that never appears in the novel. Another
important editorial force was Paterson. She advised Rand to prune all
unnecessary adjectives, a change that would have gutted the novel. Rand
did, however, find some of her suggestions useful. Following Paterson’s
advice, she weeded out proper names like Lenin, Hitler, Stalin, and
Robespierre from Roark’s courtroom speech to avoid tying the book to
one historical moment.” The principles of her book were transcendent,
Paterson reminded her.

In these last frantic months Rand also transformed Howard Roark.
She decided to eliminate the character of Vesta Dunning, Roark’s love
interest before Dominique. The scenes between Vesta and Roark were
among the first Rand wrote in 1938. Close in spirit to Rand’s first heroes,
the early Roark was cold and cruel, treating Vesta with dramatic indiffer-
ence. By deleting these scenes in 1943 Rand softened Roark’s character,
making him less misanthropic and more heroic. Eliminating Vesta also
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slimmed the manuscript and pruned complexity from Roark’s charac-
ter, allowing him to stand out more sharply as an idealized figure.

Even so, Roark’s relations with women remained one of the most
troubling parts of the book. Often, as Rand struggled to make concrete
what she intended by the heroic, she described characters with icy emo-
tional lives and distant, destructive relationships. Although their pas-
sions for each other are all-consuming, in another sense the novel’s
characters never truly relate to one another. Friends find their greatest
moments of connection in silence, because it seems that in silence they
truly understand one another. Lovers don’t hold hands, they hold wrists.
And then there is the infamous rape scene.

As in Night of January 16th the grand passion of The Fountainhead
begins in violence. The first encounters between Dominique and Roark
are charged with sexual tension. The two meet when Roark is working in
her father’s quarry. Dominique requests that he be sent to repair a marble
fireplace she has deliberately scratched. Seeing through her ruse, Roark
smashes the marble, to Dominique’s shocked delight, and then sends
another man to set the replacement. Encountering him again while on
horseback, Dominique slashes Roark across the face with a riding crop. He
returns a few nights later to finish what both have started, slipping through
her bedroom window. Rand wrote the scene to emphasize that even as she
resisted, Dominique welcomed Roark’s advances. Yet it remained a brutal
portrayal of conquest, an episode that left Dominique bruised, battered,
and wanting more. Rand herself offered conflicting explanations for the
sadomasochistic scene. It wasn’t real rape, she insisted to a fan, then called
it “rape by engraved invitation.”** Certainly Rand perceived the encoun-
ter as an erotic climax for both characters. Risqué for its time, the rape
became one of the most popular and controversial parts of the book.*

The rape scene was a remnant of Rand’s first intellectual preoccupa-
tions. In its basic structure The Fountainhead resembles many of Rand’s
early works. Its hero is a principled criminal with a complicated love life,
and the plot culminates in a trial that affords the airing of philosophi-
cal views. Rand did what she could to improve the characterization of
Roark, sharpening and defining his sense of individualism as the novel
progressed.”® But with a deadline looming, structural changes were
impossible. The Fountainhead is ultimately a hybrid work that caught
Rand in transition from one set of intellectual interests to another.
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Along with deleting Vesta, Rand worked to purge the manuscript of
her previous fixation on Nietzsche. In the first version of the manuscript
she prefaced each of the four sections with an aphorism from Beyond
Good and Evil. Now she removed these headings, and also removed
several direct allusions to Nietzsche in the text of the novel. Still, she
could not eliminate from The Fountainhead all of the vengeful scorn
that had powered her earlier work. Particularly in the sections of the
novel that treat Gail Wynand, her old horror at the mob returns. Rand
demonstrated Wynand’s lost possibilities by focusing on the masses
to which he has sold his soul. One desperate night Wynand walks the
streets of New York, his sense of degradation sharp as he smells the sub-
way, “the residue of many people put together, of human bodies pressed
into a mass,” and passes drunks, tenement housewives, taxi drivers, and
saloons. “I surrendered to the grocery man—to the deck hands on the
ferryboat—to the owner of the poolroom,” he thinks (661, 662). His dis-
covery of his own value is twinned with disgust for these others, who
“can produce nothing” (663). Pages later Rand tried to counterbalance
these descriptions with her positive rendering of the jury, but her con-
temptuous attitudes still color the novel.

When contrasted with other contemporary celebrations of individu-
alism, however, it becomes clear just how innovative The Fountainhead
was. Elitism and populism were two impulses that had always coexisted
uneasily in the defense of unregulated capitalism. Nock’s Memoirs of a
Superfluous Man, for example, is a credo shot through with educated
disdain for the common man. At the same time opponents of the New
Deal insisted that men, if left alone, could properly work out their own
destiny. Like Sumner they glorified “the forgotten man,” the ordinary
workers who maintained what Paterson called “the set-up” without
interference from government.’” Defenders of laissez-faire invoked both
elite privilege and the wonders of the ordinary, self-sufficient citizen,
often in the same breath.

The Fountainhead finessed this contradiction and escaped libertari-
anism’s fatal elitism through Rand’s theory of ethics. For all her bluster,
Rand’s ethics were rather anodyne. Roark tells the jury, “Degrees of abil-
ity vary, but the basic principle remains the same; the degree of man’s
independence, initiative, and personal love for his work determine his
talent as a worker and his worth as a man” (681). The book’s hierarchy
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of values is not exclusive, for anyone could join Rand’s elite simply by
loving their work. Instead of talking about the wealthy, she talked about
the independent, thereby sidestepping social class. Inequalities or dif-
ferences between characters are discussed in specific, individual terms,
without reference to larger social structures.”® Denizens of Hell’s Kitchen
and the city’s toniest drawing rooms are evaluated by the same standard
of independence.

Even as it uncoupled libertarianism from its traditional elitism,
The Fountainhead made a familiar argument that humanitarianism
is simply a guise for those who seek power. The idea was not novel
for a time that had seen the birth of two new totalitarianisms. Alfred
Hitchcock’s film Foreign Correspondent, released in 1940, depicted the
head of Britain’s peace party as a German agent, hiding his diabolical
designs under the cover of pacifism. Paterson would make the point in
her vividly titled chapter, “The Humanitarian and the Guillotine.” In
later years Rand claimed credit for the ideas in this chapter, a conten-
tion Paterson vigorously disputed. It is likely that Paterson did believe
in an ethics of self-interest prior to meeting Rand, for such beliefs were
not uncommon among supporters of laissez-faire. Paterson could have
been paraphrasing William Graham Sumner, who was famously skep-
tical of humanitarianism, when she wrote, “Most of the harm in the
world is done by good people, and not by accident, lapse, or omission.
It is the result of their deliberate actions, long persevered in, which they
hold to be motivated by high ideals toward virtuous ends.” Rand was
not the first thinker to criticize altruism or to suggest that noble senti-
ments often cloak base motives. Indeed in the early libertarians Rand
had stumbled across a rare community where her attack on altruism
was not taboo.”

What Rand offered was an unforgettable and highly stylized version
of this argument set in a modern context. Her primary vehicle was The
Fountainhead’s villain Ellsworth Toohey, who angles for power through
the promotion of collectivist ideas. Subtly he influences the Wynand
papers: “If a statement involved someone’s personal motive, it was always
‘goaded by selfishness’ or ‘egged by greed.” A crossword puzzle gave the
definition of ‘obsolescent individuals’ and the word came out as ‘capital-
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ists’” (588). In a speech he parodies Roosevelt’s Four Freedoms: “If you

were assigned to a job and prohibited from leaving it, it would restrain
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the freedom of your career. But it would give you freedom from the fear
of unemployment” (553). Toohey’s most successful method, however, is
to create a Union of Wynand Employees, which he uses as power base to
take over the newspaper. Despite its high-minded rhetoric, the union is
intended to benefit just one man.

Rand also pushed past traditional libertarian skepticism of charity
to assault the very concept of altruism itself. Writers like Paterson and
Sumner stressed that benevolence should not be compelled by the state,
but supported private charity undertaken voluntarily. By contrast, Roark
told his audience, “The only good which men can do to one another and
the only statement of their proper relationship is—Hands off!” (683).
Revising her earlier binary of Active Man and Passive Man, Rand now
drew a primal distinction between independence and dependence and
presented morality as a stark choice of either self-sacrifice or egoism.
Unlike other libertarians Rand would let no hint of “social conception”
taint her individualism.

As she neared the end of the project Rand was working at fever pitch,
thanks to her new medication. She was thrilled by the long hours the drug
made possible, freely telling friends about this latest discovery. In a few
short months she had sliced the novel’s length, reshaped its philosophical
implications, and given a final polish to characters that had lived in her
mind for nearly a decade. And she had done all this while holding down
a part-time job. But Benzedrine had a boomerang effect. By the time the
book was complete Rand’s doctor diagnosed her as close to a nervous
breakdown and ordered her to take two weeks of complete rest.*

Exhausted but happy, Rand decamped to Isabel Paterson’s country
house in Connecticut with Frank in tow. There she shocked Paterson by
announcing she expected sales of at least 100,000. Otherwise she would
consider herself a failure, Rand tactlessly informed Paterson, author
of eight novels, none of which had sold more than several thousand
copies. Although Paterson had been unfailingly supportive of Rand’s
writing, she was far from confident that Rand’s novel would sell. The
Fountainhead was not to her taste—too many adjectives, too much
drama. She even declined to review the book for the Herald Tribune, a
decision she carefully kept from Rand.
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Rand had better luck with the New York Times, which gave The
Fountainhead the best review of her career, in May, just a month after the
book was released. Lorine Pruette called Rand “a writer of great power”:
“She has a subtle and ingenious mind and the capacity of writing bril-
liantly, beautifully, bitterly” Pruette went beyond the novel’s style and
also praised its content, writing that readers would be inspired to think
“through some of the basic concepts of our times” and noting, “This is
the only novel of ideas written by an American woman that I can recall.”
A host of lesser newspapers echoed her words. A reviewer in Pittsburgh
said The Fountainhead “could conceivably change the life of anyone who
read it,” and the Providence Journal wrote, “With one book [Rand] at
once takes a position of importance among contemporary American
novelists.” The exceptions came primarily from more highbrow liter-
ary outlets like the Times Literary Supplement, which found, “Miss Rand
can only create gargoyles, not characters,” and The Nation, where Diana
Trilling sniffed about the book’s caricatures.*!

By the summer The Fountainhead began to appear on best-seller lists,
driven both by review attention and positive word-of-mouth recom-
mendations. Paterson undoubtedly played a role in the book’s early
success, for although she had declined to review The Fountainhead she
plumped Rand from the safe distance of her column, mentioning her
eight times in 1943.*? In these years Paterson was at the height of her fame
as a book reviewer, and “Turns with a Bookworm” was valuable public-
ity for Rand. Sales continued to grow into the fall, a development that
confirmed Rand’s expectations but confounded most others, including
the business office of her publisher. Against the advice of Rand’s editor,
the press had printed only a small first run, expecting sales of ten thou-
sand books at maximum. Soon they were scrambling to keep up with
demand. By year’s end they had sold nearly fifty thousand copies and
gone through six printings. That Bobbs-Merrill failed to anticipate the
book’s success is understandable. The Fountainhead is a strange book,
long, moody, feverish. Even after Rand’s furious last-minute editing it
took up nearly seven hundred pages.

What was it that readers found in The Fountainhead’s pages? At the
most basic level the book told an exciting story, and told it well. When
freighted with Rand’s symbolic connotations, architecture became excit-
ing and lively. In one striking scene Rand portrays a rebellious action by
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Roark that wins him his first major client, Austen Heller. While Heller
is looking at a watercolor drawing of his proposed house, which has
drawn on Roark’s ideas but blended them with those of other architects,
Roark suddenly intervenes, destroying the watercolor by demonstrating
how he had originally designed the house.

Roark turned. He was at the other side of the table. He seized the sketch,
his hand flashed forward and a pencil ripped across the drawing, slash-
ing raw black lines over the untouchable watercolor. The lines blasted off
the Tonic columns, the pediment, the entrance, the spire, the blinds, the
bricks; they flung up two wings of stone; they rent the windows wide;
they splintered the balcony and hurled a terrace over the sea. It was being
done before the others had grasped the moment when it began....Roark
threw his head up once, for a flash of a second, to look at Heller across the
table. It was all the introduction needed; it was like a handshake. (126)

On the spot, Heller offers Roark his first major commission. Rand’s
tense, dramatic description brings the moment alive in all its emotional
significance. As even the snooty Times Literary Supplement admitted,
“She contrives from somewhere a surprising amount of readability.”*
With several plays, movie scenarios, and a novel behind her, Rand had
developed a fast-paced, sweeping style that easily sustained her readers’
interest.

Yet for many readers The Fountainhead was far more than a story. The
book inspired a range of passionate reactions, as can be seen in the large
volume of fan mail Rand began to receive.* In breathless, urgent letters,
readers recounted the impact the book had on their lives. For many The
Fountainhead had the power of revelation. As one reader told Rand after
finishing the book, echoing DeWitt Emery’s sentiments, “It is like being
awake for the first time.” This metaphor of awakening was among the
most common devices readers used to describe the impact of Rand’s
writing. Adolescents responded with particular fervor to her insistence
that dreams, aspirations, and the voice of self be heeded, whatever the
consequences. An eighteen-year-old aspiring writer clung to the book
as to a lifeline: “But now, when I reach the point—and I reach it often
these days—where the pain can go down no further; I read part, any
part, of The Fountainhead.” Rand had anticipated responses like these,
and indeed hoped to stir her reader’s deepest feelings. Writing to Emery
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shortly after the book’s release she told him, “It’s time we realize—as
the Reds do—that spreading our ideas in the form of fiction is a great
weapon, because it arouses the public to an emotional, as well as intellec-
tual response to our cause.” Sales of The Fountainhead confirmed Rand’s
understanding. Rather than tapering off after reviews and commentary
had faded from public memory, the book’s sales increased steadily year
after year. Readers were discovering the book, experiencing its powers,
and pressing copies on all their friends.*

Among the most dedicated fans were many who used Rand’s char-
acters as templates for self-assessment and self-improvement. Worried
by Rand’s condemnation of “second-handers,” they wondered if they
fell into this category. An army lieutenant confessed to Rand, “However,
admire him and agree with Roark as I do, I haven’t the personal guts,
if you call it that, to emulate him....Perhaps I am, after all, closer to
Gail Wynand, because I have no reason to believe I could hold out lon-
ger than he did.” Others credited The Fountainhead with rescuing them
from conformity or surrender. After finishing the book one reader told
Rand, “T was profoundly challenged and frightened. The challenge has
outlived the fright.... Thank you.” A young woman compared herself to
each of the book’s characters in turn, finally concluding, “I am myself—
believe in that, living by what I really want.” By compelling readers to
accept or reject parallels between themselves and her characters, Rand
inspired many readers to reflect on their own choices and motivations
in life.*

For others the book was a more intellectual experience. Rand’s rejec-
tion of traditional morality and her counterintuitive theory of selfish-
ness provoked many readers to thought, debate, and discussion. Her
book was particularly popular among soldiers, who found in Rand’s
enormous tome both relief from boredom and a welcome meditation
on the reasons for U.S. involvement in the war. As a serviceman sta-
tioned in Texas put it, “Though I do not entirely agree with hypotheses
established in this book, I must admit that this material warrants much
serious consideration. Indeed, superficially it appears to offer a logical
recapitulation of the forces behind present-day global turmoil.” Several
letter writers told Rand that her novel was a hot commodity among
their military units, eagerly passed from reader to reader. An army pri-
vate wrote, “[ The Fountainhead was] giving my brain some well needed
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exercise,”and a book reviewer from Boston recounted, “My husband and
I lived in [The Fountainhead] for several weeks, discussed it frontwards
and backwards, in and out, the ‘what’ the ‘why’ the ‘wherefore.” Even
those who disagreed with Rand enjoyed thinking through the questions
she raised. This intellectual excitement was engendered by Rand’s care-
ful encoding of ideas in a fictional plot. Many who would never have
read a treatise on ethics or politics found the novel drew them quickly
into the world of ideas.”

From the start Rand hoped to twin the emotional and intellectual
parts of the novel. Ideally readers would experience strong feelings of
identification with both her characters and her political views. She told
DeWitt Emery, “When you read it, you'll see what an indictment of the
New Deal it is, what it does to the ‘humanitarians’ and what effect it
could have on the next election—although I never mentioned the New
Deal by name.”*® Rand’s belief that fiction could have important politi-
cal consequences sprang from her Russian background and her careful
observations of the New York left. As anti-Communists were hustled
out of Leningrad State University, Rand had realized that the most
innocuous of literary works could have political meaning. She kept this
in mind during her first years in the United States, when she sent her
family American novels to translate into Russian. These books were an
important source of income for the Rosenbaums, but they had to pass
the Soviet censors. Rand became an expert in picking out which type of
story would gain the approval of the Communists. These same works,
she believed, were slowly poisoning the American system and had con-
tributed to Willkie’s defeat. “The people are so saturated with the col-
lectivism of New Deal propaganda that they cannot even grasp what
Mr. Willkie really stood for,” she wrote in a fund-raising letter. “That
propaganda has gone much deeper than mere politics. And it has to
be fought in a sphere deeper than politics.”*® The Fountainhead would
expose Americans to values and ideals that supported individualism
rather than collectivism.

Plenty of readers understood and embraced The Fountainhead’s
deeper meaning. In a letter to Rand one woman attacked the Office of
Price Administration, a federal government agency established to regu-
late commodity prices and rents after the war broke out: “I am assuming
that you view with growing horror the government’s paternal treatment
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of its poor and needy. I do, for when we begin trading our freedom
for monetary security, we lose both.” Another confessed, “My hatred of
Roosevelt became in time almost a mania. He stood for almost every-
thing I hated. It is quite clear that your own feeling equaled or exceeded
mine.” Rand’s individualism ran against the mainstream intellectual
currents of her day, but it echoed the common Victorian idea that
dependence would create weakness or lead to moral degradation. As a
Presbyterian minister from Indiana testified, “In Howard Roark I redis-
covered the ‘individual’—the individual I had been brought up to be
and believe in, but who had been lost somewhere in the miasma of intel-
lectual, moral, and spiritual confusions spawned in the unhealthy jungle
of preachers, professors, and the poverty of the Depression.” Rand was
right to sense that there still existed a strong antigovernment tradition
in America and an almost instinctual fear of bureaucratization, regula-
tion, and centralization. Even as it promoted a new morality, politically
the novel reaffirmed the wisdom of the old ways.*>

To those who already leaned libertarian the novel offered a striking
counterpoint to traditional ideas of laissez-faire. As she had intended,
The Fountainhead made individualism a living, breathing faith. Rand’s
emphasis on creativity, productivity, and the power of individuals came
as a bracing tonic to James Ingebretsen, who was just out of the army
when he read The Fountainhead and Nock’s Memoirs of a Superfluous
Man. As he explained to a friend, “Howard Roark is the answer to
Nock[,] meaning creation, not escape, is the answer to the messy world
we are living in. Freedom, not enslavement to others, is the answer for
all of us. And so my course is crystal clear to me now.” Shortly after
writing this letter Ingebretsen moved to Los Angeles, where he helped
organize the Pamphleteers, one of the first libertarian groups founded
in the postwar era. Similarly the journalist John Chamberlain found
that the combination of old and new solidified his political opinions.
Chamberlain read Rand’s book in conjunction with Paterson’s God of
the Machine and yet a third libertarian book published in 1943, Rose
Wilder Lane’s The Discovery of Freedom. He remembered that the three
writers “turned Nock’s conception of social power into a detailed real-
ity”: “These books made it plain that if life was to be something more
than a naked scramble for government favors, a new attitude towards
the producer must be created.” In the 1930s Chamberlain had been
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known for his mildly socialist leanings, but in the postwar era he would
emerge as a high-profile voice of libertarianism, writing for the Wall
Street Journal, Life, and Time.>*

The Fountainhead offered renewed energy to libertarianismata critical
time. Somnolent for years, anti-New Deal groups such as the Committee
for Constitutional Government and the American Economic Foundation
began to reawaken in the early 1940s. These groups immediately recog-
nized Rand as a kindred spirit. In the fall of 1943 she partook in a pub-
lished debate sponsored by the American Economic Foundation. Her
opponent was Oswald Garrison Villard, former editor of The Nation, and
the question at hand, “Collectivism or Individualism—which promises
postwar progress?” She sold a very condensed version of her “Manifesto”
to the Committee for Constitutional Government, which placed it in
Reader’s Digest as “The Only Road to Tomorrow.” Soon to become a
font of popular anti-Communism, Reader’s Digest helped Rand become
identified as an overtly political author.>

Still, Rand feared she wasn’t reaching her kind of readers. Most dis-
tressing were the ads for The Fountainhead, which presented the book as
an epic romance rather than a serious treatment of ideas. She fired off an
angry letter to Archie Ogden, detailing her dissatisfaction. Before long
she took action herself, resurrecting her earlier political crusade, but now
tying it directly to the fortunes of her novel. As she explained to Emery,
she wanted to become the right-wing equivalent of John Steinbeck: “Let
our side now build me into a ‘name’—then let me address meetings,
head drives, and endorse committees....I can be a real asset to our ‘reac-
tionaries.”” The key would be promoting The Fountainhead as an ideo-
logical and political novel, something Bobbs-Merrill would never do.”

Rand was careful to explain that her ambitions were not merely
personal. The problem, she explained to Emery and several other cor-
respondents, was that the intellectual field was dominated by a “Pink-
New-Deal-Collectivist blockade” that prevented other views from being
heard. This was why books like The Fountainhead were so important: If
it went “over big, it will break the way for other writers of our side.” Rand
was convinced “the people are with us”; it was leftist intellectuals who
stood in the way.** She set up meetings with executives at DuPont and the
National Association of Manufacturers and pressed Monroe Shakespeare
to pass her book along to Fulton Lewis Jr., a right-wing radio host.
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In the end Hollywood gave The Fountainhead the boost it needed.
The idea of a movie was particularly tantalizing to Rand. The novel was
selling well, but she still worried it would suffer the same ignominy as
We the Living. A movie would put her name before a wide audience and
ensure the book’s longevity. Rand turned down her first film offer only
weeks after publication, sure her book would become more valuable
with time. In the fall of 1943 her new agent reported a more promising
proposal from Warner Brothers. Rand drove a hard bargain. After nearly
two decades in the industry she had learned her lesson. “Red Pawn,” the
first scenario she sold, had doubled in price soon afterward, netting a
tidy profit for the studio, which she had never seen. She would settle for
nothing less than fifty thousand dollars, a princely sum. Scarcely two
years earlier she had leapt at a paltry advance of a thousand dollars.
Warner Brothers balked at the demand, but she wouldn’t budge.

In November the offer came through. Almost better than the money
was the studio’s interest in having her write the script. It meant that she
and Frank would return to Hollywood, a prospect Rand dreaded. But
only by being there in person, Rand knew, could she hope to ensure
the integrity of her story and preserve the essence of her ideas. Warner
Brothers even dangled before her the prospect of consulting on the film’s
production. When the deal was finalized Frank and Isabel Paterson bun-
dled her into a taxicab and set off for Saks Fifth Avenue. “You can get any
kind of fur coat provided it’s mink,” Frank told his wife.” Rand’s instinct
was to hoard the money, to save every penny so she would always have
time to write. Frank and Isabel knew better. After so many years of hard
work, Rand had finally become a “name.”



PART Il
From Novelist to Philosopher, 1944-1957

Ayn Rand in her Chatsworth study where she began the writing of Atlas Shrugged.

J. Paul Getty Trust. Used with permission. Julius Shulman Photography Archive,
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CHAPTER FOUR
The Real Root of Evil

AYN AND ERANK arrived in Hollywood as celebrities. The
$F0untainhead was the hot property of the moment, and the
town buzzed with speculation about who would be chosen for
the choicest roles. Stars began to court Rand in the belief that she could
influence the studio’s choices. Joan Crawford threw a dinner for the
O’Connors and came dressed as Dominique, in a long white gown and
aquamarines. Warner Brothers set her up in an enormous office with
a secretary out front and a $750 weekly salary. The contrast between
Rand’s arrival as a penniless immigrant in 1926 and her latest debut was
sharp.

The Golden State’s charms were lost on Rand, who complained about
“the disgusting California sunshine.”! Her heart was still in New York,
and she hoped their time in California would be brief. She immedi-
ately set to work on The Fountainhead script, turning out a polished
version in a few weeks. There would be no quick return east, however,
for production of the film was suspended indefinitely due to wartime
shortages. Rand resigned herself to a lengthy stay in California. When
her work for Warner Brothers was done, she signed a five-year part-
time screenwriting contract with the independent producer Hal Wallis,
successfully negotiating six months off a year to pursue her own writ-
ing. She and Frank bought a house that perfectly suited them both, an
architecturally distinguished modernist building that could easily have
graced the pages of The Fountainhead. Designed by Richard Neutra and
situated in rural Chatsworth, almost an hour’s drive from Hollywood,
the glass-and-steel house was surrounded by a moat and thirteen acres.
In the end, they would live there for seven years.

Rand underwent two profound intellectual shifts during her time in
California. The first was a reorientation of her thought toward a concept
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of reason she linked with Aristotle. When she arrived in California she
was working on her first nonfiction book, a project she eventually aban-
doned in favor of her third novel. Much as The Fountainhead had show-
cased her ideas about individualism, this next book would reflect Rand’s
growing fealty to reason and rationality. After three years in California
Rand had redefined the goal of her writing. Once individualism had
been the motive power of her work; now she explained to a correspon-
dent, “Do you know that my personal crusade in life (in the philosophi-
cal sense) is not merely to fight collectivism, nor to fight altruism? These
are only consequences, effects, not causes. I am out after the real cause,
the real root of evil on earth—the irrational .

Soon after this development came Rand’s dawning awareness of the
differences that separated her from the libertarians or “reactionaries”
she now considered her set. At issue was her opposition to altruism and,
more significantly, her unwillingness to compromise with those who
defended traditional values. In 1943 Rand had been one of the few voices
to make a compelling case for capitalism and limited government. In the
years that followed she would become part of a chorus, a role that did
not suit her well.

Rand’s move back to Hollywood immersed her in a cauldron of political
activity that was dividing the film industry. The first stages of the Red
Scare that would sweep the nation were already unfolding in California.
Labor troubles paved the way. In 1945, shortly after her return, the
Conference of Studio Unions launched an industry-wide strike, touch-
ing off a heated conflict that would last for nearly two years. At the gates
of Warner Brothers rival unions engaged in a full scale riot that garnered
national headlines and aroused the concern of Congress. Ensconced in
far-away Chatsworth, Rand missed the excitement. She quickly signed
on, however, with a group formed to oppose Communist infiltration of
the entertainment unions and the industry more broadly, the Motion
Picture Alliance for the Preservation of American Ideals. The group was
founded by powerful Hollywood figures, including Walt Disney, John
Wayne, and King Vidor, director of The Fountainhead. At the first meet-
ing she attended Rand was surprised to be unanimously voted onto the
Executive Committee.
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Just as she had once dreamed, Rand was being tapped to head com-
mittees and lead drives, to lend her fame to a political cause. She also
joined the board of directors of the American Writers Association, an
alliance of writers formed to oppose the “Cain Plan,” a proposed authors’
authority. Under the plan, which was supported by the Screenwriter’s
Guild and a union of radio writers, the new authority would own copy-
right and marketing rights of authors’ products. Rand and others imme-
diately detected Communist agents at work. The American Writers
Association sent representatives to a meeting of the Authors League
in New York, held several meetings, and began publishing a newslet-
ter. Rand was active in bringing several of her Hollywood connections
aboard, where they joined a prominent line-up of literary stars, includ-
ing Dorothy Thompson, Hans Christian Andersen, Margaret Mitchell,
and Zora Neale Hurston. Through them Rand met another group
of right-wing activists, including Suzanne LaFollette, Clare Boothe
Luce, Isaac Don Levine, and John Chamberlain. When the Cain Plan
was soundly defeated, the American Writers Association attempted to
extend its ambit to a defense of writers who had suffered from political
discrimination, but it soon lapsed into inactivity.

Rand was also taken up by business conservatives such as Leonard
Read, head of the Los Angeles Chamber of Commerce, who invited her
to dinner with several associates soon after she arrived in California.
The driving force behind the dinner was R. C. Hoiles, publisher of the
L.A.-area Santa Ana Register. Hoiles had given his family copies of The
Fountainhead, praised the book in his column, and swapped letters with
Rand while she was still in New York. The dinner created no lasting bond
between the two, perhaps because Hoiles liked to support his libertari-
anism with quotes from the Bible, but he continued to promote Rand in
his Freedom Newspapers, a chain that eventually grew to sixteen papers
in over seven western and southwestern states.*

Rand was more impressed by William C. Mullendore, an outspoken
executive at Con Edison. Mullendore admired The Fountainhead and
in turn she considered him a “moral crusader” and the only industri-
alist who understood “that businessmen need a philosophy and that
the issue is intellectual.” It was Mullendore who had converted Read
to the “freedom philosophy,” and under his tutelage Read transformed
his sleepy branch of the Chamber of Commerce into a mouthpiece for
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libertarianism and a quasi—think tank, complete with a lecture series
and educational programs. Stepping into an ideological vacuum, within
a few years Read was able to “set the tone of the Southern Californian
business community,” as one historian observes.

Read’s activities built on larger trends shaping the region and the
nation. With the war at its end and the economy recovering, business
conservatives began to mount organized opposition to the New Deal
order. Chief among their targets was organized labor. A wave of strikes
and slow-downs that swept the country in 1945 was their opportunity.
Business owners argued that labor had gained too much power and was
becoming a dangerous, antidemocratic force. On the state level “right to
work” laws, which outlawed the closed shop and other union-friendly
measures, became political flashpoints, particularly in the fast grow-
ing sunbelt region.® These initiatives were matched by developments
on the national level. In 1947 the conservative Eightieth Congress over-
rode President Truman’s veto to pass the Taft-Hartley Act, a piece of
legislation that rolled back many of the gains labor had made during
Roosevelt’s administration. Hoiles and Mullendore were emblematic of
this new militancy, both taking a hard line when strikes hit the compa-
nies they managed.

Read, Mullendore, and Hoiles rightly recognized Rand as a writer
whose work supported their antiunion stance. It had not escaped their
notice that The Fountainhead’s villain Ellsworth Toohey is a union orga-
nizer, head of the Union of Wynand Employees. Read and Mullendore
also suspected that Rand’s more abstract formulations would resonate
with businessmen. The two had a small side business, Pamphleteers,
Inc., devoted to publishing material that supported individualism and
free competitive enterprise. When Rand showed them a copy of Anthem,
which had not been released in the United States, they decided to pub-
lish it in their series. As Read and Mullendore anticipated, Anthem was
eagerly picked up by a business readership. Rand received admiring
letters from readers at the National Economic Council and Fight for
Free Enterprise, and another Los Angeles conservative group, Spiritual
Mobilization, presented a radio adaptation in its weekly broadcast.”

Anthem and The Fountainhead became particularly appealing to
business readers in the wake of the 1947 Taft-Hartley Act, which permit-
ted employers to educate their employees about economic and business
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matters, creating a vast new market for pro-capitalist writers.® Rand’s
principled defense of capitalism, which focused on individualism rather
than specific political issues, was a perfect fit for these corporate efforts.
The editor of the Houghton Line, published by a Philadelphia company
that manufactured oils, leathers, and metal-working products, gave The
Fountainhead a glowing review. In a weekly circular sent to custom-
ers the owner of Balzar’s Foods, a Hollywood grocery store, referenced
both The Fountainhead and Anthem and included a diatribe against
the New Deal—created Office of Price Administration. A top executive
at the Meeker Company, a leather goods company in Joplin, Missouri,
distributed copies of Roark’s courtroom speech to his friends and busi-
ness acquaintances.” Much as Rand had always wished, capitalists were
finally promoting her work of their own volition.

Business conservatives were also drawn to another best-selling book
attacking state control of the economy, E. A. Hayek’s Road to Serfdom.
Written for a British audience, Hayek’s book unexpectedly caught the
attention of Americans, and he was mobbed by enthusiastic crowds when
he toured the United States in 1944. Hayek made arguments very similar
to those Rand had advanced during her post-Willkie activism. He tied
his laissez-faire beliefs to the broader international situation, arguing
that any movement toward state regulation of the economy would ulti-
mately culminate in full-blown socialism and dictatorship. Like Rand,
he warned, “The forces which have destroyed freedom in Germany are
also at work here.”"® He shared her distrust of “the common good” and
titled one of his chapters “Individualism and Collectivism.” The recep-
tion of their work was also similar, for Hayek was snubbed by intellectu-
als yet embraced by businessmen and other Americans nervous about
the implications of the New Deal. Both The Fountainhead and Road to
Serfdom were even made into comic books, a testimony to their wide
appeal.

The Road to Serfdom launched Hayek on a remarkable career as an
intellectual and organizer that would culminate with his winning the
1974 Nobel Prize in Economics. The book’s popularity caught the atten-
tion of the Kansas City—based Volker Fund, a newly active libertarian
foundation, which eventually helped Hayek secure a position at the
University of Chicago, a lone academic redoubt for libertarian ideas.
During the war the economists Frank Knight, Henry Simons, and Alan
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Director had assembled a critical mass of free market thinkers at the
university. Hayek’s arrival marked a high point in this campaign, even
though he was rejected by the Economics Department and instead
landed at the Committee for Social Thought, with a salary paid by the
Volker Fund. Regardless of how he got there, once at Chicago Hayek
quickly expanded on the earlier efforts of Knight and Director and
helped transform the university into a powerhouse of market econom-
ics.!" His most successful venture was the Mont Pelerin Society, an inter-
national society of economists he launched in 1947. Hayek drew on the
same pool of conservative businessmen that Read and Mullendore first
targeted with Pamphleteers, shaping an organization that bridged the
worlds of commerce and academia.

Rand cast a gimlet eye on Hayek. In a letter to Rose Wilder Lane, a
libertarian book reviewer, she called him “pure poison” and “an exam-
ple of our most pernicious enemy.” The problem was that Hayek was
considered conservative, yet acknowledged there could be an important
role for government-sponsored health care, unemployment insurance,
and a minimum wage. “Here is where the whole case is given away,’
Rand noted in her copy of The Road to Serfdom. Addressing Lane, she
compared him to Communist “middle of the roaders” who were most
effective as propagandists because they were not seen as Communists. '

Rand’s reaction to Hayek illuminates an important difference between
her libertarianism and the classical liberal tradition that Hayek repre-
sented. Although the two terms are sometimes used interchangeably,
classical liberals generally have a more capacious concept of the minimal
state than do libertarians. Socialistic central planning and state owner-
ship of economic enterprises overstep the line of permissible action, but
up to that point classical liberals can be comfortable with a range of
state action. Hayek himself remained a controversial figure on the right
precisely because even his admirers thought he went too far in accepting
an active government. In this respect Rand’s critique of Hayek was not
unique, but it fixed her on the far right of the libertarian spectrum."

The rest of Rand’s attack on Hayek was distinctive. “The man is an
ass, with no conception of a free society at all,” she scribbled in the mar-
gin of his best-seller. She assaulted Hayek on multiple fronts. She reacted
angrily whenever he discussed how competition or societies might be
guided or planned, or when he spoke favorably of any government
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action. She was unwilling to admit he had a point: “When and how did
governments have ‘powers for good?”” Some of her comments echoed
the same disillusionment she felt with the fatalistic libertarians of the
Willkie campaign, who underappreciated man’s capacity for creation
and growth. When Hayek spoke about the needs of different people
competing for available resources Rand retorted, “They don’t compete
for the available resources—they create the resources. Here’s the social-
ist thinking again.” Hayek didn’t truly understand either competition or
capitalism, she concluded.'

Rand also objected to Hayek’s definition of individualism, which she
felt lacked moral grounding. Using wording Rand herself favored, Hayek
defined individualism as “respect for the individual man qua man”
and rooted it in Christianity, classical antiquity, and the Renaissance.
However, he next referred to an individual’s own sphere, “however nar-
rowly that may be circumscribed.” This qualification, like his willingness
to tolerate limited government programs, outraged Rand. To her it was
proof of why individualism had failed as a political ideology: “It had no
real base, no moral base. This is why my book is needed.” Hayek would
have been surprised at Rand’s contention that his individualism had no
moral base. His work was motivated by a deep sense of spiritual crisis,
and for an organization of economists the Mont Pelerin Society was
unusually sensitive to questions of morality. Hayek originally wanted to
name his group the Acton-Tocqueville Society, in reference to two great
Catholic thinkers."

But Rand and Hayek had very different understandings of what was
moral. In The Road to Serfdom Hayek criticized people of goodwill
and their cherished ideals, insisting that the West examine the ethical
assumptions that underlay its descent into barbarism. As Rand detected,
this was only a surface critique of altruism. Hayek also believed that a
revival of traditional morals would save the West, and he was recep-
tive to Christian values (although cagey about his personal religious
beliefs). By contrast, she believed it was altruism itself that had brought
Europe to the brink of destruction. At the end of Hayek’s second chapter
Rand summarized her thoughts: “Nineteenth Century Liberalism made
the mistake of associating liberty, rights of man etc. with the ideas of
‘fighting for the people, ‘for the downtrodden, ‘for the poor, etc. They
made it an altruistic movement. But altruism is collectivism. That is why
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collectivism took the liberals over.”'® The solution, then, was to shift
the principles of nineteenth-century liberalism onto different ethical
grounds that avoided altruism. Rand had a ready candidate at hand: her
own system of selfishness that she had articulated in The Fountainhead.

Rand looked more favorably on Ludwig von Mises, Hayek’s mentor,
whose works she read during this time. As she explained to Leonard
Read, Mises made mistakes when it came to morality, going “into thin
air, into contradictions, into nonsense” whenever he discussed ethics.
But at least he was “for the most part unimpeachable” on economics.
Unlike Hayek, Mises was unwilling to consider political compromises
that restricted the free market. Like Rand, he considered capitalism an
absolute, and for that Rand was willing to forgive his failure to under-
stand and reject altruism."”

Rand intended to make known her differences with Hayek and Mises
in a short nonfiction work titled “The Moral Basis of Individualism.”
She proposed the project to Bobbs-Merrill as a booklet that would dou-
ble as promotional material for The Fountainhead, but her ambitions
for the project quickly grew. In her first notes she resurrected several
concepts from her 1941 “Manifesto of Individualism,” including Active
Man and Passive Man. As her title indicated, however, there were sig-
nificant differences between the two works. Where the “Manifesto” had
skirted morality in favor of emphasizing the dangers of totalitarian-
ism, now Rand wanted to make the case against altruism, which she
called “spiritual cannibalism.” She emphasized that her readers could
choose from two alternatives: “Independence of man from men is the
Life Principle. Dependence of man upon men is the Death Principle.”'®
This was the dilemma she had brought to life through Howard Roark
and Peter Keating. The challenge now was to explain it in simple terms
linking her discussion to a defense of the capitalist system.

As it turned out, writing “The Moral Basis of Individualism” was
much harder than Rand had anticipated. Nor did The Fountainhead
need much help. Like most publishers, Bobbs-Merrill had a strict paper
quota due to the war, and it was unable to keep up with demand for
Rand’s enormous novel until it subcontracted distribution of the book
to Blakiston, a small press with a large paper quota. Blakiston released
its own series of advertisements stressing the book’s themes that finally
satisfied Rand. In 1945 alone The Fountainhead sold 100,000 copies and
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finally cracked the New York best-seller lists, a milestone Rand had long
anticipated. Both were notable feats for a book released two years earlier,
and Rand capped off the year by approving a syndicated comic book
version of the novel that appeared in newspapers nationwide. With each
piece of good news her motivation to write a new book for publicity’s
sake dwindled.

Moreover, she was distracted by the idea for a new novel. As with The
Fountainhead, inspiration had come all at once. In New York Rand and
Isabel Paterson had been chatting about current events and the need for
Rand to spread her ideas. Rand was indignant at the idea that she was
obligated to write for anyone. Perhaps thinking of the new labor mili-
tancy that was sweeping the country, she asked Paterson, “What if I went
on strike?” From there a story unfolded instantly in her mind. What if
the all creators in the world went on strike, much like her father had in
Russia? What would happen next? It was a refinement of the conflict
she had dramatized through Dominique. Rand galloped ahead with this
new idea, once alert to it seeing the concept of the strike everywhere."

Her screenwriting job, however, permitted Rand little time to pursue
either project. She was the first writer Hal Wallis had hired, and he was
eager to make immediate use of her talents. Because Rand lived so far
from Hollywood and gas rationing was still in effect, Wallis allowed her
to work from home, coming in only when needed for story conferences.
He put her to work rewriting properties he already owned, and her first
two assignments, Love Letters and You Came Along, were both released
as successful films in 1945. Next Wallis asked her to develop ideas for a
movie based on the atomic bomb. Rand began a careful investigation of
the Los Alamos project, even securing an extensive audience with the
atomic scientist . Robert Oppenheimer, head of the Manhattan Project.
The film was never produced, but Rand’s encounter with Oppenheimer
provided fuel for a character in her developing novel, the scientist Robert
Stadler.

While Rand busied herself with writing and networking, Frank thrived
in California. The purchase of the Chatsworth property had been his
decision, for Rand was unconcerned with where they lived. After care-
tully researching the local market, Frank determined that the outskirts
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of Los Angeles would boom in the postwar years once the price of gas
declined. The distant ranch would appreciate sharply in value, he cor-
rectly gambled. Previously home to the director Joseph von Sternberg
and the actress Marlene Dietrich, the house was extraordinary by any
measure. Rand’s office was on the ground floor, with glass doors that
opened to a private patio. The master bedroom was set apart on the
upstairs floor. Adjoining it was a mirrored bathroom and a roof pool
that Frank filled with exotic fish. The open two-story living room was
an arresting space, painted brilliant blue and dominated by a tower-
ing philodendron tree with leaves that Frank meticulously polished.
Birds flew in and out of the house, and outside was a spacious patio that
could hold two hundred people. The house was encircled by a goldfish-
filled moat, lined by Japanese hyacinths. “Elemental in form, dynamic
in color...designed for sun, steel and sky,” enthused House and Garden
in a four-page spread about the property that prominently featured Ayn
and Frank.*

The house meant far more to Frank than an investment. Reinventing
himself as a gentleman farmer, he grew lush gardens on their land and
raised a flock of peacocks. In true individualist fashion the birds were
not shut up in cages but flew shrieking about the property. Frank’s
agricultural dabbling soon revealed a true talent for horticulture. The
fields filled with bamboo, chestnuts, pomegranate trees, and blackberry
bushes. In a greenhouse he bred delphiniums and gladiolas and over the
years developed two new hybrids, one called Lipstick and another called
Halloween. He supervised a small staff of Japanese gardeners and in the
high season opened a roadside vegetable stand to sell excess produce.
After one of his employees taught him flower arranging he began sell-
ing gladiolas to Los Angeles hotels.”! No longer living in Rand’s shadow,
Frank’s talents drew admiration from his neighbors and customers.

Within the household, however, Frank continued to carefully defer to
Ayn. Deep in concentration, she was often shocked to discover that he
had silently glided into the house to tend the flowers or deliver the lat-
est crop. At her request he agreed to wear a small bell on his shoe so she
could hear him come and go. The rhythm of daily life revolved around
her writing. She worked in the downstairs study with her door firmly
shut and instructions to be left alone. A few days a week a secretary came
in and took dictation. The house was large enough to accommodate
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live-in servants, typically a couple who divided household and outdoor
tasks between them. Lunch was served on a regular schedule, but all
understood they were not to speak to Ayn unless spoken to. If she was
lost in thought the meal would be a silent affair. Dinner was more formal,
with servants delivering a hot meal to the couple when summoned.*

Despite his new independence Frank remained an attentive and
much needed consort for Rand. She did not drive, so he chauffeured her
into Hollywood whenever business called. More important was his role
as peacekeeper and social mediator. The O’Connors invited friends to
their home on a regular basis. When the conversations stretched all night
Frank retired midway through the evening, and when Rand hosted the
Hollywood conservatives he remained on the sidelines, a gracious yet
opinion-free host. But when social occasions became fraught or tense,
Frank stepped in to manage the situation. One memorable afternoon
Rosalie Wilson was visiting with her mother, Millie. As a child Rosalie
had briefly lived with the O’Connors in Hollywood while her parents
were divorcing. During a spirited political discussion Millie shocked the
others by opining, “I don’t think much of Hitler, but I’ll have to agree
with him he should have incinerated all those Jews.” Rosalie remem-
bered a silence that stretched to eternity. Then Rand said in a beautifully
modulated tone, “Well, Millie, I guess you’ve never known, but I am
Jewish.” The silence continued as Frank walked the Wilsons to their car.
Leaning through the window with tears on his face he squeezed Rosalie’s
shoulder one last time.”

Sometimes Frank was able to salvage relationships on the brink.
Ruth Beebe Hill, a new acquaintance of the O’Connors, incurred Rand’s
wrath by mentioning that she had memorized Plato’s Republic as part
of a stage act. Hill did not know that Rand considered Plato the god-
father of Communism (an opinion also held by Isabel Paterson). She
could tell that she had said something wrong, though, for “the room
became cold air, frigid, as if the room had frozen.” Frank quickly came
to Hill’s rescue. He scooped her up off the floor where she had been sit-
ting and resettled her in an armchair with a blanket tucked around her.
“Ruth was just thinking back to college days, when she probably was
required to memorize these different things,” he told Ayn. “How about
some coffee?” To Hill the incident was both a warning of Rand’s capri-
cious temperament and an important illumination of the O’Connor
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marriage. Although he seemed a passive adjunct to his more vibrant
wife, Hill saw Frank as Ayn’s rock, “the anchor to windward.” Frank’s
cool collection was a vital counterbalance to Rand’s uneven moods and
fiery temperament.*

To others Rand seemed to be chafing at the bonds of marriage. Jack
Bungay, an assistant to Hal Wallis, saw a sensuality in Rand that seemed
barely contained. “There was a lot of sex in her face,” he remembered,
“beautiful eyes, black hair and very beautiful lips, very prominent lips,
a lovely face, not especially big, but a beautiful smile.” Although she was
never fully comfortable with her looks, Rand had learned how to pres-
ent herself to best advantage. The Benzedrine helped her shed excess
weight, and she began wearing platform heels that boosted her height.
She stepped out in dramatic clothing by Adrian, a designer favored by
Hollywood stars. Rand enjoyed a close, flirtatious rapport with her
boss Wallis, teasing and joking with him as they reviewed her scripts.
Bungay, who spent a few months lodging with the O’Connors when he
was between apartments, observed her fondness for a host of younger
men who sought her counsel. Most prominent among these was Albert
Mannheimer, an aspiring screenwriter whom Bungay believed to be
Rand’s heir after Frank.”

Troubled and intense, Mannheimer was a frequent visitor to the
O’Connor household. He was reeling from the dramatic suicide of a
former girlfriend, who killed herself in his apartment after a heated
quarrel. Overcome by guilt at her death, Mannheimer clung to Rand’s
insistence that he bore no fault. The two grew noticeably close. She
nicknamed him “Fuzzy” and he brought her extravagant gifts, including
an enormous bottle of Chanel perfume. At times Mannheimer’s feel-
ings for her grew intense. “I love you Ayn, in a way I have never before
loved anyone and never shall again,” he told her in an impromptu letter
written after one of their visits. He groped for images to describe their
relationship, comparing her to the open country, the way a scientist
feels “having discovered something new; or a writer loves the feeling of
having created a beautiful phrase.” It was impossible to feel depressed
around her, he wrote, calling her “the ultimate in human beings I have
known.” Although she did not discourage such outpourings, Rand’s let-
ters to him were full of advice rather than suppressed passion. The two
eventually drifted apart in the early 1950s.%
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Other young men orbited around Rand during this time, including
Thaddeus Ashby, a Harvard dropout and later an editor at the liber-
tarian magazine Faith and Freedom. Like Mannheimer, Ashby enjoyed
Rand’s favor for several months. She offered him advice about his writ-
ing career, argued with him in long philosophical conversations, and
offered him lodging at the ranch on several occasions. Eventually the
O’Connors discovered that Ashby had fabricated details of his past and
they cut him off. Although his friendship with Rand was platonic, he
felt a distinct current of sexuality running beneath the surface of their
interactions. Another young man who did editorial work for Rand, Evan
Wright, reported a similar dynamic.”

Frank was both indispensible to Rand’s happiness and unable to sat-
isfy her completely. His unwillingness to engage her intellectually made
their relationship possible, for she would never have tolerated dissent
from her husband. Yet Frank’s distaste for dispute and argument left
a void that Rand sought to fill with others. Later she would confess to
friends that during their years in California she had considered divorce.
Frank, on the other hand, had found a comfortable accommodation
with their differences. When Rand proclaimed to friends that Frank was
the power behind the throne, he joked back, “Sometimes I think I am
the throne, the way I get sat on.”?® Frank was well aware of the trade-offs
he had made. Rand’s wealth enabled him to work the land with little
worry about finances. In return he did whatever was needed to keep
her happy. On the surface he was dependent on her. But like Ruth Hill,
Frank understood that Ayn needed him too.

As much as Rand despised California, these were intellectually rich
years for her. When her first real break from screenwriting came in June
1945 she leapt at the opportunity to finally pursue her own intellectual
interests. Early in the year she had mapped out her first notes for “The
Strike,” later to become Atlas Shrugged, but now her interest returned
to nonfiction.” On the day of her last story conference with Wallis she
lingered in Hollywood to buy five evening gowns and an enormous vol-
ume of Aristotle. The new purchase reflected her expanding plans for
“The Moral Basis of Individualism.” As she told Paterson, she had “real-
ized the book must be much, much more than merely a restatement of
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my theme in The Fountainhead. It has to start further back—with the
first axioms of existence.” She confessed to Paterson that the effort was
much harder than she had anticipated.*

Rand’s turn to Aristotle reflected her sense that individualism as a
political philosophy needed to be reconstituted from the ground up.
The rise of Communism and fascism had convinced her that nine-
teenth-century liberalism, as she noted in the margins of The Road
to Serfdom, “had failed.” This sense that established ideologies were
bankrupt was widely shared. Indeed the rise of totalitarianism had
triggered a crisis in liberal political theory, for it called into question
long held assumptions about human progress and rationality. As ten-
sions between the United States and Russia grew, intellectuals across
the political spectrum sought foundations that could bolster and sup-
port American democracy in its battle with Soviet Communism. The
sudden popularity of the Protestant theologian Reinhold Niebuhr,
who emphasized the innate sinfulness of mankind, reflected the urgent
search for meaning that characterized the postwar era. Others looked
to Aristotle, who appealed to many religious as well as secular think-
ers. Catholics had long touted the wisdom of Thomist philosophy,
proposing it as an alternative to relativism and naturalism, which they
blamed for the collapse of the West. They had a high-profile convert in
University of Chicago President Robert Hutchins, who a decade earlier
had discovered in Aristotle a resource for the development of sound
political ideas.’ Rand too would embrace ancient philosophy as the
antidote to modern political ills.

As she began to educate herself about philosophy Rand turned to
Paterson for a durable frame of reference. In New York Paterson had
ranted against Kant, Hegel, and Marx, quoting instead Aristotle and
the dictum “A is A”*?> Now, as she read Aristotle and Plato, Rand told
Paterson, “I think of you all the time—of what you used to say about
them,” and her first notes for the project were filled with allusions to
Paterson’s ideas and opinions. Both Paterson and Rand rejected the idea
that man, like an animal, was controlled by instincts and subconscious
drives. Instead they envisioned human nature as rational, voluntary, and
defined by free will. “Man does not act to its kind by the pure instinct of
species, as other animals generally do,” Paterson wrote in one of her let-
ters to Rand. She also asserted that any philosophical defense of liberty
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must be grounded in man’s life. Speaking of others who had written on
liberty she commented, “The issue is usually confused by a failure or
refusal to recognize that one must begin with the simple fact of physi-
cal existence and the necessary conditions of physical existence on this
earth.”* As she returned to nonfiction Rand similarly criticized the idea
of instincts and argued that morality must, above all, be practical.
Rand’s writing now reflected a new emphasis on rationality, drawn
from her reading of Aristotle. As a first step she critiqued her earlier
notes and realized that they must be reorganized to give more thorough
coverage to reason as the determining faculty of man. The idea that rea-
son was the most important quality of humanity, indeed the very defini-
tion of human, had been a subtheme of her first drafts. Now she wanted
to bring it front and center as the first major part of her discussion.
She continued to sample from her earlier material, with an important
change. Where the “Manifesto of Individualism” had celebrated the cre-
ative faculty as the province of individual men, something that could
not be borrowed, stolen, or coerced, now Rand made the same points
about the rational faculty. By mid-July she had brought her ideas about
ethics, individualism, and rationality together: “The moral faculty is not
something independent of the rational faculty, but directly connected
with it and proceeding from it” In turn the moral faculty must be exer-
cised “according to the rules its nature demands, independently.”** By
August she had written a separate piece titled “The Rational Faculty.”
Rand’s newfound emphasis on reason stirred dormant tendencies in
her thought. In July she identified “another hole in altruism.” If goods
were to be distributed equally in a collectivist society, it would have to be
determined if everyone produced equally or if “men produce unequally.”
If the latter was true, then collectivism was based on exploitation of the
more productive, “and this is one of the basic reasons why people advo-
cate altruism and collectivism—the motive of the parasite.”*® Rand tried
to resist the implications of this conclusion and return to the egalitarian-
ism of The Fountainhead. “The moral man is not necessarily the most
intelligent, but the one who independently exercises such intelligence as
he has,” she argued. To a hypothetical questioner who wondered what to
make of his mediocre talents, Rand encouraged, “All men are free and
equal, regardless of natural gifts.” Still, the drift of her thought was tend-
ing back to the elitism of the early libertarians. At times old and new
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mingled together, as when she wondered, if perhaps, “the rational faculty
is the dominant characteristic of the better species, the Superman.”*

The way Rand integrated reason into her earlier ideas demonstrated
her strong drive for consistency. She labored to define reason as inextri-
cably linked to individuality, asserting, “The rational faculty is an attri-
bute of the individual.” Men could share the result of their thinking but
not the process of thought itself, she argued. And since man’s survival
depended on his own thought, individuals must be left free. Rationality
thus connected to laissez-faire capitalism, the only economic system
that sought to maximize individual freedom.

Placing rationality at the heart of her philosophy also began to shift
the grounding of Rand’s ethics. In her early work independence had
been the basic criterion of value. Now she wrote, “All the actions based
on, proceeding from, in accordance with man’s nature as a rational
being are good. All the actions that contradict it are evil.” Rand was feel-
ing her way toward a connection she would make explicit in later years,
the equation of the moral and the rational. “In other words,” she wrote,
“the intelligent man is the moral man if he acts as an intelligent man,
i.e., in accordance with the nature of his rational faculty” Even selfish-
ness, once her primary standard of morality, was beginning to recede
behind rationality.”

After several months of intense work on “The Moral Basis of
Individualism” Ayn and Frank made their first trip back to New York.
She was eager to visit Paterson and immerse herself once more in the
world of East Coast libertarianism. Rand’s pilgrimage was part of a
steady stream of traffic between conservative nodes on the East and
West Coasts. Rand had finally met Henry Hazlitt, the husband of her
former Paramount supervisor, Frances Hazlitt, when he paid a visit
to California. Now that she was in New York Henry introduced her to
Ludwig von Mises, who had recently arrived in the United States. Mises,
a gentleman of the old school who did not expect women to be intel-
lectuals, was particularly impressed by Rand’s interest in economics. He
considered The Fountainhead an important contribution to their cause,
telling Henry Hazlitt she was the most courageous man in America.”
Unfazed by Mises’s sexism, Rand delighted in the compliment.

On their way back from New York Rand fulfilled a long held
dream and paid a visit to Frank Lloyd Wright’s compound Taliesin in



THE REAL ROOT OF EVIL

Wisconsin. Wright’s changed attitude toward Rand had been among the
sweetest fruits of The Fountainhead. It would have been impossible for
him to ignore the novel, for many readers drew an immediate parallel
between Roark and Wright. Privately Wright criticized the book, but in
1944 he sent Rand a complimentary letter, telling her, “Your thesis is the
great one.” Rand was thrilled and once again pushed for a meeting, tell-
ing Wright she wished to commission a house from him. She had not
selected a site, but anticipating a move back to the East Coast told him it
would be built in Connecticut. Once at Taliesin she was disappointed to
observe the “feudal” atmosphere of the estate, where Wright’s protégés
shamelessly copied the master. The visit severely dimmed her admi-
ration for Wright. From then on she would classify him as a Howard
Roark professionally, but a Peter Keating personally. Her own Wright
house remained unbuilt. Although she loved the design, Wright’s exor-
bitant fee was far beyond even her substantial means.”

Back in California, as she resumed work for Wallis, Rand closely
followed political developments on the right. Her hopes for political
change rested almost entirely on Leonard Read, who moved to New
York in 1946 and shortly thereafter started the Foundation for Economic
Education (FEE). The most successful libertarian organization of the
postwar years, FEE quickly replaced the scattershot efforts of myriad
small anti—-New Deal organizations. It was well funded, courtesy of
corporate supporters including Chrysler, General Motors, Monsanto,
Montgomery Ward, and U.S. Steel, and received its single largest dona-
tion from the Volker Fund. The Foundation got off to a quick start pri-
marily through the charms of Read. Armed with a formidable Rolodex
and an affable personality, Read inspired confidence in business donors
and intellectuals alike. Even the dyspeptic Paterson pronounced him
“good stuft”*® He quickly ensconced the new organization in a rambling
Westchester County mansion, a short trip from New York. From these
headquarters FEE sponsored seminars with libertarian professors and
commissioned writing on the free market ideal.

During FEE’s founding year Read assiduously courted Rand. Her
work for Pamphleteers had been a success, and Read had every expec-
tation their collaboration could continue through FEE. In 1946 he
described moving into FEE’s new headquarters and deliberating on
proper quotations to be hung on the wall: “Then, I got to thinking what
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I should put up over the fireplace in my own office. So I came home, got
into my slippers, provided myself with a good quantity of martini and
was reading Roark’s speech for the most suitable quotation.” On another
occasion he thanked Rand for praise she had given him, noting, “Your
comments about my speech please me to no end. Getting that kind of
approval from you is what I call ‘passing muster.” Read tapped Rand to
serve as FEE’s “ghost,” asking her to read material he intended to publish
to make sure it was ideologically coherent.* Rand was delighted with
the chance to influence the new organization.

From the start she pushed Read to assume a stance that mirrored her
own. She was particularly insistent that Read promote her moral views.
He must explain that profit and individual gain were “the capitalist’s real
and proper motive” and ought to be defended as such. Otherwise, if the
very motive of capitalism was “declared to be immoral, the whole system
becomes immoral, and the motor of the system stops dead.”** It was the
same criticism she had made of Hayek: a partial case for the free market
was worse than no argument at all. Read was naturally more cautious.
Like Rand he believed that government functions such as rent control,
public education, the Interstate Commerce Commission, military train-
ing, and the Post Office should all be done by “voluntary action.” But he
told her, “I had luncheon last week with the chief executive of the coun-
try’s largest utility holding Corp. and a financial editor of the Journal
American. They are regarded as reactionaries, yet each of these gents,
while being [against] price controls generally, suffered rent control. This
is typical” With an eye to public perception, Read had chosen the FEE’s
rather bland name rather than use the inflammatory word “individual-
ism,” as Rand had urged.” Although Rand was generally pleased with
Read’s efforts, she could see nothing but apostasy where others saw nec-
essary compromises with political and economic realities. Despite their
early productive collaboration, significant differences underlay Rand’s
and Read’s approach to political activism.

Trouble came on the occasion of FEE’s inaugural booklet, Roofs or
Ceilings?, authored by Milton Friedman and George Stigler, then young
economists at the University of Minnesota. Like her reaction to Hayek,
Rand’s reaction to Friedman is illuminating for the differences it high-
lights between her and another famous libertarian. Roofs or Ceilings?
was written as Friedman, then a new faculty member at Minnesota,
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was moving away from a position he characterized as “thoroughly
Keynesian” to his later libertarianism. Friedman had long opposed rent
control for its inefficiencies. He and Stigler argued that by interfering
with the free working of the market, rent control removed incentives
to create more housing stock, improve existing units, or share housing.
Therefore it created, rather than alleviated, the housing shortage. They
did not question the underlying motivation for rent control, even iden-
tifying themselves as people “who would like even more equality than
there is at present.”** The problem with rent control was simply that it
did not achieve its stated policy objectives.

This dispassionate tone infuriated Rand, who saw Roofs or Ceilings?
through the lenses of her experience in Communist Russia. Friedman
and Stigler’s use of the word “rationing” particularly disturbed her. She
did not know such usage was standard in economics, instead flashing
back to her days of near starvation in Petrograd. “Do you really think
that calling the free pricing system a ‘rationing’ system is merely confus-
ing and innocuous?” she asked in an angry letter to Mullendore, a FEE
trustee. She believed the authors were trying to make the word “respect-
able” and thus convince Americans to accept permanent and total ration-
ing. Focusing entirely on the hidden implications of the pamphlet, Rand
saw the authors’ overt argument against rent control as “mere window
dressing, weak, ineffectual, inconclusive and unconvincing.”

Rand believed that Friedman and Stigler were insincere in their argu-
ment against rent control because they failed to invoke any moral prin-
ciples to support their case. And when they did mention morality, it
was to speak favorably of equality and humanitarianism. She fumed to
Mullendore, “Not one word about the inalienable right of landlords and
property owners...not one word about any kind of principles. Just expedi-
ency...and humanitarian...concern for those who can find no houses”*
In addition to her eight-page letter to Mullendore, replete with exclama-
tion points and capitalized sentences, Rand sent a short note to Read. She
called the pamphlet “the most pernicious thing ever issued by an avowedly
conservative organization” and told him she could have no further connec-
tion with FEE. To Rose Wilder Lane she described the incident as “a crush-
ing disappointment,” adding, “It is awfully hard to see a last hope go.”*

The irony was that Read too disliked the pamphlet. Prior to publica-
tion he and the authors had tussled over several passages. The authors’
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implicit praise of equality as a social good was a particular sore spot.
When Friedman and Stigler refused to alter their text, Read inserted a
critical footnote, stating, “Even from the standpoint of those who put
equality above justice and liberty, rent controls are the height of folly”
His willingness to publish a pamphlet he disliked indicated the paucity of
libertarian intellectual resources at the time. That two economists with
legitimate academic positions would take a public stand against rent
control was enough to ensure FEE’s support. Still, the whole episode was
problematic. In addition to incurring Rand’s wrath the pamphlet alien-
ated Friedman and Stigler, who were deeply offended by Read’s unau-
thorized footnote. For many years they refused any collaboration with
FEE or Read, until finally reconciling through their mutual connection
to the Mont Pelerin Society. For her part, Rand felt betrayed by Read’s
failure to understand the principles at stake in their work and wounded
by his disregard for their “ghost” agreement.”

Only weeks later Read added insult to injury when he sent Rand
a sheaf of anonymous comments on her short article, “Textbook of
Americanism.” Rand had written the piece for The Vigil, the official pub-
lication of the Motion Picture Alliance for the Preservation of American
Ideals, the Hollywood anti-Communist group that had recruited her to
its board. “Textbook” was a very brief piece that included her first pub-
lished discussion of rights. Written in the style of a catechism, the piece
defined a right as “the sanction of independent action.” Rand offered
a secular defense of natural rights, which were “granted to man by the
fact of his birth as a man—not by an act of society.” Paramount in the
“Textbook” was the noninitiation principle, the idea that “no man has
the right to initiate the use of physical force against another man” (she
capitalized the entire phrase for emphasis).” The noninitiation prin-
ciple, sometimes called the nonaggression principle, can be traced to
thinkers as varied as Thomas Aquinas, John Locke, and Herbert Spencer.
Placing it at the center of her natural rights theory, Rand breathed new
life into an old idea.

At Rand’s urging, Read shared the “Textbook of Americanism” with
the FEE staff and selected donors, all “men high in the country’s busi-
ness and academic life.” The principle of noninitiation in particular
appealed viscerally to Read. But most FEE friends were less enthusias-
tic. Rand had not spelled out or defended her basic premises, and much
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of what she wrote struck readers as pure assertion. “Her statement that
these rights are granted to man by the fact of birth as a man not by an
act of society, is illogical jargon,” wrote one, advising, “If Miss Rand is
to get anywhere she must free herself from theological implications.”
Another respondent was “favorably impressed by the goals which she
seeks to attain, but the line of logic which she uses seems to me to be
very weak.” Such readers thought Rand left a critical question unan-
swered: Why did “no man have the right to initiate physical force”? Out
of thirteen readers, only four recommended supporting the work in its
present form.*

Rand, who saw herself as helping the unenlightened at FEE, was
entirely unprepared for this criticism. She was livid, telling Read, his
actions were “a most serious reflection on my personal integrity and a
most serious damage to my professional reputation.” She was partic-
ularly angered that the FEE readers evaluated her work as if she had
requested financial backing. She informed Read, “I do not submit books
for approval on whether I should write them—and my professional
standing does not permit me to be thought of as an author who seeks
a foundation’s support for a writing project.” Not only had Read disre-
garded her role as ghost, but now he had downgraded her from instruc-
tor to pupil and “smeared” her reputation. Rand demanded an apology
and the names of the people who had written the comments on her
work. Read refused both.* The breach would never heal.

Rand’s break with Read drew her closer to Rose Wilder Lane, whom
she had heard about through Isabel Paterson. The two established a
correspondence shortly after Rand moved to California, but had never
met. A magazine writer with a vaguely socialist background, Lane was
the daughter of the famous children’s author Laura Ingalls Wilder.
Although she took no public credit, Lane was essentially a coauthor of
the best-selling Little House on the Prairie series. She wove her libertari-
anism delicately through the nostalgic books, filling her fictional Fourth
of July orations with musings on freedom and limited government and
excising from her mother’s past examples of state charity.”' In 1943 she
published The Discovery of Freedom, a historically grounded defense of
individualism.
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Like Paterson and Rand, Lane took a hard line on compromise of any
type. As one friend remembered, “Rose used to go and talk about dead
rats, that you'd bake a gorgeous, succulent cherry pie and cut into it and
there in the middle of it would be a dead rat. She thought that Robert Taft
supporting federal aid to education was such a dead rat.”*? Accordingly,
Lane was sympathetic to Rand’s anger. She told Rand that the problem
with Read was simple: “He simply does not possess a mind that grasps
abstract principle; he has no constant standard of measurement.” Lane
listed his many intellectual deficiencies but defended him against any
challenge of malice. Read had also ignored advice that both she and
Isabel Paterson had offered, she told Rand, although it was certainly
“valid ground for the most extreme indignation” that he had reneged on
their ghost agreement.” Grateful for her understanding, Rand sent Lane
a copy of the censorious letter she had mailed to Mullendore.

In contrast to Paterson and Rand, who thrived on face-to-face con-
tact, Lane was a homebody who exerted her influence through a net-
work of well-placed correspondents. She was a guru figure to Jasper
Crane, a wealthy DuPont executive who funded many libertarian causes,
and exchanged dense philosophical letters with Frank Meyer, later an
influential National Review editor. For many years Lane was employed
by the Volker Fund to assess the ideological fitness of potential appli-
cants. After the death of Albert Jay Nock she assumed the editorship of
the National Economic Council’s Review of Books, a slim publication
sent mostly to corporate subscribers. Within the world of libertarianism
Lane was a force to be reckoned with. In fact she played the kind of role
Rand coveted: tablet keeper and advisor, sought after for her judgment
and council.

Rand was keenly aware that Lane’s book reviews could affect her rep-
utation. In late 1945 she initiated their correspondence, writing to thank
Lane for a favorable mention of The Fountainhead in the NEC Review
of Books. Rand’s first letter was polite and even flattering. She acknowl-
edged Lane as an intellectual equal, telling her, “[I]t is such a rare treat to
read intelligent book reviewing for a change.” The next year Rand sent
Lane her “Textbook of Americanism” and in a letter responded favor-
ably to some of the corrections Lane suggested.”

As she had with Paterson, Rand tested out her developing theories on
Lane, particularly her definition of rights. Lane was interested in Rand’s
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theory of natural rights because she was “not certain, myself, of the basis
of the definition of rights. Is a ‘right’ a thing, a fact, existing unalterably
in the essential nature of the four dimensional world?” If rights were
not a fact akin to an electron, then they must be moral or spiritual, she
wrote. But then how could they survive in the physical world, given that
“anyone can kill anyone else quite easily”? What she sought was a basis
for rights “that doesn’t have in it what seems to me the fallacy of dual-
ism.” Rand’s theory of rights, or at least the brief exposition she had read
in “Textbook” and Rand’s earlier letters, did not seem to solve the prob-
lem. On the other hand, Lane was primarily enjoying the exploration of
ideas rather than being set on finding a solution. As she admitted, “I'm
only a fumbler, trying to think.”** Rand’s ideas were for her provocative,
but not complete. There were enough areas of agreement between the
two, however, to keep the correspondence productive. In the early stages
it was enough that both women agreed individual rights must be clearly
and explicitly defended.

Before long, more serious disagreements emerged as Rand’s indi-
vidualism clashed with Lane’s holistic view of the world. Commenting
on one of Lane’s book reviews, Rand criticized Lane’s invocation of
“love thy neighbor as thyself,” and her discussion of mutual effort. She
warned Lane that both could be construed as supporting collectivism.
This touched off a lengthy discussion about individualism, collectivism,
and cooperation. Lane felt it would be “natural human action” to help
others, citing the example of a neighbor’s house catching fire. She asked
Rand, “isn’t there a vital distinction between cooperation and collec-
tivism? It seems to me that the essential basis of cooperation is indi-
vidualism....I think that it is literally impossible for one person on this
planet to survive.”** In her reply Rand emphasized that although human
beings might choose to help one another, they should never be obligated
to do so, and certainly they should never help another person to their
own detriment. To argue that human beings should help others in need
was “the base of the New Deal pattern of declaring one emergency after
another.” She tore apart Lane’s logic, posing hypothetical situations in
which it would be moral to not help a neighbor (if one’s own house was
on fire, for example). Aside from logic, Rand’s response to Lane drew
upon her own stark understanding of the world. She told Lane, “each

man’s fate is essentially his own.”’

121



122

FROM NOVELIST TO PHILOSOPHER, 1944-1957

Lane was unconvinced. Calmly she told Rand, “you have perhaps
shown me that I am a collectivist.” But she simply couldn’t believe that
all human action should be or was motivated by self-interest. If that was
the case, Lane asked, why did she herself oppose Social Security? Lane
opposed Social Security because she thought it was bad for society as a
whole, “which I can’t deny is a do-good purpose.” But opposing Social
Security on “do-good” rather than self-interested grounds was not, Lane
thought, inappropriate. Lane also rejected Rand’s atomistic view of the
world, recalling her frontier childhood to illustrate human interde-
pendence. She described a typhoid epidemic in her small prairie town:
“People ‘helped each other out, that was all....It was just what people
did, of course. So far as there was any idea in it at all, it was that when
you were sick, if you ever were, the others would take care of you. It was
‘common neighborliness....The abnormal, that I would have thought
about, would have been its not being there.” She concluded, “There IS
a sense of ‘owing’ in it, of mutuality, mutual obligation of persons to
persons as persons.”*® Lane saw charity arising naturally from human
societies. What bothered her was the coercion involved in government
programs like Social Security, not the underlying moral principles they
reflected. But it was just these underlying moral principles that Rand
opposed.

As she wrote to Lane, Rand groped toward an explanation of how
and why they differed. Both women agreed they were operating from
different assumptions. Rand told her, “that is why I intend to write a
book someday, stating my case from basic premises on.” Through
their letters it became clear that Rand and Lane did not share the same
understanding of human nature on either an individual or a social level.
But these differences lay under the surface, for Rand had not yet explic-
itly formulated her moral and political philosophy. For instance, Rand
told Lane, “now of course I don’t believe that there is any ‘natural’ or
instinctive human action. (I won’t try to state my reasons here—that
would have to be a treatise on the nature of man.)” This was a belief
that Paterson shared but Lane did not. Presented without benefit of the
treatise she hoped someday to write, Rand’s ideas came across to Lane as
assertions of dubious validity. Even Rand recognized this, acknowledg-
ing that her letters to Lane were a poor vehicle for communicating her
complete philosophy. She asked Lane, “Do you know what I've written
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to you here? It’s the theme of my next novel. This is only a brief, partial
statement—the subject is extremely complex. If T haven’t stated it clearly
enough—you’ll see me do better when I present it completely in the
novel.”*

As Rand’s letter indicated, she had decided to forgo “The Moral Basis
of Individualism” and turned instead to the book that would become
Atlas Shrugged. The transition point came in the spring of 1946, when
Rand clashed with Wallis over his decision to sell her atom bomb proj-
ect to another studio. Frustrated that all her work had gone for naught,
Rand convinced Wallis to give her an entire year off to get started on her
novel. In long walks around the ranch property she began plotting the
book’s structure and imagining the major characters. By August she had
a complete outline. In September she began writing.

Rand’s creation of an imaginary world was interrupted by unhappy
news from the country she had left behind. For eight years, since the
Rosenbaums’ American visa was denied, Rand had not communicated
with her family. With the end of the war she hoped to reestablish contact,
and asked a friend in New York to help her send two packages of food
and supplies to her sisters in Leningrad. No sooner had Rand mailed off
her request than she received a letter from Marie Strachnov, a close fam-
ily friend and Rand’s first English teacher. Trapped in a displaced per-
sons camp in Austria, Strachnov had no news of Natasha or Nora, but
reported that Rand’s parents had died years before, of natural causes.
Sorrowfully Rand told her, “you are now my only link to the past.” She
was adamant that Strachnov come to America, assuring her she would
pay all costs and support her upon arrival. When Strachnov did finally
make it to California, in large part due to Rand’s indefatigable efforts on
her behalf, she lodged with the O’Connors for nearly a year.®*

The news from Russia fortified Rand’s anti-Communism. She con-
tinued her work for the Motion Picture Alliance for the Preservation of
American Ideals, authoring another article for The Vigil. This time she
avoided political theory and instead concentrated on practical measures
Hollywood studios could take to root out Communist influence. Her
“Screen Guide for Americans,” which would later be reprinted in the
conservative magazine Plain Talk, nonetheless encapsulated much of her
political thinking. In the guide Rand portrayed Hollywood Communists
as veritable Ellsworth Tooheys, carefully smuggling “small casual bits of
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propaganda into innocent stories.” Eventually these bits “will act like
the drops of water that split a rock if continued long enough. The rock
they are trying to split is Americanism.”®* To resist, movie producers
and writers must understand that politics flowed from moral premises,
Rand wrote. After this assertion, however, she backed away from sweep-
ing statements, keeping most of her suggestions specific and practical.
She opposed any formal movie code but listed thirteen ways to keep
movies free of Communist undertones. Rand told moviemakers to
avoid smearing the free enterprise system, industrialists, wealth, or the
profit motive. They should celebrate success and avoid glorifying failure
or the common man. Movies should also be careful about using current
events or criticizing American political institutions.

Rand’s “Screen Guide” caught the eye of a congressional commit-
tee, the House Un-American Activities Commission (HUAC), which
was investigating Communist penetration of the movie industry. The
committee had begun sniffing out Communists in 1938, and its activi-
ties picked up steam in the postwar years, eventually resulting in the
celebrated confrontation between the former Communist Whittaker
Chambers and the accused spy Alger Hiss that riveted the nation. In
1947, one year before the Hiss case broke, HUAC was just starting its
first high-profile investigation, a probe into the political associations of
famous actors, directors, and screenwriters.

Rand was eager to help. At HUAC’s request she arranged her next trip
east so that she could stop in Washington to appear as a friendly wit-
ness. Unlike most witnesses who were subpoenaed to testify about their
past Communist associations, Rand took the stand willingly. After a few
perfunctory remarks about her background, she launched into an attack
on Song of Russia, a syrupy romance filmed at the height of America’s
wartime alliance with the Soviet Union. Her testimony gained notoriety
when she told the committee that the movie was propaganda because it
showed too many Russians smiling. “Doesn’t anybody smile in Russia
anymore?” a congressman queried. “Well, if you ask me literally, pretty
much no,” Rand responded, drawing laughter from the audience.®

What is most striking about the testimony, however, is how slow
Rand was to understand that Song of Russia was not Communist propa-
ganda, but American propaganda about a wartime ally. When Georgia
Representative John Stevens Boyd questioned her about this, Rand



THE REAL ROOT OF EVIL

seemed confused, asking, “What relation could a lie about Russia have
with the war effort?” Later she asserted, “I don’t believe the American
people should ever be told any lies, publicly or privately.... Why weren’t
the American people told the real reasons and told that Russia is a dic-
tatorship but there are reasons why we should cooperate with them to
destroy Hitler and other dictators?”** She had a real point to make about
honesty in politics, but because she failed to appreciate the wartime con-
text of Song of Russia, her testimony did little to support the inquiry into
Communist subversion of American movies. Nor was the committee
interested in hearing Rand’s take on The Best Years of Our Lives, declin-
ing to ask her to testify a second day.

In retrospect Rand had mixed feelings about her appearance. She
worried about the morality of government inquiries into Americans’
political beliefs, assuring herself in private notes that the investigation
was warranted because the committee was inquiring into the fact of
Communist Party membership, not the belief in Communist ideals.
That fellow travelers or Communist sympathizers would be swept up
into the dragnet did not worry her. What bothered her was the inef-
fectiveness of the whole event, which seemed little more than a charade
to get Congress off Hollywood’s back. Later Rand became convinced
that the hearings had triggered a reverse blacklist against the friendly
witnesses. After HUAC’s investigation many of her conservative friends,
including Albert Mannheimer, had great difficulty finding work in the
industry.®

Following her appearance in Washington Ayn and Frank continued
on to New York, where she had scheduled a full gamut of literary activi-
ties. Chief among her goals was research for Atlas Shrugged. As the story
developed Rand determined that railroads and steel, pillars of the mod-
ern industrial economy, would lie at the center of her story. As in The
Fountainhead, she conducted painstaking research to make her story
accurate. Her primary contact was with the New York Central Railroad.
She grilled the vice president of operations, took a guided tour of Grand
Central and its underground track systems, and visited a construction
site in upstate New York. The highlight of her visit was a ride to Albany,
where she was permitted to ride in the cab of the train’s engine, an
occasion that prompted the normally reticent Frank to declare, “You're
marvelous!” In an effusive letter to Paterson, Rand described how the
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engineer even let her drive the train for a brief moment, to the surprise
of observers along the track. When she disembarked, Frank continued
to marvel, telling her, “You do such exciting things!”* In Chicago she
had another series of appointments with executives at Kaiser Steel and
toured one of the company’s giant mills.

Rand’s visit to New York also reinvigorated her connection to Paterson,
which had seen its share of ups and downs. At first their rich friendship
appeared to easily weather Rand’s move to California. In New York their
relationship was defined by long abstract conversations, often stretching
into the early morning. When Rand relocated, they easily translated these
conversations onto paper, sending each other lengthy letters and carry-
ing on extended debates about intellectual matters. Paterson updated
Rand on the comings and goings of New York libertarians, telling of her
meetings with Herbert Hoover and DuPont executive Jasper Crane. The
letters were also warm, with Paterson consoling Rand over publishing
troubles, advising her on how to relate to the wives of her male friends,
and praising her fashion choices. Paterson adopted a motherly role
toward Rand. She was particularly concerned about Rand’s continued
use of Benzedrine to fuel her late-night conversations and lengthy writ-
ing days. “Stop taking that Benzedrine, you idiot,” she told her. “I don’t
care what excuse you have—stop it.”% Still enjoying the new creative
capacity the stimulants engendered, Rand brushed off Paterson’s hints
that Benzedrine could become a dangerous habit.

Before long a chill crept into their letters. Busy with her writing,
Rand was unable to maintain the relationship at a level that satisfied
Paterson’s emotional needs. After a three-month gap in correspondence
Paterson felt neglected, telling Rand, “I assume that one speaks to a
friend, or writes a letter, spontaneously. It is not a task.”*® Rand’s silence
hit a particularly sensitive spot for Paterson, who had noticed, “after
authors have become successful I hear no more of them. They have
many important affairs to attend to.”® Paterson feared that Rand, like so
many other aspiring writers, had simply cultivated her for professional
advancement. Rand’s affection for Paterson was genuine, but she had
trouble soothing her friend’s insecurities. It was another seven months,
mid-1945, before Rand could reply, confessing, “I have been afraid to
write you.””” She explained in detail her anxiety about writing letters
to friends, born of her correspondence with Russian family members,
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whose letters might be read by government censors; her fears she would
be misunderstood; and her busy schedule. Paterson was not placated,
telling Rand in response, “A person is not an object or lamp post, to
be regarded as always ‘there’ for your convenience and having no other
existence.””" The rest of her letter was equally tart. Where before she had
overflowed with effusive praise for Rand and her work, Paterson now
challenged Rand’s philosophical assumptions and her grasp of history.

Paterson was particularly harsh on Rand’s new venture into philoso-
phy. Responding to Rand’s critical comments on the philosophers she
had been reading, Paterson mused, “to be fair to them, one must envisage
the whole problem of systematic thinking as from scratch.” She then told
Rand, “the “frightening kind of rationality’ you find in the philosophers
is precisely your own kind.””> Although she had once celebrated their
joint achievement in working out “the necessary axioms and deductions
of a free society,” Paterson now doubted the whole goal of syllogistic
reasoning.” The real problem was not creating a rational system, but
making sure the assumptions that underlay it were correct. And she was
not at all clear that Rand would do it right, observing, “in lesser matters,
you talk a lot of ‘reason, but frequently don’t use it, because you make
assumptions that are not valid.” She also had a few suggestions to make
about Rand’s behavior. It struck Paterson as rude that Rand constantly
talked about sales of The Fountainhead when Paterson’s book had failed
commercially: “it appears to me that one could be a copper riveted indi-
vidualist without being a solipsist.”’* Paterson’s complaints about Rand
and her ideas were a dramatic switch from earlier letters. No doubt her
tone was partially inspired by her mood swings, but Rand’s failure to
carefully tend the relationship had also drawn forth this dyspeptic and
angry response.

Rand was scandalized by the letter. She accused Paterson of putting
words in her mouth and ignoring what she actually said. She rejected
Paterson’s comparison of her to other philosophers, insisting, “I have
not adopted any philosophy. I have created my own. I do not care to
be tagged with anyone else’s labels.” Though rigorously abstract, Rand’s
discourse was in many ways aggressively anti-intellectual. She was unin-
terested in placing herself within the broader community of thinkers
and cared little about the intersections between different schools of
thought. “I see no point in discussing what some fools said in the past
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and why they said it and what error they made and where they went off
the rails,” she told Paterson. Rand was also concerned that Paterson had
brought up the issue of God, and was immediately suspicious that “you
believe that unless I accept God, I will have betrayed the cause of indi-
vidualism.”” In response Paterson gave little quarter, sending a second
critical missive to her friend. She did not think Rand knew what she was
talking about when it came to reason or argumentation: “I suggest that
you are confusing logical necessity with an assumed necessity of actually
following a logical sequence from a given premise, whether in thought
or in words or in action, and also with the fact that an act has its own
consequences.” And she rejected Rand’s claim to originality, telling her,
“if you should hold a theory which has already been thought out...I will
use the word already existent for the thing.”’

Butas it turned out, Rand was right about Paterson and God. Paterson
did think that belief in God was essential to individualism, arguing, “but
if you do start with a statement of atheism, you won’t have any basis for
human rights.” This was the same criticism that Lane and the FEE read-
ers had made. Rand’s theory of natural rights was based on fiat, on her
stating it must be so. But in a world where rights were constantly chal-
lenged by despotic governments and violent crime, a more solid ground-
ing was imperative. Paterson concluded her letter with another snide
remark. Rand had written about Thaddeus Ashby, her new “adopted
son,” whom she characterized as a replica of herself. Paterson was sharp:
“I don’t know what would be interesting about a ‘replica’ of oneself.
Would your replica write The Fountainhead again? It sounds kind of
silly to me. However, it’s your own business.””” Intellectual differences,
compounded by personal pride, began to snowball as the relationship
between the two women deteriorated.

Before reaching the edge both Rand and Paterson pulled back. Rand
had not yet responded to the latest blast when she received another let-
ter from Paterson, this one friendly and happy and gossipy. Paterson
had been invited to Maryland to meet several DuPont executives, and
the meeting’s success had buoyed her outlook. Rand wisely decided not
to respond to the longer letter, for the two women would see each other
soon in New York. It would be easier to iron out differences and resolve
the communication problem in person. Both probably sensed the fragil-
ity of their connection, for in raising the issue of Rand’s atheism Paterson
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had struck at a foundational difference between the two. Rand, not usu-
ally one to avoid an argument, did not press the point because Paterson
was one of her most valued friends. In New York the two reached some
sort of truce. As Rand described it to a fan, she had “an understand-
ing...with all [her] friends” that she would not respond to letters when
in an intense period of writing.”® For two years she and Paterson stayed
in touch over the telephone instead, until meeting again in person when
Rand came east another time.

When their correspondence resumed in early 1948 it was marked by
the same personal warmth and the same intellectual antagonism over
religion. Rand still considered Paterson a valuable teacher, heeding
her advice about deleting adjectives from her writing. She was writing
steadily now and generously identified Paterson as part of the inspira-
tion for her latest burst of creativity. Paterson responded with more New
York gossip, including a tidbit about Don Levine’s bizarre new concept
of competing government agencies. It was the first glimmer of anar-
cho-capitalism, Rand’s béte noire in the years ahead. But now Levine’s
strange views simply signaled to both Rand and Paterson that his newest
venture was not worth supporting.

After more chitchat about current events Rand made a fatal slip, ask-
ing Paterson what she thought of the latest Fulton Sheen book. Sheen,
soon to be ordained bishop of New York, was a prolific Catholic author.
His latest book, the anti-Communist volume Communism and the
Conscience of the West, had been sent to Rand from their shared pub-
lisher. Paterson brushed off Sheen as “not worth your time,” but Rand
pursued the point in a second letter, telling Paterson, “something awful
seems to be happening to the Catholic thinkers.” What concerned
her was that Catholic thinkers like Sheen, long known for their anti-
Communism, now appeared to be “turning quite deliberately toward
Statism.””® This drew forth a longer response from Paterson, in which
she attempted to explain why Catholicism supported state action. Rand
responded with outrage—not at Paterson, but at Catholic theology. And
the battle was joined.

Although Paterson was not Catholic, she couldn’t stand Rand’s dis-
missive attitude toward religion. Sufficiently angered, she became cut-
ting toward Rand’s intellectual abilities. “You ought to get your creeds
straight,” she wrote, telling Rand she misunderstood the concepts of
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original sin and depravity. More problematic was Rand’s willingness to
reject Catholicism whole cloth. She accused Rand of misanthropy for
her sweeping condemnation of Catholic philosophers: “Can you indict
such a considerable number of the human race, including some of the
greatest minds the human race has exhibited, without certain implica-
tions as to the human race itself?” Rand, for her part, was unapologetic.
“Why yes, I certainly can,” she told Paterson.®

This issue over Catholicism quickly led to more perilous territory, as
the two women began to clash over how and whether Rand had influ-
enced Paterson’s thinking on morality. The question of influence was a
particularly sensitive point for Rand, who now believed that Paterson
had unfairly borrowed her ideas about altruism in God of the Machine.
Prior to publication Paterson had asked Rand if she could draw on their
discussions in her work without citing Rand specifically. Although Rand
agreed to this arrangement, when the book was published she discov-
ered sentences she described as “verbatim mine” from their conversa-
tions. Rand had never directly confronted Paterson about this, but her
letter now hinted at this past history. In reply Paterson insisted that
Rand had only helped clarify her thoughts on a specific application of
“enlightened self interest.”®'

Points of contention began to multiply as the two women argued
over specific conversations in the past, who had said what, and who had
agreed with whom. Once more letters proved a poor medium for com-
munication. Paterson thought the fault was Rand’s: “I read your letters
exactly, but sometimes you are not very exact.” Again a scheduled visit
helped smooth over the problems. Paterson was finally coming out to
California, and Rand deferred further discussion until she arrived. She
had high hopes for the visit and even agreed to pay Paterson’s travel
costs. Rand envisioned a return to the golden days of their friendship:
“I am looking forward most eagerly to staying up with you all night, if
you care to. Incidentally, the sun rises here are very beautiful, so I think
we will have a good time.” At the very least the California trip afforded a
chance to resolve the many disagreements that were piling up.*

From the beginning Paterson’s visit was a disaster. Rand discovered
that her old friend “seemed to have lost interest in ideas. She talked
much more about personal gossip of a literary nature: who is writing
what, what authors are doing, what her old friends are doing.” Paterson
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may have been trying to keep conversation on safe territory, but Rand
had little interest in a nonintellectual relationship. Known for her iras-
cible temperament, in California Paterson was particularly disagreeable.
Rand had arranged several social evenings at her house, which Paterson
systemically ruined. She called two of Rand’s friends “fools” to their
faces and told Rand after meeting Morrie Ryskind, “I don’t like Jewish
intellectuals.” Rand was blunt in her response: “Pat, then I don’t know
why you like me.”® Tension between the two old friends was building
with each hour. Paterson even let it be known that she had passed up the
chance to review The Fountainhead so many years before.

The final insult came when Paterson met William Mullendore, by
now one of Rand’s closest political allies. Paterson was seeking back-
ing for a new political magazine, but when Mullendore began question-
ing her about the venture she lost her temper. Rand remembered, “She
exploded, but literally. And she started yelling that none of them appre-
ciated her, hadn’t she worked hard enough, why should she have to write
samples. Couldn’t they take her word?” Mullendore, who had been fore-
warned about Paterson’s character, was prepared for the outburst and
kept his cool.®* But Rand was mortified. When Paterson offered to leave
the next day, Rand agreed. And when Paterson tried to change her mind
in the morning, Rand held firm and sent Paterson on her way. It was the
last time the two women would meet.

With the ending of their friendship, one of Rand’s rare intellectual
idols had crumbled. Rand had always been extravagant in her praise of
Paterson, identifying her as one of the few people who had influenced
her intellectual development. Even in the lead-up to their fight she was
still assuring Paterson, “I learned from you the historical and economic
aspects of Capitalism, which I knew before only in a general way.”
But afterward she would revise her estimate of Paterson, calling her
“completely unoriginal....She was a good technical, competent, lady-
novelist—and that was all.” Paterson, famous in conservative circles for
being “difficult,” bears much of the responsibility for the ending of the
friendship. As William F. Buckley Jr. later wrote in her obituary, Paterson
was “intolerably impolite, impossibly arrogant, obstinately vindictive.”
But the friendship’s end speaks to Rand’s weaknesses as well. Unable to
meet Paterson’s demands for connection, she retreated into silence, a
move that exacerbated any intellectual differences between the two. After
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their break she could no longer retain respect for Paterson, downgrad-
ing her to a second-rate novelist rather than an important thinker.*”

Her changed estimate of Paterson changed Rand’s own understand-
ing of herself. If Paterson had not been so brilliant after all, then Rand
had done most of her thinking alone. Erasing Paterson’s contribution
made Rand into the completely autonomous heroine of her own per-
sonal narrative. She would come to believe that her individual effort had
solely shaped her ideas and driven her work, excluding her participation
in the intellectual world that Paterson represented.

Personal relationships had always been troublesome for Rand. As she
confessed to Paterson shortly after arriving in California, “I get furiously
nervous every time I have to go out and meet somebody.” Part of the
problem was simply communicating her views to others. Rand found it
difficult to be understood, no matter how long the letters she wrote.
“I strongly suspect that we are not discussing the same theory or the
same problem,” she told Paterson as their relationship unraveled. The
same gap in understanding had plagued her correspondence with Lane
and shaped her reactions to Hayek, Friedman, and Read.*

The hope of building meaningful political alliances had compelled
Rand to overcome her natural shyness and reach out to others. But
after years of effort she began to wonder if it was all worth it. She had
first been drawn to libertarianism because it broadened her perspec-
tive on the individualist themes that powered her writing. Her contact
with Paterson and others had helped her move beyond the narrow
Nietzscheanism that defined her early work. Now, more confident in
her ideas, Rand was no longer looking for teachers, but for students.



CHAPTER FIVE

A Round Universe

SPOTLIGHTS CRISSCROSSED THE sky as Ayn and Frank drove
$toward Hollywood for the long-awaited debut of the movie The
Fountainhead in June 1949. While it was being shot Rand had been on
the set almost daily, making sure the script she wrote was not altered. She
paid special attention to Roark’s courtroom speech. When King Vidor,
the director, tried to shoot an abridged version of the six-minute speech,
the longest in film history, she threatened to denounce the movie. Jack
Warner joked later that he was afraid she would blow up his studio,
and he told Vidor to shoot it as written. Rand also successfully battled
film censors in the conservative Hays Office, who objected as much to
her individualistic rhetoric as the movie’s racy sexuality. But even Ayn
Rand was no match for the Hollywood hit machine. At the movie’s star-
studded premiere she was devastated to discover the film had been cut,
eliminating Howard Roark’s climactic declaration, “I wish to come here
and say that I am a man who does not exist for others.”

The movie’s debut fueled a general disillusionment with her life in
California. Now in her forties, Rand struggled with her weight, her
moodiness, her habitual fatigue. The differences between her and Frank,
once the source of fruitful balance in their relationship, had translated
into a widening gap between them. Frank spent most of his days out in
the garden while Rand worked in her study. At dinner they often had
little to say to one another. Adding to her weariness was a contentious
lawsuit against an anti-Communist colleague, Lela Rogers (mother of
the dancer Ginger). Rand had coached Rogers before a political radio
debate and was named party to a subsequent slander suit, then forced to
answer court summons and consult with her lawyers.?

Salvation came from an unexpected quarter. Since the publication
of The Fountainhead Rand had fielded thousands of fan letters. She had
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created a form response letter with brief biographical information to
cope with the inundation. Occasionally, however, a letter impressed her
enough that she would reach out to the writer. The first missives that
Rand received from Nathaniel Blumenthal, a Canadian high school stu-
dent, went unanswered. Blumenthal sounded like a confused socialist,
and Rand had little time to tutor the ignorant. After entering UCLA as a
college freshman, Blumenthal wrote again. His interest in Rand had not
abated. This letter and his persistence impressed Rand, so she requested
his phone number. After a brief phone conversation, in March 1950 she
invited him to Chatsworth. It was the start of an eighteen-year relation-
ship that would transform Rand’s life and career.

When she first met Nathaniel Blumenthal, Rand had made a good start
on her third novel. In contrast to The Fountainhead, she planned Atlas
Shrugged rapidly, laying out the essentials of the plot and characters in
six months during 1946, when she had a break from screenwriting. From
there it was simply a matter of filling in the details of the scenes she had
sketched out in a sentence or two. Regular cross-country trips helped
her visualize the book’s American setting. While driving back from New
York, she and Frank visited Ouray, Colorado, a small town tucked in a
seam of mountains. Right away Rand knew Ouray would be the model
for her capitalist Shangri-la, the valley where her strikers would create
their own utopian society.

Over time Rand had developed ingenious methods to combat the
squirms. A visiting cousin was surprised to see Rand pricking her thumb
with a pin, drawing dots of blood. “It keeps my thoughts sharp,” she
explained. At other times Rand would roam the Chatsworth grounds,
picking up small stones along the way. Back in her study she sorted them
according to color and size, filling the room with more than a hundred small
boxes of them.? Perhaps her most effective method was writing to music.
She tied specific melodies to different characters, using the music to set the
proper mood as she wrote their starring scenes. Rand selected mostly dra-
matic classical pieces, so that as the plot thickened the music would reach a
crescendo. Sometimes she found herself crying as she wrote.

At first Rand thought of the book as a “stunt novel” that would sim-
ply recapitulate the themes of The Fountainhead, but before long she
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widened its scope significantly. It remained an adventure story, with her
heroes refusing to participate in an economy dominated by the welfare
state. The main plotline drew from Rand’s own biography, particularly
her father’s reaction to the Russian Revolution. Originally she thought
“it would merely show that capitalism and the proper economics rest
on the mind.” Her reading of Aristotle and Plato, done for the forsaken
nonfiction project, had sharpened her appreciation of rational philoso-
phy. She decided her novel should demonstrate the connection between
reason and reality. As she began making this theme concrete, a series of
questions arose: “First of all, why is the mind important? In what par-
ticular way, what specifically does the mind do in relationship to human
existence?” Pondering these questions, Rand realized her novel would
be more than just an interesting political fable. By the time she began
outlining the novel seriously, she saw it as a large-scale project that was
primarily metaphysical in nature.* Still, she had trouble understanding
the nature of the task she had shouldered.

Throughout the late 1940s Rand insisted the book was almost
done. Certainly she was making progress. By July 1947 she had written
247 pages; a year later, with the book at 150,000 words, she still thought it
would be shorter than The Fountainhead. When the manuscript topped
three inches in width and five pounds in weight, Rand finally admitted
it would be “bigger in scope and scale” than the earlier novel.> Even so,
she had reason to believe the book was close to completion. The plotting
and planning had gone faster than she could have imagined, and she
had already finished much of her research. Her heroes and heroine were
easy to imagine, and secondary characters developed quickly out of “the
philosophical issues involved, and the generalized nature of the plot.” In
1950 she convinced Hal Wallis to terminate her contract, freeing her to
write full time. It now seemed entirely possible that she could finish in a
matter of months. Rand did not yet understand that Atlas Shrugged had
become, as she later put it, “the underestimation of my whole life.”®

As Rand began writing seriously she continued to receive visitors.
Ruth and Buzzy Hill visited nearly every weekend, and a small cote-
rie from nearby Los Angeles State College were regulars. Rand had
spoken to a political science class there at the invitation of the profes-
sor and invited students to visit her at home, provided they were not
Communists. Their professor remembered, “She was welcoming and all
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that, but there was still a certain coldness about her. It was in her per-
sonality. She had her own mind and her own opinions—and that was
that.”” Rand sought, with some success, to convert students to her own
point of view. One remembered, “I'd been confronted with 250 different
philosophies, but it was all like a big wheel with its spokes all counter-
balancing each other, and I didn’t know what I thought anymore. She
began removing spoke after spoke after spoke. Finally, the wheel began
to turn. And I turned definitely in her direction.”® In contrast to the
mature conservatives she had met in New York and Hollywood, Rand
found it easy to make converts out of the young seekers who flocked to
her side.

In the group of students that crowded around Rand, Nathan
Blumenthal stood out above all others. The connection between them
was immediate. Rand liked him from the start, and Blumenthal had a
simple feeling: “I'm home.”® That first evening they dove into conversa-
tion, talking until the sun rose the next morning. It was shades of Isabel
Paterson all over again, but this time Rand’s counterpart was not her
peer, but a handsome young man hanging on her every word. A few
days later Blumenthal returned with Barbara Weidman, his future wife.
Weidman too was entranced by Rand. She gazed into her luminous eyes,
“which seemed to know everything, seemed to say that there were no
secrets, and none necessary.”'’ The couple soon became regulars at the
ranch. Although Rand was always eager to talk philosophy and politics
with her newfound friends, she also listened patiently to Barbara’s per-
sonal troubles in long walks around the property. Chatsworth became a
refuge for the two college students, who found their increasingly right-
wing political views made them distinctly unpopular at UCLA. For her
part, Rand had finally found a friendship in which she could feel com-
fortable. Blumenthal and Weidman didn’t demand more than Rand
could give, they never challenged her authority, and their appreciation
for her work was a tonic.

An impressionable teenager in search of an idol when they met,
Nathan slipped immediately into Rand’s psychic world. He did not have
far to go, for his basic mentality was strikingly similar to hers. Like Alisa
Rosenbaum, Nathan was an alienated and angry child who felt divorced
from the world around him. Where Alisa had movies, he sought refuge in
drama, reading close to two thousand plays during his high school years.
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By the time he met Rand he had memorized The Fountainhead. Told a
sentence from the book, he could recite the one immediately before and
immediately after. Now he began speaking to Rand on the phone several
times a day and spent nearly every Saturday evening at her house. Rand
was like an older, feminine version of himself—although at first, Nathan
did not see her as a woman. Two months after their meeting Nathan
gave her a letter to the editor he had published in the UCLA newspaper,
inscribed “To My Father—Ayn Rand—the first step.”"!

The letter Nathan inscribed to Rand, which also listed Barbara as an
author, was a virulent attack on E O. Matthiessen, a literary critic and
Harvard professor who had committed suicide while under investigation
for past Communist associations. Matthiessen’s widely publicized death
was mourned by his colleagues on the left, who considered him the first
scholarly martyr of the Cold War. Nathan and Barbara would have none
of it. Instead they reinterpreted his death in Randian terms, attributing
it to the irrationality of Communism. In his letter Blumenthal asked, “if
a man places his hopes in an idea which contains an irreconcilable con-
tradiction, and when he sees all exponents of this idea turned corrupt
and fail in their aims—is there anything heroic about killing himself
because an idea which can’t work is not working?” Strident and tasteless,
the letter averred that people like Matthiessen “deserve no pity whatso-
ever; rather do they deserve to be condemned to hell.” The letter caused
a bitter controversy at UCLA. It forever poisoned Barbara’s relationship
with a philosophy professor who had been close to Matthiessen. Before
the letter was published the professor had been attentive and welcoming
to Barbara, even joining the couple for a visit to Rand in Chatsworth,
after which he pronounced himself deeply impressed. Now he counter-
attacked in the student newspaper and began criticizing Barbara openly
in class. His hostility was so intense Barbara realized she would have to
leave UCLA if she wanted to continue studying philosophy on the grad-
uate level. Blumenthal was unfazed by the upheaval. He was a crusader
who had found his cause.'

His allegiance now transferred to Rand, Nathan began to break free
from his birth family. He picked a fight with his socialist older sister,
berating her in angry letters for her immorality and inconsistency, his
language taken straight from Rand. On a trip home he shouted so much
he claimed, “my throat’s getting hoarse.” Rand, seeing her former self
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in his intemperance, counseled him on a better approach. It seemed to
work, Nathan reported a year later. Instead of anger, he tried logic: “When
they raise some objection—Ilike taxation—I could refer them back to a
premise they had already accepted, like immorality of initiated force, and
they always had to cede the point.”"* Even if his family still persisted in
their beliefs, Nathan was discovering the power of a defined and inte-
grated philosophical system. By this time he was calling Rand “darling”
in his letters. She reciprocated by elevating Nathan and Barbara above
all others, letting them read early drafts of her work in progress.

Ultimately it was Rand who was unwilling to let their connection go.
In early summer 1951 Nathan and Barbara moved to New York. Barbara
intended to pursue a master’s degree in philosophy at NYU, and Nathan
transferred to be with her. After the couple left, Rand’s restlessness grew
intense. She had always wanted to move back to New York, and with
The Fountainhead movie completed she saw no reason to remain. By
the fall of 1951 she had convinced Frank they must leave. She knew he
was “chronically and permanently happy” in California, but his prefer-
ences meant little compared to hers.” It had been more than twenty
years since Frank supported himself. Increasingly Rand called the shots,
and he was along for the ride. She phoned Nathan in high excitement
to share the news. A few weeks later she and Frank were driving east.
The Hills, who rented the Chatsworth property in their absence, found
the house in disarray, as if the decision to leave had been made in great
haste. Left behind was a box of old pictures, numerous pieces of furni-
ture, and several stacks of railroad magazines. Frank asked the Hills to
keep his gladiolas alive until he returned.

Back in New York Rand made no effort to rejuvenate her relation-
ship with Isabel Paterson. Secure in her new triangle with Nathan and
Barbara, she rejected overtures to conciliation by mutual friends and
soon parted ways with Rose Wilder Lane, too. As Lane described it years
later, Ayn and Frank visited her Connecticut home, where she and Ayn
“had a hard struggle” over religion. Although Lane was not a churchgoer
or an adherent to any traditional Christian doctrine, she firmly believed
that the universe reflected a divine creator and thought Rand’s athe-
ism was “untenable.” Writing to Jasper Crane, Lane described the scene
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after hours of conversation: “I was giving up, and murmured something
about creativeness being obvious everywhere; and she struck me down
by responding triumphantly, obviously feeling that she destroyed my
whole position in one stroke, with the childish: ‘then who created God?’
I saw then that I had wholly misjudged her mental capacity. We parted
amiably and I haven’t seen her since.” In Lane’s recollection she was
alienated both by Rand’s statement and her manner; Rand spoke “with
the utmost arrogant triumph,” giving Lane a “‘that squelches you’ look”
as she delivered her final question.”” The incident confirmed Lane’s
doubts about Rand’s ultra-individualistic position and laid bare the dif-
ferences between them. Rand clearly felt that she had outgunned Lane.

«c

The following day Lane sent a lengthy letter further clarifying her posi-
tion, which Rand covered with critical scribbles. She never responded to
the letter and they had no further contact.

Rand’s break with Lane foreshadowed the growing importance of
religion on the political right. In the years since The Fountainhead, reli-
gion had moved to the forefront of American political discourse. Rand
remembered the transition clearly. Until the mid- to late 1940s she “did
not take the issue of religion in politics very seriously, because there
was no such threat. The conservatives did not tie their side to God....
There was no serious attempt to proclaim that if you wanted to be con-
servative or to support capitalism, you had to base your case on faith.”
By 1950 all this was changing. As the Cold War closed in, Communism
became always and everywhere Godless, and capitalism became linked
to Christianity. William E Buckley’s best-selling debut, God and Man at
Yale, famously recast Rand and Hayek’s secular “individualism vs. col-
lectivism” as an essentially religious struggle, arguing that it replicated
on another level “the duel between Christianity and atheism.” Two years
later, in his iconic autobiography Witness, Whittaker Chambers defined
Communism as “man without God,” a substitute faith that flourished
in the absence of traditional religion. Russell Kirk kicked off a vogue
for “New Conservatism” with his 1953 book, The Conservative Mind,
which asserted the importance of religious traditionalism. Even on the
left, intellectuals gravitated toward the neo-Orthodox theology of the
former socialist Reinhold Niebuhr.'¢

In turn Rand became an ever more devoted atheist. At a cocktail party
she met the young Buckley, already a celebrated figure on the right. She
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was characteristically direct, telling him in her thick Russian accent, “You
arrh too eentelligent to bihleef in Gott!!”'” Buckley was both amused and
offended. He sought the advice of other libertarians, including Isabel
Paterson, as he pulled together National Review, the flagship magazine
of American conservatism, but Rand became one of his favorite tar-
gets. Rand was not the only libertarian to reject the new supremacy of
religion. The combination of conservatism, capitalism, and Christianity
was a virtual hornet’s nest on the right, sparking battles in the pages of
FEE’s The Freeman and among members of the Mont Pelerin Society.'®
By decade’s end secular libertarianism would be overshadowed by the
religious New Conservatism, but it never disappeared altogether. Rand
and those she once sought as allies testified to its continued vitality.

Rand’s opposition to religion grew stronger as she wrote Atlas
Shrugged. The book originally included a priest, Father Amadeus, among
the strikers. He would be her “most glamorized projection of a Thomist
philosopher,” a character who would “show theoretically the best that
could be shown about a man who is attracted to religion by morality.”
Over the course of the story she intended Amadeus to realize the evil of
forgiveness, and in an important scene he would go on strike by refusing
to pardon one of her villains. Eventually Rand decided that the priest
undermined her larger points about rationality. All of the other figures
were taken from honorable professions that she wished to celebrate.
Including a priest in this company would be tantamount to endorsing
religion. She cut Father Amadeus from the novel."”

Despite the disappointments of Read, Lane, and Paterson, when she
first returned to New York Rand was still interested in finding “reaction-
ary” friends. Her California activism and years of letter writing kept her
firmly embedded in multiple libertarian networks. Now she was again an
active presence on the New York scene. Newly cautious in her approach,
Rand eschewed formal organizations or partnerships. Never again would
she find herself “committed to any idea that [she] didn’t believe in.”
Instead she would be part of “a common intellectual front in an infor-
mal way.”?® Through her work for HUAC Rand had met J. B. Matthews,
a dedicated anti-Communist who assisted Congressman Martin Dies
and Senator Joseph McCarthy in their hunt for subversive Americans.
Matthews included Rand in numerous conservative dinners and parties.
At these events she met a group analogous to her Willkie associates. In
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the postwar era, however, conservatism was rapidly growing in size and
strength, and Rand was no longer the sole intellectual of the crowd.

One of the first libertarians Rand reached out to was Ludwig von
Mises, whom she had met briefly during one of her trips east. While
other academics interested in the free market had found a welcoming
home at the University of Chicago, Mises was so far outside the eco-
nomics mainstream that no respected academic department would
hire him. Ultimately the Volker Fund was able to secure him a visit-
ing professorship at NYU, where they paid his salary (as they did for
Hayek at Chicago). Mises’s strongest connections were not to academia
but to Leonard Read’s Foundation for Economic Education, where he
gave regular lectures and was considered an employee.” As his affili-
ation with FEE reminded her, Rand and Mises differed on important
points, primarily concerning morality. Whereas outsiders saw Mises
as a pro-capitalist hack, Mises firmly believed his economic theories
were strict science, utterly divorced from his political preferences and
beliefs. Misean economics pointedly did not concern itself with moral-
ity, to Rand a dangerous failing. Still, she remained hopeful that Mises
and others could be converted to her point of view. She predicted, “it
would only be a case of showing to them that I had the most consistent
arguments.”*

Rand’s personal relationship with Mises was predictably rocky. Both
were hot-tempered and principled, and tales about their conflicts were
legendary in conservative circles. Russell Kirk liked to regale his audi-
ences with a story about Mises taunting Rand as “a silly little Jew girl.”*
The truth as both Rand and Mises remembered it was more prosaic. At
a dinner party with the Hazlitts, Rand began, as usual, trying to convert
Mises to her moral position. Henry Hazlitt and Mises both assumed a
utilitarian stance, arguing for capitalism on the basis of its benefit to
society. Rand was testing out some of her ideas from Atlas Shrugged,
talking about how man survived only due to his mind and defining the
free use of rationality as a moral issue. According to Rand, Mises lost
his patience and “literally screamed, because he was trying to prove that
what I was saying was the same thing as Rousseau or natural rights,
and I was proving to him that it wasn’t.” The dinner ended on a tense
note, but Mises’s wife later arranged a reconciliation. Rand was not
unduly troubled by the incident, for Mises simply struck her as closed
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to persuasion: “I had the impression that von Mises had worked out
his system, knew how he related his economics to the altruist morality,
and that was that”?* Mises’s morality, however, did not ruin his entire
approach. Unlike Hayek, Mises held capitalism as an “absolute,” and
thus she considered him worthy of study and respect.

Nathan and Barbara were puzzled by Rand’s attitude toward Mises.
They had seen the critical comments she left in the margins of his
books, Human Action and Bureaucracy. “Good God!” she wrote angrily.
“Why, the damned fool!” Why then did she continue to court Mises and
recommend his books? Rare indeed was the person with whom Rand
disagreed yet continued to see on a social basis. Her willingness to carve
out an exception for Mises indicated the profound impact he had on
her thought. As she told one of Mises’s students, “I don’t agree with him
epistemologically but as far as my economics and political economy are
concerned, Ludwig von Mises is the most important thing that’s ever
happened me.” It was easy for Rand to appreciate Mises’s intellectual
orientation. He identified reason as “man’s particular and characteristic
feature” and based his work on methodological individualism, the idea
that individuals should be the primary units of analysis. These premises
underlay his approach to economics, a field about which Rand knew
little but considered critically important.”

Mises had first made his name with an attack on socialism.?® In his
tome Socialism (first published in English in 1935) he argued that prices,
which should be set by the free flow of market information, could never
be accurately calculated under socialism; therefore fatal distortions were
built into the very structure of a controlled economy, and collapse was
inevitable. This analysis matched Rand’s understanding of life under the
Soviets. She also found the idea insightful for what it suggested about
morality. In notes to herself she glossed Mises, writing, “Under altruism,
no moral calculations are possible.”” Mises’s vision of an economy cen-
tered primarily on entrepreneurs rather than workers reinforced Rand’s
individualistic understanding of production and creativity.

Mises also provided economic support for Rand’s contention that
true capitalism had never been known, an idea she first advanced in
the “Manifesto of Individualism” years earlier. Along with his exposi-
tion of the calculation problem under socialism, Mises was known for
his argument against monopoly prices. According to Mises, in a truly
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free market a wily competitor would always undercut any attempt to
establish artificially high prices. True monopoly prices could arise only
if another party, such as the government, raised barriers to entry into
the market, thereby preventing competition. Accordingly, antitrust laws
were misguided and dangerous attempts to solve a problem that had
been created in the first place by the state.?® Rand now had two argu-
ments to deploy against antitrust. The first was her moralistic argu-
ment that antitrust laws unfairly punished the successful. The second
was Mises’s contention that monopolies were not the fault of business,
but of government regulation. Rand could therefore cite monopolies as
evidence that the United States had never experienced true free-market
capitalism. As Paterson had before, Mises helped Rand strengthen,
define, and defend her ideas.

Cultural connections also bound the two. Mises was about twenty-
five years older than Rand, but they both hailed from the same cos-
mopolitan European Jewish milieu. His Viennese family was similar to
the Rosenbaums in many respects, secular yet conservative, cultured yet
commercial. Mises had fled Austria in advance of the Nazis, an experi-
ence that profoundly shaped his views of the state. His style also sug-
gested a model for Rand. He was famous for his Thursday evening
Privatseminar, where curious NYU students mingled with libertarians
of all ages, including the occasional famous visitor, such as the actor
Adolph Menjou. Mises was formal and reserved toward his students,
who in turn treated him reverently. Discussions were often so intense
that the group typically reconvened at a nearby restaurant, with a num-
ber of students carrying on discussion without the professor until late
in the night. Snubbed by the American intellectual establishment, Mises
had nonetheless managed to establish himself as the leader of a small
movement.

Soon Rand had her own salon to match Mises’s. As she grew closer
to Nathan and Barbara, Rand became ensconced within a new surro-
gate family, a tight kinship network consisting primarily of the couple’s
relatives and friends. The group included Barbara and Nathan’s cousins,
Leonard Peikoff and Allan Blumenthal, Nathan’s sister and her husband,
Elayne and Harry Kalberman, Barbara’s childhood friend Joan Mitchell,
and Joan’s college roommate, Mary Ann Rukovina. Joan’s boyfriend
and briefly her husband, Alan Greenspan, was also a regular. Many were
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students at New York University, where Barbara and Nathan were now
enrolled. These young people were fascinated by Rand, drawn by her
strong personality, her bold presentation of ideas, and her literary fame.
Rand’s new group of fans dubbed themselves the “Class of ’43” after
The Fountainhead, or tongue-in-cheek, “The Collective.” Rand granted
her inner circle a rare privilege: the chance to read chapters of Atlas
Shrugged as they poured off her typewriter. Objectivism as a philosophy
had been long germinating in Rand’s mind. Now Objectivism as a social
world began to take shape around her.

Rand also remained a magnet for libertarians. She became friendly
with Herbert and Richard Cornuelle, two brothers who worked for FEE
and the Volker Fund. The Cornuelles were the same type of business-
oriented libertarians she had metin California. After studying with Mises,
Herbert pursued a corporate career with Dole Pineapple, and Richard
served as the head of the National Association of Manufacturers and
later as an advisor to Presidents Nixon and Reagan. Richard found Rand
“electrifying.” When he visited her apartment she seemed a dynamo
of energy, perched high atop an ottoman “smoking cigarettes with a
long holder with a very characteristic, rather severe hairdo and a kind
of intensity in the way she looked at you when she was talking to you,
which I found kind of fascinating and frightening almost.” One evening
the Cornuelles brought Murray Rothbard to Rand’s home. A Brooklyn
native, Rothbard had stumbled across organized libertarianism by way
of the infamous Roofs or Ceilings? pamphlet that had caused so much
grief for Leonard Read. Given a copy in 1946 while a graduate student,
he contacted FEE and was then introduced to the work of Mises. By
the time Rand returned to New York Rothbard was pursuing a Ph.D.
in economics at Columbia University and was a regular at the Mises
seminar.”

Meeting Rand, Rothbard quickly discovered that she was not his “cup
of tea” It was a curious reaction, for the two had much in common.
Both loved to argue, staked out extremist positions, and criticized any-
one who strayed from pure ideology. Although he was an economist,
Rothbard, like Rand, approached libertarianism from a moral point of
view. But Rothbard found Rand exhausting. Her intensity, her “enor-
mous hopped-up energy,” overwhelmed him.** (He had no idea that
Rand was a regular user of amphetamines, but he seems to have detected
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a strange edge to her personality.) A night owl who loved to stay up late
arguing the fine points of economic theory, even Rothbard could not
keep up with Rand. For days afterward he felt depressed.

Still, Rothbard’s meeting with Rand had been eye-opening. Despite
his allegiance to Mises, Rothbard was bothered by the Austrian’s antipa-
thy to natural rights. Like Rand, he was a natural moralist and wanted
to ground his economics in something deeper than utilitarianism.
Through Rand Rothbard learned about Aristotelian epistemology and
“the whole field of natural rights and natural law philosophy, which [he]
did not know existed.”*! He went on to explore these fields through his
own reading. Eventually he combined Austrian economics and natural
rights philosophy to create his own brand of anarchist libertarianism.
Rothbard acknowledged that Rand had taught him something of value.
Yet he disliked her intensely and kept his distance. Rand’s growing char-
ismatic powers could both attract and repel.

As Rand began training her own cadre of thinkers, she became less
interested in the laborious task of converting others to her worldview.
It was simply easier to start from scratch. Unlike Mises, Rothbard, and
Hayek, the young people she met through Barbara and Nathan were not
grounded in alternative approaches to politics or the free market. They
were receptive to her comprehensive view of the world, her unified field
theory of existence. Other libertarians wanted to argue with Rand, but
the Collective merely listened.

Against this background Dwight Eisenhower’s 1951 presidential
nomination became a real turning point for Rand. In a tight convention
Eisenhower, a decorated war hero, had narrowly ousted Senator Robert
Taft, the presumptive Republican nominee. Taft, known in the Senate
as “Mr. Republican,” was the last major politician to vocalize views
shared by Rand and her libertarian friends. He vigorously opposed the
New Deal, fought against labor unions, and questioned the wisdom of
American involvement overseas. By contrast, Eisenhower was a genial,
noncontroversial figure who offered Americans a reassuring, steady
hand at the tiller after the upheaval of the Depression and war. He was
so popular, and his political views so moderate, that both parties courted
him as a presidential prospect.

Rand was alert to the dangers of such a nominee. Eisenhower was
akin to Hayek, a destroyer from within, a false friend who would dilute
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the principles she held dear. He did more damage than any Democrat
possibly could, for his nomination “destroyed the possibility of an
opposition” and meant “the end of any even semi-plausible or semi-
consistent opposition to the welfare state.” Rand was not alone in her
reaction. Even the new religious conservatives she hated were tepid
about the nonideological Eisenhower. In 1956 Buckley’s National Review
would offer a famously lukewarm endorsement: “We prefer Ike.”* But
now, to her dismay, most of Rand’s New York friends swallowed their
reservations and climbed aboard the Eisenhower bandwagon. Twenty
years of Democratic rule had made them desperate for any Republican
president. This struck Rand as foolish compromise and unforgiveable
inconsistency. She realized, “[T]hey were not for free enterprise, that
was not an absolute in their minds in the sense of real laissez faire capi-
talism. I knew then that there is nothing that I can do with it and no help
that I can expect from any of them.”** After a string of disappointments,
she was ready to turn her back on conservatives altogether.

It was Nathan, stepping forward into a new role of advisor, who gently
nudged Rand to this conclusion. The conservatives were not really “our
side,” he told Rand. “We have really nothing philosophically in com-
mon with them.” Boldly he informed Rand that she was making “a great
mistake” to ally herself with Republicans, conservatives, or libertarians.
Rand was intrigued and relieved at Nathan’s formulation, the last prem-
ise that she needed to clarify her thinking. Looking back a decade later,
she remembered, “[F]rom that time on...I decided that the conserva-
tives as such are not my side, that I might be interested in individu-
als or have something in common on particular occasions, but that
I have no side at all, that I'm standing totally alone and have to create my
own side.”** Implicit in Nathan’s words was the promise that he and the
Collective could take the place of the allies Rand had forsaken.

The 1953 marriage of Nathan and Barbara accelerated Rand’s move
away from the broader libertarian community. She and Frank presided
as matron of honor and best man at the wedding, a union Rand had
done much to encourage. In California Barbara Wiedman had con-
fessed to Rand her uncertainty about the relationship, but found the
older woman unable to understand her hesitancy. Nathan was clearly an
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exceptional young man with a profound intelligence. Barbara admired
Nathan and shared his values. According to Rand, they had all the nec-
essary ingredients for a successful relationship. Against her instincts
Barbara followed Rand’s advice. Nathan and Barbara’s subsequent deci-
sion to change their last name to Branden symbolized the new strength
of Rand’s growing circle. “Branden” had the crisp, Aryan ring of charac-
ters in Rand’s fiction; it also incorporated Rand’s chosen surname.* As
in the case of young Alisa, the symbolism was clear enough. Barbara and
Nathan were reborn not only as a married couple, but as a couple with
an explicit allegiance to Rand.

After their marriage the Brandens and the Collective formed the
nucleus of Rand’s social life to the exclusion of all others. Rand seques-
tered herself during the day, laboring on Atlas Shrugged. At night she
emerged for conversation, mostly about the book. Saturday nights were
the highlight; no matter how intense her writing, Rand never canceled
their salon. The Collective gathered at Rand’s Thirty-sixth Street apart-
ment, a small, dimly lit space “reeking with smoke” and filled with hair
from the O’Connors’ Persian cats.*® The apartment could not compare
with the magnificent estate at Chatsworth, but Rand loved that she could
see the Empire State Building from a window in her office. Modernist
furniture in her favorite color, blue-green, filled the apartment, and
ashtrays were available at every turn. When Rand finished a chapter, it
was a reading night, with the Collective silently devouring the pages she
drafted. Other nights were dedicated to philosophical discussion.

During these evenings Rand taught the Collective the essentials of her
philosophy. No longer content to celebrate individualism through her
fiction, she now understood, “my most important job is the formulation
of a rational morality of and for man, of and for his life, of and for this
earth.”* Objectivism, as she would soon be calling her ideas, was an inge-
nious synthesis of her ethical selfishness and the Aristotelian rationality
that had captured her interest after she completed The Fountainhead.
Stitching the two together, Rand argued that she had rationally proved
the validity of her moral system. Unlike other systems, she claimed,
Objectivist morality was not based on theological assumptions, but on
a logically demonstrable understanding of what man’s needs on earth
were. In essence, Objectivism was Rand’s rebuttal of the skeptical and
relativistic orientation that had characterized American intellectual life
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since the rise of scientific naturalism.*® What differentiated Objectivism
was its ambition. Rather than simply reassert the idea of objective and
transcendent truth, a project supported by a host of other neo-Aristotelian
thinkers, Rand attempted at the same time to vindicate a controversial
and inflammatory transvaluation of values that contradicted the basic
teachings of Western religion and ethics.

The scope of her project awed her young followers, who considered
her a thinker of world-historical significance. In her ideas they found a
“round universe,” a completely comprehensible, logical world. Rand’s
focus on reason led her to declare that paradoxes and contradictions
were impossible. Thought, she explained, was a cycle of moving from
abstract premises to concrete objects and events: “The cycle is unbreak-
able; no part of it can be of any use, until and unless the cycle is com-
pleted.”* Therefore a premise and a conclusion could never clash, unless
an irrational thought process had been employed. Nor could emotions
and thoughts be at odds, Rand asserted. Emotions came from thought,
and if they contradicted reality, then the thought underlying them was
irrational and should be changed. Indeed even a person’s artistic and
sexual preferences sprang from his or her basic philosophical premises,
Rand taught the Collective.

It was all adding up to one integrated system. Man was a rational
creature who used his mind to survive. The rational faculty required
independence and individuality to operate properly; therefore an eth-
ics of selfishness was appropriate for rational men. Any moral or ethi-
cal problem could be approached from this perspective. Was a person
acting independently? Were his or her actions based on reason and
consistent with his or her premises? That was the true determinant of
right, Rand taught. Even more than her fiction or the chance to befriend
a famous author, Rand’s philosophy bound the Collective to her. She
struck them all as a genius without compare. On Saturday nights they
argued and debated the fine points and applications, but never ques-
tioned the basics Rand outlined. During these marathon sessions, Rand
was indefatigable, often talking until the morning light. The Collective
marveled at how the opportunity to talk philosophy rejuvenated her,
even after a long day of writing. The obvious was also the unthinkable.
To keep up with her younger followers, Rand fed herself a steady stream
of amphetamines.*
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Always by her side at these occasions, Frank was a silent paramour,
an ornamental and decorative figure. As the conversation wore into the
evening, he served up coffee and pastries but contributed little to the
discussion, sometimes dozing silently in his chair. The move to New
York had been profoundly disruptive for Frank. He made a fainthearted
attempt to sell flowers to decorate building lobbies, printing up cards
that identified him as “Francisco, the lobbyist.” But without his own
land and greenhouse, the business offered little reward and soon col-
lapsed. Rand turned again to fiction to sort out Frank’s behavior, telling
the Collective, “He’s on strike.” She continued to value their connection,
always introducing herself to strangers as “Mrs. O’Connor.” When their
schedules diverged as she stayed up late to write, she left him friendly
notes about the apartment, always addressed to “Cubbyhole” and signed
“Fluff” Rand was elated when he suggested that one of her chapter titles,
“Atlas Shrugged,” serve as the book’s title, and she proudly informed new
visitors that Frank had thought up the book’s name. Such claims did
little to disguise Frank’s failure to emulate the active, dominant heroes
Rand celebrated. The Collective knew, however, that his place by Rand’s
side was never to be questioned. Frank was outside the rankings, of the
Collective but not in it.*!

Although Rand disliked him at first, Alan Greenspan soon became
one of her favorites. For ten months he was married to Joan Mitchell,
Barbara’s closest friend, and through her met Rand a few times. Once
their marriage was amicably annulled, the former couple grew closer as
friends, and Greenspan began joining Rand’s circle on a regular basis.
Even Joan’s subsequent marriage to Allan Blumenthal, Nathan’s cousin,
did little to disturb Greenspan or discourage his interest in Rand’s
group. At early meetings he was quiet and somber, earning the nick-
name “the Undertaker” from Rand. Heavily influenced by logical posi-
tivism, Greenspan was unwilling to accept any absolutes. He became
legendary for his confession that he might not actually exist—it couldn’t
be proved. Hearing this, Rand pounced: “And by the way, who is making
that statement?” To Greenspan it was a deep exchange that shook his
relativist beliefs to the core.

By many accounts Rand excelled at the kind of verbal combat that
impressed Greenspan. Hiram Haydn, an editor at Bobbs-Merrill and
later Random House, marveled at Rand’s ability to conquer sophisticated
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New Yorkers in any argument: “Many are the people who laughed at my
description of her dialectical invincibility, only later to try their hands
and join me among the corpses on the Randian battlefield.” Rand began
with the basics, establishing agreement on primary axioms and prin-
ciples. She came out on top by showing how her opponent’s ideas and
beliefs contradicted these foundations. This approach was particularly
effective on those who prided themselves on logic and consistency, as
did Greenspan. He remembered that “talking to Rand was like starting
a game of chess thinking I was good, and suddenly finding myself in
checkmate.” Greenspan was hooked.*

Greenspan’s attraction to Rand was fairly standard for those drawn
into her orbit. As she had for Rothbard, Rand exposed Greenspan to
previously unknown intellectual treasures, “a vast realm from which I'd
shut myself off” Before meeting Rand, Greenspan was “intellectually

», «

limited...”: “I was a talented technician, but that was all.” Under Rand’s
tutelage he began to look beyond a strictly empirical, numbers-based
approach to economics, now thinking about “human beings, their val-
ues, how they work, what they do and why they do it, and how they
think and why they think.” His graduate school mentor, Arthur Burns,
had given Greenspan his first exposure to free market ideas. Rand
pushed him further, inspiring Greenspan to connect his economic ideas
to the big questions in life. Now he found that morality and ethics had
a rational structure that could be analyzed and understood, just like the
economy or music, his first passion. Primed to accept Rand’s system by
his devotion to mathematical thought, Greenspan was soon an enthu-
siastic Objectivist. His friends noticed the change immediately, as he
began flavoring his conversations with Objectivist vocabulary and the
Randian injunction “check your premises.”*

Unlike most members of the Collective, who were students, Greenspan
stood out as an established professional with a successful economic con-
sulting business. He was in the rare position of being able to teach Rand
something. While she dominated the others, when it came to Greenspan
“it was the reverse, he was the expert, she waslearning from him,” remem-
bered a friend.* His firm, Townsend-Greenspan, charged huge sums for
the information it synthesized about all aspects of economic demand.
Greenspan was legendary for his ability to comb statistical data, analyze
government reports, and ferret out key figures from industry contacts.
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Rand turned to him for information about the steel and railroad indus-
tries, using his knowledge to make Atlas Shrugged more realistic. The
two shared a fascination with the nuts and bolts of the economy, the
myriad daily processes that meshed into a functioning whole.

The position of Leonard Peikoff was more precarious. He met Rand
while visiting Barbara, his older cousin, in California. Their first meet-
ing was revelatory. Torn by his family’s desire that he study medicine,
a field he found unappealing, Leonard asked Rand if Howard Roark
was moral or practical. Both, Rand replied, launching into a long phil-
osophical discussion about why the moral and the practical were the
same. Her answer spoke directly to Peikoff’s conflict, and “opened up
the world” for him. He left thinking, “All of life will be different now.
If she exists, everything is possible.” Within a year he had abandoned
medicine for philosophy and moved to New York to be near Rand. She
took a motherly tone toward “Leonush,” one of her youngest fans. But
Peikoff’s occasionally incurred Rand’s wrath when he showed interest
in ideas she disapproved of. Over time, as Peikoff’s expertise grew, Rand
came to depend on him for insight into modern philosophy.*

Rand saw nothing unusual in the desire of her students to spend each
Saturday night with her, despite most being more than twenty years her
junior. The Collective put Rand in the position of authority she had
always craved. She initiated and guided discussion, and participants
always deferred to her. It was a hierarchical, stratified society, with Rand
unquestionably at the top. Closely following her in stature was Nathan,
then Barbara, with the other students shifting status as their relation-
ship with Rand ebbed and flowed. Rand carefully watched the balance
of power, openly playing favorites and discussing her preferences with
Nathan and Barbara. Because conversation revolved around Rand’s
ideas and the novel-in-progress, the Collective was valuable fuel for her
creative process; she could rest from the rigors of writing without truly
breaking her concentration. The Collective was becoming a hermetically
sealed world. Within this insular universe dangerous patterns began to
develop.

Murray Rothbard caught a glimpse of this emerging dark side in 1954.
In the years since their first meeting, Rothbard had gathered to himself
a subset of young libertarians who attended Mises’s seminar and carried
on discussion into the early hours of the morning, often at Rothbard’s
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apartment. Energetic, polymathic, and erudite, Rothbard dazzled his
retinue, mostly young men who were students at the Bronx High School
of Science. This group called themselves “the Circle Bastiat,” after the
nineteenth-century French economist Frederic Bastiat, and looked to
Rothbard as an intellectual leader. When the Circle Bastiat discovered he
knew the famous Rand, they clamored to meet her. Rothbard reluctantly
agreed. First he went to her apartment with two students, and then a
week later brought the whole gang.

Both visits were “depressing,” Rothbard told Richard Cornuelle in a
lengthy letter. The passage of time, and the presence of reinforcements,
did not help. Rand argued vigorously with George Reisman, one of his
group, subjecting him to a barrage of vitriol. According to Rothbard,
Reisman was the only one to “realize the power and horror of her
position—and personality.” The rest of the high school students were
captivated by Rand and eager for more contact. Rothbard, however, was
secretly relieved that Reisman’s battle with Rand provided the perfect
excuse to avoid seeing her again. Even better, he would no longer have to
deal with the Collective, a passive, dependent group who “hover around
her like bees.”*

Rand was bad enough, but Rothbard was truly horrified by the
Collective. “Their whole manner bears out my thesis that the adoption of
her total system is a soul-shattering calamity,” he reported to Cornuelle.
Rand’s followers were “almost lifeless, devoid of enthusiasm or spark,
and almost completely dependent on Ayn for intellectual sustenance.”
Rothbard’s discomfort with the Collective masked his own conflicting
emotions about Rand and her circle. After all, Rothbard had also gath-
ered to himself a set of much younger students over whom he exercised
unquestioned intellectual authority. He freely used the word “disciple” to
refer to both his and Rand’s students, a word she eschewed. Now some
of Rothbard’s own students were feeling the magnetic pull of Rand. Even
Rothbard, as he later confessed, was subject to the same response. Many
years later, speaking of this time, he told Rand, “I felt that if I continued to
see you, my personality and independence would become overwhelmed
by the tremendous power of your own.”* Rand was like a negative ver-
sion of himself, a libertarian Svengali seducing the young.

Rothbard fortified his emotional distaste for Rand with intellectual
disagreement. By the time of his second encounter with her, Rothbard



A ROUND UNIVERSE

was close to finishing his doctorate and increasingly certain about his
ideas. He explained to Richard Cornuelle, “my position—and yours too,
I bet—is not really the same as hers at all.” The strength of Rand’s system,
he argued, was that it treated ethics as a serious field, in contrast to the
void of utilitarianism, positivism, and pragmatism. Apparently after his
first meeting with Rand, Rothbard had credulously accepted her claims to
originality. Now he discovered that “the good stuff in Ayn’s system is not
Ayn’s original contribution at all.” There was a whole tradition of rational
ethics, and “Ayn is not the sole source and owner of the rational tradition,
nor even the sole heir to Aristotle.”*® Moreover, Rand’s interest in liberty
was only superficial, Rothbard believed. A few of his disciples contin-
ued to meet with Rand and reported back that she claimed Communists
should be jailed. They also introduced Rand to Rothbard’s anarchism, and
his idea of privately competing courts and protective agencies that could
replace the state. Rand responded swiftly that state action was necessary
to hold society together. For Rothbard, an anarchist who believed the state
itself was immoral, all this merely confirmed his differences with Rand.
More seriously, Rothbard teased apart Rand’s system and discovered
that it meant the very negation of individuality. Rand denied both basic
instincts and the primacy of emotion, he wrote Cornuelle. This meant,
in practice, that “she actually denies all individuality whatsoever!” Rand
insisted that all men had similar rational endowments, telling Rothbard,
“I could be just as good in music as in economics if I applied myself,” a
proposition he found doubtful. By excising emotions, asserting that men
were only “bundles of premises,” and then outlining the correct rational
premises that each should hold, Rand made individuals interchangeable.
Therefore, Rothbard concluded, in an eerily perceptive aside, “there is
no reason whatever why Ayn, for example, shouldn’t sleep with Nathan.”
The proof of Rothbard’s analysis lay in the Collective, a group of lifeless
acolytes who frightened Rothbard in their numb devotion to Rand.*
Always a charismatic and dominant personality, Rand now began
to codify the rules of engagement. Richard Cornuelle was among the
first to experience this treatment. He enjoyed the certainty he found in
Rand, the sense that he “suddenly had an answer for practically anything
that might come up.” He was both drawn to Rand and unsettled by her.
Pecking away at his Calvinist shell, Rand would ask him psychologically
probing questions about sexuality and his feelings. “I think she might
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have been wanting to help me, I think...and wanted to contribute to
my relaxing about that kind of thing,” he reflected later. But at the time
he felt “terribly uncomfortable.” Another violent clash between her and
Mises spelled the end of their relationship. Rand and Mises argued
over conscription, which Rand saw as tantamount to slavery. Mises, his
eyes on history, argued that only conscription could prevent the rise
of dangerous mercenary armies. After the argument Rand telephoned
Cornuelle. She wanted him to make a choice:

“You have to make a decision. You're either going to continue to be my
disciple or his.” I said, I'd rather duck. She said, “you can’t.” And that was
it. I never spoke to her again after that....She didn’t want me to agree
with her. She wanted me to discontinue my relations with von Mises as a
way of showing I was on her side.”

Rand now began to demand allegiance from those around her. She
had made “the most consistent arguments” on behalf of a fully integrated
system and cast out those who did not acknowledge her achievement.

The Collective, and Nathaniel Branden in particular, were her replace-
ment. The bond between the two had grown fast and thick. In New York
Branden became not only Rand’s “brain mate” but her teacher, as he
began to push her philosophical ideas into the realm of psychology.
Branden’s major innovation was the theory of “social metaphysics.” He
developed this concept to describe a person whose frame of reference
was “the consciousness, beliefs, values, perceptions of various other
people”! Branden translated the qualities Rand had celebrated in her
novels into psychological terms. In The Fountainhead Howard Roark’s
stoic disregard for the opinions of others could be understood as a dra-
matized ideal, a standard that could inspire despite its unreality. Recast
as a psychological syndrome, the same idea became dangerous, because
it suggested that the abnormal should be normal. Essentially, “social
metaphysics” made everyday human concern with the thoughts and
opinions of others problematic and pathological. It was a judgmental
and reductive concept, a pejorative label that both Branden and Rand
began using freely.

Branden’s new idea was doubly destructive because he employed
it during therapy sessions with members of the Collective and other
interested patients. Indeed, Branden had first derived the idea after
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conversations with fellow Collective members whom he deemed insuf-
ficiently independent. His credentials in the area of counseling psychol-
ogy were slim, to say the least; he had only an undergraduate degree.
But with Rand’s system behind him, Branden felt qualified to promote
himself as an expert. Rand had always enjoyed talking to people about
their personal problems, urging them to apply rationality to any prob-
lem in life. Now Branden picked up this habit, his authority buttressed
by Rand’s obvious respect for him. In tense therapy sessions, during
which he paced the room “like a caged tiger,” as one patient remem-
bered, Branden demanded that members of the Collective check their
premises and root out all traces of irrationality from their thinking.*

Rand was delighted by Branden’s psychological innovations. She began
to openly acknowledge him as her teacher as well as her student, her intel-
lectual heir who would carry her work forward. Even though her novels
dwelled at length on the internal motivations and conflicts of characters,
she had always dismissed psychology as “that sewer.”> Now she could
learn about the field without actually reading Freud, or the other psy-
chologists whom she freely castigated. Armed with Branden’s theories
she became even more confident in her judgments about other people.
Still fascinated by his mentor, Branden listened with rapt attention to
her memories of the past, her tales of struggle, her frustrations with the
world. He offered her what her passive, withdrawn husband could not:
both intellectual stimulation and emotional support. Rand began to talk
of him as her reward, the payoft for all she had gone through.

Although it started innocently enough, there had always been a cur-
rent of flirtation between the two. Rand made no secret of her esteem
for Nathan, openly identifying him as a genius. His face, she said, was
her kind of face. The Brandens’ marriage only briefly papered over the
growing attraction between Ayn and Nathan. The subtext of their rela-
tionship spilled into the open during a long car ride to Canada in the
fall of 1954. The two couples and another friend had taken a road trip to
visit Barbara’s family. On the ride home Barbara watched her husband
and Rand holding hands and nuzzling in the backseat of the car. Sick
with jealousy and anger, she confronted him afterward. Nathan denied
everything. He and Rand had a special friendship, nothing more. His
sentiment was genuine. Nathan worshipped Rand, but it was Barbara he
had chosen, or so he consciously believed.
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Like Barbara, Ayn had registered a shift. The next day she summoned
Nathan to her apartment, where she waited alone. It was a scene out of
the best romantic fiction. After some delay, Rand became urgent and
direct. She and Nathan had fallen in love, yes? Nathan, overwhelmed,
flattered, excited, confused, responded in kind. They kissed hesitantly.
There would be no turning back.

But this was still the founder of Objectivism, believing in rationality
above all else. They must be honest with their spouses, Rand decided.
She called them all to a meeting at her apartment. As Barbara and Frank
listened incredulously, Rand’s hypnotic voice filled the room and stilled
their protests. The spell she had cast was too strong to break now. At
meeting’s end she and Nathan had secured what they requested: a few
hours alone each week. Their relationship would be strictly platonic,
they assured their spouses. Privacy would allow them to explore the
intellectual and emotional connection they could no longer pretend did
not exist.

When the inevitable happened, Rand was again honest with both
Barbara and Frank. She and Nathan wished now to be lovers, she
explained. But it would naturally be a short affair. She had no wish to
hold back Nathan, twenty-five years her junior. Her explanation came
clothed in the rational philosophy she had taught them all. By giving
their feelings full expression, Nathan and Ayn were simply acknowledg-
ing the nature of reality.

For all her iconoclasm, Rand had a streak of cultural conventionality
deep within. Afraid of what the outside world would say, she insisted the
affair be kept a secret. Her work and her reputation would be smeared
if anyone found out, she told the others. Uncomfortable with the idea
of literally disrupting her marriage bed, Nathan proposed that they
rent a small apartment in her building, ostensibly an office, that could
be used for their meetings. Rand refused. On the surface everything
would continue as usual. Even members of the Collective could have no
inkling of the new arrangements between the Branden and O’Connor
households.

The officially sanctioned yet secret affair sent all four parties spinning
into perilous emotional territory. For all the passion they shared, rela-
tions between Nathan and Ayn were not smooth. Ayn was an insecure,
jealous lover, constantly pushing Nathan to express his feelings. Not a
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naturally emotive person, Nathan struggled to pl