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Ayn Rand (1905-1982) was a 20th Century 
novelist-writer who was famous for her fiction and 
nonfiction that extolled reason, capitalism, “the virtue 
of selfishness” – the title of one of her books – and her
philosophy of “Objectivism.”  Her ideas and attitudes 
were born of her first-hand experience of the 1917 
Russian Revolution.  She is notable for Freethinkers in
that she rejected supernaturalism, called the Christian 
concept of love “evil,” and singled out John 3:16 as 
“monstrous.”  Unafraid of saying “I am an atheist,” 
she added: “I have only one religion: the sublime in 
human nature.”

Rand was born Alissa Zinovievna Rosenbaum 
on February 2, 1905 in Saint Petersburg, then the capi-
tal of the Russian Empire.  After completing her edu-
cation, including philosophy, law and, of course, 
Marxism-Leninism, she emigrated at age 20 to the 
United States.  She made her way to Hollywood, be-
came a script reader, married a movie actor, and began
writing screenplays and fiction, including The Night of
January 16th (1934), We The Living (1936), a semi-au-
tobiography of her youth under Soviet dictatorship, 
and then Anthem (1938), a dystopian novella predating
Orwell's 1984.  The novels that made her famous, The 
Fountainhead (1943) and Atlas Shrugged (1957) fol-
lowed, both bestsellers.  A film adaptation of The 
Fountainhead came out in 1949.

There was great popular interest in the ideas 
she expressed in these works.  She responded with in-
terviews, lectures and articles explaining and defend-
ing her views.  Turning to non-fiction, she wrote For 
the New Intellectual (1961), The Virtue of Selfishness 
(1964), Capitalism: The Unknown Ideal (1966), The 
Romantic Manifesto (1969), The New Left: The An-
ti-Industrial Revolution (1971), Introduction to Objec-
tivist Epistemology (1979), and, posthumously, 
Philosophy: Who Needs It (1982) as well as other col-
lections of essays.

Rand held that fundamental philosophical prin-
ciples are of vital importance because they shape so-
cial and political institutions that profoundly affect 

human life and morality.  She opposed what she saw 
as the prevailing ethic of the modern world, altruism, 
the doctrine that the happiness and well-being of oth-
ers is of greater importance than one's own.  She advo-
cated for “selfishness,” rational egoism.  She held that 
the only acceptable political system consistent with 
this is laissez-faire capitalism.  Asked on one occasion 
to describe her philosophy while standing on one foot, 
she answered: “Metaphysics: Objective Reality, Epis-
temology: Reason, Ethics: Self-interest, Politics: Capi-
talism.”

At the time, the idea that “selfishness” and un-
fettered capitalism should be seen as ideals went 
against the prevailing wisdom.  Most of the intelli-
gentsia at the time believed that communism/socialism
and controlled economies such as the USSR's were the
future.  This was the world in which Whitaker Cham-
bers, the former communist who exposed Alger Hiss, 
said of his break with his Soviet masters: “I know that 
I am leaving the winning side for the losing side.”

Rand influenced the libertarian and conserva-
tive movements.  But she herself disdained them as 
“hippies of the right,” “publicity seekers,” and a 
“monstrous, disgusting bunch of people” who support-
ed anarchism as “anarchists are collectivists.”

At least two organizations remain active in 
support of Rand's ideas.  One is The Ayn Rand Insti-
tute which states on its website that Rand's “is an ap-
proach to life that’s unlike anything you’ve ever heard 
before” and consists of: “Follow reason, not whims or 
faith, Work hard to achieve a life of purpose and pro-
ductiveness, Earn genuine self-esteem, Pursue your 
own happiness as your highest moral aim, [and] Pros-
per by treating others as individuals, trading value for 
value.”  These are admirable ideals, though hardly 
“unlike anything” that has ever been heard of before.

The Atlas Society was initially led by philoso-
pher David Kelley (1949-) after he broke with the In-
stitute.  He has advocated for an “open” version of 
Ayn Rand's Objectivism that could be built upon and, 
in that way, refined and improved.†  The Ayn Rand
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Institute, in contrast, insists that Objectivism is 
“closed,” that “every truth is an absolute,” and even 
that “every philosophy … is immutable.”††

Ayn Rand deserves credit for stimulating inter-
est in philosophy.  She offered original and insightful 
observations of modern culture, society and politics.  
And she drew attention to human dignity and its real-
ization in free-market capitalist economics.

Sadly, many of her views were amateurish and 
ill-informed.  She freely engaged in straw-man tactics. 
The 18th Century German philosopher Immanuel Kant 
(1724-1804), for example, famously distinguished 
“things as they are in themselves,” independent of our 
perception of them, from the way that things appear to 
us through our perceptual and mental faculties.  Rand 
insisted that this showed that Kant believed that “man 
is blind, because he has eyes—deaf, because he has 
ears—deluded, because he has a mind—and the things 
he perceives do not exist,because he perceives them” 
and this is “a negation, not only of man’s conscious-
ness, but of any consciousness, of consciousness as 
such.”  Though Kant is notoriously difficult to read, 
this is a grievous misunderstanding and misrepresenta-
tion of Kant.

Despite Rand's praise of reason she did not al-
ways offer carefully reasoned arguments.  And while 
denigrating emotion she clearly delighted in inflamma-
tory rhetoric.  She complained of term-switching but 
often did not sufficiently specify her own terms includ-
ing, surprisingly, “objective.”  She seems not to have 
understood that objective means inter-subjective, 
which is to say, open to perception by all but not de-
pendent on any specific observer.  This is why science 
and philosophy are collaborative enterprises.  Human 
understanding advances by the participation of many 
individuals who each offer and consider their own and 
others' ideas as possible solutions to problems.  Unlike 
art and literature, science and philosophy are not the 
result of heroic individualism insisting on its own cre-
ative vision.

These and other problems caused most serious 
and especially academic philosophers to ignore Rand's 
work.  As she and most of her followers did not mean-
ingfully engage with others having similar concerns, 
much less her critics, Rand's ideas contributed much 
less than they might have – and should have – to the 
long tradition of philosophical conversation.

That is a shame, for Rand and the rest of us.

† https://atlassociety.org/sites/default/files/The_Con-
tested_Legacy_of_Ayn_Rand.pdf
†† https://ari.aynrand.org/issues/culture- and-
society/religion-and-morality/Fact-and-Value
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