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Ayn Rand’s classic work, Atlas Shrugged (1957) has had
an extraordinary impact on the minds and hearts of read-
ers all over the world. It appeared on a list of the greatest
novels of all time compiled from a 1998 Random House
Modern Library reader’s poll. Another survey, conducted
in 1991 by the Library of Congress and the Book-of-the-
Month Club, asked readers to identify those literary works
that have been most influential in their lives. Atlas
Shrugged came in second—after the Bible. In addition to
its high acclaim, the novel has inspired the Libertarian
political party (although Rand never supported this group
and once referred to its members as “hooligans™) and
spawned the Objectivist movement (started by those who
followed her personal philosophy, known as Objectivism).
This is particularly impressive for a single work of fiction
written by a Russian emigré who began her career in
Hollywood writing for the movies. There is evidence to sug-
gest, however, that Rand knew the kind of impact the book
might have. She told an associate: “All of the world’s
major religions have, in effect, their own mythology—
tales, parables. That is what (the novel has) developed
into, a mythology that concretizes the meaning of my
philosophy.”

Atlas Shrugged tells the story of Dagny Taggart, who
runs a railroad company founded by her father. It is easy
to see why generations of women have found a role model
in Dagny; she is an impressive woman — strong, smart,
beautiful, and successful. Every major hero in the novel is
in love with her and although she returns their love, she
will not surrender herself, as women have traditionally
done in both literature and life, to love. When she is
offered the chance at a lifetime of happiness with her true
love, John Galt, first she chooses to leave him in an
attempt to try to salvage her railroad. She is strong and
independent, and above all, dedicated to herself and her
work. It is this attitude that most fully encapsulates
Objectivism. In fact, Atlas Shrugged and The
Fountainhead (1943) are routinely pointed at as the nov-
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Note on the Re][erences and Acknow/ea’gments

The most accessible edition of Atlas Shrugged in terms of both price
and portability is the Signet paperback 35th anniversary edition.
Although it is highly unusual to cite a paperback for this kind of schol-
arly study, taking into account the primary audiences for this book, I
have chosen to do so. All parenthetical page references to the novel
are to this edition.

One other primary text and two biographical works figure sig-
nificantly in my reading of Rand and her most important novel. In the
first place there are her notes to herself as she was writing, collected in
Journals of Ayn Rand, edited by David Harriman, published in 1997
by Dutton. This work will be cited in the text as J. The only full-length
biography published thus far is The Passion of Ayn Rand, written by
Barbara Branden, who was an intimate of Rand’s during the years that
encompassed most of the writing, publication, and aftermath of Atlas
Shrugged. References to Branden’s biography will be made in the text
and identified as PAR. Nathaniel Branden’s memoir of his relationship
with Rand, My Years with Ayn Rand, will be cited in the text as
MYWAR.

Inevitably, some of the ideas in this study come from my previ-
ous works, in particular The Ayn Rand Companion (1984) and The
New Ayn Rand Companion, Revised and Updated (1999), both pub-
lished by Greenwood Press in Westport, Connecticut.

Special thanks are due to Chris Sciabarra, unfailingly generous
and supportive as both critic and colleague, for reading an early draft
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of this manuscript and making many helpful suggestions. My thanks
also to Bryan Register for his many constructive comments. Further
acknowledgment of his contributions is made in the text. Finally,
appreciation is due to David M. Brown for his insightful reading and
commentary and timely turnaround during a busy season. Consulta-
tion with Douglas Den Uyl, as he prepared his volume on The Foun-
tainhead, greatly facilitated my work. I am obliged to him, also, for
sharing his prepublication manuscript.

Robert Lecker, the general editor of this series, wrote and
invited me to prepare this volume. I am indebted to him for igniting
the project and for his confidence in the finished product. Michelle
Kovacs, at Twayne, was a pleasure to work with throughout. Appreci-
ation is also due to the staff at Impressions, and to Anne Davidson at
Twayne.

As always, I must acknowledge the love and encouragement of
my husband, Jay, throughout this and every project. Though he may
sometimes question the wisdom of the number of projects I under-
take, his support has never wavered.

To all I owe thanks for any improvements their advice added to
the text. However, in the end, a book such as this, particularly in the
part that conveys interpretation and analysis of a work of fiction, is
based on the reading of the author. While acknowledging the validity
of alternative interpretations, the readings herein are based on my
interpretations as a literary critic of Atlas Shrugged, speaking only for
myself.



Clzrono/ogy: Ayn Rand'’s Li][e and Works

1905

1914

1914
1917-1918

1918

1921

1924

1925

1926

1929
1931

Alisa Zinovievna Rosenbaum born on February 2 in St. Peters-
burg, Russia. Her father was Zinovy Zacharovich Rosenbaum,
and her mother Anna Borisovha Rosenbaum. Alisa was the
eldest of three sisters. Her sisters were Natasha and Nora.
Family travels to Austria, Switzerland, and England. Alisa
decides she wants to become a writer. She reads “The Mysteri-
ous Valley,” by Maurice Champagne, and falls in love with its
hero, Cyrus. The heroine of her first novel bears the female
equivalent of his name, Kira.

Russia is at war with Germany and Austria (World War I).
Alisa witnesses first the Kerensky “Bloodless Revolution” and
then the bloody “Bolshevik” revolution.

Family leaves Petrograd and moves to Crimea. Alisa discovers
the writings of Victor Hugo.

Alisa graduates from gymnasium. Family returns to Petrograd,
and she enters the University of Petrograd. She majors in
history.

Graduates from newly renamed University of Leningrad.
Enrolls in State Institute for Cinematography.

Publication date for Pola Negri, published in Moscow and
Leningrad.

Alisa Rosenbaum leaves for the United States. Lives with Port-
noy relatives in Chicago. Adopts the name of Ayn Rand.
Moves to Los Angeles. Meets Cecil B. DeMille, who gives her
a job as an extra in King of Kings. Meets Frank O’Connor.
Hollywood: American City of Movies published in Russia
without Rand’s knowledge.

Marries Frank O’Connor.

Becomes naturalized U.S. citizen.

X1



1932

1933
1934

1935
1936
1937
1938
1939

1940

12201

1942

1943

1944

1945
1946
1947

1949

1950

1951

1957
1958
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Original screenplay Red Pawn sold to Universal Studios, then
purchased by Paramount, but never produced. Writes Pent-
house Legend. =

Writing We the Living; sells Penthouse Legend to MGM.
Penthouse Legend produced as Woman on Trial at Hollywood
Playhouse. Writes Ideal, a play that was not produced in her
lifetime. Sells Penthouse Legend for Broadway production and
moves to New York City.

Night of January 16th (Broadway title of Penthouse Legend)
opens. Has six-month run.

We the Living published by Macmillan.

Writes Anthem but is unable to sell it. Works in the office of
architect Ely Jacques Kahn to do research for The Fountain-
head.

Anthem published in England.

Works on script for The Unconguered, play version of We the
Living, produced by George Abbott.

The Unconquered has unsuccessful five-day run on Broadway.
Works on Wendell Willkie presidential campaign and meets
some important “conservative” thinkers: Ruth Alexander,
Albert Jay Nock, Rose Wilder Lane, and Isabel Paterson.

Signs contract with Bobbs-Merrill to publish The Fountain-
head.

Finishes The Fountainhead.

The Fountainhead published in May. Sells movie rights to
Warner Brothers and returns to live in California to write the
screenplay.

Becomes screenwriter for Hal Wallis; writes screenplay for
Love Letters. Buys home in Tarzana designed by Richard
Neutra.

Anthem published in first U.S. edition by Pamphleteers.
Begins writing The Strike, working title for Atlas Shrugged.
Testifies before House Un-American Activities Committee.
Writes “Screen Guide for Americans,” published in Plain Talk.
The Fountainhead film version is released.

Meets fans Nathan Blumenthal, later Nathaniel Branden, and
Barbara Weidman, later Barbara Branden. Significant relation-
ship begins.

Moves back to New York City to work full-time on Atlas
Shrugged.

Atlas Shrugged published.

Nathaniel Branden Institute (NBI) begins teaching Ayn Rand’s
philosophy. She helps write “Basic Principles of Objectivism.”
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1960
1961

1962

1963

1964

1966

1968

1971

1974

1976
1979

1981

1982

Chronology

Speaks at Yale University.

For the New Intellectual published. Delivers first of Ford Hall
Forum lectures in Boston.

Starts The Objectivist Newsletter, coedited with Nathaniel
Branden. Who Is Ayn Rand? by Nathaniel Branden and Bar-
bara Branden published. First book about her and her work.
Awarded doctor of humane letters, honorary degree, by Lewis
and Clark College.

The Virtue of Selfishness published. Playboy interview pub-
lished in March.

Capitalism: The Unknown ldeal published. The Objectivist
replaces The Objectivist Newsletter.

Nathaniel Branden Institute closes.

The Romantic Manifesto published. The New Left: The Anti-
industrial Revolution published. The Ayn Rand Letter begins
publication after The Objectivist stops.

“Philosophy: Who Needs It” lecture delivered to West Point
graduating class.

January-February is last issue of The Ayn Rand Letter.
Introduction to Objectivist Epistemology published. Frank
O’Connor dies.

“Sanction of the Victims,” last public speech, delivered at the
annual conference of the National Committee for Monetary
Reform in New Orleans.

Ayn Rand dies on March 6. Philosophy: Who Needs It pub-
lished posthumously.

xiii












Rancl’s Worlcl: Glo]:)al ancl Personal

The Russian world that awaited the birth of Alisa Zinovievna Rosen-
baum on February 2, 1905, was a world in the throes of impending
cataclysm. War and revolution were the background and the fore-
ground. The Russo-Japanese War was in progress, culminating in the
destruction of the Baltic fleet in the Straits of Tsushima in May 1905.
That year also saw a revolution that set up the first of a number of
Dumas, elected legislatures that held the promise of more political and
civil liberties than the people had experienced under the autocratic
rule of the czars. Dumas were elected and dissolved; Stolypin, the
prime minister during the second and third Dumas, was murdered, as
was the self-styled “holy monk” Rasputin, who held the czarina under
his sway. Before Alisa’s teenage years, the Russian army, without popu-
lar support and sufficient supplies, suffered massive casualties and
retreats in World War I. St. Petersburg, the beautiful imperial city of
Alisa’s birth, became Petrograd, the cradle of revolution. The
Romanov dynasty ended, and the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics
was born. There could not have been a world more unsuited to a
woman whose “theme song” rang with individualism. In her own
words: “Call it fate or irony, but I was born, of all countries on earth
in the one [least] suitable for a fanatic of individualism: Russia.”!
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The eldest of three daughters of Zinovy Zacharovich and Anna
Borisovna Rosenbaum, Alisa was recognized in early childhood for the
quality of her mind. She was raised in relative comfort, what might
even appear as luxury in a contemporary context. Cooks, governesses,
nurses, and maids were part of the family retinue. Trips to Crimean
resorts and lengthy summer sojourns in Austria and Switzerland were
also part of Alisa’s childhood memories.2 It was in London, while
walking with her governess, that Alisa first realized that she wanted to
become a writer, and though she was not mature enough at that point
to articulate it, her tastes went strongly toward the romantic.

That is apt, for Ayn Rand’s life was in many ways every bit as
romantic as her fiction. She overcame great adversity to become a
best-selling author and leader of an intellectual movement. She
attracted devoted fans; she provoked vicious detractors. Her death did
little to change that. Although she has gained certain legitimacy in
academe—the American Philosophical Association now has an Ayn
Rand Society—she still provokes marked hostility in many quarters.
Her cultural and intellectual impact has grown, and there are more
Objectivist organizations and publications now than there were in her
lifetime. But although the interest in, and adherence to, her ideas has
grown, the animosities and schisms created by her opinions have also
outlived her. A 1998 article in U.S. News and World Report details the
conflicts of what the author, Marci McDonald, calls “Fighting over
Ayn Rand.” A passionate intensity defines the quality of her life, as
outlined in the appropriately titled biography The Passion of Ayn
Rand, by Barbara Branden.

Rand’s passions were inspired early and lasted throughout her
lifetime. During one summer trip to the Crimea, little Alisa first heard
the light classics and popular music pieces, liltingly joyous, that she
named her “tiddlywink” music. It was the same music that would be
played at her funeral. In the Crimea, she saw a young English girl,
playing tennis, who came to represent for Rand the symbol of the
independent foreign woman, long legged and agile. Rand evoked that
image for her ideal heroine, Dagny Taggart, in a scene that highlighted
those long legs and tennis-playing ability.
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The last idyllic trip the Rosenbaums took as a family was to
Vienna for a week, followed by six weeks in Switzerland, where Alisa
enjoyed climbing in the mountains. The vacation ended with the out-
break of World War I and the family’s hurried trip to London to catch
a ship for a dangerous voyage back to Russia.

Much of the drama and trauma that accompanied the end of the
Romanov dynasty and the birth of the Union of Soviet Socialist
Republics took place, figuratively speaking, on the Rosenbaum fam-
ily’s doorstep. There were strikes, crime was rampant, and food was
in short supply. When she was 12 years old, Alisa saw the National
Guard fire on an anti-czarist crowd. However, the next day, the sol-
diers refused to fire and joined the revolution. That revolution culmi-
nated in the selection of Alexander Kerensky, one of Alisa’s first real-
life heroes, as prime minister.

Even in her youth, Alisa assumed the importance of a moral
basis for politics. Particularly she concluded that individual freedom
had to be the basis for any moral system of government, and she
believed that Kerensky was fighting for just such a system. It was not
to be. The return to Russia of the Bolshevik revolutionaries, among
them Lenin, Stalin, Molotov, and Trotsky, doomed the new govern-
ment. As the situation deteriorated, the Bolsheviks made their move.
In the “ten days that shook the world,” they captured Petrograd,
arrested the Kerensky cabinet, and murdered delegates to the Consti-
tutional Assembly. Alisa witnessed the funeral procession from her
balcony.

Kerensky was able to flee the country, but the Rosenbaum family
did not. Alisa’s father felt he could not leave his business. But soon
there was no business to leave; it was confiscated by the state. The
family fortunes took a decided turn for the worse.

From the outset, Alisa reacted against what she considered to be
the immoral basis of communism. For her, it was a sacrifice of the
good and the best to the mediocre and the commonplace. In her reac-
tion to the horror of communism was born a theme that would echo
in all her writing. That theme is the fundamental and paramount
human right of a person to his or her own life. No group, be it family,
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community, country, or larger entity, has a claim on that. In years to
come, many leftists or communist sympathizers would argue that the
ideals of communism were good, but that théy had not really been put
into practice anywhere. The writer that Alisa became illustrated in her
fiction and explained in her nonfiction why communism was at base
an immoral system, a system rooted in faulty premises.

From 1921 to 1924, Alisa attended the University of Petrograd,
renamed for Lenin in the last year of her studies. She majored in his-
tory and minored in philosophy. Her father was not happy with her
choice of subject matter, wanting her to learn a profession. Because
she was an avid fan of the American cinema, after graduation, she
enrolled in the State Institute for Cinematography. Two studies that
she wrote about film, Pola Negri (about the actress by that name) and
Hollywood: American City of Movies, were published in Russian with-
out her knowledge. She learned about them from her mother, who
wrote her about seeing the booklets in a store window, after Alisa was
already in the United States. In 1999 the Ayn Rand Institute repub-
lished facsimiles and translations of these booklets, along with some
other notations Rand had made about movies and movie stars, under
the title Ayn Rand: Russian Writings on Hollywood.

Her university years were a time of great struggle and change
within the country. The Union of Soviet Socialist Republics was estab-
lished in 1922, and a battle ensued for the leadership of the country.
Stalin eventually succeeded Lenin. His reign was one of the longest
and bloodiest in history. By most accounts, he is responsible for more
deaths than Hitler. Stalin created the so-called Iron Curtain, designed
both to keep foreign influences and people out and to keep Russian
citizens in. Once it had descended, few were able to get out of Russia.
It was only a fortuitous set of circumstances that resulted in Alisa’s
securing a visa to visit relatives in the United States. Her mother sold
the last of her jewelry to help finance the passage. Although the trip
was ostensibly for a “visit,” Alisa never planned to return.

In any time period, it takes considerable courage to travel
halfway around the world to live by yourself in a country where you
don’t speak the language fluently. In the early part of this century, such
a move was a momentous step for a young woman. Women had only
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recently acquired the right to vote in the United States, and the United
States was considered one of the most advanced countries in the world
in the area of women’s rights.

Alisa’s first stop was Riga, Latvia, where she saw five films. She
then went on to Berlin, where she visited a cousin who had left Russia
a few months earlier. From Berlin Alisa went first to Paris and then to
Le Havre, where she boarded a ship for the long trip across the
Atlantic. During this trip, as she made her way from the Old World to
the new, she turned 21; she also adopted a new name, Ayn, a name of
Finnish origin. There has been some speculation about the genesis of
her chosen nom de plume. An explanation with some currency, sup-
ported by a cousin’s recollection of the incident, is that Alisa took the
name “Rand” from the Remington-Rand typewriter that she brought
with her from Russia. In a May 1997 story in Impact, the newsletter
of the Ayn Rand Institute, there is reference to archival materials that
suggest that Alisa Rosenbaum had selected her professional name
before she left Russia. The article cites letters from family in Russia
that refer to the name “Rand” before Alisa wrote from America. The
article also cites a New York Evening Post story in which Rand reveals
that fact. A 1926 letter from her sister Nora has clever drawings of the
name “Ayn Rand” up in “lights.” When the Cyrillic spelling of her
name is studied, one finds resemblances to both the names “Ayn” and
“Rand.”

In contrast to the country she left, the United States that wel-
comed Rand was experiencing a time of prosperity and frivolity that
F. Scott Fitzgerald would name the Jazz Age. Rand noted in a letter to
a friend in Russia that Americans never take anything too seriously;
they are always joking and wisecracking. She delighted in the general
cheerful tone of the times, especially coming from the gray dreariness
of the Soviet Union. Even the Maxwell House coffee “good to the last
drop” animated sign on Broadway thrilled her. New York City left an
indelible impression on her, and it would always be her favorite place.
The New York skyline embodied for her, in concrete and glass form,
the concept of the soaring heights of human potential.

Her Chicago stay with relatives was brief. Chicago was not a city
she cared for. This is curious, since an important character in her



ATLAS SHRUGGED

breakthrough novel The Fountainhead is modeled on Louis Sullivan, a
pioneer of modern skyscraper design, whose architectural creations
are significant in the Chicago cityscape. Her family provided a letter
of recommendation to the DeMille Studios for a job as a junior screen-
writer. As soon as it was feasible, Rand set off to fulfill her goal of
becoming a screenwriter for the movies, but when she got there she
was told there were no jobs available. Then, in a turn of events that
one could describe as “just like in the movies,” she met DeMille, who
took an instant liking to her. DeMille showed her around the studio so
that she could see how movies were made; then he gave her jobs, first
as an extra in King of Kings, then as a junior screenwriter. His nick-
name for her was “Caviar.” It was on the set of King of Kings that she
saw the man she would marry, Frank O’Connor.

Although Rand often wrote about falling in love with him at first
sight, of his good looks and aristocratic bearing, and of how Frank fit
her image of the ideal man, there is little information about his feel-
ings about their meeting and relationship. The actual marriage, some
three years later in April 1929, seems to have been precipitated by the
impending expiration of Rand’s visa, as noted both in Branden’s bio-
graphy and in Ayn Rand: A Sense of Life, the documentary film about
her life. Frank and his brother Nick joked about which one of them
would have to marry her to keep her from being deported. Once
Frank and Ayn were married, the couple had to go to Mexico so that
she could reenter the United States legally as the wife of a citizen.
Rand received her citizenship papers in March 1931. The marriage
was to last 50 years.

The tenor of the times changed dramatically shortly after the
marriage. The stock market crash in October 1929 led to the years of
the Great Depression, a time of drastically reduced economic expecta-
tions. Large numbers of people were out of work. The young couple
had many years of struggle. At the time of her marriage, Ayn Rand
listed “waiter” as her occupation. In the hard times that followed,
Rand worked in the wardrobe department of RKO, eventually rising
to head of the department. It was not work she enjoyed.

The 1930s brought a whole new ethos. Gone were the gay and
devil-may-care times of the previous decade. The population became
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more receptive to government intervention in what had heretofore
been private matters. This was not solely a matter of response to the
depression.

The early part of the twentieth century found the world awash
with collectivist-inspired political movements and theories, to which
many artists and intellectuals were attracted. Most of these theories
and movements fit under the general category of socialism, to use a
term that broadly denotes a system of public, as opposed to private,
ownership and management of the means of production and distribu-
tion of goods. And the varieties of statism were many, from the mod-
erate evolutionary Fabian Society of England to the militant National
Socialist German Workers’ party of Hitler.

The Communist Manifesto is perhaps the most celebrated of
socialist documents, and Marxian socialism spread throughout Europe
in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In fact, socialist
parties developed in all the leading industrial nations. In Russia there
were four kinds of socialist parties; it was the Bolsheviks who pre-
vailed. In China, Sun Yat-sen had led a socialist revolution as early as
1912. The Russian Revolution led to a Leninist interpretation of Marx
called communism, a term generally associated with the ideas and
practices of the Russian Marxists, particularly those who became the
developers of the Soviet system of government. For many young intel-
lectuals and artists worldwide, the Russian Revolution was a noble
experiment. They excused the poor standard of living and lack of free-
dom in the Soviet Union as transitional necessities. Socialism was in
such ascendance during this time that the 1930s are sometimes called
“the Red Decade.”

One of the reasons that it is difficult to accurately define social-
ism is that it has taken different forms under different historical and
local conditions. Part of its appeal is that it is advanced as a movement
for the promotion of the well-being and happiness of individual men
and women, the greatest happiness of the greatest number. In its
design, the state is supposed to exist only as a means to that end and
then, theoretically, is supposed to wither away. In practice, the oppo-
site has been true. Whenever and wherever socialist-based govern-
ments have been set up, the state and its apparatus have grown expo-
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nentially. Collectivist-inspired movements in the Soviet Union, Nazi
Germany, and Communist China have resulted in totalitarian states.

Ayn Rand, unlike the majority of her peers who were beguiled
by the promise of collectivism, was writing antisocialist fiction. Ever
the individualist, she set herself against the zeitgeist. Her first novels,
We the Living and Anthem, expose the flaws of both the system and
the philosophy underlying the communist state and collectivist men-
tality. In We the Living, she writes from personal experience about
how communism destroys individual happiness, particularly in the
best and the brightest. In Anthem she illustrates how a “We” based
society kills invention, creativity, and production. Not unexpectedly,
she had difficulty getting an American publisher for Anthem. It was
published first in England, and it was not until Rand had made her
name as the best-selling author of The Fountainhead that Anthem
found an American publisher.

Contiguous with writing We the Living, Rand also wrote a play
inspired by her reading of the Ivar Kreugar debacle. Ivar Kreugar was an
immigrant who came to this country with little money, built an interna-
tional financial empire, and controlled half the world’s match industry.
When the bogus basis for his company was discovered, he committed sui-
cide. Rand’s title for the play, which created the novel dramatic device of
having each performance’s audience serve as a jury, was Penthouse Leg-
end. When the play was originally produced in Hollywood, the title was
changed to Woman on Trial. Its absent hero, Bjorn Faulkner, is clearly a
criminal in realistic terms, but as Rand later made clear, the events of the
play are not to be taken literally, for the play is a work of romantic sym-
bolism. She called it a “sense of life” play. The name was changed to
Night of January 16th when the work was moved to Broadway, where it
enjoyed a moderate success. Rand and her husband moved to New York
City to participate in the production of the play. It was a happy move, as
Rand had always wanted to live in New York, a city that represented for
her the essence of American aspiration and reality.

Unfortunately, the production of her first Broadway play did not
turn out to be a positive experience. It was a pitched battle, which
Rand later characterized as “hell.” She quarreled constantly with the
producer about changes he wanted her to make. Subsequently she
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sued him for withholding some of her royalties. Nevertheless, the play
did enjoy moderate success and has, since its initial production, been
remounted often by little theater and summer stock companies. It was
even made into a movie starring Robert Preston and Ellen Drew, but
the movie is very different from the play.

During this time Rand was also trying to get her family out of
Russia. Telegrams during the mid-thirties show that at one point they
expected permission to leave, but in the end, consent was not granted,
and Rand had reason to believe that continued correspondence would
put her family in jeopardy. She lost contact with them during World
War II and many years later learned of the death of her father, mother,
and sister Natasha during the German siege of Leningrad. In the
1970s, Rand was able to bring her youngest and favorite sister, Nora,
to the United States, but the visit turned out to be a disaster, and Nora
and her husband, Victor, returned to Soviet Russia.

Rand’s anticommunist views and anticollectivist themes did not
resonate with leading critics and publishers during the 1930s. There is
also reason to believe that she had difficulties in finding jobs as a
screenwriter because of her political stance. On the international
stage, rumblings of war persisted. Events in the 1930s moved the
world steadily and inexorably toward global war. Fascism, which had
first gained power in Italy under Benito Mussolini, was victorious
under Hitler in Germany. In the Far East, Japan exercised its aggres-
sive and militaristic muscle and invaded Manchuria. The countries
that made up what became the Allied powers did little to check
aggression, and the invasions continued. Italy bombed Ethiopia; Ger-
many marched into the Rhineland. In Spain, a civil war resulted in a
victory for General Francisco Franco, whose forces were supplied and
reinforced by both Germany and Italy in what many saw as a dress
rehearsal for a major war. Austria capitulated, and Czechoslovakia fell
before the Nazi juggernaut. In 1939, having signed a pact with Russia,
Germany invaded Poland. Soviet forces also encroached on Polish ter-
ritory, and the country was partitioned between Germany and Russia.
Russia also invaded Finland.

There is not much in Ayn Rand’s writing that addresses this run-
up to World War II. Among her letters is one accompanying a contri-
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bution to the fund for purchasing armaments for Finland. Many left-
leaning intellectuals were active in antifascist activity but supportive of
Soviet Russia, which became an ally once -Germany attacked it in
1941. Ayn Rand seems to have been one of the few who argued that
there was little philosophical difference between fascism and commu-
nism. Both demand that the individual live for the state; both promote
totalitarian states. When Dashiel Hammett sent her a ticket to an
antifascist event, she returned it, writing him that when he opposed
both communism and fascism, she would send him double the amount
of the ticket. She wrote that capitalists must oppose both of these evil
“isms.”

During this time she wrote “The Individualist Manifesto,” which
in a greatly reduced version was published in Reader’s Digest as “The
Only Path to Tomorrow.” Headlines trumpeted the fall of nations;
slowly and inexorably, the war spread globally, but Rand’s published
letters and journal entries do not touch on war. She was to write that
the only justified war was one of self-defense. Certainly much of World
War II fell into that category. The United States did not join the war
until it was attacked by the Japanese at Pear] Harbor, so U.S. involve-
ment could be defined as falling into Rand’s criteria for a just war.

Whether or not Rand’s writing touched on World War II, Bran-
den’s biography notes what must have been her anguish as she read
the news about the Russian front, in particular about the siege of
Leningrad. Other accounts of Rand’s life mention the war’s effect on
her mainly in terms of the quality of paper used in the publication of
The Fountainhead and the publisher’s concern, owing to paper short-
ages, about the book’s length. One reviewer even made paper
rationing an issue in her assessment of the book. Another direct effect
was that rationing of certain materials delayed the production of the
movie of the novel.

Rand and her husband moved back to California in 1943 to
await the film version of her novel. She had done an initial treatment
and hoped to be hired to write the final screenplay. When their cats
could not be accommodated in rented apartments, they bought a
beautiful home, originally owned by Josef von Sternberg, and
designed by Richard Neutra. It was on a small ranch in the San Fer-
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nando Valley. Existent photographs of the place reveal lush grounds
and a most attractive house, which were featured in a House and Gar-
den article. Frank O’Connor was happy on the ranch, tending the
grounds, raising flowers and peacocks. It all spoke to his strong artistic
bent; he became a painter in later life. Ayn and Frank lived on the
ranch until 1951, when Rand decided they needed to move back to
New York City, where she lived for the rest of her life.

In California during the 1940s, the O’Connors made many new
friends and entertained often in their new home. Frank Lloyd Wright,
who had refused an interview before the publication of The Fountain-
head, invited Ayn and Frank to visit him at Taliesin East, and they did.
The result was a commission for him to design a home for them; the
design was never built.

While awaiting the production of the film version of The Foun-
tainhead, Rand took a job with Hal Wallis. The job called for her to
work six months of the year writing for Wallis and to be free for her
own writing the other six. Her professional assignments during this
time produced two successful movie scripts. One was Love Letters; the
other was You Came Along. Both were adaptations of other writers’
works. Wallis also suggested that Rand write an original screenplay
about the development of the atom bomb. The working title was “Top
Secret,” but before the script was finished, Wallis sold it to MGM,
much to Rand’s chagrin.

Following World War II, in which the United States and the
Soviet Union had found themselves allies, relations between the two
countries deteriorated. What followed came to be called the Cold War
because the enmity between the Soviet Union and the countries under
its influence and the rest of the Allied countries took every form
except open warfare. In the United States, fear of communist infiltra-
tion and influence led to what is sometimes called the McCarthy era, a
period of concern about communist infiltration of the government
and investigation of communist influence in many sensitive areas.

In Hollywood, Rand had made many friends who were political
conservatives and who shared some of her anticollectivist views. She
wrote “Screen Guide for Americans” for the anticommunist Motion
Picture Alliance for the Preservation of American Ideals. In it she
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exposed the methods of undermining American values in film and
admonished moviemakers not to glorify failure or smear American
political institutions, free enterprise, and -industrialists. When the
House Un-American Activities Committee held hearings about Holly-
wood, she testified, but she was not interested in addressing any issue
but the one of ideology. She was not allowed to testify as she wanted,
and the whole episode remained a source of discomfort for her. She
did not think it was an issue for the government to handle. She later
argued that much was known about the blacklisting of unfriendly wit-
nesses, but little was known about how witnesses who were friendly to
the purposes of the committee were also persecuted and maligned.

The movie version of The Fountainhead was not a resounding
success. Critics panned it, and it did not fulfill Rand’s original concep-
tion. It did, however, stimulate sales of the novel. Fans who had
already read the novel anxiously awaited the film. Rand received and
responded to numerous fan letters. Her habit of responding to fans
led to a relationship that significantly affected the rest of her life. But
before that happened, she had begun work on her next novel.

Not long after the publication of The Fountainhead, Rand was
inspired by an idea that became the plot line for Atlas Shrugged. The
story goes that during a telephone conversation with a friend, Rand
was told that she had to write a full explication of her ideas in nonfic-
tion treatise form, that she had a duty to do so. Rand questioned this
definition of her “duty” and responded, “What if I went on strike?
What if all creative minds in the world went on strike?” (PAR, 218). It
immediately struck her that such an idea would be a good basis for a
novel, but she did not begin making notes until 1945.3 From its initial
conception, her next work was to be a novel about the mind on strike,
and “The Strike” remained its working title for almost a decade.

The film version of The Fountainhead came out in 1949. That
same year, a young Canadian fan of the novel, who was studying at
UCLA, wrote Ayn Rand a follow-up letter to one he had mailed earlier
while still in Canada. In early 1950 the interchange resulted in an invi-
tation to her home. Nathan Blumenthal (later Nathaniel Branden)
describes the visit as “entering the dimension of my most passionate
longing.” The meeting between the 19-year-old student and the 45-
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year-old author was charged with instant attraction. While Frank
O’Connor listened and served refreshments, Ayn and Nathaniel con-
versed intently until early the next morning. Later Branden wrote that
their love affair began with “discussions of epistemology, metaphysics,
and ethics.” The physical affair did not begin till some years later. Fol-
lowing the initial meeting, Nathaniel asked permission to bring a
friend to a subsequent meeting. A week later, Barbara Weidman (later
Barbara Branden) joined the discussions.

Both young students were captivated by Rand’s extraordinary
intellect. Nathaniel concluded that she was “more than anything I
could have imagined.” He called her “Mrs. Logic.” Barbara remem-
bers the “fiercely perceptive eyes” and the intellectual excitement of
conversing with a woman who was “a superb teacher, taking endless
joy in the activity of breaking down complex issues into their easily
graspable parts” (PAR, 235). Barbara and Nathaniel, who Rand
referred to as “the children,” were involved in a troublesome relation-
ship of their own. Both credit Rand with influencing them toward
marriage. When they did marry in 1953, Ayn Rand and Frank O’Con-
nor were their matron of honor and best man.

In 1951 Nathaniel and Barbara moved from California to New
York City, she to begin her graduate work in philosophy, he to continue
his undergraduate degree in psychology. Shortly afterward Ayn Rand
and her husband also moved there. In New York, a group of friends
and relatives of the Brandens began to meet regularly at Rand’s apart-
ment. Individually, they were drawn to Rand either because they had
been admirers of The Fountainhead or because in the stimulation of
interacting with Rand they became interested in her ideas. This group,
which became part of her inner circle, expanded and shrunk over the
years and was known variously as the “Class of ’43” in acknowledg-
ment of the publication date of The Fountainhead or “the Collective,”
an ironic self-description. The most durable member of the group was
Leonard Peikoff, Barbara’s cousin, who met Rand when he was 17
years old. Eventually, he became Rand’s heir and literary executor and
chairman emeritus of the Ayn Rand Institute. The most famous mem-
ber of the group, in terms of global impact, was Alan Greenspan, who
had been married briefly to Joan Mitchell, Barbara’s dearest childhood
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friend. Greenspan, an economic consultant when he met Rand, went
on to be an adviser to three presidents and eventually chairman of the
Federal Reserve, shepherding the U.S. ecenomy during a period of
unprecedented prosperity. He remained a loyal friend of Rand’s for the
rest of her life, even inviting her to Washington, D.C., for his swearing
in as part of the Gerald Ford administration.

As she worked through the final stages of writing Atlas Shrugged,
Rand’s social life was made up almost entirely of interaction with the
Collective. Barbara and Nathaniel Branden had been accorded the
privilege of reading early chapters of Atlas Shrugged while they were
still in California. Once the small group of their friends and intimates
began meeting for regular Saturday evening discussions with Rand,
the group also became prepublication readers.

What members of the Collective did not realize, though they
certainly knew that Nathaniel was Rand’s favorite and designated
ideal reader—the term she used to explain the dual dedication of Atlas
Shrugged to him and her husband—was that what had begun as a
mentor-fan relationship was expanding into a full-fledged love affair.
The affair would have fateful consequences for all involved.* It began
in early 1955 and progressed through periods of greater and lesser
intensity, sometimes including a sexual component, sometimes not. It
ended cataclysmically in 1968, rupturing family relationships and end-
ing friendships, creating a schism in the adherents to Rand’s philoso-
phy that endures to this day. But before that fateful day, a philosophy
was born and an intellectual movement launched.

In her personal life, Ayn Rand began an affair with a man 25
years her junior; in her professional life, she began writing the climax
of her magnum opus, a 60-page speech delivered by her ideal man.
The speech took two years to write. When the novel was finished in
March 1957, Ayn Rand did not know that it was to be her last pub-
lished work of fiction. Random House won the contest to publish the
novel, and although Rand would not allow them to cut one word,
they promoted the book aggressively. Rand even spoke to a meeting
of Random House salespeople, consolidating her philosophy for them
as follows: “Metaphysics—objective reality; Epistemology—reason;
Ethics—self-interest; Politics—capitalism.”s
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Rand expected a fusillade of negative reactions to the novel
because she understood that its message flew in the face of the pre-
dominant cultural tradition. Her expectations were fulfilled. Those
reviews, the hostile and the sympathetic, are presented in some detail
in chapter 2 of this volume. What Rand had not anticipated, and what
her friends believe sent her into a deep depression, was the lack of
support from people she counted on to share her philosophical per-
spectives. Readers, however, were undeterred. As was the case with
The Fountainhead, word of mouth trumped negative criticism. Atlas
Shrugged went through printing after printing and has never been out
of print since it was published. After Rand’s break with Nathaniel
Branden, his name was removed from the dedication. In 1992
Leonard Peikoff published a 35th anniversary edition, with a new
introduction. The novel has been translated into languages as diverse
as Hebrew and Spanish.

Rand’s career moved in an unexpected direction the year after
the publication of Atlas Shrugged. Nathaniel Branden began to teach
the basic principles of Rand’s philosophy, which she named Objec-
tivism. These lectures became incorporated under the Nathaniel Bran-
den Institute (NBI), a business venture undertaken by the Brandens,
approved by Rand. Nathaniel Branden explains that his motivation
was his need to take action in the face of the animosity of the
responses to the novel: “My motive was selfish—it was my battle for
my ideas” (MYWAR, 206).

No one could have predicted the growth of what came to be
called the Objectivist movement. Ayn Rand did not expect it to suc-
ceed when she agreed to be available for question-and-answer sessions
after the lectures; the businesspeople Rand consulted saw no future
for such an impractical venture. Starting in the winter of 1958 with a
class of 28 students, the undertaking metamorphosed over the years to
include courses in many cities, a newsletter called The Objectivist
Newsletter and then the journal called The Objectivist, and the publi-
cation of Rand’s many speeches and articles. Ayn Rand and Objectivist
study clubs sprang up on college campuses. A publishing division was
created to reissue some of Rand’s favorite novels with new introduc-
tions by Rand. Calumet “K” and The Man Who Laughs were the first
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Critical Reception

The critical reception of Atlas Shrugged began even before the novel
was published. This was due, in part, to the uncommon circumstances
of its creation. On the one hand, there were the members of “the Class
of ’43,” a nickname Ayn Rand gave to a group of young people,
mostly friends and relatives of Nathaniel and Barbara Branden, who
were fans of The Fountainhead, which had been published in 1943.
This group of young intellectuals met regularly at Rand’s home on
Saturday nights, and they read Atlas Shrugged in manuscript even as it
was being written. This is not a usual procedure. Because they were
intensely partisan, it is not unexpected that they were uncritically pos-
itive about what they were reading. The more naive among them
expected that it was a book that would be enthusiastically welcomed
and effect immediate change in the country. One is reminded of
Jonathan Swift’s Lemuel Gulliver, who cannot understand why the
publications of his Travels has produced so little reform in England:
“Behold, after above six months warning, I cannot learn that my book
hath produced one single effect according to mine intentions. ... And,
it must be owned that seven months were sufficient time to correct
every vice and folly to which Yahoos are subject, if their natures had
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been capable of the least disposition to virtue and Wisdom.”¢ Later, I
will discuss other areas where Rand’s fiction techniques have much in
common with traditional satirists. -

On the other hand, a group of editors and readers at key publish-
ing houses were reading the book in a quasi contest to see who would
gain the rights to publish it. It would have been expected that the pub-
lisher of Rand’s previous novel, The Fountainhead, would have uncon-
tested rights to publishing her next novel, but Rand had not been
pleased with the way Bobbs-Merrill had fumbled both the publication
and the promotion of The Fountainhead. Therefore, when Ross Baker,
the New York representative of Bobbs-Merrill, suggested that she cut
the length of one of the important philosophical speeches in Atlas
Shrugged, Rand seized the opportunity to free herself from her contract.
Because Bobbs-Merrill refused to publish the novel as she had written it,
Rand felt she had complied with the need to give them right of first
refusal and could seek another publisher. Baker’s assessment was that
the book was “unsalable and unpublishable” as written (PAR, 284).

Bennett Cerf, whose Random House won the opportunity to
become the book’s publisher, concluded, after his first reading: “It’s a
great book. Name your own terms” (PAR, 287). These two diametri-
cally opposed prepublication evaluations of the book are paradigmatic
of the critical reaction that was to follow. It is awful; it is great. The
argument still rages.

Rand had premonitions that her novel would provoke negative
reactions. She told Nathaniel Branden, “It’s going to be the most con-
troversial book of this century; I'm going to be hated, vilified, lied
about, smeared in every possible way” (MYWAR, 176). She was close
to being right. Hostile reviewers predominated. To add to the chal-
lenges the book had to overcome to reach its audience, acrimonious
reviews were published in some of the most influential newspapers
and magazines. Granville Hicks, writing in the New York Times Book
Review, proclaims Atlas Shrugged a book “written out of hate” and
uses such adjectives as “belligerent and unremitting” to describe its
tone. He finds Rand’s creation of a dark and devastated New York
City an exercise in projected misanthropy, opining that she “cheerfully
envisages” such a destruction.
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“Liberals” are identified by Donald Malcolm, in his review for
the New Yorker, as Rand’s villains, and he finds her depiction of how
they have brought “the world to a sorry plight” a strain on credulity.
His derisive descriptions of the novel include the scene where the
incompetent liberals attempt to torture John Galt (“no fooling, these
liberals can’t do anything right”) and Dagny and Hank’s viewing of a
man pulling a plow by hand in Michigan (“Even the horse, it appears,
cannot survive where liberals flourish and billboards disappear™).

William F. Buckley’s antipathy to Ayn Rand was unabated even
by her death. His obituary notice is positively celebratory. It is not sur-
prising, then, that the National Review assessment, written by
reformed communist Whittaker Chambers, is among the most vitriolic.
Adjectives such as “silly,” “bumptious,” and “preposterous” pepper the
early part of his review, which characterizes the novel as a “ferro-
concrete fairy tale,” a modern day take on “The War between the Chil-
dren of Light and the Children of Darkness.” Finally, Chambers
denounces the book for its “overriding arrogance,” its “shrillness,” and
its “dogmatism.” His most insulting assessment, given the author’s Jew-
ish background, is that “from almost any page of Atlas Shrugged, a
voice can be heard ... commanding: ‘To a gas chamber—go!” ”

Reviewers seemed to fall over themselves in a contest to devise
the most pejorative descriptors for the novel. “Execrable claptrap”
and “solemn grotesquerie” are Charles Rolo’s entries. His Atlantic
Monthly review found that here and there Rand’s “perceptions are
sound,” but that for the most part, the book, which he says exerted on
him a “repulsive fascination,” is an act of hatred. The Time evaluation
begins, “Is it a novel? Is it a nightmare?” and goes on to announce that
the novel must be read to be disbelieved. The Time reviewer found the
book a “weird performance” and a hideous caricature of capitalism.
Catholic World’s reviewer Riley Hughes adds “shrill diatribe” to the
disparaging catalog of descriptions. Patricia Donegan accuses Rand of
“gleefully destroy[ing] the world” and of expressing “an immense hos-
tility, a real malevolence that takes joy in the sight of destruction.” For
Donegan, the novel is an “outpouring of hate.” One can add to the
foregoing the Los Angeles Times’ “grotesque eccentricity” and Gore
Vidal’s “perfect in its immorality.”

21



ATLAS SHRUGGED

The extreme denunciations were not matched by an equal num-
ber of raves in favor of the work, but there were some reviewers who
found much to admire about the novel. Chref among them was John
Chamberlain writing for the New York Herald Tribune. Chamberlain
discerned the various levels of the novel and understood its ability to
“satisfy many readers on many separate planes of satisfaction.” He
compares it to Buck Rogers as science fiction and Dostoyevsky as
philosophical detective story, and he notes that it is also like a Socratic
dialog and profound political parable. The main quarrel he has is with
Rand’s hard line on charity.

Most of the other assessments, even those that found something
to admire, were not unalloyed endorsements. The summation of the
Newsweek review is that Rand presents a “powerful argument.” Still,
the reviewer calls the book “gigantic, relentless, often fantastic,” in its
“eloquent flow of ideas.” In the “Talk with the Author” afterword to
the review, Rand is quoted as naming the small group of disciples of
her ideas “The Children,” whom she sees as intellectuals capable of
changing the world. Helen Beal Woodward’s estimation is that “Ayn
Rand is a writer of dazzling virtuosity.” Woodward notes Rand’s abil-
ity to leave a “powerful, disturbing impression.” However, she also
finds the book “shot through with hatred,” and Rand’s “considerable
gifts” undone by her “prolixity and her incontinence.” Woodward is
one of the reviewers who saw the female fantasy level of the novel,
calling it a “non-stop daydream” for girls who would like to see them-
selves as running a railroad with one hand while reducing men to
“panting adoration” with the other.

Critics, even those generally receptive to Rand’s message, are
prone to question the efficacy of her tone and verbal effusion. Richard
McLaughlin, writing for the American Mercury, is a case in point. He
welcomes a polemic against “bureaucratic mumbo-jumbo” and the
encroachment of the welfare state, but he is staggered to find the
answer to his desires in the form of a “leviathan” that “often shouts at
the top of its lungs.” For all his sympathy with Rand’s positions and
advocacy of reason, he is put off by her “long-windedness,” and
although calling her “no literary giant,” he is among the first to com-
pare Atlas Shrugged to Uncle Tom’s Cabin.
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Perhaps when her more private correspondence or diaries are
published, we will know exactly how Rand reacted to the fusillade of
negative reviews. What we have now are the observations of people
who were closest 1o her at the time. The novel made her wealthy and
world famous. It accomplished the goals she had set for herself as a
fiction writer, the creation of an ideal man and the world one wanted
to live in. Contrary to expectations, according to Barbara Branden,
Rand was not upset by the bad reviews; she expected them. What did
dishearten her, sending her into a long period of depression, was the
lack of support by any of the public figures she had expected to appre-
ciate her accomplishment, to share her philosophy.

The general readership was obviously undeterred by critical hos-
tility and derision. As was the case for The Fountainhead, the sales fig-
ures for Atlas Shrugged put it into the best-seller category. It has been
in print since its publication. And while hostility has continued from
many quarters, the book has garnered small but steady reassessment
over the years.

These reassessments sometimes come from surprising quarters.
Reason, a libertarian magazine, devoted a special issue to Rand’s work
in 1973. This is significant because Rand was openly hostile to liber-
tarians, calling them, among other things, “hippies of the right.”” “The
New Republic” is Douglas Den Uyl’s essay in Reason. In it, he makes
an analogy between Plato’s Republic and Rand’s Atlas Shrugged, find-
ing a number of ways Rand’s work fits in the tradition of Plato’s, par-
ticularly in her emphasis on virtue. The following year, Reason came
out with Robert Greenwood’s charge that critics and reviewers had
failed to come to terms with Rand’s novel, seeing that in the reviews
of Atlas Shrugged, “misrepresentation and vituperation” are substi-
tuted for any attempt to identify the ideas of the novel and debate
them. My own late-seventies article “Ayn Rand and Feminism: An
Unlikely Alliance” grew organically out of teaching women’s studies
courses. My students were becoming depressed by the parade of
betrayed, frustrated, ineffectual heroines who populated the pages of
American fiction. The seventies were a time of search for “role mod-
els,” and my students could not find one, even in novels that were
being touted as breakthroughs of feminist fiction. Dagny Taggart’s
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success both in running her railroad and in attracting the most heroic
of men and the antisacrificial message of the novel qualified it, in the
opinion of my students, as an appropriate text for women’s studies
courses.$

Rand expressed hostility to what she called “Women’s Lib” in
several of her newsletter articles. Undaunted by her hostility, feminist
critics have continued to find ways to appreciate her fiction. The 1999
publication Feminist Interpretations of Ayn Rand contains several arti-
cles that suggest productive ways to reread Atlas Shrugged. Karen
Michalson reads Rand’s novel as a “feminist creation myth,” finding
Dagny Taggart “arguably one of the strongest heroes in Western litera-
ture.” Michalson’s essay is subtitled “The Epic Hero/ine in Disguise.”
In the same volume, Judith Wilt’s “The Romances of Ayn Rand”
examines how Rand’s novel represents “the furious exasperation of
the precocious girl denied access to the world of doers and makers.”
The novel is, in Wilt’s assessment, “strenuously meritocratic” and
naive in its equation of virtue with success, but she values the “exalted
love of one’s own life” it exhibits. “Fluff and Granite: Rereading Ayn
Rand’s Camp Feminist Aesthetics” is Melissa Jane Hardie’s singular
contribution to a revisionist approach to Rand. Hardie’s essay posits
Rand as a camp persona, an ersatz movie queen, who borrowed heav-
ily from melodrama. Hardie sees in a feminist rereading of Rand a
strategy that corresponds to one of “camp’s most important functions:
to liberate unexpected meanings from unorthodox materials.”

Writing shortly after Rand’s death in the early eighties, Robert
Hunt begins his reading with the opinion that “Ayn Rand is a prophet
whose time has come, gone, and come again.” His essay, a chapter in an
anthology about works of science fiction and fantasy, assesses Atlas
Shrugged as the “most powerful and influential work to emerge from the
American Right.” Hunt rejects Rand’s contention that her purpose is not
the philosophical enlightenment of her readers; he defines Atlas Shrugged
as an “apologue, an argument for an intellectual and moral position,
which happens to take the form of a novel.” He also argues that the
“novel’s bulk ... is actually an asset to its function as an apologue.”

The Other Fifties: Interrogating Midcentury American Icons, an
anthology published in 1997, includes an essay by Stacey Olster enti-
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tled “Something Old, Something New, Something Borrowed, Some-
thing (Red, White, and) Blue: Ayn Rand’s Atlas Shrugged and Objec-
tivist Ideology.” Olster locates Rand’s “strike” strategy as one she
shares with a nuniber of novelists whose protagonists choose with-
drawal rather than engagement, specifically, Ralph Ellison’s invisible
man, Joseph Heller’s Yossarian, Saul Bellow’s dangling man, and Nor-
man Mailer’s Barbary Shore. However, Olster finds Rand, unlike
those leftist writers, more in tune with the eighteenth-century Found-
ing Fathers and their belief in some form of “governing aristocracy as
a stabilizing force in society.”

In 1997 the Institute for Objectivist Studies and the Cato Insti-
tute cosponsored a 40th anniversary celebration of the publication of
Atlas Shrugged. Little in the program addressed the literary qualities of
the book. The program boasted businesspeople, philosophers, and a
television commentator. All addressed the influence of the book in
diverse areas such as business, economics, and politics.
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The Importance of the Work

A 1998 Random House/Modern Library reader’s poll placed both
Atlas Shrugged and The Fountainhead at the top of their lists of great-
est novels of the century. Few works of fiction have had the philosoph-
ical impact of Atlas Shrugged. It is a novel that spawned a movement,
inspired a political party, and continues to impact readers who fall
under its sway. A 1991 survey by the Library of Congress and the
Book-of-the-Month Club lists Atlas Shrugged second only to the Bible
as the book readers identified as having most influenced their lives.
And although this may seem a lofty position for a work of fiction, the
association of Rand’s opus with a book considered by many to be
none other than the word of God is not without precedent. It is an
association suggested by the author herself. In his autobiography, Ben-
nett Cerf recounts an editorial conference with Rand in which he sug-
gested she might cut some portions of John Galt’s 60-page speech,
which is in many ways the climactic event of Atlas Shrugged. “Would
you cut the Bible?” was her rejoinder (253). Hostile critics, reacting to
the intensity of Rand’s admirers and followers, have called Atlas
Shrugged the “Bible of Objectivism.”
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One of the problems in qualifying the importance of Rand’s
magnum opus is that it does not fit comfortably into either of the two
main categories used in academe to classify fiction. On the one hand,
there is “serious fiction,” those works of timeless quality that speak to
the human heart abov* universal issues and that are the mainstay of lit-
erature classes. They are the canon, haute literature, art. They are
taught in high schools and universities; their plots and characters are
part of our common culture. Professors write critical articles about
them in scholarly journals. On the other hand, there is popular fiction,
generally written to appeal to the tastes of the time; its purpose is to
entertain the reading public, thus ensuring the author’s financial gain.
The popularity of such works is often short-lived, although there is
growing attention to them as part of popular culture studies. Serious
literature lasts; best-sellers are usually evanescent. Paradoxically Atlas
Shrugged is both. It was a best-seller in 1957 and has continued to sell
well in all the years since that date. Still, it has transcended the best-
seller category because of its durability, which makes it something of
an anomaly. Even those who continue to question the novel’s literary
merit would have to agree that it is “significant,” if not “serious,” fic-
tion. In that way, it is not unlike Harriet Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s
Cabin, which, though it is not considered a book of great literary
merit, is nevertheless a classic because of its political import. Atlas
Shrugged is also a work that stirred a political movement in the United
States. Stowe influenced abolitionists and fueled the antislavery move-
ment; Rand is given credit for creating a philosophy and intellectual
movement, Objectivism, and stimulating the nascent libertarian move-
ment.

Counting Rand as an inspiration for the libertarian movement is
not without its problems. She would have renounced the connec-
tions. Ayn Rand described libertarians as thugs and hoodlums, “whim-
worshipping subjectivists.” She rejected them and their political phi-
losophy completely, and yet polls among libertarians reveal that she is
“the most important intellectual influence on an entire generation of
libertarians.” Many believe that Rand popularized libertarian ideas,
bringing them to a wide audience because of the popularity of her fic-
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tion. Others have questioned the extent of Rand’s influence in liber-
tarian circles, claiming the influence is not so strong with the new gen-
eration as it was earlier. Still, Liberty, a libertarian and classical liberal
magazine, regularly publishes articles dealing with Rand and reviews
of works about her, as does Reason. And the Cato Institute, popularly
referred to as a libertarian think tank, cosponsored the 40th anniver-
sary celebration of the publication of Atlas Shrugged. It is important to
point out that the celebration was a collaboration of Cato and the
Institute for Objectivist Studies, which is an indication of the coming
together of these two important areas of Rand’s influence.’® One of
the sessions at this daylong celebration traced the influence of the
novel on the market-liberal movement. The Ayn Rand Institute has
continued to renounce all connections with libertarians.

The antipathy between Rand and libertarianism is curious. Joan
Kennedy Taylor, who knew Ayn Rand personally, wrote that in the
early days of Taylor’s newsletter Persuasion, she had asked Rand how
to credit the political ideas she was espousing. It was during the Gold-
water presidential campaign of 1964. Taylor reports that Rand
responded, “The name for my political philosophy is libertarian-
ism.”!1 Nathaniel Branden, on the other hand, remembers that Rand
was suspicious of the term as early as the late 1950s. In his remem-
brance, Rand said that the political philosophy she espoused was lais-
sez-faire capitalism. He recalls that for all his arguments in favor of
the term “libertarianism,” especially defined as one based on the invi-
olability of individual rights and the rejection of initiation of force,
Rand still rejected it as sounding “too much like a made up word.”

On a personal level, Atlas Shrugged was the demarcation work
that ended her career as a novelist and launched Rand as a popular
philosopher. Ronald Merrill sees the novel as the “destination of her
intellectual journey” (59). What he finds in the novel is the solution to
the great question of her life—how a rational person functions in an
irrational society. The novel expounds her “radically new philosophy”
at almost every level, from metaphysics to epistemology to ethics to
politics to economics to aesthetics.

Another area in which Rand’s works had a noticeable effect is
revitalizing the American individualist movement. In a time when col-
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lectivist ideas reigned in everything from pedagogical techniques to
group therapy, Rand’s staunch individualism gave succor to those who
found themselves in the intellectual minority. This was particularly so
in universities and colleges that became increasingly leftist. It is telling
that Ayn Rand societies sprang up on college campuses, as did Objec-
tivist clubs. Rand’s influence can also be noted in free market founda-
tions and organizations such as the Society for Individual Liberty and
South Africa’s Free Market Foundation. Bookstores that specialize in
pro-freedom literature routinely feature not only works by Rand but
books about her. Laissez Faire Books in San Francisco and Second
Renaissance Books in Connecticut are two of the most prominent.

Rand’s influence is noticeable in a variety of disciplines. Discus-
sion of her ideas is not restricted to literary journals. In fact, if any-
thing, Rand’s importance has been acknowledged as often and more
readily in philosophical and social science studies. The British Journal
of Political Science cites Rand as one of the most important “rights”
theorists. This categorization is also made in Norman Barry’s book On
Classical Liberalism and Libertarianism. On the other hand, John C.
Merrill lists Rand with great thinkers who have influenced journalism.
Few articles about Alan Greenspan, chairman of the Federal Reserve
Board, fail to mention Rand’s role in his early thought formation. She
is listed in a book extolling the virtues of famous people with the
courage to doubt. The number of master’s theses and doctoral disser-
tations on her work has grown tenfold in the last 15 years.

In one of the final chapters of her biography of Rand, Barbara
Branden names individuals who have affirmed the importance of Atlas
Shrugged in their lives. It is a diverse group. Anne Wortham, author of
The Other Side of Racism, credits the novel with her “psycho-intellectual
transformation” (PAR, 408). Henry Mark Holzer, a constitutional lawyer
and professor of law, found reading Rand like “taking a post-doctoral
course in mental functioning” (409). Billie Jean King, who transformed
women’s tennis, told a Playboy interviewer that Atlas Shrugged was the
novel that turned her around. It gave her the emotional ammunition she
needed to win her battles both on and off the court.

There is strong evidence to suggest that Rand clearly meant the
book to have influence beyond what one would expect of an ordinary
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Complicated and intricate, a model of integration among story, char-
acters, and theme, the plot of Atlas Shrugged has been described in a
variety of ways. James T. Baker, for one, comments on the difficulty in
classifying it, calling it, among other things, “both satire and deadly
social commentary.” One reviewer labels the novel a work of science
fiction, another calls it a mystery story, and a third a female fantasy
novel. For still others it is a profound political parable. As a work of
social philosophy, it has been compared to George Orwell’s 1984.
Donald Klopfer, the co-owner of Random House, categorized Atlas
Shrugged as a moral defense of capitalism. Rand’s novel is any and all
of those things.

Fortunately, the reader does not have to choose among these dif-
ferent evaluations to enjoy the book. Rand’s plot is complex and mul-
tilayered enough to allow it to work on many levels at once, and there
is story enough to satisfy a variety of tastes. For those who read mostly
for story, there are mystery, excitement, dead-end leads, and a profu-
sion of plot twists and turns. For those who read at the deeper philo-
sophical level, Rand provides, through her characters and in lengthy
speeches, a working out of many of her basic philosophical principles.
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John Steinbeck, commenting about his masterpiece The Grapes
of Wrath, wrote: “There are five layers in this book; a reader will find
as many as he can and he won’t find more than he has in himself.” A
similar observation can be made about readers of Atlas Shrugged.
Although there are some who may insist on a singular reading, most
will find that Rand’s multiple plotlines serve to enlarge the dimensions
of the reading experience and that these multiple approaches to the
plot enrich each other. Rand herself promoted the concept of a plot
that can be read at multiple levels; she called them “tiers or layers of
depth.”12 What follows are some possibilities for alternative readings
of Atlas Shrugged.

AS MYSTERY STORY

“Who is John Galt?” is the question that begins Atlas Shrugged.
Answering that question occupies a major part of the first half of the
plot. Who is the inventor of the motor Dagny Taggart discovers in the
ruins of the Twentieth Century Motor Company? Seeking the answer
to that question occupies a key role in Dagny’s quest to keep her rail-
road running through all the power shortages affecting the country.
Why are there so few competent workers? Who is the “destroyer”
who precedes Dagny in her search for the remaining productive and
capable individuals, convincing them to quit just when she needs them
the most? Although neither the reader nor the heroine is aware of it,
the answer to all these questions is one and the same. One way of
approaching the story is in terms of the puzzle plot, a subgenre of the
traditional mystery or detective story. And therein lies much of the
ingenuity of Ayn Rand’s stratagem. The reader replicates Dagny’s
search, putting first one, then the next, piece of the puzzle in place,
never quite getting the whole picture, till every piece has been found.
“Who is John Galt?” is the query that initiates the plot. It is a
question that serves as a catchphrase to embody the unease and appre-
hension of the populace of the United States as it is depicted in the
times of Atlas Shrugged. It is a rhetorical question, one that requires no
response. It connotes the unanswerable. Characteristically, the phrase
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also provides summation to a litany of despair such as “Nobody can
help what he does, that is the way things made him. There is nothing
we can do about anything. ... What's the use anyway?” (Atlas
Shrugged, 146). It also means “Don’t ask questions nobody can
answer” (23). In other words: Who is John Galt?

Like any good mystery writer, Rand provides well-hidden clues
to the answer throughout the story. Answers are offered by various
characters, some more and some less credible. An unnamed woman at
a party given by Lillian Rearden claims that John Galt was a million-
aire who while sailing his yacht on the Atlantic Ocean saw the sunken
towers of Atlantis and chose with his crew to sink the ship and join the
hero-spirits who lived there (147). Francisco d’Anconia chuckles and
affirms that the fool woman “doesn’t know that she was telling you
the truth” (147). In the context of all the other seemingly more impor-
tant party chatter, the reader may easily overlook this clue.

In another scene early in the novel, Dagny abandons her brother,
jumps out of a car, and seeks shelter in a small diner. The diner is pic-
tured in darkness, with windows that present “a bright band of glass
and light” (167). The image is reminiscent of the Edward Hopper
painting Nighthawks. A bum in the diner tells Dagny that he knows
that John Galt was an explorer, the greatest that ever lived. He found
the fountain of youth at the top of a mountain, and after ten years of
agony trying to bring the fountain back to men, he found that it can-
not be brought down (169).

Francisco d’Anconia does not represent John Galt as an explorer
who was successful where Ponce de Leon failed, but instead he makes
an analogy to Greek mythology. He tells Dagny, “John Galt is Pro-
metheus who changed his mind” (480). D’Anconia explains that John
Galt is a Prometheus who has withdrawn his fire—until men withdraw
their vultures. The analogy is problematic. In d’Anconia’s characteri-
zation, it is men, not Zeus, who set the vultures on Prometheus. The
implication is that humanity has not appreciated the gift of fire and
therefore Prometheus is withdrawing it. This is consistent with the
themes of the novel because in the novel, it is the lesser beings,
the unproductive and the second-handers, who are unappreciative of
the talents and abilities of the “titans,” the Prometheuses of society. It
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1s they—men—who create the vulturous laws and restrictions to inhibit
the productive, punishing them rather than rewarding them for their
gifts. In the myth, however, it is not iman, the beneficiary of
Prometheus’s largesse, but Zeus, from whom he stole the fire, who pun-
ishes Prometheus. Prometheus is punished not by lesser beings that are
unappreciative but by a greater being for stealing something that
belongs to the gods and allows humans to improve their miserable exis-
tences. It is for this defiance of inexorable omnipotence that Prometheus
became such a hero for romantic writers. Individualistic and atheist
poets such as Byron and Shelley wrote paeans to Prometheus, Byron
hailing his “impenetrable Spirit” and his encouragement of the mind,
Shelley projecting his ultimate triumph over Zeus.!3

In another instance of the well-disguised clues Rand sprinkles
throughout the story, Dagny speaks with Dr. Robert Stadler about the
reliability of Rearden Metal. He offers, as an example of hope turned
to disillusionment, the story of his three brilliant students. One, Fran-
cisco d’Anconia, has become a dissolute playboy; the second, Ragnar
Danneskjold, has become a pirate. The third, whose name Stadler
unaccountably deletes, has “vanished without a trace—into the great
unknown of mediocrity. He is probably a second assistant bookkeeper
somewhere” (182). Stadler’s statement resonates with dramatic irony,
but this early in the plot, the reader is still trying to comprehend, as is
Dagny, what is happening to the country, what accounts for the short-
age of able workers; and so it is easy to miss the clue. Later, in another
context, Stadler tells Dagny: “I knew a John Galt once—only he died
long ago. He had such a mind that, had he lived, the whole world
would have been talking of him by now.” Dagny responds, “But the
whole world is talking of him” (336). As bright as she is, it is a wonder
that she does not connect the John Galt of this story with the other
students Stadler has named—students whose names she does know.
Why doesn’t she ask Francisco who his other classmate was? Dr.
Robert Stadler is also supposed to be brilliant. How does he not make
the connection between his brilliant student and the engine model
Dagny has shown him? An astute connoisseur of detective fiction
would have asked this question, but most readers do not have enough
clues this early in the novel to make the necessary connection. It is
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also to Rand’s credit as a mystery writer; a true crafter of the genre
drops clues and foreshadows events in such a subtle manner that when
the denouement occurs, the reader responds, “Of course, I should
have known that.”

In a gesture of defiance that exemplifies Dagny’s battle against
the palpable futility, fear, and despair infecting the country, Dagny
names the line she builds with Rearden Metal the John Galt Line. The
line is a success, counter to all expectations. At a press conference, she
answers a reporter’s query of “Who is John Galt?” with the declara-
tion “We are” (224). Francisco reacts oddly to the naming, and in an
ominous bit of foreshadowing, he warns Dagny that John Galt may
come to claim his railroad if she names it that. His prediction is
prophetic. Eventually Galt does.

The success Dagny achieves in the battle to build the railroad
culminates the first stage, or complication, in the plot. Once Dagny
accomplishes this task, the next problem she takes on arises out of a
curious discovery she makes during a trip with Hank. They take what
is supposed to be a break from their hectic schedules and end up
exploring an abandoned factory. In it, Dagny uncovers the ruins of an
extraordinary motor. Struck by the enormous potential of the motor,
she begins a search to discover its inventor. She vows, “I'll find him—
if I have to drop every other thing I'm doing” (271). She believes that
the inventor is the “most important man in the world” (307). Hank
Rearden tells Dagny, in another of those clever uses of dramatic irony
Rand employs so effectively, that the inventor must be dead. If he
were alive “the whole world would know his name by now” (271),
which of course it does.

Over and over, in the story of Dagny’s search for the inventor,
Rand uses dramatic irony to foreshadow the conclusion to the mys-
tery. Looking at the motor and musing about its inventor, Dagny
thinks that a mind like the one that created the motor would know
how to win the battle she is waging to keep her railroad running and
to keep the country afloat. The irony here is, of course, that ultimately
John Galt does know how to win the battle, only it is not in the way
Dagny anticipates. Hank Rearden tells a clerk in the Hall of Records,
“We’re looking for a friend of ours” (274). He, too, does not realize
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that he is telling the truth, that the man he finds will be one of his best
friends. “I don’t think you folks are detectives” (275) concludes
Mayor Bascom of Rome, Wisconsin, to whom they go for informa-
tion. But in fact, that is just what they are, detectives searching for
clues to the identity not of a criminal but of an inventor.

The simultaneous searches to uncover the history of Twentieth
Century Motors and the identity of the inventor of the motor lead
Dagny to an interview with Ivy Starnes, one of the last owners. She, of
course, does not remember the name of the first engineer to quit the
company. In her code of values, being the embodiment of altruism and
collectivism that she is, “He wasn’t anybody important” (302).
Dagny’s search then leads her to Mrs. William Hastings, whose hus-
band had been the chief engineer of Twentieth Century Motors.
Dagny hopes she will find that he was the inventor of the motor.
Although Mrs. Hastings knows of the motor, she explains to Dagny
that “it was the invention of a young assistant of his” (304). This is
Dagny’s first positive clue to the identity of the inventor. Then Mrs.
Hastings echoes the words of Dr. Stadler, remembering that her hus-
band had predicted that the young man would “someday up-turn the
world” (304). Although she does not remember his name, she does
point Dagny in the direction of her next clue, an encounter with Hugh
Akston and a cigarette marked with a dollar sign.

Dagny is not completely in the dark. She has glimmers of the
answers to her questions. When she and Owen Kellogg find them-
selves on a frozen train, their conversation stirs her subconscious:

Somewhere on the edge of her mind—Ilike the wisps she saw
floating on the edges of the prairie, neither quite rays nor fog nor
cloud—she felt some shape which she could not grasp, half-
suggested and demanding to be grasped. (626)

But she does not explore her intuitions. She is rushing to find Quentin
Daniels, the only mind left in the country who might be able to repli-
cate the achievement of the inventor of the motor. Of course, the
destroyer has been there before her, removing Daniels before she can
talk to him.
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Ayn Rand, employing an adroit plot maneuver, has Dagny find
the solution to her search, unexpectedly, at the moment when she
thinks she has failed. Her detective work is about to pay off, but in a
most surprising way. Grabbing a plane to give chase to the plane tak-
ing Daniels and the destroyer away, Dagny follows them. Flying over
Colorado, she loses them, and her plane begins a dive she cannot con-
trol. As she crashes, her mind speaks the sentence she hated—words
the narrator tells us that Dagny thinks of as “words of defeat, of
despair and of a plea for help: Oh hell! Who is John Galt?” (643).

Those are the last words of part 2. Atlas Shrugged is now more
than half over, and most of this plotline is resolved. When Dagny
opens her eyes at the beginning of part 3, all her questions are
answered. She looks into the face of John Galt. He is the inventor of
the motor. He is also the one responsible for the disappearance of the
productive and capable people. Not only that, but he does have a
plan for reversing the despair and decline of the country. He is also
the ideal man, the answer to her romantic search. The detective has
literally fallen into the solution to her problem. The mysteries are
solved.

In the essay “The Literary Method of Ayn Rand” (a chapter in
Who Is Ayn Rand?), Nathaniel Branden wrote about another level of
the mystery story. He quotes Rand calling it “a mystery story, ‘not
about the murder of a man’s body, but about the murder—and
rebirth—of man’s spirit’ ” (98). Branden identifies it as a mystery to be
solved by philosophical detection. Just as Rand dissolves the dichotomy
between mind and body, between the spiritual and the material, so in
this mystery story the line between the material and the philosophical
mystery stories is nonexistent. The philosophical mystery story under-
girds all.

Rand’s tribute to Aristotle is evident in the titles of Atlas
Shrugged’s three main parts, “Non-Contradiction,” “Either-Or,” and
“A Is A.” The philosophical mystery story operates at a different and
simultaneous level with the material one. In Structure and Meaning in
Ayn Rand’s Novels, Kirsti Minsaas describes Dagny’s quests to find the
inventor of the motor and keep her railroad running as a “cover plot”
to conceal the event of the major plot, which is the philosophical one.
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David M. Brown also points out that all mysteries are not solved
when Dagny lands in the valley and finds John Galt. Brown explains
that one of the “deepest and most persistent mysteries of the novel,”
one that puzzles the reader as well as Dagny and Hank, is the mystery
of why society has deteriorated as it has and “what kind of moral code
could be the solution to the dysfunction.” Brown notes that it is only
in the full analysis provided by Galt’s speech that the answer to that
question is provided. According to Brown: “The ultimate mystery of
the novel is the murder mystery about how man’s spirit (or at any rate,
the spirit of many individual men) was murdered.” The speech also
identifies the murder weapon: “the philosophy of altruism and ratio-
nalism.”14

The philosophical mysteries that Dagny and Hank must solve
involve understanding the seemingly contradictory nature of their
experiences, choosing either to continue to work under impossible
restrictions or to quit, and understanding that A is A.

As SCIENCE FicTiON

The argument for reading Atlas Shrugged as a science fiction novel is
based primarily on the fact that the setting seems to be a projection into
the future. It is a future in which Rand posits what the country and the
world would be like if they continued with certain practices and direc-
tions she discerned while writing the novel. Her main projections fol-
low a political line, however, with minor nods to future technology.
The novel was published in 1957, but the world Rand describes is not
the world of 1957. There are certain recognizable geopolitical realities.
The world and the United States are distinguishable, but there are
notable differences. For one, the world is made up of “People’s States.”
Among those named are the People’s States of Argentina, Chile, En-
gland, Europe, France, Germany, Guatemala, India, Mexico, Norway,
Portugal, and Turkey. The United States seems to be made up of the
same geographically recognizable states and cities. A number of states,
such as Arizona, California, Michigan, New York, and Utah, are named
specifically, as are cities such as New York City and Washington, D.C.,
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which is still the capital. Colorado is depicted in a positive light as the
sanctuary for most of the productive people.

But whereas the geography of states and cities seems the same,
the government is quite different. The country is led not by a presi-
dent but by Mr. Thompson, the “Head of State.” There is no House of
Representatives and Senate; there is a “National Legislature.” Given
the general socialistic direction of governments in the 1950s, one can
follow the reasoning behind Rand’s projection.'s In his “Chronology
for Atlas Shrugged,” Hans Gregory Schantz posits 1980 as the opening
year of the novel, 1984 as the end.16

In terms of its technological milieu, however, there is a strange
disjunction in this projected society. Rand has her productive charac-
ters create futuristic inventions, inventions that are still not extant
some 40 years after the novel’s composition. But in key respects the
technology is decidedly backward looking, harking back to the early
part of the century.

The seminal invention in the plot is Galt’s motor, which, in Dr.
Robert Stadler’s words, solves the “secret of converting static energy
into kinetic power.” It powers Mulligan’s Valley, creating electricity at
a much-reduced rate. Although the motor is but half the size of a box-
car, it has the potential to replace the power plants of the country.
However, the motor does not exist in the outside world, nor does any
other kind of forward-looking energy source, no solar power, for
instance. The reason Galt leaves the motor in ruins in the factory is
that he invented it while he was working for Twentieth Century
Motors. In the plot of the novel, no one in the outside world is capa-
ble of making it work there.

Another example of the advanced technology in the novel is
Rearden’s Metal, which Rearden has been working on for ten years. It
has its first pouring in the context of the narrative. Rearden’s inven-
tion is described as a metal alloy that is harder than steel, “a metal that
would be to steel what steel had been to iron” (Atlas Shrugged, 35).
Dagny Taggart orders it for use as railroad rails, but she also notes its
potential for diesels, cars, planes, motors, and even chicken wire. The
State Science Institute proclaims the new metal dangerous, but like
many great innovators, Rearden is undaunted.
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Ellis Wyatt, who restored his father’s dying oil fields, is intro-
duced early in the story. He has developed a method for reviving
exhausted oil wells, something oilmen have still not been able to
accomplish. In the valley, Wyatt has also developed a process for pro-
ducing oil from shale, producing some 200 barrels a day while he
devises methods for getting it even faster. Another futuristic invention
is the ray shield that guards Mulligan’s Valley from outside scrutiny.
John Galt explains that it works by refractor rays, which project a
reflection over the valley in much the same way a mirage is created on
a desert. The image is refracted from a layer of heated air.

Although such inventions play crucial roles in the plot, there is
not much else in the novel that projects a sense of what a future soci-
ety might look like in terms of technology or industry. Most glaring in
terms of its old-fashioned technological milieu is that Dagny Taggart,
the protagonist, works in an industry more geared to the nineteenth
than the twentieth century. The heroine works in the transportation
industry, which is unaccountably dominated by railroads. Rand’s fail-
ure of imagination in this choice is hard to justify. On the one hand,
the major heroes develop new methodology and revolutionize their
industries. On the other hand, Dagny’s trains have stopped at the level
of the diesel engine. Rand should have been aware that the future of
transportation was in the air, not by train. Or, at least, the trains
should have been jet-propelled. One can only speculate about the
source of this imaginative limitation. The genesis may have been a per-
sonal limitation; we know that Rand never learned how to drive. Bar-
bara Branden writes of Rand’s fear of flying. She was able to control it
long enough to take a flight to Portland, Oregon, to receive her hon-
orary degree of doctor of humane letters from Lewis and Clark Col-
lege (PAR, 318).17 Airplanes are not absent from the novel. Rand does
create several situations in which her heroic characters actually fly air-
planes. One of the climactic scenes in the novel has Dagny, Francisco,
Hank, and Ragnar rescuing Galt and returning him to the valley by
airplane. However, the planes they fly are small propeller planes.
Francisco’s plane can be hid in the brush. But there is little sense of an
airplane industry; there is no sense that people travel by plane. Rand’s
characters take trains. This is odd because the growth of the airplane

42



Plot

industry was well under way by the time the novel was published. It
was generally conceded that much of the future of transportation, not
only for business and tourism but also for mail and packages, was in
the air.

Another failure of imagination occurs in the scene where Dagny,
finding herself on a stranded train, must walk miles to find a tele-
phone. That a woman as enamored with high technology as Dagny
would not have carried at least a walkie-talkie is inexplicable. Portable
phones were not so hard to envision in that day and age if the writer
was trying to envision the future. Even in the Dick Tracy comic strip,
which every newspaper of her day carried, Tracy, an otherwise low-
tech detective, had his combination watch-two-way radio. It was such
a popular gadget that toys were made to replicate it.

Still another jarring note in this projection of a future world is in
those instances, particularly those that are supposed to reflect key
points in the plotline, where characters use anachronistic language. In
most parts of the story, John Galt is well-spoken and courteous. In
fact, when he first meets Dagny, although he has loved her from afar
for more than a decade, he addresses her as Miss Taggart. On the
other hand, when he is making a crucial comment about the direction
of his strike, he says to Mr. Thompson, “The game is up, brother.”
Considering that Galt normally speaks in quite a different tone and
level of usage, why would Rand make him sound like a thirties Holly-
wood gangster? “The game is up” reads like “the jig is up.” Also, when
Galt signals the end of his banquet speech, he says, “Get the hell out
of my way.” Perhaps this is meant to be forceful, profanity being a rar-
ity in fiction of the time. Still, it is a pretty mundane and trite level of
usage for the man who stopped the motor of the world.

Rand’s use of the word “brother™ as the term of address for the
world of the looters is both effective in terms of her theme and prob-
lematic in terms of anachronistic language. “Brother, you asked for
it!” (851) is the message Francisco puts on the sign on Times Square.
“You asked for it” is what a movie gangster might say as he pulls the
trigger in a shoot-out with a fellow gangster, or what a Hollywood
detective would exclaim to indicate that the gangster’s deeds result in
his getting shot. In a more general context, referring to people as
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“brother” was a type of slang of the time. It corresponded with ad-
dressing someone as “guy” or “fellow.” Later slang equivalents might
be the usage of “man” in the sixties or “dud€” in the nineties.

Kirsti Minsaas makes a cogent argument that Rand may be using
the term “brother” ironically here to draw attention to her theme that
man is not his brother’s keeper. By addressing the looters of the world
as “brother,” Galt and d’Anconia point out that brotherhood is based
on the trading principle, not on a sacrificial mortgage.

A counter to criticism of Rand’s deficiency of imagination, in
terms of the technology in her future world, is the idea that Rand is
working not in science fiction set in a future world but in a subset of
the genre that creates a plot set in an alternative reality, perhaps a par-
allel universe. If one reads Atlas Shrugged as an alternative-reality
fable, then the mix of past and present with intermittent futuristic
technology is not a lapse but in keeping with the conventions of the
genre. This reading is strengthened by the fact that Rand is describing
a world in collapse and degeneration. Every fourth store on Fifth
Avenue is out of business. Even typewriters can’t be repaired. Many of
the innovators and inventors have dropped out. The strike of the men
of the mind has been going on for more than a decade, so it could be
expected that society would, of necessity, revert to older technologies.
No date is ever specified, which adds to the sense of a parallel uni-
verse. Also, those in power, especially the government, promote stasis.
The State Science Institute tries to keep Hank Rearden from produc-
ing his revolutionary metal; James Taggart is constantly thwarting
Dagny’s attempts to improve the efficiency of the railroad.!8

Perhaps more than a science fiction novel, Atlas Shrugged can be
characterized as a combination dystopian and utopian novel. The
dystopian aspect dominates, and the utopian is present only during the
brief time Dagny spends in Mulligan’s Valley. The valley acts as a fore-
shadowing or model of what the world could be like. But that would
be possible only if the society outside operated by the principles of the
society in Mulligan’s Valley, in particular its oath: “I swear by my life
and my love of it that I will never live for the sake of another man, nor
ask another man to live for mine” (675).
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Rand’s identification of Mulligan’s Valley, or Galt’s Gulch, with
an ideal community is evident in her chapter names. The first chapter
of this final section of the novel is “Atlantis.” The second chapter is
more specifically named, “The Utopia of Greed.” But Galt’s Gulch is
only a blueprint of the utopia the strikers hope to build in the outside
world because it has only a small number of people in it. Those who
live permanently in the valley are there by invitation, and they are
generally the most productive citizens who have dropped out of U.S.
society. Many of the valley citizens spend only one month a year there,
still living in the outside world most of the time. Their only restriction
is that they must not let the outside world benefit from their great
abilities, so they mostly do menial labor to sustain themselves.

The association with a utopia is also made at the dinner at Midas
Mulligan’s. Dagny sees the faces of the men of the mind who have dis-
appeared from her world as set “against the golden sunburst of rays.”
The image is definitely celestial. She compares the encounter to a
dream a child might have of heaven, where one might meet all the
great people of history one would have wished to know (679). Profes-
sor Akston makes the specific connection to the possibility of creating
a heaven on earth, not waiting for the afterlife.

The predominant dystopian aspect of the novel unfolds as the
plot does. The reader is set in a vaguely familiar world. Things break
down, and it is hard to get them fixed. People give excuses for their
inadequacies. There is a superfluity of bureaus and committees. It
seems all too familiar. Slowly, however, one begins to realize that it is
not the present but some abstraction from the present. Rand’s
dystopia is a projection of what the world, and particularly the United
States, will become if things continue on the path of choosing collec-
tivism over individualism, altruism over egoism, and mysticism over
morality. Like Orwell’s 1984, Atlas Shrugged is also a projection of the
horrors of ubiquitous and intrusive government, but much of Rand’s
focus is on the economic realm and how that affects the personal. The
ultimate dystopian touch is Directive 10-289, which ties workers to
their jobs like slaves, forces businesses to stay open regardless of
whether they are making a profit, and forces all patents and copy-
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rights to be turned over to the government by means of “Gift Certifi-
cates.” The directive also freezes the levels of production, consump-
tion, wages, prices, and profits, symbolically-freezing the world into a
state of stasis.

Another quality Rand’s dystopia shares with Orwell’s is in the
corruption of language. Orwell’s totalitarian state creates “Newspeak”
to manipulate the masses, declaring “War is Peace, Freedom is Slavery,
Ignorance is Strength.” Rand’s parasites also use language to obfuscate
and veil their true purposes, declaring the good of the people their
primary goal when they really mean to serve only themselves. Lan-
guage is a tool necessary for the development of concepts, and its
betrayal is a key element in Rand’s dystopia.!?

Ultimately, however, Rand’s attitude is optimistic. She projects a
promising ending, a return to the principles on which the United
States was founded. In this battle, the productive win.

As FEMALE FANTASY AND FEMINIST FABLE

Nathaniel Branden, in his recollection of reading the manuscript of
Atlas Shrugged while it was in progress, tells of teasing Ayn Rand
about how few significant female characters there are in the novel.
Her response, as he recalls it, was: “This is my fantasy. What do I need
other women for?”20 Rand was conscious of the element of fantasy in
the writer’s enterprise. In her journal notes about the creation of the
novel, Rand verified her preference for the fantasy fulfillment
achieved by being a fiction writer over what she calls the boredom of
writing a philosophical nonfiction book. “In a book of fiction, the
purpose is to create, for myself, the kind of world I want and to live in
it while I am creating it.”2! If further corroboration is needed for a
reading of Atlas Shrugged as a female fantasy novel, and in particular
as the author’s fantasy, Barbara Branden provides it. She remembers
Rand describing Dagny as “myself, with any possible flaws elimi-
nated.”22 It follows then, that if one reads the work as the fulfillment
of Rand’s intentions, Atlas Shrugged owes a good part of its appeal to
the plot layer that reads like a female fantasy novel. In sum, Rand has
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concretized her philosophical principles in the characters and events
of the story, primarily for her own enjoyment of living in that world
she has created, and as a secondary consequence, she lets us enjoy it
with her.

Judith Wilt describes the “stubborn bestsellerdom” of Rand’s
novels as evidence not only that Rand has projected her fantasy life in
them but also that they reflect some “key components of the national
fantasy life.”>> Wilt identifies the wish to live in it while creating it as
the “foundation desire of romance.” She makes the distinction that if
one can no longer live in it after having created it, it is romance,
whereas if one can live in it after having created it, it is philosophy.
This is a balance she reads as a “sublime equipoise.”?* And this balance
of romance and philosophy is key to Rand’s fictive world.

As a male fantasy might create the situation of one man sur-
rounded by numerous women, all desiring him, so Rand’s female fan-
tasy portrays the heroine projection of self as the object of desire for
more than one man. In her previous novels, Rand had created
romances in which two men love the heroine: Leo and Andrei in We
the Living; Bjorn Faulkner and “Guts” Regan in Night of January
16th; Howard Roark and Gail Wynand in The Fountainhead. Atlas
Shrugged enlarges the romantic triangle into a quadrangle. In this
“sublime equipoise” of romance and philosophy, Rand has created a
world in which the idealized projection of herself is surrounded by not
just two but numerous heroic men, the best of whom are in love with
her. The ones who are not in love with her admire and respect her
ability. To add a touch of feminist icing to this utopian cake, the hero-
ine is not only the object of desire of the men, but she is also a role
model for self-defining, assertive, and competent womanhood.

Dagny Taggart is a heroine who is equal to any and superior to
most of the male characters in the novel. Furthermore, as Karen
Michalson asserts: “Dagny Taggart is arguably one of the strongest
heroes in Western literature,” one who operates on epic scale.s Susan
McCloskey compares Dagny to Odysseus and Jesus as an epic protag-
onist engaged in a quest for reaching or finding home.

Rand’s flight of female fantasy begins with a heroine who is a
physical and intellectual paragon. Dagny Taggart is as capable as she is
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beautiful, and her quest for professional and personal fulfillment pro-
pels the plot. Dagny is introduced to the reader through the deliber-
ately sexual semiotics of focusing first on her “leg, sculptured by the
tight sheen of the stocking ... arched instep...feminine elegance”
(Atlas Shrugged, 20). Before we know anything else about Dagny, we
know that she has great-looking legs. A stocking-encased leg in high-
heeled shoes is shorthand for sex appeal. This synecdochic substitute
is a timeworn cinematic technique, whereby the camera signals femi-
nine allure by showing the audience legs first, and then body, and
sometimes only the legs. Filmmakers have used it since the early days
of film. Lewis Milestone’s screenplay for John Steinbeck’s Of Mice
and Men introduces the seductress of the story by focusing first on her
legs, encased in black silk stockings and high heels. This technique was
replicated with great success in the late-fifties television series Richard
Diamond, Private Detective. The audience sees only the shapely legs
and hears the voice of “Sam,” Diamond’s obviously attractive secre-
tary.2¢ In drawing attention first to Dagny’s legs, Rand’s narrative eye
replicates what Laura Mulvey identified as the “male gaze” of the Hol-
lywood camera.?” This is not surprising, as Ayn Rand began her writ-
ing career in the United States creating scenarios for the movies.28
Even when describing Dagny as a young girl, the narrator draws atten-
tion to her “long show-girl legs” (Atlas Shrugged, 100).

Dagny’s mother is one of the first to recognize her daughter’s
physical beauty. Although Dagny has never shown interest in the
things Mrs. Taggart considers important for a girl’s socialization, inex-
plicably Dagny does decide to go along with her mother’s plan for a
formal debut. Surveying her chiffon-gowned daughter as she prepares
for her first ball, Mrs. Taggart remarks, “Dagny, do you see how beau-
tiful you can be when you want to?” (100). Mrs. Taggart recognizes
that even at age 17, Dagny projects a woman’s “confident, dangerous
power” (101).

But Dagny is more than beautiful, and her looks are not of great
moment for her. In a period when most girls were encouraged to
devote an inordinate amount of time to the externals of appearance,
Dagny acts as a feminist icon. She resists sex role socialization and
refuses to be inhibited by looks or gender. In a nod to the existence of
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uch restrictions, Rand allows her heroine the thought: “She was fif-
een before it occurred to her for the first time that women did not
un railroads and that people might object. To hell with that, she
hought—and never worried about it again” (54-55). The sexist limi-
ations she faces are illustrated by the fact that though she is obviously
he best qualified to run Taggart Transcontinental, her father leaves
he controlling interest to her brother James Taggart, who becomes
he company’s president. Dagny becomes the Vice-President in Charge
f Operation. There is little impediment to Dagny’s professional rise
o that level because, in the world of the novel, men of talent are rare,
ind “she took positions of responsibility because there was no one else
o take them” (55). In some ways, Dagny is like the female secretary
r administrative assistant who keeps the company running while the
nale president gets the credit and big salary. Throughout the novel,
and underlines the fact that Dagny should be heading the railroad,
ut the reader is not led to blame the problem on sexism. Inadequate
nen are in positions of power in all sectors of the society. Still, in com-
yarison to the other women in the novel, Dagny represents a curiously
vant-garde attitude for the time period. This was, after all, before the
arly works of the second wave of this century’s women’s liberation
novement. The Feminine Mystique was not published until 1963, six
ears after Atlas Shrugged.

Three love affairs provide the romantic plot, and Dagny is a
rincipal in all three. Her first love, which begins in childhood, is her
elationship with Francisco d’Anconia. The story is told in flashback.
[heir families had been friends, and during their childhood, Francisco
1ad spent one month of every year at the Taggart estate. There, he,
dagny, and Eddie Willers, who also spent his time there, form a
routhful triumvirate. The three, always led by Francisco, experience a
eries of adventures, all meaningful in terms of the children’s growth
ind development of competence. Francisco nicknames Dagny “Slug,”
ind she and Eddie call him “Frisco.” It is from Francisco that Dagny
irst hears the credo of competence she comes to share: “Dagny,
here’s nothing of any importance in life—except how well you do
rour work. Nothing. ... It’s the only measure of human value” (98).
3ut no matter how hard Dagny and Eddie try to learn some skill at
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which they can beat Francisco, they are never successful. He beats
them at everything; he is always the winner. As the narrator explains,
“Francisco could do anything he undertook, he could do it better than
anyone else, and he did it without effort” (92). During their teens,
childhood camaraderie grows for Dagny and Francisco into a full-
fledged love affair, each being the other’s first sexual partner. Fran-
cisco explains, “We had to learn it from each other” (103).

Rand’s refusal to characterize the sexual relationship as shameful
or sinful was part of her iconoclastic appeal in the still puritanical
decade of the fifties, an era when writers put most female characters
into the category of either Madonna or whore. Women who enjoyed
sex outside the legal boundaries of marriage were considered tar-
nished. As Wendy Martin explains in her key analysis of literary hero-
ines in American literature, “As daughters of Eve, American heroines
[who] have dared to disregard authority or tradition in the search for
wisdom or happiness ... are fallen women, eternally cursed for eating
the apple of experience.”?® This bifurcation of fictional women into
what Leslie Fiedler calls “Fair Virgin and Dark Lady” was seen by
many critics as a manifestation of a need by the authors to punish
women who defy the strictures of a patriarchal society and reward
those who remain subservient to the system. Sexually autonomous
women, where they exist in fiction, are punished by failure to thrive.
In Atlas Shrugged, Hank Rearden, in his initial misguided state, articu-
lates this concept, which he has absorbed from his society. As the nar-
rator explains his thinking, he had accepted the doctrine “that women
were pure and that a pure woman was one incapable of physical plea-
sure” (Atlas Shrugged, 153). Good women are chaste; bad women are
sensual. Good women who choose to explore their sensual sides are
punished. The punishment can take the form of dying in childbirth, a
la Hemingway’s Catherine Barkley in A Farewell to Arms, or commit-
ting suicide like Chopin’s Edna Pontellier in The Awakening.

Rand’s heroines defy these categories. Dagny Taggart, in particu-
lar, celebrates her sexuality, and her creator rewards her for doing so.
Although American society in the fifties would have considered Dagny
a fallen woman because she has sex outside of marriage, she feels nei-
ther demeaned nor stained by her relationship with Francisco. She
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revels in being his mistress. She knows instinctively that her desire for
Francisco and his desire for her grow out of a mutual admiration and
respect. “She knew, even though she was too young to know the rea-
son, that indiscriminate desire and unselective indulgence were possi-
ble only to those who regarded sex and themselves as evil” (106).
Rand’s heroes and heroines are meticulously discriminating. If any-
thing, some critics have questioned the realism of their long periods of
chastity.3® Rand’s heroes and heroine are both physically appealing
and mentally adroit, personifications of the unity of mind and body,
and so their sexual desire is a by-product of their values and is thus a
tribute to the one they desire.

As both Francisco and Dagny go about building their careers,
they see each other only intermittently. At one point, she does not see
him for three years, but she is not unhappy because she understands
that they are both on a road to becoming leaders in their chosen fields
and that sometime in the future they will be together. The rupture
comes when she is 24 years old.

Francisco invites her to dinner and to spend the night with him
at the Wayne-Falkland Hotel. His behavior is inexplicable to her; he
says things, warns her not to be astonished by anything he does, all of
which becomes understandable as the plot unfolds. Before she leaves,
he tells her not to wait for him, that the next time they meet, “you will
not want to see me” (112). Subsequently she reads about him in the
newspapers, stories of his sybarite existence, lavish parties, and
numerous affairs. But Dagny survives the disappointment. She equates
leaving Taggart Transcontinental with suicide, but the same is not true
about being left by the man she loves. She gets over it.

According to Lord Byron, “Man’s love is of man’s life a thing
apart, / *Tis woman’s whole existence.” Among the variety of reasons
that Atlas Shrugged is an appealing mix of feminist and romantic fan-
tasy is that Dagny, the heroine, does not exemplify this attitude. In an
era when most women had been convinced to concentrate their lives
on men who in turn concentrated on work, an ethos Edith de Rham
calls “The Love Fraud,” Dagny never considers giving up her life’s
work for any man.3! Even John Galt, who has persuaded the greatest
business and industry leaders in the country to abandon their work,
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cannot convince Dagny to give up her railroad. Having fallen in love
with him and seen the utopian valley where he and the other heroes
live, she still chooses to return to the world and try to salvage Taggart
Transcontinental. In Ayn Rand’s hierarchy of values, a woman’s work
is as important to her as a man’s is to him, and this does not preclude
a satisfactory love life. Therein lies some of the feminist appeal of this
novel, for Dagny Taggart leads the life of a feminist role model.32 As
much as she loves Francisco, her self-esteem is such that she has no
doubt about her ability to survive without him. Hurt as she is by the
loss of this first love, Dagny has never made life with Francisco her
primary goal. “She found the clean, brilliant sense of life as she
wanted it—in her work” (Atlas Shrugged, 113). She is whole unto her-
self; she does not need a man either to complete her or to give her
identity. Late in the novel, of course, we learn that Francisco has
staged all the affairs and that he has remained true to Dagny, in both
mind and body.

A good part of the novel, and for many readers the most com-
plex and interesting of the love stories, is devoted to the development
of Dagny’s relationship with Hank Rearden. Their love story gener-
ates interest both because of the obstacles the lovers must overcome
professionally and personally and because of Hank’s misguided atti-
tude toward sex. In this novel, ironically, it is Hank Rearden who ini-
tially espouses the attitude that there is a divorce between the plea-
sures of the spirit and the pleasures of the body. He has internalized
the attitude that sees sex as sinful. Hank views his desire for Dagny as
degrading. He tells her, “I wanted you as one wants a whore—for the
same reason and purpose” (238). Dagny, who understands the single
genesis of his respect and desire for her, tells him that she is happy to
be the instrument of his pleasure. Later, as Hank begins to understand
more, they encounter the sleazy Mayor Bascom, who tells them, “In
this world either you’re virtuous or you enjoy yourself” (277). He
is expressing Hank’s former mind-set, and that of the predominant
society.

In Rand’s hierarchy of values, romantic love and its physical
expression are inextricably connected with one’s values. People who
have self-esteem choose partners who represent the achievement of
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their values. People with low self-esteem choose partners who allow
them to feel superior or to fake it. There is no mind-body dichotomy
for people of integrity. The love stories in Atlas Shrugged are all illus-
trations of this theory.

In one scene, Francisco d’Anconia, acting as Rand’s spokesman
on this subject, tells Hank Rearden, who has equated his sexual desires
with degradation, that there is no conflict between the standards of
the mind and the desires of the body (455). Francisco explains that “a
man’s sexual choice is a result and the sum of his fundamental convic-
tions. Tell me what a man finds sexually attractive and I will tell you
his entire philosophy of life” (455). Dagny explains it in a different
manner. She explains to Hank that when a man wants her, he rises in
her estimation. “I feel that others live up to me, if they want me”
(351). This is contrary to the reaction of most people, who rise in
their own eyes if others want them.

This conception of the blindest passion of the body coming from
the clearest perception of the mind allows Dagny to continue loving
Francisco and Hank after she meets her ideal mate, John Galt. Because
with each of her lovers, the passion grows out of a shared sense of val-
ues that do not change, they can continue to love and desire each
other, even though they will not act on their desire. This allows for
one of the most appealing aspects of this fantasy for women. Dagny, as
she moves from one love to the next, never loses the love of any of the
men in her life. When Hank realizes that she has fallen in love with
someone else, he tells her, “What you’ll give him is not taken away
from me” (793). Hank also tells her, after he meets John Galt, that he
does not blame her for her choice. Dagny tells Hank that she will
always love him and that she feels she has committed no treason to
either of them.

Adding to the decidedly romantic and fantasy-fulfilling aspects
of the novel is the fact that John Galt, who has struggled valiantly for
12 years to achieve his goal, is willing, in the final days of the struggle,
to risk his life to gain Dagny (747). Against the wishes and the counsel
of his friends, he returns to a rapidly deteriorating situation on the
outside. Dagny herself tells him it will be too dangerous for him to be
there, though she is the one who inadvertently leads the villains to
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him. And even then he tells her that he would have been disappointed
if she had been able to keep away from him. Of course, Rand does not
feel bound to have one or both of her great lovers die, which is gener-
ally the case in the archetypal tragic story of star-crossed lovers such as
Romeo and Juliet or Anthony and Cleopatra. Another feminist twist
to this romantic roundelay is that Dagny is part of the rescue team to
save Galt from his torturers. Unlike the preponderance of romantic
heroines of her or earlier times, Dagny does not spend her time crying
and screaming about the situation. She wields a gun and shoots it. This
has raised some eyebrows, as she is the only one in the group to kill
someone, and that someone is more confused than villainous.

Rand creates numerous fantasy-fulfilling situations for her hero-
ine. She not only puts Dagny into progressively more satisfying love
affairs with three out of the four major male characters in the novel
but also makes her the only woman in a male Round Table of compe-
tence and productivity. When Dagny lands in Mulligan’s Valley, every-
one there welcomes her. At a dinner party at Midas Mulligan’s home,
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