





























Preface

Ayn Rand (1905-1982) was a remarkable phenomenon in
American cultural life. She wrote two popular novels which not
only became best-sellers, but continue to sell decades later. She
attracted adherents to some ideas which had been unduly
neglected and which would later come into their own again. She
stimulated many young people to think about important issues,
and unlike some modern writers who have attracted a devoted fol-
lowing, she did not try to impress with mystifying terminology:
whatever you may think of Rand’s arguments, they are always
clearly and forcefully expressed. She helped to break down the
barrier between pop culture and serious intellectual debate.

There are many books and articles which expound Rand’s ideas,
either to advocate them or to criticize them, and there will be many
more. This book doesn’t compete with those works: it is not pri-
marily an examination of the doctrinal content of Objectivism. It
would be missing the point of The Ayn Rand Cult to see it as pri-
marily an attempt to refute Rand’s theories. There are points where
I agree with Rand and points where I disagree with her, but I am
mainly concerned with the fact that Rand’s movement became a
cult, that it functioned like a typical cult, and that this caused con-
siderable unnecessary unhappiness for many people. The identifi-
cation of the organized Objectivist movement as a cult has been
made repeatedly over the years by a great many individuals who
consider themselves Objectivists in all essentials, and who hold a
much higher estimation of Rand’s attainment as a thinker than I do.
The cultishness of a cult is not changed by the correctness or incor-
rectness of some of its teachings, or even of all of them.

The official Objectivist movement, led at first by the Nathaniel
Branden Institute, and today by the Ayn Rand Institute, has
played a very important role in the history of Objectivism. But it
has always been true, and is now more true than ever, that
the number of sympathizers with and admirers of Rand’s ideas
outside the official movement has greatly exceeded the number
of those affiliated with it. There are many people who have been
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affiliated with an Objectivist group and have then left or been
ejected. Most often, they then still think of themselves as
Objectivists. There are many others, influenced by Rand’s writ-
ings, who have never had any formal affiliation, but who are free-
lance Objectivists. To keep things simple, 1 refer to all the people
in both these categories as ‘neo-Objectivists’.

Obviously, the people I call neo-Objectivists do not all agree on
everything, and if I cite one of them in support of some point I am
making, it does not follow that other neo-Objectivists will agree
with that point. Nor does it follow that a neo-Objectivist quoted in
support of some point I am making will necessarily agree with any
other point I make elsewhere in the book. Nothing I say here is
meant to suggest that all neo-Objectivists are cultists. Many of
them certainly are not, which often helps to explain why they
never joined, or why they voluntarily or involuntarily left,
Objectivist organizations. Nevertheless, 1 do not think that
Objectivism is a neutral doctrine which by bad luck happened to
become the doctrine of a cult: T show that many aspects of Rand’s
thinking are conducive to cultishness.

It was during my research for a Canadian Broadcasting
Corporation (CBC) two-hour radio program on Rand, aired in
1992, that I began to sense that the closer to Rand a given follower
was, the less real perspective he or she had on Rand, even after
time and distance had separated them. The Brandens seemed so
branded by their prime years at her knee that no other mindset
could subsequently dislodge Rand’s. The same appeared true for
the other former members of her entourage, if to a lesser extent.

The more I saw, the more I realized that, not only was this a
classic cult phenomenon, but that Rand’s post-1943 writings
themselves could not be fully grasped except as documents of a
cult leader forming, consolidating, and splintering her cult fol-
lowing. Rand’s biography is mainly of interest insofar as the
Russian revolution landed hard on her family and drove her to the
U.S. where she became a well-known writer. Far more fascinating
in the Rand saga are the underground currents that swelled up to
support an enduring cult phenomenon. This is where the real
lessons for individuals and societies lie.



Preface xi

In identifying Objectivism as a cult, I do not intend to be
wholly negative. Cults can have bad effects on people’s lives, but
they can also perform useful services. For many, experience in a
cult can serve as a valuable agency of change, providing some
stepping stones toward life goals chosen independently of the cult.
The cult’s doctrines offer the acolyte a structured system of beliefs
which makes sense of the world, and which may well afford
insights not easily available to mainstream thought. One should
not compound the downside of cultism by a display of anti-cult
fanaticism; excesses of enmity can sometimes be as harmful
within mainstream thinking, with its knee-jerk hostility to all
cults, as among the cults themselves.

The material for this book was selected from a much larger
mass of information. In most cases, a point substantiated by quot-
ing one or two people could have been further corroborated by
citations from many sources, but I wanted to keep this book an
easily readable work for the general reader rather than a scholarly
compilation cluttered with numerous footnotes. To find the source
of any quotation, see the ‘Sources’ section at the back of the book.

I interviewed the following people in person: Michael Berliner,
Allan Blumenthal, Joan Blumenthal, Barbara Branden, Nathaniel
Branden, Roy Childs, Albert Ellis, Antony Flew, Mary Gaitskill,
Allan Gotthelf, Hank Holzer, Erika Holzer, John Hospers, David
Kelley, Paul Kurtz, Ronald Merrill, William O’Neill, Leonard
Peikoff, John Ridpath, Robert Sheaffer, Kay Nolte Smith, Philip
Smith, and Joan Kennedy Taylor. By phone I talked with Edith
Efron, Leisha Gullison, Virginia L. L. Hamel, Robert Hessen,
Ralph Raico, and Murray Rothbard.

I conducted most of these interviews in 1991-92, and they
were used in preparing the two-hour CBC program Ideas: The
Legacy of Ayn Rand (1992), which was until recently available in
the U.S. in tape cassette form. I thank the Canadian Broadcasting
Corporation for permitting me to draw upon those interviews in
preparing the present book.

I thank Max Allen, Anne Collins, Albert Ellis, Brian Goldman,

Anne Michaels, and Jim Polk, who all encouraged me to write this
book.






Chronology of the
Objectivist Movement

1905

1907

1914

1917

1918
1918-1921

1921

1921-1924

1925

1926

1927

February 2nd, Alissa Rosenbaum born in Petrograd
(St. Petersburg).

Abortive Russian Revolution.

The Secret of the League by Ernest Bramah
published.

Alissa vacationing in Western Europe when World
War I breaks out.

February, democratic revolution and Kerensky
regime.

‘October Revolution’ (Bolshevik coup).

Rosenbaums’ business nationalized and their
apartment building expropriated.

Rosenbaum family flees Petrograd for the Crimea.

Russian civil war: Bolsheviks versus Whites.

Alissa completes high school in Crimea.

Crimea falls to Bolsheviks; Rosenbaums return to
Petrograd.

Alissa follows three-year degree program at the
University of Leningrad.

Alissa works as a tour guide at Peter and Paul
Fortress.

Letter from mother’s Portnoy relatives in Chicago
arrives.

Alissa attends first year of film-school program in
Petrograd.

Alissa, now Ayn, arrives in America for six-month
‘visit’ with Chicago relatives.

Ayn Rosenbaum, now Rand, moves to Hollywood
and has a fortuitous encounter with Cecil B.
DeMille.

Rand becomes a scriptwriter with the DeMille
studio, soon to close.
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1928

1929

1930

1932

1933
1934

1935

1936
1938
1940

1941

1943

1944

1947

The Avn Rand Cult

Rand re-encounters Frank O’'Connor after meeting
and then losing track of him.

Rand plans her first novel, The Little Street, never
to be written.

Rand marries Frank O’Connor, in order to stay in
the U.S.

Nathan Blumenthal (later known as Nathaniel
Branden) born.

Rand sells her screen original, Red Pawn, to
Universal studios.

Leonard Peikoff born.

First version of The Night of January 16th opens in
Los Angeles.

Rand moves to New York City for Broadway
production.

Night of January 16th has a successful run on
Broadway.

We the Living published.

Anthem published in Britain.

Rand campaigns for Republican presidential
candidate Wendell Willkie.

Rand meets and befriends Isabel Paterson.

December, Rand finally finds publisher for The
Fountainhead.

The Fountainhead published.

The God of the Machine by Isabel Paterson
published.

The Discovery of Freedom by Rose Wilder Lane
published.

Rand sells the film rights to The Fountainhead for
$£50,000.

The Road To Serfdom by Friedrich Hayek published.

Rand moves back to Hollywood, writes screenplays
for Hal Wallis studio.

Rand testifies as a friendly witness before HUAC.

Rand breaks with her friend and mentor Isabel
Paterson.



1949
1950

1951

1951-1952
1953
1954
1955

1957
1958

1960-1962
1962
1962

1964

1966
1966-1971
1967

1968

Chronology of the Objectivist Movement XV

First meeting of the Mont Pelerin Society in
Switzerland.

Fountainhead movie released.

Nathan Blumenthal (Nathaniel Branden) and
Barbara Weidman meet Rand in Los Angeles.
The Brandens move from Los Angeles to New York

City, and the O’Connors soon follow.

Leonard Peikoff is introduced to Ayn Rand by
Nathaniel Branden.

Rand’s inner circle, ‘the Collective’, takes shape.

Nathaniel Branden weds Barbara Weidman.

Rand begins a platonic ‘romance’ with Nathaniel
Branden.

The Rand-Branden romance becomes a full-fledged
sexual affair.

Atlas Shrugged published.

What will soon become the Nathaniel Branden
Institute (NBI) begins, as Branden initiates
lectures on Rand’s philosophy.

Murray Rothbard and his Cercle Bastiat briefly
intersect with Rand’s inner circle.

John Hospers has many philosophical discussions
with Rand.

The Objectivist Newsletter begins publication.

John Hospers is excommunicated by Rand.

Who Is Ayn Rand? by Nathaniel and Barbara
Branden published.

April, Rand pushes Nathan to resume their affair,
she at age 59, he at 34.

The Virtue of Selfishness published.

Leonard Peikoff obtains his Ph.D. in philosophy
from NYU.

Capitalism: The Unknown Ideal published.

The Objectivist journal published.

NBI moves to offices in the Empire State Building,
signing 15-year $500,000 lease.

Edith Efron is excommunicated by Rand.



1969

1971-1976
197}

1972

1973

1974
1978

1979
1980

1981
1982

1985

1986
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The Break: The Brandens and all who will not shun
them are excommunicated by Rand.

NBI is disbanded.

Is Objectivism a Religion? by Albert Ellis published.

Nathaniel Branden obtains certification as a
psychologist in New Jersey.

The Psvchology of Self-Esteem by Nathaniel Branden
published.

Rand publishes The Ayn Rand Letter.

With Charity toward None by William O'Neill
published.

The Romantic Manifesto published.

The New Left: The Anti-Industrial Revolution
published.

Nathaniel Branden attacks Rand in a Reason
magazine interview.

The Disowned Self by Nathaniel Branden published.

Rand re-united with her younger sister Nora, to the
ultimate disappointment of each.

Rand has surgery for lung cancer.

The Blumenthals and the Kalbermans break with
Rand.

Rand’s husband Frank dies.

Rand’s last TV appearance (Donahue).

Rand’s last Ford Hall appearance.

6th March, Ayn Rand dies.

The Ominous Parallels by Leonard Peikoff
published.

Ayn Rand Institute starts up.

The Philosophic Thought of Avn Rand edited by
Douglas Den Uyl and Douglas Rasmussen
published.

The Early Ayn Rand published.

Elegy for a Soprano by Kay Nolte Smith published.

The Passion of Ayn Rand by Barbara Branden
published.



1989

1990

1991

1992

1994

1995

1996

1997
1998

L)

Chronology of the Objectivist Movement Xvii

Judgment Day: My Years with Ayn Rand by Nathaniel
Branden published.

David Kelley excommunicated from ARI by Leonard
Peikoff.

Institute for Objectivist Studies founded by David
Kelley.

Truth and Toleration by David Kelley published.

Objectivism: The Philosophy of Ayn Rand by
Leonard Peikoff published.

Two Girls, Fat and Thin by Mary Gaitskill published.

The Ideas of Ayn Rand by Ronald Merrill published.

John Agliaro buys 15-year option on Arlas film
rights from Peikoff for $1.1 million.

George Reisman and Edith Packer excommunicated
from ARI by Leonard Peikoff.

Letters of Ayn Rand published.

Avn Rand: The Russian Radical by Chris Sciabarra
published.

Capitalism by George Reisman published.

Peikoff becomes a radio talk-show host on KIEV.

Journals of Ayn Rand published.

ARI-authorized documentary Ayn Rand: A Sense of
Life is nominated for an Oscar.

Helen Mirren, Peter Fonda shoot The Passion of Ayn
Rand for Showtime TV.

Plans for a movie of Atlas Shrugged, and re-makes of
The Fountainhead and We the Living are in
various stages of development.






Introduction:
The Most Peculiar Cult
on Earth

In a furious rage, the 63-year-old woman glared at the handsome
voung man seated in front of her, and in a choked voice, with a
heavy Russian accent, placed a curse on his penis: “If you have
an ounce of morality left in you, an ounce of psychological
health, you'll be impotent for the next twenty vears! And if you
achieve any potency, you'll know it’s a sign of still worse moral
degradation!” Having delivered this imprecation, she violently
slapped his face—once, twice, and some witnesses say, even a
third time.

These slaps rang out like pistol shots. And these shots would
soon be heard round the world. For this was the first great schism
in the Objectivist movement. The woman was Ayn Rand, believed
by her followers to be the greatest thinker since Aristotle, though
some said, not to damn her with faint praise, the greatest thinker
of all time. That she was the greatest novelist of all time almost
went without saying. The young man was Nathaniel Branden, sec-
ond greatest living intellect, who had brought the followers into
the fold and had done more than anyone to convince them of
Rand’s greatness, and incidentally of his own.
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In the weeks that followed, the rank and file, the ‘students of
Objectivism’ (they were not permitted to call themselves
‘Objectivists’) would be asked to take sides. Without knowing the
cause of this violent rupture, the students of Objectivism would be
asked to shun Branden and anyone who continued to associate
with him. Many of them did just that, because Ayn Rand asked
them to. Others refused to denounce Branden until they were
shown a reason, and these were excommunicated, anathematized,
boycotted, and blacklisted forever by official Objectivism. Their
close friends abruptly stopped speaking to them. Some of Branden’s
own sisters and cousins would never speak to him again. One of the
loyal Randians who shunned Branden was a young man named
Alan Greenspan. The face-slaps would drastically change thousands
of lives, and oddly enough, they continue to do so. And it would be
years before the full story which led up to them would come out.

Prior to this dramatic incident in New York City on 23rd August,
1968, Objectivism had grown by leaps and bounds. You might think
that the Break between Rand and Branden would put an end to all
that, and so it seemed for a while. In fact, things turned out differ-
ently. Some of the history of the Objectivist movement can be found
in this book, but let me just mention here a few of the highlights of
the year 1998. A Showtime cable TV movie, The Passion of Ayn
Rand, based on Barbara Branden’s biography of the same name,
finished shooting, with Helen Mirren as Ayn Rand, Eric Stoltz as
Nathaniel Branden, and Peter Fonda as Frank O’Connor. The doc-
umentary movie, Ayn Rand: A Sense of Life, premiered and
appeared in theaters across the U.S. and Canada, and was nomi-
nated for an Academy Award. The views of neo-Objectivist philoso-
pher David Kelley dominated a popular John Stossel TV special on
‘Greed'.

Since her death in 1982 several books on Rand have appeared,
most notably, Barbara Branden’s biography The Passion of Ayn
Rand (1986), Nathaniel Branden’s memoir Judgment Day: My Years
with Ayn Rand (1989), and Chris Sciabarra’s Ayn Rand: The Russian
Radical (1995). Reading these three volumes will leave one with
some understanding of what Ayn Rand and her movement were all
about—but not much.
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The Sciabarra book is precisely the kind of academic exercise
that Rand would have felt justified her contempt for academic
philosophy. Apparently not an Objectivist, Sciabarra is nonethe-
less so sympathetic a critic as to invite the label of ‘neo-
Objectivist’. Ayn Rand: The Russian Radical goes to great lengths
to suggest that Rand’s philosophy is to a significant extent an out-
growth of various Russian influences present during her youth
and is as systematic and radical as Marx’s. Yet what Rand in fact
took from her strictly Russian milieu was little more than a per-
ceived need to counter Marxist ideology with an alternative in-
depth complex of ideas.

The Passion of Ayn Rand and Judgment Day are works by the
pair who were her greatest champions between 1950 and 1968.
Both Brandens strive to preserve the Randian core of what they
learned in their 18 years with her. Both strive also to expose Rand’s
volcanic temper and moralizing judgmentalism. Though both
Branden books appear critical at times, and some unattractive
wrinkles are sculpted in, care is taken to avoid knocking Rand off
her pedestal. It was the Brandens, after all, who placed her there.

Ron Merrill's The Ideas of Ayn Rand (1991) points to Rand’s
Nietzschean influences but argues unpersuasively against what
seems obvious to non-Objectivists, namely that Rand clung to cer-
tain Nietzschean ideas throughout her life, despite an overlay of
Aristotelianism that she displayed in later years. The dismissal by
Rand’s followers of the importance of her Jewish background
indicates another blind spot. Without an appreciation of that
background, an understanding of her philosophy and of the whole
Rand phenomenon is incomplete, to say the least. I disclose the
Nietzschean and Jewish roots of Rand’s thinking, especially in
Chapter 10.

To ignore the insider reports of Rand’s personality problems is
to neglect the origin of crucial components of her philosophy—
and of her movement which came to embody some of her own
psychological peculiarities and to reinforce their presence in the
Objectivist philosophy.

Where did Rand acquire her obsession with ‘selfishness’, abil-
ity, brains, and captains of industry as heroic role models? These
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and much more were part of the business literature of the 1920s
Business Civilization that greeted Rand during her first impres-
sionable years in America. Such literature is cavalierly dismissed
by Rand herself as well as by her spokesmen, but to read actual
excerpts from it come as an eye-opener to many of Rand’s admir-
ers. Many of Rand’s ideas are taken directly from 1920s business
theory, which therefore pops up in several places in this book.

The reputation that Rand turned into a cult phenomenon is
based on Atlas Shrugged. That thousand-page-plus opus is
acclaimed by adherents as wildly original. Yet, as 1 show in
Chapter 11, it is derivative of particular novels and other works.
Moreover, Atlas Shrugged was written very much to serve as pro-
business propaganda. The Francisco speech on ‘money’ is even a
product of consultation with her favorite real-life businessman.

The more sophisticated economic thinking that grew into a
revival of economic liberalism in the 1980s and 1990s was done by
others, particularly Friedrich Hayek, whom Rand hated but who
was its true intellectual epicenter. Just as playwright Maksim
Gorki, despite substantial disagreements with the Bolsheviks,
conveyed Bolshevism’s ideological message via his ‘socialist real-
ism’, so novelist and essayist Rand, despite substantial disagree-
ments with the business community, conveyed its preferred
laissez-faire ideology through her ‘romantic realism’.

There have been other Ayn Rands, before and after Ayn Rand.
Throughout this book, I draw attention to the striking parallels
between Rand and such figures as Mary Baker Eddy, Edward
Bellamy, Count Alfred Korzybski, L. Ron Hubbard, Werner
Erhard, and Bhagwan Rajneesh. The phenomena she represents
are common and recurring ones that say a great deal about the
nature of individuals and society. Rand’s was but one of several
waves of cultism that rolled out of America’s peculiar religious
heritage during the era of that heritage’s disintegration and
reshaping. Re-integration was the hallmark of all these new reli-
gious movements, the very term ‘integration’ constituting for
Rand a kind of rallying cry.

In her fiction Rand portrayed a constellation of values—real-
ity, objectivity, reason, egoism, individual rights, heroism, and
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laissez faire—that underwent severe contortions during their
attempted embodiment by a real-life movement. As many govern-
ment interventions in the economy accomplish precisely the
opposite of their intent, so Rand’s formative influences made it
likely that she would adopt a set of ideas which, if probed deeply
enough or if embodied in real people, could be seen as accom-
plishing precisely the opposite of her intent. That opposite is the
ultimate destination of her exclusive concern for the Nietzschean
overachiever, who must be protected via absolutized individual
rights, which are justified only by Reason.

The Objectivist movement began in the living room of Rand’s
New York City apartment in late 1951 through 1952. Canadians
Nathan Blumenthal and wife-to-be Barbara Weidman from
Toronto and Winnipeg respectively, both students at New York
University, and soon various of their relatives and acquaintances
such as later chief of the Federal Reserve Alan Greenspan, sat at
Rand’s feet, listening spellbound to her read from her work-in-
progress Atlas Shrugged and discourse upon ideas. Ten years ear-
lier Ayn Rand herself had sat at the feet of /zer guru, novelist and
conservative firebrand Isabel Paterson, listening to ‘Pat’ discourse
on American history and politics.

By the time Rand was writing the scenes about her Galt’s
Gulch utopia in Atlas Shrugged, she had gathered around her a
parallel, if junior, Galt’s Gulch, its members too lecturing to each
other on their professional specialties from the perspective of
Rand’s philosophy. It was basically Ayn’s ‘Blumenthal bunch’ but
she dignified it as ‘the Class of '43’, given that their admiration
for The Fountainhead (1943) was what had drawn them to her.
Privately they referred to themselves facetiously as ‘The
Collective’, as if they made up a communist-like cell of party faith-
ful, disciplined to unquestioningly carry out the dictates of a cen-
tral authority. But as time passed, permissible jokes became fewer,
and this particular insiders’ joke became more appropriate to the
grim reality.

Reinforcing the emerging hierarchy which placed Nathan sec-
ond as Rand’s special protégé and intellectual heir, Ayn and
Nathan began a sexual affair in 1955, kept secret from all but their
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spouses, who were persuaded to give their consent to it. By 1957,
some of Rand’s more youthfully optimistic disciples were con-
vinced that the world would be almost instantly converted to her
selfishness-based laissez-faire capitalism, from the collectivist cor-
ruption she had dramatized in Atlas Shrugged. Just as the novel
ends with society in ruins and the heroes of Galt’s Gulch about to
descend from their Nietzschean mountain retreat to set all things
right, so ‘the Collective’ saw itselfl as the personal vanguard of Ayn
Rand’s philosophic and literary genius, preparing to instruct a
society grateful for Rand’s solutions.

Critical reaction to Atlas Shrugged was only sporadically favor-
able, mostly mixed, and often downright hostile. Rand, seeing her
magnum opus, despite its commercial success, derided by virtu-
ally all established intellectual voices, sank into despondency.
Nathan, lacking the credentials to continue practising as a psy-
chologist in the state of New York, and thinking instead about
making a living by teaching Rand’s philosophy explicitly, devised
and delivered in early 1958 a lecture series introducing Atlas
Shrugged’s biggest fans in the New York area to Objectivism.
Within a few years hundreds were enrolling at his Nathaniel
Branden Institute (NBI), not just in the intro course (usually two
or three times), but in supplementary courses given by himself or
by other members of the Collective, with Rand herself sometimes
in attendance to answer students’ questions.

The success of the venture proved to be just the tonic Rand
needed to emerge from her depression, restoring her confidence
that in the longer-term her ideas might have a major impact upon
America. Unfortunately, by then the darker facets of her personal-
ity were prevailing, and any tiny step toward greater acceptance of
her ideas would be partially negated by the autocratic manner in
which they were conveyed. Objectivism had begun as Ayn Rand’s
way of dealing with the world; the Objectivist movement evolved
into the way her admirers would have to deal with Ayn Rand.

Nonetheless, Rand’s inner circle swelled with new admirers
and NBI swelled the lower ranks with hundreds and soon thou-
sands of ‘students of Objectivism’. The Objectivist newsletter and
then journal that Branden and Rand started up would by 1968
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have 21,000 subscribers. Rand herself spoke to overflowing halls
on the campuses of more than a dozen universities. Branden
delivered radio broadcasts. Both Brandens collaborated on the
biographical Who Is Ayn Rand? Essays by Rand and inner circle
members were collected and published as books such as The
Virtue of Selfishness and Capitalism: The Unknown Ideal. Soon
there was a book service, there were NBI social events, and an
entire institutionalized social network, like a church. It appeared
that via this burgeoning community, Rand’s philosophy might
indeed exert a countervailing effect upon the 1960s’ increasingly
collectivist and non-rational ethos.

In fact the predominant ethos of the 1960s would reach deep
into the 1970s, while the Objectivist movement would implode in
the second half of 1968. Why this happened provides an indica-
tion of just how personal an extension of Ayn Rand was her phi-
losophy and the movement attempting to embody and spread it.
Between 1964 and 1968, unbeknownst to Rand and everyone else
except Barbara from whom he had separated, Nathaniel Branden
engaged in an affair with a gorgeous model, 35 years Rand’s
junior, who in 1969 would become his second wife. Branden was
convinced that if Rand found out, that would be the end of the
movement and his leadership of it. During that entire period,
Rand was with great exasperation trying to re-ignite the sexual
affair with Branden and to puzzle out his tortured explanations of
why unfathomable personal problems were getting in the way.

When at long last the truth did come out, Rand did explode
with rage at Branden’s betrayal and systematic deception of her.
As feared, NBI was dissolved and both Brandens were mercilessly
expelled along with anyone who took their side. Students of
Objectivism were as stunned by this Break as they were ignorant
of its real cause. The most hard-core fanatics rallied to Rand’s
side, but a large percentage of students, utterly disillusioned, sim-
ply drifted away. The Brandens, separately and with new partners,
fled the poisonous atmosphere of recrimination in New York, for
California.

In New York, while Objectivism’s formal lecture bureau was
gone, some inner circle loyalists such as Barbara Branden’s cousin
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Leonard Peikoff continued to give lectures on her philosophy. But
the juice had been squeezed out of the movement. Most former
adherents found their way toward libertarian political activism or
psychotherapeutic cults. By 1973 Rand was in ill-health and soon
ceased all formal communication with her followers, save her
yearly public address at Ford Hall in Boston. Newsletters pub-
lished by acolytes with her conditional approval partly filled the
vacuum. But since Rand had no stomach for spearheading a
dynamic movement herself and since no one else with Branden'’s
entrepreneurial flair came to the fore, the movement shrank to the
point that few even spoke of there being a movement as such dur-
ing the 1970s and early 1980s. The uncharismatic Leonard Peikoff
became Rand’s replacement intellectual heir largely by
default—she had fallen out with everyone else.

Contrary to appearances, the Objectivist movement was
merely in hibernation. The Reagan era brought a quasi-Randian
free-market economics to the forefront of national politics and
Nathaniel Branden’s obsession, self-esteem, to the forefront of
therapy and educational policy. When Rand died in 1982, the
albatross of her oppressive personality was lifted from that rem-
nant of her following which did want a vibrant movement. By
1985 funding was in place for an Ayn Rand Institute (ARI) in Los
Angeles, with Peikoff having veto power over its decisions.

For a while it seemed if the reawakening of interest in Rand’s
ideas would be accompanied by an easing of the intolerant mor-
alizing that had become a hallmark of Objectivism. That brief hal-
cyon period soon encountered thunderheads, first Barbara
Branden’s The Passion of Ayn Rand (1986), and then Nathaniel
Branden’s Judgment Day: My Years with Ayn Rand (1989), which
together subjected Rand’s reputation to a critical dousing which
was very mild but still completely unacceptable to Peikoff and
ARL

With Peikoff evidently looking for an excuse to purge those
who had expressed any sympathy for either Branden volume,
Objectivist philosopher David Kelley's accepting an invitation to
address a gathering of libertarians handed Peikoff that excuse.
(Libertarians are hated by Objectivists.) Kelley was summarily
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excommunicated for expressing tolerance of ideological sympa-
thizers who largely accepted Rand’s politics and economics but
had the effrontery to designate her metaphysics, epistemology,
ethics, and aesthetics as merely optional.

Kelley responded in 1990 by forming a New York-based, more
tolerant alternative to ARI that he called the Institute for
Objectivist Studies (I0S). He took a a significant proportion of
Objectivist scholars and rank-and-file with him. This second great
rift continues to reverberate throughout the revived Objectivist
movement and as the century closed, ARI and 10S would be more
at loggerheads than ever.

A third rift, the product of internecine squabbling at ARI,
occurred in 1994 when Peikoff excommunicated economist
George Reisman and his wife, psychologist Edith Packer, the two
who for a decade had been operating the ARI-affiliated Thomas
Jefferson School (TJS), basically a summer school for
Objectivists. In response, a number of former ARI stalwarts joined
Reisman in virulently denouncing ARI and Peikoff. Both 1990s
rifts have narrowed ARTI’s base of financial support and rendered
the Objectivist movement no less unedifying a spectacle today
than at the time of the Rand-Branden Break in 1968.

Nonetheless, about 400,000 copies of books by Rand, or by her
current or former followers, continue to sell every year, probably
more than enough to keep up a constant flow of new recruits to
Objectivism. The Ayn Rand cult is alive and well on planet Earth.






1
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Rand’s Adolescent Recruits

When the disciple is ready, the guru arrives.

Old saying

Nearly always, new converts to Objectivism are young. In the
1960s, the core of the Objectivist rank-and-file consisted of college
kids, many of them converted or first attracted when in high
school. Even Rand’s inner circle, the Collective, mostly comprised
‘thirsty’ young people drinking up her ideas, ideas so potently
spiked with her charisma as to be absolutely convincing. “She
could convince you to walk into a firing squad,” declares Erika
Holzer.

Ron Merrill opens his book on Rand’s ideas with: “I was fif-
teen—a common age for converts to the ideas of Ayn Rand.”
Barbara Branden read The Fountainhead at age 15. Eric Nolte was
16. Libertarian philosopher and former Objectivist Eric Mack first
read Rand as a high school junior. Roy Childs felt obliged to
remark upon his “late” start, not reading Rand until his last year
of high school because he wasn't normally a reader of fiction.
Sympathetic critic Robert Hunt suggests that Atlas Shrugged

11



12 The Avn Rand Cult

“demands the fervent elitism of late adolescence in order to be
read with conviction. A taste for Rand must be acquired early or
not at all.” A former Objectivist recalls that when he was a teen, in
the spring of 1966, the assistant pastor at the Lutheran Church he
attended gave him his copy of Atlas Shrugged, much the way that
eventual neo-Objectivist leader David Kelley discovered Ayn Rand.
Says Kelley, “By the time I went to college, . . . I knew these were
my basic values.”

Normally cults reach out and assertively recruit. The Rand cult
was fortunate: there was no need for hard missionary work. At the
back of every copy of Atlas Shrugged, one paperback page-turn
after the inspiring conclusion, the young reader scarcely having
had a moment to catch his or her breath, found “A MESSAGE
FROM THE AUTHOR,” virtually an invitation to join the
Objectivist movement. It was a highly unusual pitch for the 1960s,
if not for later decades. These back-of-the book invitations help to
explain the growth and resilience of the Rand cult, then and now.
The sales of Rand’s novels are so high, year after year, that a tiny
percentage of readers responding to these invitations supplies the
official Objectivist organization with a steady flow of new
recruits.

The youthful students of Objectivism who were recruited in
such surprising numbers in the 1960s typically came equipped
with a basic education but little or no prior knowledge of the sub-
jects that Objectivism pronounced upon, subjects like philosophy,
history, economics, and literature. Typically, recruits learned the
Objectivist line on all these subject areas, and then, perhaps,
began to learn a little about them. The students’ first exposure to
these subjects was through a Randian lens.

Pierpont describes Rand'’s readership as the largely abandoned
class of thinking nonintellectuals. Joan Kennedy Taylor concurs:
“Many thought that Rand had invented laissez-faire capitalism
. ... dentists, engineers, and so on loved this vision of a techno-
logically advancing logical world, but this was the first they had
dealt with ideas in any grand sense.” Taylor, having grown up with
people in the arts and having gone to a liberal arts college, was not
quite as overwhelmed by Rand’s ideas as most of her fellow
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students of Objectivism, for whom these were the only ideas in the
world.

Many former cultists say that early college classes destabilized
their worldview and bewildered them, preparing them for the cer-
tainty offered by the cult. Rand criticized professors for disorient-
ing students, while in effect capitalizing upon the disorientation.
Kay Nolte Smith recalls that a friend took her in 1957 to an NYU
lecture by Rand who said that everyone has a philosophy of life,
the only choice being whether one is going to know it consciously
or not. For Smith this was “a blinding epiphany. I thought ‘my
God, she’s right'—everybody’s actions are governed by some kind
of thoughts,” so it's incumbent on us to know consciously what
those are. “And the idea that one could be consistent in one’s
thoughts, I found wonderfully attractive.”

Atlas Shrugged was most people’s entry to the cult. The part
that casual readers skip is the part Objectivists-to-be dwell upon:
Galt’s 35,000-word speech, which Jane Hamblin called the longest
burst of sustained histrionics since Wagner’s Ring of the
Nibelungs. Rosalie Nichols recalls that reading Atlas Shrugged a
second time snapped the last ties holding her to her pre-
Objectivist friends. “I had always been lonely, and it had been get-
ting worse with every shattered relationship. Now I felt totally
isolated. But then I reasoned: I exist. Ayn Rand exists. There must
be others. I have to find them.” For Nichols, Rand’s philosophy
“made it easier to understand people and harder to get along with
them, . . . easier to identify the influences in our culture and
harder to live in it, . . . stimulated my desire to study and made it
almost impossible to read a textbook, . . . fueled my ambitions and
convinced me how difficult it would be to achieve them in this
society. . . . I became more and more particular and less and less
satisfied.”

The Spell of Ayn Rand

Newsweek remarked about Rand in 1961 that no she-messiah
since Aimee McPherson could so-hypnotize an audience. Of the
Rand-based figure in her novel, Elegy For a Soprano, Kay Nolte
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Smith writes that, “people responded less to her ideas than to the
strength with which they were held.” There can be something
peculiarly magnetic about someone who seems completely
unconflicted. Those lacking self-confidence tend to look to such a
person for certainty. In Mary Gaitskill's Objectivism-satirizing
novel Twvo Girls, Fat and Thin, the Randian-in-the-making charac-
ter, recalling her first attendance at a lecture by the great Granite
(Rand), rhapsodises, “I imagined myself in a psychic swoon, lush
flowers of surrender popping out about my head as I was upheld
by the mighty current of Granite’s intellectual embrace.”

Rand was impressive on an interpersonal level, according to
followers. Even John Kobler, an unsympathetic 1960s journalist,
could not avoid mentioning her “huge blazing hazel eyes” that
fronted a “personality as compelling as a sledgehammer.” “We
were young and she was not,” recalled Kay Nolte Smith. “I
thought she was a genius. One of the things that was dazzling to
me was her superb command of the language. She could just talk
magnificently on any subject without any hemming or hawing or
note consulting, and then she could marshal an argument on
practically any subject, that—at least at that time in my life, given
my age and knowledge and experience—I was simply unable to
refute, had I cared to. And if you think to yourself, I have to be
able to go by rational arguments, and you're unable to refute
them, then you're really in a bind, which is where we all were.”
Rand spent virtually all of her productive time after the publica-
tion of Atlas Shrugged in 1957 consolidating and communicating
what she believed to be rational arguments for her ideas and
against opposing ideas. She became good enough at it to dazzle
already-starstruck university students.

To former student of Objectivism Ron Merrill, it seemed that
Rand radiated intelligence. “You could almost physically feel it . ..
you would ask her a question and she would look at you with
those incredible eyes and you could just see—almost like a fire
burning behind them—the power of her intelligence . . . she was
never at a loss . . . ask her a question and instantly out came
an answer that you could never have thought of on your own.”
She could improvise on the spot, with a perfect answer, even
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regarding something she hadn'’t previously thought about, “in per-
fect sentences, with all the grammatical elements in the right
place.” Merrill could well understand how people “would give up
anything to be so close to a person of such stellar intellect.” It
doesn’t come across when you see her from a distance or on tape,
Merill insisted. “You had to get up close, talk to her, her attention
focused on you,” like a magnifying glass in the sun. Merrill is cor-
rect that neither razor-sharp intelligence nor unusual articulate-
ness is evident on extant video and audio tapes of Rand.

Former associates cite Rand’s unshakeable arrogance and self-
assurance, emulated by the follower, who, secretly not so self-
assured, relied heavily upon Rand. She came to embody Reason.
The highest value became earning her approval, the gravest sin—
incurring her displeasure. Kramer and Alstad suggest that a guru
can become a disciple’s personal living god, igniting even greater
emotion than an ethereal one. An early 1970s open letter to Ayn
Rand proudly confessed its author a Randian cultist. “I worship
you. . .. I owe you my life. . . . I think you are the greatest thinker
and writer who ever lived. . . .” Published albeit obscure novelist
Shane Dennison recalls that, as imagined from afar in the 1960s,
Rand and Branden “were gods, man, they'd said it all.”

Rajneesh’s sannyasins came to view their Master as a powerful,
unquestioned, and unquestionable authority. Likewise Kay Nolte
Smith recalls the “commonly held and voiced view that Ayn was
never wrong . . . about anything having to do with any aspect of
thought or of dealing with human beings.” Leonard Peikoff,
today’s Pope-like leader of orthodox Objectivism, tells us that
Rand “discovered true ideas on a virtually unprecedented scale”
and that a moral person would greet this “with admiration, awe,
even love. .. . If you ... accept Objectivism, you live by it,” and you
revere Ayn Rand for defining it. To her most devoted followers,
Rand is very much an ‘Eastern’ guru, that is, perfect enlighten-
ment in the flesh. In the West, the only perfection is heavenly. In
the East, the guru’s enlightenment is all-encompassing, applying
everywhere in the past, present, and future. Peikoff echoes that
sense of finality with respect to Rand.
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Against the World

Hatred is the most accessible and comprehensive of all unifving agents.

Eric Hoffer, The True Believer

Rand bullied her inner circle, the Collective, who in turn bullied
the students of Objectivism, who in turn bullied possible converts.
Merrill writes that to the extent that the Collective passively
accepted the sort of intellectual bullying of which they accuse
Rand, “they corrupted her—as slaves always corrupt their mas-
ters. Surrounded as she was by the distorting mirrors of her syco-
phantic admirers, it is not surprising that Rand lost touch with
reality.” When NBI students intellectually bullied outsiders, they
were no more in touch with reality than Rand. According to
Nathaniel Branden, “If people didnt get it, we only had two
responses: It's useless to talk; go read Atlas Shrugged and The
Fountainhead. And then, if the book’s converted you, we'll do the
fine polishing with you. If not, the hell with you.”

Rand gave public talks every April (except one year owing to ill
health) at Boston’s Ford Hall Forum between 1961 and 1981,
attended by overflow audiences of her admirers. She would field
questions, but the event was so in-group-oriented that its informal
moniker became ‘Objectivist Easter’, as Objectivist an institution
as NBI, which in effect it replaced in 1969. The rapt admirers did
not ask tough questions.

Many of the cult aspects of the Objectivist movement were
exposed by the founder of Rational Emotive Behavior Therapy
(REBT), Albert Ellis, in his 1968 book Is Objectivism a Religion?
It grew out of his public debate with Branden in May 1967 on the
respective merits and shortcomings of Ellis’s and Branden’s ther-
apies. Probably because of the amount of unbecoming heckling of
Ellis by Rand herself and by the largely Objectivist crowd, as well
as the commotion Rand raised when Ellis attacked the appropri-
ateness of Rand’s characters as role models, Branden subse-
quently refused Ellis permission to distribute audiotapes of the
debate. His justification was that Ellis’s arguments had been
“devoid of intellectual content.”
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The explicit message of Objectivism is optimistic, benevolent,
and life-affirming, but Objectivism, beginning with Rand’s writ-
ings, is actually more preoccupied with contempt and disgust for
the real world. Robert Bidinotto has concluded that, for many
Objectivists, morality is identified with suffering, and the roots of
Atlas Shrugged in the Promethean tragedy link heroism to martyr-
dom. While paying lip service to positives, Rand dwells on the
negatives, and passes on this attitude to her followers. Ultimately,
Objectivists come to feel they are in society but not of it. Holding
standards alien to those of mainstream society can then excuse
lack of progress in one’s education or career. The Objectivist mar-
tyr is even reluctant to pursue great challenges, for if not success-
ful, he will feel like a failure, which in Objectivism amounts to
moral failure. Then he feels guilty about unproductiveness.
George Smith maintains that the Objectivist martyr is caught up
in a vicious cycle of rules and guilt, with devastating results.

Eric Mack says that what had the most negative impact upon
him emotionally and psychologically was the notion conveyed by
Rand’s novels that one should be “devoted to the choice and pur-
suit of a world-historic career, and nor at all to personal relations”
which were destined to work out somehow as adjunct to one’s
main world-historic mission, or not to work out, in which case
they weren’t worthy of it.

John Ridpath, associate professor of economics and intellec-
tual history at York University in Toronto, and foremost Canadian
exponent of orthodox Objectivism, agrees that part of the price of
becoming an Objectivist is “cutting yourself off progressively from
your own culture.” That vile culture invites such loneliness and
seeming hopelessness that one tends to withdraw. Perhaps
Ridpath’s perspective springs directly from a passage in Atlas
Shrugged, in which a beleaguered Hank Rearden achieves some
sense of identification with “fanatical sects . . . who believed that
man was trapped in a malevolent universe ruled by evil for the
sole purpose of his torture.”

Rosalie Nichols quit a government job because she was being
paid with money stolen from tax-payers. She dropped out of
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university because she found the subject-matter to be distorted,
biased, or false. Even its presentation was all chopped up and dis-
connected, in contrast to Objectivism, where one finds the
answers to all issues integrated into one big pyramid. Distancing
herself from statism thus became an almost total withdrawal from
the social sphere. Depressed by the whole culture, she would read
Atlas Shrugged for an hour every night in order to get to sleep in a
cheerful mood.

Atlas Shrugged’'s secondary railroad hero Dan Conway
denounces villain Jim Taggart as “lice.” At another point Dagny’s
words to brother Jim “were not addressed to anything human.”
Elsewhere Galt’s gang describe their enemies as “inanimate
objects” or as “refuse.” Letters to the editor in defense of Ayn
Rand dismiss her critics not just as ‘hoodlums’ and ‘thugs’, but as
‘cockroaches’. Rand herself deploys “vermin” in one letter and her
orthodox heirs would dismiss Barbara Branden, until late 1968
ranked number three in the Objectivist movement, as ‘lice.
Considering that lice and cockroaches are owed no moral consid-
eration, and that in any case, as Nathaniel Branden put it, “once
somebody is declared an ‘enemy’ of Ayn Rand, all morality is sus-
pended,” one shudders at what some literal-minded Objectivists
might do to an enemy they saw as posing a threat to the future of
the Objectivist movement and hence of civilization.

The only sector of humanity that Rand seenied to approve of
was businessmen. Belying that impression, she wrote in the 1960s
that the real “money-maker” is a discoverer who transforms his
discovery into actual products, money-makers in Alan
Greenspan’s view constituting less than 15 percent of business-
men. Overwhelmingly, in Rand’s view, actual businessmen are
“money-appropriators” whose goal is to get rich not by conquering
physical nature, not by thought, not by producing, but by social
manipulations that result in the shifting of pre-existing wealth
from its owners’ pockets to theirs.

Tacitly, say David Kelley, Chris Wolf, and other former cult par-
ticipants, Objectivists held that there had to be something men-
tally and morally wrong with those who would not quickly
embrace Objectivism. Since these outsiders would not accept the
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truth, they must be ‘evading facts’ and thus be motivated by evil.
Objectivism was so clear, so well laid out out, so manifestly true,
that refusal to swallow it must mean basic irrationality. Kelley
now points out that it’s perfectly possible for a reasonable person
to be quite familiar with Objectivist principles and yet, in good
faith, not be convinced. It speaks volumes for the character of the
movement he left that he feels he actually needs to say this.

An unrepentant Peikoff has used the term “inherently dishon-
est ideas,” referring to ideas so blatantly false that they can be
believed only through a deliberate act of evasion. He includes as
examples: non-objective art such as that featured in Museum of
Modern Art exhibits, non-Aristotelian logic (such as fuzzy logic,
presumably, or perhaps even all modern logic), pragmatism as
developed by American philosophers or illustrated by American
politics since Jefferson, and egalitarianism (and here Peikoff
means not just equality of outcomes but also equality of opportu-
nity). Peikoff adherent Peter Schwartz has characterized Islam,
Kantianism, and Marxism as inherently irrational and labels lib-
ertarianism an evil doctrine. Peikoff insists that all the leaders of
such movements are necessarily evaders on a major scale, their
ideas being anti-reason and anti-reality and thus anti-man and
anti-values.

The way marriages are handled shows similarities across cults
and cultishly fanatical political movements. Rothbard recalls that
the top Randian leadership presumed to bring about appropriate
marriages, one explicitly asserting that she knew all the rational
young men and women in New York and could match them up. At
one Randian wedding ceremony, “the couple pledged their joint
devotion and fealty to Ayn Rand” and “read aloud a passage from
the sacred text,” Atlas Shrugged. 1f a match that should be work-
ing wasn't, Objectivist psychotherapy would bring the couple to
see Reason. Writes Margaret Thaler Singer, “When one partner of
a married pair is recruited into a cult, pressure is put on that per-
son to get the partner to join. If the partner doesn’t, most of the
time the cult, in effect, breaks up the marriage.” Rothbard reports
of Objectivist circles in New York in the late 1950s that when hec-
toring failed to persuade, many marriages were actively broken up
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by the cult leadership, one partner being sternly informed that his
or her spouse was insufficiently Randworthy. Rothbard’s wife
Joey, a Christian, was a problem for Branden, who grilled Murray
as to whether she had listened to his anti-God tape and been con-
verted by it. (Branden still markets a version of this tape in
Psvychology Todav ads for lectures by various therapists.) Rothbard
recalls one Randian so brainwashed that she agreed she deserved
her expulsion for having married a non-Objectivist.

Henry Scuoteguazza, looking back from 1991, tells us that in
his experience, Objectivists use only one main criterion in choos-
ing a friend: Is he or she an Objectivist? As a result, they have few
friends in the working and everyday world. Joan Kennedy Taylor
recalls the romantic implications of that stance, namely that in
the heyday, Objectivists were only supposed to go with
Objectivists, a recipe for a rather constricted love life.
Scuotteguazza laments that having tried for decades to live by
Rand’s ideas, he is still faced with the question of why the
Objectivist ethics hasn’t made a more positive impact on the lives
of Objectivists. His tentative answer is that those ethics don’t help
the individual choose from among the innumerable values that
may be rational but aren’t particularly appropriate for oneself.
Moreover, what little guidance Rand’s virtue of selfishness actu-
ally provides boils down to: ‘Be rational, and always pass moral
judgment. And . . . oh, by the way, have fun.” But when obsessive
rationality and the judging of others are the top priorities, whither
fun?

NBI: The Objectivist Church

Nathaniel Branden’s original intention was to give just one course
on Objectivism, in large part to help lift Ayn Rand out of her Atlas-
reviews depression by demonstrating the public’s interest in the
book’s ideas. The concept took off beyond Branden’s imagination.
By the mid-1960s, says Joan Kennedy Taylor, “The whole
Nathaniel Branden Institute network was very powerful.” Even on
the west coast there were people “listening to taped lectures, writ-
ing letters to people back east, having Objectivist celebrities come
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by and visit their group.” Murray Rothbard recollected that any
town’s NBI representative “was generally the most robotic and
faithful Randian in his particular area, and so attempts were
made . . . to duplicate the atmosphere of awe and obedience per-
vading the mother section in New York.”

A magazine writer of that time, Dora Jane Hamblin, was not
impressed by what she saw at NBI. “They are practically humor-
less, laughing only at key expressions of disdain for religion (the
word ‘God’, pronounced aloud in class, provokes paroxysms of
laughter) . . . They leave their lectures armed with formula
answers for the obvious questions from outsiders. In an argument
with outsiders, if one Objectivist were strangled in mid-sentence,
another could finish it precisely. . . . Mastery of such glibness
requires several class sessions and assiduous readings of The
Works . . .” A taped seminar in Detroit is described as “almost
liturgical,” featuring “an immaculate white-clothed altar with a
tape-recorder tabernacle.” Objectivists found such depictions
insulting at the time, but in retrospect, most wince at their accu-
racy.

Gurdip S. Sidhu, M.D., recalled that in 1967-68 he attended a
few courses at NBI, along with a few social events. “The courses
were characterized by little significant discussion except ques-
tions directed at clarifications. . . . No alternative opinions were
ever offered.” At social events “most participants were aloof, dis-
playing an air of enlightened detachment. Cheerful talk was con-
fined to a few small groups only . . . an ‘in’ crowd. Now, belatedly,
I learn thev were mostly members of the Blumenthal family.” It
also struck Sidhu that evervone in that circle was a chain
smoker—a strange way of showing their conviction that life is the
highest value.

One student recalls of NBI classes and get-togethers unexpect-
edly high degrees of uniformity, conformity, uneasy self-con-
sciousness, posing, overcautiousness, and coldness, “the young
men in their suits and ties, sitting rigidly staring ahead, conscien-
tiously unsmiling,” the women no more real, most “concentrating
on looking cold and glamorous.” Another remarks upon the clan-
nishness, even at non-live taped lectures. He found students to be
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inhibited, humor-deprived, and caddishly snide. Questions raised
in a politely challenging way were often met with anger or con-
tempt. Later, Barbara Branden would note the contradiction in
Rand’s attitude. She would abuse students for not grasping some
point, while claiming to be challenging two thousand years of phi-
losophy. If so, one might think, her philosophy was bound to be
assimilated only with difficulty.

One student of Objectivism found obsequious, even selfless
conformity to be all too prevalent. Ron Merrill, always ready to
defend the Objectivist movement against charges of cultishness,
concedes that as the 1960s wore on ‘true believers’ did come to
infest the ranks of Objectivists at his school, M.I.T; the philoso-
phy’s doctrines did seem to harden into virtual dogma; and dis-
senters were formally excommunicated.

Followers were not permitted to call themselves ‘Objectivists’.
Only Ayn and Nathan could do that. The approved term was ‘stu-
dent of Objectivism’. “That was the relationship that Ayn wanted
with everybody, teacher-student . . . that relationship went on with
Peikoff until she died,” says Taylor. “Greenspan may be the one
person who graduated from . . . her student to . . . independent
intellectual. I'm not sure anyone else was allowed to.” Rand
declared that the term ‘Objectivism’ was her own intellectual
property, that only she and those she explicitly sanctioned could
be designated ‘Objectivists’. In an early 1960s letter she referred to
her movement’s role of spreading a new culture, specifying that
“we are not and do not regard ourselves as teachers.” But, of
course, the followers were students.

Barbara Branden has tried to defend Rand by saying: “She
wasn'’t aware of the whole cult atmosphere,” the fact that for most
students “real understanding wasn’t necessary but only to know
what the master was saying.” Yet in a 1960 letter of warning to
Rand, Hospers had written of NBI that “the rather dogmatic and
brief presentation, the oversimplification of some points, and the
sort of T'm right and everyone else is wrong” manner of the pre-
sentation, tends to MAKE slavish dogmatists out of the audience.”
In her reply to Hospers, Rand dismisses any and all students so
“cowardly” as to feel intimidated in this way. Tough on them. Her



The Cult While the Guru Lived 23

lectures” aim, she says, not “to provoke intelligent comment” but
rather, paraphrasing George Washington, “to raise a standard to
which the wise and honest can repair.” Rand states that the lec-
tures are not given to convert antagonists—a redundant remark,
for only those in agreement with the ideas of Atlas were invited to
enrol. She says she is hurt by Hospers’s “concern for any weak-
ling’s needs, ideas, and interests, as against mine; it implied that
they must be considered because they have not developed their
minds, but I can claim no consideration, because I have.” Thus,
while dismissing Hospers’s fears that students would become
mindless dogmatists, Rand rejects the notion of genuine dialogue
with them.

Students of Objectivism, recalls Taylor, “either accepted every-
thing, or they were corrected. If they did not accept the correction
they were out.” Her aging father, Deems Taylor, a composer of
operas, was a friend of Rand. Once “he was talking about dying
and how matter is neither created nor destroyed so why should
the soul be?, and Ayn said to me, ‘At his age this is meaningful to
him. Just let it alone’.” No student of Objectivism, even an elderly
one, would have been allowed to get away with such ‘mystical
claptrap’. Taylor explains that Rand respected people who had
developed independently of her and met her on some common
playing field of achievement more than she respected people who
really admired her and came to be students. Nathaniel Branden
said later that Rand “never had much respect for most of her fol-
lowers.”

The Cult's Pecking Order

Objectivism constantly praised individual independence, thinking
for oneself, having confidence in one’s mental capacity to make
decisions, and not being intimidated by the opinions of others.
While this incessant litany of inspiring words droned on ineffec-
tually, the actual conduct of the Objectivist organization was the
exact opposite. No one dared to think for themselves, except
Rand. Within the Collective, Rand’s inner circle, everyone hung on
Rand’s every whim, assuming that if their views ever conflicted
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with hers, thev had to be in the wrong. The rank and file of the
organization, the students of Objectivism, would do and say
anvthing to win the approval of the Collective. The Collective
treated the students with undisguised condescension and haugh-
tiness. The Collective was fond of saving to the students: “Our
job is to tell people what Objectivism is; vour job to tell them that
it is.”

Nathaniel Branden says that Rand made it “abundantly
clear to us that fighting for Objectivism meant fighting for Ayn
Rand. . . . Lovalty to Avn and love of her work was really more
important than who vou were as a person.” Philip Smith says with
reference to gurus like Rand that “everybody around you become
tools in your crusade. Thev're not people any more. They're tools.”
His wife, Kayv Nolte Smith, reflecting upon her ouster by Rand,
laments that previous devotion and a tremendous amount of time
and effort had not registered at all. “I did feel used, because it all
added up to zero.”

Philip Smith regards Eddie Willers as the most significant
character in Atlas Shrugged. Willers is supposed to epitomize the
ideal common man. “Imagine the view she had of the common
man to indicate that Eddie Willers is the ideal,” observes Smith.
“He’s sort of a non-entity with no life of his own who does every-
thing Dagnyv wants him to do. He cuts the ribbon.” When ‘the
Mind’ has left the culture, the good person like Eddie Willers is
left to perish. “So all the common man does is sit there and adore,
obey, take orders from the brilliant people in the world. If that is
her view of the common man, imagine what she thought of her-
self in relation to society and what other people should be doing
for her. That’s what she wanted from evervone around her.” In
Rand’s early play, Ideal (1934), heroine-worshipper Johnnie pro-
nounces himself “a man who is perfectly happy!” and then blows
his brains out. Why? Because he'd just taken the rap for a murder
he believed screen goddess Kay Gonda, Johnnie’s highest rever-
ence, had committed. But it turns out she was only pretending to
have committed the murder, to test the lovalty of her supposed
fans. Kay, a stand-in for Rand, comments later that allowing
Johnnie that final dramatic gesture was, “the kindest thing I have
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ever done.” It prefigures the ideal of devotion Ayn Rand would one
day expect from her inner circle, the ‘Collective’.

Rand learned the history of philosophy mostly by talking to
Leonard Peikoff and Barbara Branden, both graduate students in
philosophy, Barbara stopping at a master’s. Rothbard notes that in
Barbara Branden’s biography, by not focusing on the cult she
avoids unpleasant facts such as that while the Brandens had to
abase themselves before Rand, everyone else crawled before
the Brandens, and that Barbara herself was held up as ‘the most
beautiful woman in the world’, the greatest living female after
Rand and (via her master’s thesis) ‘the solver of the free will
problem’.

Novelist Kay Nolte Smith says of Rand that, “it is painful to
write a book and have critics say things that are either nasty or ill-
informed. She got rid of that. She built a group in which no one
was allowed to do anything but praise her for her novels for the
rest of her life.” To Objectivists, this may not seem like the main
function of the Collective and the Objectivist movement. Yet being
more interested in power than in truth is merely to be consistent
with the actual rather than professed values of most of the rest of
the world. If nothing else, the guru comes to enjoy the power of
being others people’s emotional center.

Within hierarchies, categorical separation of good and evil can
facilitate the control of personnel. Kramer and Alstad explain that
such dualistic thinking reinforces hierarchy because absolutizing
the distinction between persons A and B legitimates their place-
ment at different rungs of the ladder. Decades later before a
mostly Objectivist audience, David Kelley would grant that the
Objectivist movement “always had an inner circle, an extremely
well-defined hierarchy . . . in which people often knew to within
several decimal places their exact distance from the center,”
(laughter of recognition throughout the audience) “whose mem-
bers are ranked as much by loyalty as by merit. Many are con-
temptuous and condescending toward those below them, fearful
and fawning toward those above.”

Peikoff disapproves of those who drift away from Ayn Rand’s
orbit, a revealing metaphor suggesting a massive gravitational
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center and passive inertial bodies. According to Rothbard’s recol-
lection, the central axiom of Objectivism’s unofficial creed was,
“Avn Rand is the greatest person that has ever lived or ever shall
live.” In fact there was a “consuming concern with greatness and
rank.” A friendly but perfectly serious dispute broke out: Was
Nathaniel Branden tied with or ahead of Aristotle for second
greatest thinker of all time? Real disputes were resolved by appeal
to the authority closest to Ayn Rand.

The Objectivist movement quickly took on characteristics of
the Communist Party of the Soviet Union. An exiled Trotsky
explained in 1927 that, “Within an order such as the Party had
now become, the effect of psychological affinity with the leader is
to suppress rational thinking and enhance feelings of fanatical
solidarity, the herd-instinct, mindlessness.” The Party “inhabits
two storeys, on the upper one they decide everything, and on the
lower one they only hear about what is decided.”

The Collective

By September 1950 Ayn Rand was reading from her work in
progress, Atlas Shrugged, to Nathan and Barbara and within a few
years to the relatives and friends they had gathered into Rand’s
fold in New York City. The Rand circle’s beginnings are reminis-
cent of Rajneesh’'s—informal, exciting, enthusiastic, and a bit
chaotic; in Bombay, Rajneesh followers could keep their jobs and
attend evening lectures or drop in at his apartment during their
free hours.

The core of the Collective was largely made up of Canadian
Jews, most of them closely related. Nearly all the Collective, Rand
included, came upon the ideas of America’s founding fathers as
outsiders. Leonard Peikoff, a lowly member of the Collective,
though he was one day to become Rand’s heir, hailed from
Manitoba, as did Joan Mitchell Blumenthal, Rand’s close friend
for a quarter-century, and Barbara Weidman (Barbara Branden).
With Toronto natives Nathan Blumenthal (Nathaniel Branden), a
Blumenthal sister and her husband, and cousin Allan Blumenthal,
Rand’s inner circle was nearly complete. Barbara Branden states
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that her brother Sidney, wife Miriam, and Nathaniel’s two other
sisters and their husbands, Florence and Hans Hirschfeld and
Reva and Sholey Fox, might have become regular rather than
irregular inner circle members had they been New York City resi-
dents. Also by the late 1950s, Nathan’s nephews Jonathan and
Leonard Hirschfeld moved to New York, and Barbara’s nephew,
Jim Weidman, spent summers with them. Elsewhere Barbara
comments, without irony, on the early inner circle, “It was like a
family, it really was.” And Nathaniel Branden has said of those
days, also without intentional irony, “I did not believe in the kin-
ship of blood, only ideas.”

Earlier, Rand had enjoyed a circle of friends in both
Hollywood and New York, including the Henry Hazlitts and the
Ludwig von Miseses, and ‘girlfriends’ Marjorie Hiss, Faith Hersey,
and Isabel Paterson (known to friends as ‘Pat’). But with her new
inner circle, the Collective, she could talk about what she really
cared about and her listeners would be as spellbound by her as
Rand had been by Pat. The Blumenthal bunch, 25-35 years
younger than she, were so awestruck and so proud of being a part
of her life that they made it impossible for her to continue normal
relationships with her own peers. They were, as Roy Childs put it,
“barking at her feet all the time. Nobody wanted to deal with these
hangers-on.” Childs thought that “they encouraged terrible behav-
ior on her part.”

For Rand, the kernel of her cult was an attempted real-life
embodiment of her Galt’s Gulch fantasy in Atlas Shrugged, with
mostly young disciples standing in for accomplished profession-
als. It isn't surprising, given Rand’s goal of eliminating any emo-
tion unworthy of Reason as defined by her philosophy, that “to
disparage feelings was a favorite activity of virtually everyone in
our circle, as if that were a means of establishing one’s rationality.
All we achieved was to drive our own feelings underground.” But,
continues Nathaniel Branden, any emotional outbursts from Ayn
were not merely tolerated as the price of access to genius, but
rather “were uncritically interpreted as manifestations of irre-
proachable rationality.” Thus was the group cathartic for Rand,
and repressive for everyone else. When Nathaniel Branden
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eventually informed Rand that he would no longer have sex with
her, she demanded by way of compensation that he devote his life
exclusively to Objectivism: in other words, ‘Abandon my ego and
preach the morality of egoism.” This was only the most extreme
form of what Rand—and Branden—expected of all students of
Objectivism.

The top Randians never quite communalized. However
Murray Rothbard, an adjunct member of Rand’s circle for several
months in 1958, recalls that most of the New York movement
resided in Manhattan’s East 30s, several associates even living in
Rand’s very apartment building. According to Rothbard’s friend
Ralph Raico, Murray was for a time being groomed to be co-equal
with Nathaniel Branden. The Collective assumed it had to be a
top priority for Rothbard and his Cercle Bastiat of libertarian
friends to maximize contact with the top Randians. Rothbard
recalls that at the final get-together before his July 1958 ouster,
Branden asked him why he was seecing the Collective only twice a
week. Rothbard refrained from telling Branden the truth, that he
couldn’t stand anv of these “posturing, pretentious, humorless,
robotic, nasty, simple-minded, . . . dazzlingly ignorant people.”
Ralph Raico found them reminiscent of a Communist Party cell,
yet constantly posing, like English majors.

By February 1958, Rothbard saw that the marriage of the two
groups was destined for dissolution. In addition to “the trumpet-
ing by these ignoramuses of their own greatness,” Rothbard lost
patience with the Rand-Branden personality cult that was form-
ing, the atmosphere of unrelenting nastiness, and the brandishing
of Randian cigarette holders and dollar-sign-monogrammed gold
cigarette lighters. Rand had at least created some worthwhile fic-
tion, but her acolytes had yet to create anything.

The Holzers joined the Collective several years later. Erika
Holzer recalls that Rand combined her ideas and her extraordi-
nary charisma with an oppressive moralism, in a sort of package
deal. So “you got sucked in. You didn’t want to give up this expe-
rience . . . though there was a great deal of pain at the time, and
fear . .. it was exciting, it was like being on another planet, it was
us against the world.” Erika’s husband Hank, who became Rand’s
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attorney, remembers leaving after all-night sessions with Rand,
exhausted but feeling they had just come from a consistently
rational universe, “a window on what life might be.” Like “sitting
in the pristine light,” enthuses Erika, “It was irresistible!” (In Atlas
Shrugged, when John Galt permits Dagny to enter his secret labo-
ratory, a metaphor for Rand’s philosophy, “It was like crossing the
border into a different universe.”)

Nathaniel Branden later concluded that he and others thrived
at the forefront of Rand’s intellectual crusade because “we were
ecstasy addicts . . . that was the key . . . that need for an ecstatic
state of consciousness.” Generating religious ecstasy typically
entails being part of a like-minded group intent upon yielding to
the higher power its members all believe in, Rand in this case. The
group reinforces and amplifies the ecstasy. Kay Nolte Smith
writes of the authority such charisma can exert upon impression-
able minds that “it could give you power over something more
important than their livelihoods . . . their souls.” In any group
united by a belief system its members equate with reality itself,
some will have staked career and soul on that system, which they
therefore feel must be maintained.

A Reign of Terror

Because Rand’s associates thought the survival of civilization was
at stake, those disinclined to agree with them were deemed
betrayers or enemies. Mary Ann Sures spoke for all when she
exclaimed, “It's wonderful to be a part of history!” Similarly, the
docility and fear of excommunication among early members of
Freud’s psychoanalytic ‘church’ can be explained by a concomi-
tant fear of forfeiting a place in history.

The Holzers insist that apart from themselves, those closest to
Rand for any significant stretch of time would admit, if theyre
frank, that the relationship took far more out of them than they
gained, Rand being so difficult, so hard to deal with, so nasty, so
unkind, and so insensitive. Joan Kennedy Taylor recalls of mid-
1960s Collective member Edith Efron that she was not simply
hurt emotionally, but psychologically damaged by Rand. Taylor
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also recalls that while inner circle discussions were presumed by
outsiders to be an ongoing intellectual renaissance, in actuality
when they weren't strictly Blumenthal clan gossip, they were
about someone’s transgression.

Rajneesh’s followers, initially rebels and adventurers, became
frightened conformists who could no longer trust in themselves.
Hospers sums up Rand’s inner circle similarly: “They became
shivering-scared disciples who dared not say the wrong thing lest
they incur her wrath. . . . Rand said she wanted people imbued
with reason around her . . . she actually got on the whole . . . a
bunch of adoring svcophants.” Efron suggests that you'd be “bet-
ter off with Rand if you were . . . a malleable nothing . . . the kind
of special adoration the youngsters gave her . . . she could not get
from an adult.”

Ayn Rand not only admired Frank Lloyd Wright as she did no
one else and modelled aspects of Howard Roark after him, she
even partly modelled herself after him. She also became like him
in ways she may never have understood. Rand met Wright and vis-
ited him at Taliesin in the 1940s, and found to her dismay that his
students were hero-worshipping serfs. “Anything he said was right,
there was an atmosphere of worshipful, awed obedience . . . their
work . . . was badly imitative of Wright.” Although Wright pur-
ported to be trying to elicit intellectual independence from his stu-
dents, open admiration for architecture other than Wright's was
interpreted as betrayal. Rand’s shocked description of Wright's
idolization is a close prefiguring of her own cult 20 years later.

Murray Rothbard recalls that even in the early days of the
Objectivist movement, “fear was common, fear of displeasing,
using an incorrect word or nuance, smiling at an unworthy per-
son, being found out for some ideological or personal deviation.”
Erika Holzer confirms that within the Collective and on its
periphery, “there was a lot of fear.” At an Objectivist lawyer’s lec-
ture, someone asked if the subpoena was a violation of rights. He
replied that he had to think about it, but this was merely code for
having to check this point with Rand. A rank-and-file student
recalls being so scared of asking Rand a question in 1963 that he
got a friend to ask it for him. Rothbard recollects one top 1960s
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Randian who had grave doubts about a certain philosophical
tenet, but feared that to ask his question about it might mean
excommunication. So he waited vears for someone else to ask it.
It's a measure of the Objectivist movement’s authoritarian past
that the head of a later more tolerant institution devoted to Rand’s
ideas felt obliged to assure patrons that at its events one is “not
denounced on moral grounds for asking the wrong kinds of ques-
tions.”

Here's a characteristic Ayn Rand moment, as recounted by
Hamblin. At an NBI lecture a question submitted anonymously in
writing asked why Rand employed, as a term of moral approval,
the alienating term ‘selfishness’? Her enraged answer: “Do not any
of vou begin a question telling me what alienates people! A person
of self-esteem would rnever address a question of that kind to
another person of self-esteem!” If government giveaways are
unselfishness, “then let me be selfish! And tell your alienated
friends to make the most of it,” she roared, to loud sustained
applause. Recalls Philip Smith, “We’d see her cut down people
right, left and center at these lecture periods . . . She’d treat them
as if Attila the Hun had just got up.” Kay Smith adds, “Phil’s not
exaggerating . . . she would just cut people’s heads off.”
Philosopher Eric Mack has a “vivid unpleasant memory” of Rand’s
treatment of questioners. “Might not religious faith play a useful
role in helping one endure tribulations?” someone once asked, to
which Rand angrily retorted “What sort of inadequate and corrupt
psychology would lead someone to ask that?” Hospers remembers
how very quickly Rand could whip out the iron fist behind the vel-
vet glove and just tear a person to ribbons. At the NBI lectures it
became somewhat embarrassing. She’d become incendiary over
some small thing and after having this spate of venom turned
upon them, most people simply left and never came back.
Eventually Nathaniel Branden had to bar her from the lectures.
These were, after all, his paying customers.

Not that Branden always took a back seat to Rand in the intol-
erance department. Mack recalls that when a number of philoso-
phy students taking a course with Peikoff in 1965 gathered at
Nathaniel Branden’s apartment, with Rand an imposing though
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silent presence, “Branden began a long harangue about how
grotesque it was for people to claim to have read Rand’s works
and still raise the sorts of philosophical questions that Peikoff had
reported to them. . . . Of course, we were all shell-shocked and
there were no questions.”

It was just as bad inside the Collective. Erika Holzer recalls
that “if we said something that might reveal a bad premise, . . . she
would nail us. It got to be you were nervous about speaking up.”
Kay Nolte Smith explained: “You could say, ‘That was a fascinat-
ing point, Ayn; it made me think of this or that thing’, and you
could just sort of have a discussion about it. But could you say,
‘You know, Ayn, I don’t think I really agree with this’> No!”

Philosopher George Walsh is one of the very few already-
mature intellectuals who ever converted to Objectivism. Useful as
he thereby was to her cause, Rand would put up with minor acts
of insubordination on his part that she wouldn't abide in others.
Walsh recalls that when he was writing an article on radical 1960s
Marxist icon Herbert Marcuse for the Objectivist, “she would
make editorial changes sometimes which I didn’t agree with.” On
one occasion Walsh was giving a factual exposition of some idea
of Freud’s, and Rand inserted the word ‘obscene’—“the obscene
doctrines of Freud.” “So I said . . . I would withdraw the whole
article if she didn’t agree to drop it, and she agreed after a short
argument.”

Since having the right psychology should lead to one’s having
the right opinions, fellow Objectivists expressing wrong opinions
were suspected of having been led astray by a faulty psychology.
To attack someone’s thought processes or motives in such cases
was a favorite Rand strategy, says Nathaniel Branden, a strategy
one might add that had already been perfected by Freudians. “She
taught her whole circle to do it,” he adds, estimating that in 1971
three quarters of the students of Objectivism had adopted it. Yet
Branden had ranked a close second to Rand within that circle and
he had been the chief instructor of students of Objectivism.
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First the Trial, then the Beheading

Because of the powerful combination of belief, lovalty, dependency,
guilt, fear, peer pressure, lack of information, and fatigue, . . .
members do not readily leave cults.

Margaret Thaler Singer

Formal trials of offenders were a frequent event. What typically
were the ‘big’ offences, big enough to warrant convening the
group to hear charges? According to Nathaniel Branden’s later
recollection: being friendly with anyone critical of Rand or being
caught gossiping about a fellow member of the Collective. Such a
transgression would generate her instant denunciation and the
transgressor’s categorization as a villain within the typology of her
novels—an Ellsworth Toohey or a Lillian Rearden or whoever,
pronounced with the authority of a supreme arbiter in matters of
the human soul. In this, Branden says he can’t recall anybody
openly questioning Rand’s policy, not even once. At any subse-
quent trial, Branden himself would usually serve as prosecutor. In
retrospect he says he is appalled at his own ruthless behavior in
that role.

Early expulsions occurred in 1958 involving the ‘Cercle
Bastiat’, a handful of libertarians led by Rothbard, impressed
enough by Atlas to meet with Rand’s Collective for several months.
One of these joint Collective-Cercle Bastiat meeting, with neither
Rothbard nor Rand in attendance, became a recitation of Holy-
Roller type testimonials, each acolyte answering the question
‘Who has been the most intellectually important person in my
life?” Of course, each was supposed to nominate Rand. One Bruce
Goldberg, not quite getting the real point of the exercise, named
Ralph Raico, for having converted him to libertarianism.
Goldberg was given the gate permanently and Raico left with him.

Then came Rothbard’s expulsion. Already under suspicion for
having a Christian wife, having religious friends like libertarian
historian Leonard Liggio, being a non-smoker, and not spending
enough time with the Collective, he was now accused of plagia-
rism. Rothbard had written a paper for a symposium headed by
Helmut Schoeck (author of the standard classical liberal work,
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Envy, later to be carried by the orthodox Obijectivist Second
Renaissance Books). Nathan phoned Rothbard saying that his
paper plagiarized from Atlas Shrugged and from Barbara’s mas-
ter’s thesis on free will. The Collective members did not under-
stand that the ideas allegedly plagiarized were intellectual
commonplaces which had been around for decades or centuries.
You will appear at your trial on Wednesday at 4:00, Branden
ordered. Rothbard failed to show; he was tried in absentia and
denounced. Next came a letter from Branden threatening to pre-
sent to Helmut Schoeck evidence incontestably establishing guilt.
The evidence was duly presented. Schoeck responded that the
claim of plagiarism was ludicrous. Rothbard cautiously added to
the paper citations of sources earlier than Atlas Shrugged for all
the supposedly plagiarized ideas.

Roy Childs recalls a typical target of and setting for excommu-
nication, that is, an NBI student being put on trial in Rand’s apart-
ment. “Remember the young ballerina who had some irrational
this or that, and they tore her apart, Nathaniel strutting back and
forth in the apartment, Ayn applauding, and she was reduced to
tears and gave up her career?” Several sources recollected that
this kind of incident happened constantly, “day in, day out, it was
happening all the time.” Barbara’s Passion of Ayn Rand gives the
impression that this sort of thing happened once in a blue moon.
According to Nathaniel Branden, Barbara “sometimes played the
” “Nathaniel was the first
son of a bitch,” said Childs, but Barbara did not come across in
her book as being the “hatchet woman” she was.

role of Lord High Executioner herself.

Whether they belonged to the Collective or to a wider circle of
followers, people didn’t miss their trials. There was no question of
not showing up, Rothbard and Barbara Branden excepted. Even
when it was expected to hurt like hell, if Rand had something to
say about a given person, that person thought it terribly important
to know. Purge protocol meant appearing to hear the charges (or
else being tried in absentia) after which, usually the closest friend
of the excommunicatee wrote, as Rothbard related, “a bitter,
febrile, and portentous letter, damning the apostate.” Barring
unusual circumstances, the break had to be permanent and total.
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The worst sin was to question the legitimacy of the whole proce-
dure or to refuse to take a stand until one knew all the facts.

In most cults, expellees are “denounced and defiled. They are
entered on a roster of non-people. Horrendous lies are told about
them to reinforce the cult’s line on why they are no longer mem-
bers,” writes Margaret Thaler Singer. Such denunciation is not a
pleasant prospect for someone thinking of leaving. An ad taken
out at the back of a booklet defending Rand posthumously against
both Brandens’ books salutes “the Heroic Accomplishments of
Ayn Rand” and dismisses “those Wimps Who Blame Her for their
own Personal Problems.” Only cult members in good standing can
tell the truth.

Kay Nolte Smith was excommunicated in the mid-1970s for
making unauthorized changes to a few lines of dialogue for a pub-
lic performance of Rand’s play Penthouse Legend (Night of January
16th). Smith concedes she shouldn’'t have done so but insists it
was not a big deal. For that one mistake she was drummed out, 15
years of prior devoted association notwithstanding. “It almost got
to be a badge of honor to get drummed out,” said Smith. “I was
invited back in after four years and I declined; I had come to my
senses . . . it was a major traumatic life experience,” its splendors
attached to “a lot of agony. I think that’s true of everybody.”
Hospers recalls of his leave-taking from Rand that, “along with
the pain and desolation, I felt a sense of release from an increas-
ing oppressiveness,” because he was thereby avoiding “the web of
intellectually-stifling allegiances and entanglements” that so
many of her true disciples ensnared themselves in.

Usually Rand’s fallings-out with associates took the form of:
‘Get out of my life forever; you're immoral.” With the Holzers she
explicitly left the door open. However, they never again knocked
on that door, mainly because Hank found her so difficult to deal
with that he didn’t want to represent her legally again. Toward the
end, there wasn’t enough of an inner circle left to perform the
excommunicatory function. Instead, with seeming deliberateness,
she insulted and antagonized the Blumenthals in an unrelenting
quest to prove to the Blumenthals’ satisfaction that their aesthetic
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tastes were irrational. Eventually they could stand it no longer
and abandoned her.

When asked to comment on the seeming intellectual dishon-
esty of excluding from the Ayn Rand Lexicon (1986) the at-one-
time approved writings of those later excommunicated, Phil and
Kay Nolte Smith jointly asserted, “But that’s the essence of it.
These are Papal Bulls that are coming out. It's like the Holy
Roman Church in that sense. Thats why it's a cult.
Excommunication is not just a funny word here: it’s literal. When
vou are excommunicated you are not recognized again, you do
not exist, so why would they mention your name in any of their
publications?”

In Lectures on Fiction-Writing, a course given by Rand in the
late 1950s, both Brandens were in the audience, a fact confirmed
by Karen Reedstrom. On tapes of these lectures now distributed
by Second Renaissance Books, the Brandens’ voices are drowned
out by a narrator summarizing their questions or comments. It’s
reminiscent, comments Reedstrom, of old Stalinist purges, where
photographs would be doctored to remove people who had been
disgraced.

Kelley also confirmed that the writings of those people who
wrote under Rand’s auspices but later broke with her tend to dis-
appear down the memory hole. Nathaniel Branden’s essays
appear in every reprinting of The Virtue of Selfishness, but post-
1968 volumes such as the Ayn Rand Lexicon include not a word of
his. Yet Rand never actually repudiated any of Branden’s articles
and lectures and seemingly had no substantive disagreements
with them, having herself contributed to them via discussion and
editing. That readers might profit intellectually from such writ-
ings must for the orthodox be weighed against the prospect that
their now-verboten authors might thereby profit financially or
exert influence in competition with orthodox leaders.

Some of the attitudes cultivated by a cult linger after leaving it
and dissipate verv slowly. Typically these include: a hypercritical
attitude toward others and society, a condemnatory attitude
toward normal human failings, harshness even toward one’s self,
emptiness at no longer being a world saver and loss of the sense
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of being among an elite. The Holzers say of their departure from
the inner circle that it was hard to walk away from, and that with
a sense of relief came a sense of loss that took years to get over.

The ex-cultist needs to re-establish his own belief system and
moral values, and sort them out from ones adopted in the cult.
Often he or she fears joining any group. Barbara Branden argues
that the reluctance of most former Objectivists to get involved in
(further) cults counts against classifying the Objectivist move-
ment as a cult. However, subsequent cult-s/iyness after leaving a
true cult is probably even more common than jumping into
another one, just as after a romance has gone sour, most prefer
uninvolvement for a while to rebounding straight into someone
else’s arms.

What Would John Galt DO?

Christians faced with any major decision are admonished to ask
‘What would Jesus do?” Students of Objectivism, were recom-
mended to ask ‘What would John Galt, or Howard Roark, or any
of the heroic characters in Rand’s two major novels, do?
Discussions among Objectivists would often refer to these charac-
ters, as if they were simultaneously familiar acquaintances, ora-
cles of profound wisdom, and perfect exemplars of all the virtues.
Novelist Mary Gaitskill found it “kooky” that anyone would parrot
the characters in a novel, and judge real people by how they mea-
sured up to those characters.

Just as Christian fundamentalists are exhorted to read the
Bible every day, students of Objectivism were expected to keep
rereading Atlas Shrugged for the rest of their lives. Eric Mack
recalls that after devouring Rand’s works and becoming a ‘boy
Objectivist’, he felt obliged to reread Rand’s novels regularly for
the next six years. Rothbard remembers being chided for not
rereading Rand, by someone who boasted that he had already
thrilled to Atlas Shrugged 35 times.

Atlas Shrugged was not just a sacred text: it was an alternative
reality into which Rand and her most dedicated followers disap-
peared, like Alice down the rabbit hole. Looking back in 1996,
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Nathaniel Branden maintained that the 1960s Objectivists lived in
the world of Rand’s novels. “We sure as heck didn’t exist in the real
world.” They experienced events in Rand’s novels as if they were
as real as anything happening in the real world, and they experi-
enced day-to-day events in the real world in the context of Rand’s
novels. The result was a dangerous propensity for highly simpli-
fied explanations. Objectivists would say of real people: ‘He’s a
Peter Keating, he’'s a James Taggart, she’s a Lillian Rearden’. They
shared a “simplified, fictionalized, stylized way of looking at
everything.” Branden goes so far as to say, “I didn’t live in the
United States in the 1950s. I lived in Atlas Shrugged. 1 have very
little sense of the Fifties.”

What was the nature of the novel Branden and many others
were living in during the 1950s? Rand had written in 1946 that she
wanted Atlas Shrugged to be extreme, simplified, stylized and
impressionistic, like an undetailed sketch of a skyline. In the early
1960s she said in the context of Atlas Shrugged that in cultural
matters she didn’t like being bound by choices others had made.
“I want to be in my own universe, of my own abstractions . . .
where everything is made by me except the metaphysical human
abstraction. It has to be things as they might be, but from then on
[ want things as they ought to be, as I want to make them. In Atlas
I felt completely as if I'm building the whole universe.” In the
name of objectivity, Branden and company were living within
someone else’s fantasy.

Rand’s fiction was the Objectivists’ only refuge from the hostile
and contemptible world. Allan Blumenthal explains that,
“Because they had learned the philosophy predominantly from
fiction, the students of Objectivism thought they had to be like
Ayn Rand heroes: they were not to be confused, not to be unhappy,
and not to lack confidence. And because they could not meet these
self-expectations, they bore the added burden of moral failure.”
The late Roy Childs, who may have coined the term ‘Randroids’ to
describe the Galt-imitating robots produced by the cult, relates
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