MEST Journal

DOI 10.12709/mest.11.11.02.03

AYN RAND: QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS

Walter E. Block
Harold E. Wirth Eminent Scholar Endowed Chair and Professor of

Economics, Loyola University New Orleans, New Orleans, LA, USA
https://orcid.org/0000-0003-2215-4791

OMESTE
JEL Category: Z0

Abstract

| pose a series of questions about Ayn Rand and her political-economic philosophy and attempt to
respond to them. On most occasions my views are congruent with hers; but not on all of them. Why is
it important that the views of this author be scrutinized? That is because, with her novels and non-fiction
works, she had a wildly disproportionate effect on world public policy. She did more than pretty much
anyone else on the planet to promote private property rights, free enterprise, and laissez-fair capitalism.
Her main vehicle, her main contribution to the limited government philosophy was her 1957 book, "Atlas
Shrugged" (which is still briskly selling, more than a half-century later). This novel tells the tale of the
real contributors to the economy: not workers, but, rather, employers; businessmen, capitalists,
inventors, and investors. We all know what happens when employees go on strike: there is vast chaos.
This book is certainly the first, and perhaps, still, the only on to trace out what happens when
entrepreneurs withdraw their labor. Spoiler alert: it is not pretty.
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advocates of this view as “hippies of the right”? and
1. INTRODUCTION instead led her group, called Objectivists.
Ayn Rand (1905-1982) was born in Saint
Petersburg, Russia, and died in New York City,
New York. The author of the still best-selling novel
Atlas Shrugged (first published in 1957), she
profoundly influenced politics and political
economy in her adopted country. It is probably no
exaggeration to say that she converted more 1.
people to the philosophy of libertarianism than any

other person,® even though she dismissed

Here are a series of questions and short answers
concerning her, her career, her viewpoints, and
her accomplishments.

2. QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS

Much of Miss Rand’s® ethical, social, and
economic thinking is considered highly
reactionary. Why do you think it is still
valid among many thinkers?

Address of the author:

"Reactionary” means, merely, based on the past.
Walter E. Block

#7wblock@loyno.edu

1 With the possible exception of congressman
Ron Paul
2 Ayn Rand Lexicon (2022)

What is wrong with that? Mozart and Bach, my two
favorite composers, are reactionary in this sense.

3 She insisted upon “Miss”

rejected “Ms.”

and adamantly
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Does that mean they were poor musicians?
Hardly. Just as Mozart and Bach are “still valid”
this applies to the views of Ayn Rand, and other
free enterprise philosophers.

In sharp contrast, virtually her polar opposites are
now characterized as “progressives.” This
linguistic practice only attests to the fact that leftish
wokesters have to a great degree taken control of
“acceptable” language. I'll take her supposed
invalid reactionary views over those of the
“progressive” left liberals any day.

2. What are Rand’s best contributions to
philosophical and economic thought?

| am not much of a fan of her contributions to
philosophy. One commentator was unkind enough
to characterize them as a “knot on the tree of
knowledge.” She called this perspective
"Objectivism" and it all started with "A is A." From
that, she deduced all sorts of conclusions, mostly
insightful, but the process left something to be
desired.

However, regarding her views on economics,
there is a very different and far better story. She
supported laissez-faire capitalism, the last best
hope for the welfare of mankind. She was radical
for capitalism, defending it with verve and wisdom.

3. Ayn Rand's opinions have always been
very close to the ideology of Republican
politicians. Why? Do you think she has
influenced Donald Trump?

Her and their views of economics are not that
close, unfortunately for the latter. The Republican
party supports things like the minimum wage law,
tariffs, and welfare that she properly opposed.
Yes, her influence is great and certainly includes
Trump at least to some small degree. It cannot be
denied that the Republicans are by and large
closer to her views than the Democrats, but it is
only a matter of (a small) degree, not kind. Yes,
there are some honorable exceptions. Senator
Rand Paul and Congressman Ron Paul come to
mind in this regard. But by and large, the
Republicans at best espouse a pale carbon copy

Smith (2011), citing Goldberg

Block (2005, 2018)

| did overlap with Ayn Rand for several years.
She and her for a time chief lieutenant
Nathanial Brandon personally converted me
from my previous socialist position to one

of her important economic insights. Well, |
suppose that is better, alright, far better than the
Democrats who are for the most part 180 degrees
apart from her economic perspectives.

4. Many conservative politicians, including
Donald Trump, defend Miss Rand's ideas.
Why? What makes them so appealing?

She wrote and spoke with verve and electricity.
Her economic views were those of Adam Smith,
Ludwig von Mises, and Henry Hazlitt.5 But she
could say things that would reverberate with the
layman in a way that they could not. Her novel
Atlas Shrugged was first published in 1957. It is
still selling thousands of copies every year.

Would be it were more true that conservative
politicians, including Donald Trump, were more
aligned with her perspectives than they actually
are. If this were but the case, we would now have
a far better and more robust economy.

5. Rand was a thinker in permanent
contradiction. She was homophobic and at
the same time led a very liberal sex life for
her time and even by today's "standards".
How can this contradiction be explained?

| do not see a real contradiction here, at least not
compared to many other people, who commit
adultery and are also homophobic. Yes, the two
views, actions, are contradictory from some points
of view, but not all.

As to whether or not she was anti-gay, this is a
very contentious issue, and | am not competent to
answer it.6 Certainly to the degree she embraced
libertarianism’” she  would never have
countenanced any law forbidding such practices
between consenting adults.

6. Greed was one of her basic thoughts. To
what extent has it influenced the
capitalism we have lived through in the
1990s and are still living under?

Gordon Gekko, in the movie “Wall Street” opined
that “Greed is good.” | think he was channeling her
in this. The free enterprise system converts the
supposed dross of greed into the benefits of gold,

embracing laissez-faire capitalism and never a
disparaging word about homosexuality did |
ever hear from her or any of her colleagues.

7 This was to a very strong degree despite her
explicit rejection of this philosophy.
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and Ayn Rand saw this very clearly. She wrote
about it very eloquently.

7. What was Rand’s view of the U.S.
Corporation?

Ayn Rand (1993) was dead wrong when she wrote
that large corporations were “America’s most
persecuted minority.” She started from the correct
premise that large firms were the greatest
beneficiaries of laissez-faire capitalism,® but then
falsely deduced that therefore they ought to be the
biggest supporters of this system. This was an
error: many large firms benefit not from economic
freedom but from protectionism from competition
by the government. They full well knew on which
side of their bread their butter could be found. The
Public Choice School calls this "rent-seeking"® and
that is a far more accurate way of looking at the
matter. So, no big surprise here; move along,
folks, nothing to see here in this phenomenon.

However, although this can only be speculative
since Miss Rand was not so unfortunate to live in
the modern era, one can be pretty confident that
she would have been appalled at the prospect of
large-scale corporations going “woke.”® What
occurred at Disney World certainly would have
stuck in her craw.?

8. What was her view on intellectual property
and the supposed Chinese abrogation of
this concept?

Here, Miss Rand’s views diverge from those of
mine and those of my fellow Austro-libertarians.
She (1967) was a staunch supporter of intellectual
property rights, such as patents and copyrights,
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whereas the correct view, in my opinion, is pretty
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cannot stand, since there are no such rights.
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The world is a far, far, better place due to the
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which of us mortals is?
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