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I


"The motive and purpose of my writing," says Ayn Rand in The Romantic Manifesto "is the projection of an ideal man. The portrayal of a moral ideal, as my ultimate literary goal, as an end in itself - to which any didactic, intellectual or philosophical values contained in a novel are only the means" (162). That she largely succeeded in her goal is attested to by the fact that her novels have enabled countless readers to reshape their lives. The story of Kira in We the Living, the image of Howard Roark in The Fountainhead, the example of Dagny in Atlas Shrugged - all these have given readers the courage to free themselves from destructive circumstances or to make the right decisions in pivotal moments of their lives, and undergirded their conviction that only a life of moral integrity is a truly successful life. The story of the life and character of Howard Roark is, perhaps, the best known and most influential of Rand's stories.


At the same time, however, many readers who were inspired when young by the moral ideal projected in The Fountainhead grew up to reject it as too unfeeling, harsh, and, partly for that reason, ultimately unrealistic. (This applies as well to Atlas Shrugged, but since the topic of this session is The Fountainhead, I'll limit my discussion to the latter.) And even some of those who continue to admire it admit to a sense of unease along the same lines. There is, no doubt, an unjustified reason for finding The Fountainhead unfeeling or harsh, namely, the fact that Roark's integrity stands as a reproach to those who are convinced (or claim they are convinced) that moral compromise is necessary for practical success, or that it is unrealistic to expect people to be rational or honest much of the time. Someone who holds such a conviction will inevitably find the moral universe of The Fountainhead unfeeling, harsh, and unrealistic. But this cannot explain why even many of those who continue to find The Fountainhead inspiring precisely because it embodies the conviction that morality is practical, and that a steady, conscientious adherence to reality (the reality-principle, in Freud's language) is of the essence of both morality and practical success, should also find justice in this complaint.


Yet it is puzzling trying to understand exactly what it is about The Fountainhead that justifies the sense that there is something unfeeling and unrealistic about it, because one of the extraordinary achievements of the novel is precisely its tremendous emotional power and its ability to persuade the reader of the practicability of its ideals. The events and images of the novel evoke emotions one has never known, or never in that situation or so powerfully. Such are the scenes in which we see a profound serenity in the midst of excruciating suffering and loss. They give shape and concrete reality to emotions one had no language for identifying, such as the joy that Rand elsewhere calls a metaphysical joy, the joy of being alive as this kind of being in this kind of universe. It depicts scenes of unusual generosity, unerring kindness, and exquisite sensitivity, respect, and sympathy. It has the power to convince readers that they can also achieve Roark’s integrity and honesty. 

One is tempted, therefore, to explain away the persistent feeling that something is amiss as due to the continuing grip of moral assumptions one can reflectively recognize as irrational. But this, I believe, would be a mistake. For something is amiss in The Fountainhead. A careful reading of the novel reveals a deep ambivalence about kindness, generosity, and compassion - the traits sometimes called the virtues of benevolence - and the component attitudes of sympathy, gentleness, and helpfulness. This ambivalence explains both why the feeling of harshness persists, and why it is hard to identify its source. 


Most often, these traits appear in the novel as not virtues at all, but rather, as masks for resentment or power-lust. But even when they do appear as virtues, they are treated in the more consciously philosophical passages of the novel, and in the passages written in the authorial voice, as, at best, minor virtues. This is in keeping with Rand's exclusion of the virtues of benevolence from her list of primary virtues in Atlas Shrugged and in "The Objectivist Ethics" (25-27). These virtues are rationality (the foundational virtue), independence, justice, honesty (with self and others), integrity, productiveness, and pride. Of these, the only two other-regarding virtue - virtues whose objects are only and partly other people – are justice and honesty. The other-regarding virtues that go beyond the claims of justice - the virtues of benevolence – appear nowhere on this list. Significantly, however, in some of the more purely dramatic passages, The Fountainhead seems to contradict its author's estimate of the virtues of benevolence as minor. For some of its most compelling images and structurally important scenes are those of unusual kindness, generosity, and compassion. At such times, I think, the moral insight of the novel is deeper than that of its creator, or, to put it differently, at such times Rand's art is wiser than her philosophy. 


I'll start by providing examples from The Fountainhead that substantiate these claims, and argue that, since Rand holds that the virtues are interconnected, the virtues of benevolence must also be primary virtues. Then I'll suggest that Rand's view that the virtues of benevolence are minor can be explained by (1) her view that these virtues are entirely responses to failures and suffering, and (2) that failure and suffering are metaphysically unimportant. The idea that the virtues of benevolence are wholly responses to failure of one kind or another is, I believe, false with respect to generosity, and also, perhaps, kindness. As will become clear in the course of the discussion, generosity can be, and often is, exercised in response to a variety of situations, including, most obviously, celebratory situations. But my major concern is to question Rand's second premise and the conclusions she draws from her premises. I will argue that an adequate conception of human agency and human happiness requires recognition of our nature not only as agents, beings capable of "volitional action", but also of our nature as patients, beings subject to forces beyond our control. We are human beings and not gods precisely because our agentic powers are limited by our vulnerability. Hence, from the metaphysical point of view, our vulnerability to failure and suffering are just as much a part of our nature as our ability to overcome defeat and suffering. Any view of human nature that ignores one of these aspects of human nature runs the risk of an inadequate view of human well-being and morality. And on an adequate conception, the "other-regarding" virtues of benevolence are as important as justice and the self-regarding virtues.
II.


As noted above, kindness, generosity, and compassion typically appear in The Fountainhead as not virtues at all, but as masks for resentment, or for the power-lust that feeds on others' misery and seeks to control them by pretending to offer relief from this misery. The resentment that masquerades as virtue is the self-deceptive, reactive attitude that Nietszche called ressentiment in his analysis of the Christian virtues of unconditional love and humility, a resentment compounded of a sense of one's own inferiority and powerlessness and consequent envy and hatred of those with greater ability and self-confidence. 


Rand's expose of ressentiment appears primarily in scenes depicting the relationship of Peter Keating, the mediocre but successful architect, to Howard Roark. At the beginning of the novel we find that Roark's innovative ideas and refusal to compromise his artistic standards have led to his expulsion from architectural school. This is followed by years of rejection from the architectural establishment and the public. Keating's dominant emotion towards Roark is a resentful awareness of Roark's creative ability, moral integrity, and self-sufficiency juxtaposed with an awareness of his own mediocrity and dependence. This resentment is further exacerbated by his desperate need for Roark's approval coupled with his awareness of Roark's fundamental indifference to him. Yet all this is covered over with a manner of cheerful, if somewhat condescending, sympathy and generosity. 


An incident that acts as a leitmotif for Keating's attitude towards Roark occurs at the very beginning of the novel when we find Keating, who has just graduated with the highest honors from the Stanton Institute of Technology, remembering the name of Howard Roark with "a sharp little twinge of pleasure," a twinge that reminds him that Roark has just been expelled from the Institute (The Fountainhead, 22). This leads him to the thought that Roark is "done for now" and with this, "at last," to the feeling of "a satisfying pang of sympathy for Howard Roark" (22). For the rest of his career Keating will be going to Roark for help with architectural problems, while doing his best to destroy him.


The expose of sympathy et al as guises for gaining power over others is most tellingly dramatized in scenes from Ellsworth Toohey's past and present life. Toohey is the “kindly” journalist with the magical voice, skillful pen, and never-failing sense of humor who develops a taste for others' misery at the tender age of eleven (290) - and a reputation as a humanitarian soon thereafter.  "You're a maggot, Elsie," a discerning aunt tells Toohey. "You feed on sores" (p.*) . "Then I'll never starve," he answers. Neither his admiring playmates, the grateful recipients of his help and advice, nor, years later, his young niece, Catherine Halsey, or his protege, Peter Keating (to whom she is engaged), or anyone else who is indebted to him in any way, can quite understand how he manages to make them feel small, mean, and incompetent with his always-gentle humor.


Rand's trenchant unmasking of ressentiment and of power-lust disguised as virtue is, of course, entirely compatible with a recognition of genuine kindness, sympathy, fellow-feeling, and compassion. But whereas there are scenes in which these virtues are exemplified, they are almost never identified as such. For example, kindness is unambiguously identified as "kindness" only once in the novel, when Roark goes in search of Steven Mallory, the gifted young sculptor whose failure to get commissions has driven him to the verge of a spiritual and physical collapse. After Mallory breaks down in a fit of sobbing, and Roark stays to watch over him, Mallory looks up at Roark and sees, we are told, "the calmest, kindest face - a face without a hint of pity" (321). (The only other time Roark is described as kind is when Keating tells Roark that he is "the kindest man" he knows for not dredging up the past and throwing it in his face, now that he is down and out. But it is unclear whether Rand wants us to share Keating's estimate, because Roark frowns on hearing this, and states that maybe the concepts of kindness and egoism don't make sense (574-75).)

There are also times when Roark or other sympathetic characters are depicted as showing compassion, times when they enter into the subjective reality of others and feel with them. But the emotion and act are never identified as compassion. The resentment or contempt or power-lust that sometimes masquerade as compassion, and that lead a Toohey or an embittered social worker to take pleasure in the pitiable condition of another, seem to become part of the very concept of compassion in the author's eyes. She seems to share the view expressed by her female protagonist, Dominique, that "Compassion is....what one feels when one looks at a squashed caterpillar" - an easy, self-indulgent feeling requiring no nobility of character, exalted only by those with an incapacity for admiration - and a vested interest in finding misery in the world (274). 


The important point in all this is not that positive expressions of compassion are never labeled "compassion," since some other word could have been deployed if "compassion" had offensive connotations for Rand; the important point is that positive expressions of compassion are not identified by any word or descriptive phrase. It is as though expressions of this attitude were not important enough to identify. With the one or two exceptions noted above, the same is true of genuine kindness and generosity - they remain unnamed in the novel. Even more tellingly, except for these few exceptions, the virtues of benevolence play no role in the description of the characters of the sympathetic figures, whereas adjectives and phrases suggesting their contraries are given a major role. Thus, Roark is frequently described as making "people feel as if they did not exist" (9, 13), and the Peter Keatings of the world as if they had no value (65). And Dominique, who is convinced that the good has no chance in this world, is frequently shown treating people with contempt, and described as having "an air of cold serenity and an exquisitely vicious mouth" (104). Such descriptions of the characters serve to reinforce the impression created by the other features discussed above that the novel is meant to express the view that the virtues of benevolence are of only minor importance. [This view is then later reflected in Rand's listing of the major virtues in AS and OE]*

All the same, I believe that what the novel shows in some of its most effective scenes is the contrary, namely, that these virtues are of major importance. We’ve already seen this in Roark’s kindness to Mallory and to Keating, but there are many occasions when Roark is kind to Keating. [Give context] On a visit to Roark [for help?], Keating finds himself blurting out that there is something about Roark that frightens and angers him, something that evokes in him a desire to see Roark fail and suffer - and then is shocked by his own outburst, fully expecting Roark to react with the contempt he deserves [check]. But Roark reacts with generosity and kindness. "Pull yourself together, Peter," he says gently, seeking to spare Keating the humiliation of his unplanned confession: "We'll never speak of that again" (185). Years later, when Keating realizes that his life has been a failure in every way, and his face reflects the fact, he comes to Roark for help on yet another project. Roark is shocked at the change in his appearance, but his immediate concern is to try and spare Keating the sight of this knowledge (566). [Context] On a later occasion, when Keating asks him for his opinion on the canvases he has been painting recently in an attempt to do something authentic with his life, and Roark sees that they are no good and is overcome by pity, he spares Keating the indignity of seeing the pity by keeping his eyes lowered till he is able to control his expression (575). This is when Keating tells Roark that he is "the kindest man" he knows.

Even Dominique, who has embarked on a Stoical mission to withdraw from the world by killing all aspiration and desire, using (among others) Keating in her mission to destroy herself, is not exempt from true compassion and kindness. Her marriage to Keating doesn’t destroy her, but it does destroy Keating’s self-respect, or (as she sees it) his pretence at self-respect. Yet, although she sees her actions as justified by Keating's many unjust and dishonest actions and attitudes, she also shows herself capable of genuine compassion when he is honest with her about his suffering. "I don't want you to suffer, Peter," she tells him gently. "This, now, is real - it's I - it's my own words - I don't want you to suffer - I can't feel anything else - but I feel that much" (427). She shows compassion again when Gail Wynand, the corrupt owner of the tabloid, The Banner, to whom she is now married as the ultimate step in the mission of self-destruction, tells her about his life-long quest to prove that integrity does not exist. She sees that Wynand is actually unwittingly confessing his life-long quest to rationalize his easy sacrifice of his own integrity while still young. Yet, instead of letting him know that that is what he is doing, she hides* her face to spare him the shame of an unprepared-for self-revelation (497-98). 


Scenes of such sensitivity and kindness and generosity and compassion occur throughout the book. [DELETE OR REWRITE That they are expressions of benevolence rather than of justice (although, of course, compatible with justice) is made clear by the fact that neither Roark nor Dominique owes, or sees themselves as owing, Keating or Wynand the kindness and compassion that they show towards them.] That these virtues are important can be seen by imagining what Roark or Dominique would have been like if they had been incapable of such responses, if they had thought it obligatory - or, even, appropriate - to always expose people's unsavory motives or characters to themselves, or to have no compassion for their suffering, even when it is deserved. I think the intuitive answer is that they would have been highly deficient and unattractive, indeed, cruel, human beings. And if this is right, then the virtues they exemplify in these scenes cannot be minor ones.


There is also a theoretical reason for holding this. If, as Rand believes, the virtues are interconnected, then the virtues of benevolence support and are supported by virtues like justice, honesty, integrity, and so on. For example, if Roark had lacked the sympathy and kindness to spare Keating a pain and humiliation that might harm Keating, but that could in no way benefit either of them, he would also have shown himself lacking in a sense of justice. For whatever Keating deserves, it is not gratuitous harm. But if Roark had been lacking in sympathy and kindness - if he had been indifferent to Keating's suffering - he would have failed to see that humiliating him was unjust. Conversely, if Roark had lacked the justice to judge Keating fairly, he would either have failed to perceive that Keating's visit to him for his opinion of his painting was part of an attempt at honest self-appraisal, and that his painting was an attempt to reclaim himself, or he would not have cared about it. And so he would either have failed to perceive the need for caution and kindness at that time, or not cared about it.


The interconnection of the virtues is, perhaps, best shown in what, to my mind, is the most profound and moving story in The Fountainhead - the story of the friendship between Howard Roark and Gail Wynand. The specific incident that, I think, exemplifies Roark's best, most mature, self - and forms the emotional climax of this story - involves Roark's attempt to save Gail Wynand, and his friendship with him, after the latter's public betrayal of Roark. [Give context] When his attempts to see Gail fail, he writes to tell him that nothing has changed for him, that he has nothing to forgive, "because there can be no such question between us," that Gail's betrayal doesn't matter, there will be another chance (657-58). Roark "has nothing to forgive" not because he undervalues himself and sees himself as deserving no better, but because at the time of writing the letter he has already forgiven him - forgiven him out of an unusual strength and generosity. He can go beyond Gail's injustice to him because he realizes that by this very act of injustice Gail has betrayed and hurt himself far worse than he has Roark. Roark can see that Gail failed to stand by him because the Banner represented his whole life. Thus he shows the ability to enter into another's perspective and understand - without endorsing - the psychological factors that can lead to moral failure (660). Had Roark been less generous, he would have been less capable of the empathy and objectivity that enable a person to reach out and adopt another's perspective. And so his focus would have remained on the injustice done to him, and he would not have tried to save Gail, "the one encounter" in his life that "can never be repeated," the one friendship that he never expects to find again (646-47). Hence, had he been less generous, he would have failed to do the best - as his values demanded - not only by the man he loves but also by himself. But the generosity of character is itself made possible only by his unusual integrity and courage - his disposition to remain true to his values – in this case, his friendship - even under immense strain. 
III


Why, then, is Rand ambivalent about the virtues of benevolence in The Fountainhead, and why does she exclude them from the list of major virtues in "The Objectivist Ethics"? As I suggested earlier, the explanation for this seems to be her view that these virtues are wholly responses to failure or suffering, and that failure and suffering are metaphysically - and, therefore, morally - unimportant. In life, in ethics, and in art, she holds, the focus should be on our ability to act and achieve value, both existential and spiritual, and not on our disabilities or misfortunes. Thus, in "The Ethics of Emergencies" Rand argues that relieving the suffering of strangers or acquaintances in times of misfortune cannot be the primary concern - or claim to virtue - of a rational individual. This claim seems right. Note, however, that it is a mistake to infer from this that the virtues of kindness and so on cannot be among the major virtues. For even if helping actions ought not to be our primary concern, being the kind of person who would, when appropriate, help others - whether friends, acquaintances, or strangers - may still be just as important as being the kind of person who would deal with them justly or honestly. In other words, the fact that helping actions should not be one's primary concern or claim to virtue does not in itself imply that the dispositions that lead us to help people in times of trouble when we ought to help are not as important a part of our characters as other virtuous dispositions. Indeed, if the novel can show these dispositions to be important even in the face of deserved suffering - suffering that Wynand brings upon oneself by his own immoral actions - they can hardly fail to be important in the face of suffering that is not deserved. Moreover, much undeserved suffering is due to others’ injustice, and when those who have no obligation to help remedy the situation do so anyway, they act from the virtues of both justice and benevolence. [Social nature ignored - strangers and acquaintances not v. imp.] 


So even if it is true that our focus in life (and art) should be on the human capacity for choice and for happiness, it would not follow that failure and suffering are metaphysically and morally unimportant, or that the virtues of benevolence are unimportant. Let us now ask why Rand believes that failure and suffering are metaphysically and morally unimportant.


Ethics, she says, is based on the answers to certain metaphysical questions, questions about human nature and the nature of human existence: "Can man find happiness on earth, or is he doomed to frustration and despair? Does man have the power of choice, the power to choose his goals and to achieve them, the power to direct the course of his life - or is he the helpless plaything of forces beyond his control, which determine his fate? Is man, by nature, to be valued as good, or to be despised as evil?" (The Romantic Manifesto (RM), 19). The answers to these questions are "metaphysical value-judgments" which "form the foundation of all of...[an individual's] moral values" (RM, 19). Art serves to "concretize" these judgments (RM, 20) through its "selective re-creation of reality," thereby enabling an individual to grasp his "fundamental view of himself and of existence" (RM, 19). "Out of the countless number of concretes - of single, disorganized and (seemingly) contradictory attributes, actions and entities - an artist isolates the things which he regards as metaphysically essential and integrates them into a single new concrete that represents an embodied abstraction" (RM, 19-20). 


Rand's ethical views and her novels show that what she regards as a metaphysically more basic or important fact about us is our capacity for choice and happiness, and not the fact that, as natural organisms, we are limited in our agency and vulnerable to pain and loss. And although she never explicitly says so, this conviction naturally and reasonably leads to the conclusion that the virtues that are primarily responses to this metaphysically more important fact are also more important than the virtues that are primarily responses to the fact of our unfreedom and vulnerability. 


However, the idea that our agency and our capacity for happiness are more important, metaphysically, than the limits on our agency and the inevitable threats to our happiness, is rather obscure. For both sets of features are equally important, equally basic, in making us what we are - neither mere animals, nor pure reason, but rational animals. That we are not only agents but also patients, not only actors but also the acted upon, subject to the same forces of nature as other physical objects and living organisms, is not a minor detail, a mere accident, of our lives, but an essential part of our humanity, the feature that distinguishes us from God and the angels. Nor are the moral implications of this feature minor, for it is only against its background that our agency acquires its full moral significance. Similarly, the fact that we often fail in the quest for happiness owing to causes beyond our control is not a minor detail about our lives. For it is only against the constant possibility of such failure that the endeavor to give shape and meaning to our lives acquires its psychological and moral significance. Indeed, without the threat of such failure, it is doubtful that the concept of a quest or endeavor would even have content. If this is right, then it follows that to appreciate the moral and psychological significance of agency and the quest for meaning and happiness, we must appreciate the moral and psychological significance of the limits to this agency and the human vulnerability to loss and suffering. 


It is true, as Rand holds, that we would all be better off if we focused on our ability to choose the course of our lives and to achieve our goals, because only be doing so can we enhance our control over our lives and achieve happiness. But this does not entail that some virtues are more important than other virtues. Nor is there a normative foundation for such a claim. The virtues of benevolence are the primary virtues that arise in response to the limits to our agency and our quest for happiness. And just as our agency and quest for happiness have their full human significance only in light of these limits, so the traits of justice, integrity, and so on acquire their full status as virtues only in the presence of the traits grounded in the recognition of our natural limits and vulnerability.


All the virtues are for the sake of, and a constitutive part of, a good human life: the only difference between them lies in the particular aspect of human nature and human existence that they are primarily responses to. [Yes? Or - in the particular aspects of the case, e.g., help vs restitution, sym. vs. fair play.] Thus, the virtues of benevolence, which lead us to protect, give, heal, and nurture, are, arguably, virtues only insofar as they involve a concern for the agency and happiness of their recipients. When they are thus motivated, they aim not to look down with pity, but to raise up with love and respect. At their best, acts of benevolence are motivated as well by a sense of one's own abundance and joy in living, an abundance and joy that create the desire to give. And of such acts also we may find examples in The Fountainhead. [These not necessarily a response to suffering.]


Consider the scene in which Catherine Halsey is telling her uncle how she was in the days when she saw Peter happy and was happy. 


I used to feel happy when I helped somebody. I remember once - I had lunch with Peter that day - and on my way back I saw an old organ-grinder and I gave him five dollars I had in my bag. It was all the money I had; I'd saved it to buy a bottle of `Christmas Night,' I wanted `Christmas Night' very badly, but afterward every time I thought of that organ-grinder I was happy....I saw Peter often in those days....I'd come home after seeing him and I'd want to kiss every ragged kid on our block....(The Fountainhead, 356)


Once again, in recognizing the complex possibilities of human motivation and the complexities of human goodness, the art of The Fountainhead triumphs over its philosophy.

______________________________________________________________________________
N.B.
I have talked only about the generosity that takes the form of helping another. But there is also the kind that expresses itself as a pure gift, a gratuitous act of giving of oneself as a form of self-expression. Perhaps the best depiction of this in The Fountainhead occurs in the passage describing Dominique's mental state after Roark has solicited her help in the Cortlandt bombing, and she knows that she will soon be rejoined with him. She is driving to the site, feeling "free to be conscious of nothing but small matters, and to feel careless and....unserious....so completely unserious" (The Fountainhead, 607).



She had been very gay at the dinner given by the wife of some banker....She had had a splendid appetite - as on rare occasions of her childhood when she came running home after a day spent in the woods...



She had entertained the guests at the dinner table with stories of her childhood, she had made them laugh, and it had been the gayest dinner party her hosts could remember. Afterward, in the drawing room....she had laughed and talked, she had smiled at the people around her with a warmth that made them all speak freely of the things dearest to them, she had loved these people, and they had known they were loved, she had loved every person anywhere on earth.... (Ibid).




