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In her essay®n art and eBeticscollectedn The Ronmaic Manifesto: A Philosophiecdtur€l 975, referré to
below aRRM), Ayn Rand presenher views orhé nature and mlof art irhuman life. Howeveas the
subtite suggesther primary focuis on theartof literatire hermajorfield of interestandherchieffield of expertisél.o
theextenthatshedealswith theotherartforms,it ismainlyto provideawiderestheticcontextor herdiscussioof literatire,
givingit apropertheoretialbasisYetin sodoing sheoffersobservatiasthatin their scopeandinsighform therudiments of
ageneraheoryof esthetics.

In their recently publishedbook, What Art Is: The Esthetic Theory of AynlLRaisdTorres aml Michelle
Marder Kamhi set out toteact ths theory frm Rand’s writireg Having didied the book intomo parts,tey
devotePart | to a citical exanination of what they bé&eve to bethe basigrinciples of Ram’s esthéc
philosophyln Part Il,they try @ apply thesprincipes to resok some of the many confuss$ and
controverss that have @jued the theory dupractice ofwentietheentury art—espediathe qudson of
whether works haidl as art,ven great arwithinthe modernist ahpostmodernigshovements should be
consideed art & all.

On the whole, | think theyhave adne a god job, poviding an imprtant catribution to the graving field
of Rand scholarghin an areas yet Ilgely unexplore&teering ehr both oflie uncrial eulogy ahany
admirers and the umfalismisal by detraots, they sent a ghulating andhibught-provokig account of
Rand’s esthietviewsEspeciay, | found th& discussen in Chapte6 of the protems relatintp the
definition of art rewarding. One @® not have to be convincéas | am not) that Rand’s definition of art
representshe definitie solutia to the proldm of determining whatt is ¢ appreciat¢heneedfor avalid
definiton of artin today’sculturatontext.Theirargunentsare well foundedelying on @éhorough readmand
understandingof Rard’s works combined with a welome atempt to relate hetheoryto other—mostly
twentietheentury—theorist Also welome is theieffort tocut through some of¢ less siaint featres of
Rand’s preseation—such as hermetimes crude polemicdyle her many reductive anichplified hétorical
obsenations, ancher tencgency touniverslize her an personal taste and pactices—to highligh what is véd
and vduable in Rind’s thery.

However, in spge of myoverall @preciaion of the book, | have sone serios reservaons. These pertain
especially to Part Il. Although the authors here offarynincisive observations on the eccentricities oémod
art and at theory, drawirg on sound andwide-reaching esearchtheir pregntationsuffers fom thefact that it
represents &hollynegatiapplication of Rnd. Given the book’s geeral title, one wdd expecthemto
continee theirexaminationf Randstheoryof whatartisin Partl by testingt againt actuaart workschecking to what
extent Rand'definiton of art iorroborated by¢luding thos, and onlyhiose, workshit tradibnally hae
been given thdaatus of ar As theyhemselves noteuch a tess of vial importanceofr determininghte
validiy of a defirtion. Yetall they ffer on ths point$ a general dechtion hat they “canhink of nothing
whose statussaart is undisputethat would ke excludd” by Rand’s definition. Fiding no reaso to
substamiate this claimthey deote most of Pat Il to a substantiationof their further claimthat “the mly
works excluded” by her dwtion are “thosehiat have been redad as ‘controvsial’or ‘avangarde’ inhe
twentieth entury” (104)Even though ltsmre Torres and Kamhii®rries abounuch of this artl think that
their bodk would havebeen fa stronge and béter integated if thér focus rad be@ more positive Not only
would it have gien mae substace to its nain title,What Art Isbut itwould also havestifed the subfti¢:
The Esthetic Theory of Ayn Rand/hagver is relance on Randhe seciod part$ not,strctly peakingabout
Rand’s esthetic theory. Essentially, it is a debunking ofmartlewith Rand’s theory serving as a vehicle. As a
resultPart | isby far the mostewarding pordin of the book.

Yet, | haved raise a majabjection gainsthis part a well. Foin theirambition to pesent Randideas
on art as dull-fledged esthéc theory Torres ad Kamhi downgrade the liteary asgcts of he views in
unwarranted ways. #wey writetheir an is to “idernify and evaluatthe basic prciplesof Rand’s thegrof
art—as distict from her terary thegrand her personastheti preferences0). One resulif this § that
they devote fdess space titeraure as an aform than to tk visual as and to musicna dance. But another
and more serious dkis hat they ircertain rgsects come to misregsent Randgeneral eleticsEvidently,



they regard Randiseray focus as amipurity in her ébetic hinkingmuddling the cléy and constency of
her overaltheory. At oa point, hey even argue thapartiatause for thecholarly negkt of her ebeticsiks
in her tendencyt‘subordinatéer theory of atto heriterary heory and to her pswnal lierary estetic”
(19)—a comntionl find rather wrangesince Radis lierary heory hasardly geerated moreerious
attentionthan hergeneratheory. That an ar theorist clooses to make literture themain focus of his esthetic
concerns should bigselfnot inhibi his chancefanspiing serias crittal attenbn—as tesfiied by the
tremendous influerecof Aristotle’oeticbpth on lierary esthiats and on attheory in gemal. More tohe
point 8 Torresand Kamhi'glaim tlat Rand’srgumentsften ae weakened by hendencyo shit her bcus
from art in genat to theiterary as of fction and drama (28)accord wk their wik to questin to what
extent Rand’s gaeral statmentson art nay inded be lampeed byher literay orientdion. The problemis
that in attempting to salvage Rand’s esthfediwsts literarybiastheyendup with arathereductivepresentadn of its
basictenetsignoringor dismissintpatureshattheyfeelaretoo stronglyanchoredh herliterarytheory.

Art as Ethical Model-Building

One area where thisevidentsiin thai cursory atment of Rand’sew that art caserve as a forof
ethical nodel-bulding.

A central ideaunning through Ramslestheti essays the notionfiat arts an“‘indispnsabheedium fibre
commmication of anal ideallRM 21). Althagh Rand maintainisat the tdsof definingnoral pringles
belongs tohte philosopleial disgline of ehics, sh also bedived that theask of communicatingch
principles is best doe by nmeans of tle concete imae of “anactual hunan figure” represerting man at his
best, ake “ought tm& (RM 21). Without the assistance of the concretizing function deywed, she states,
“ethics remains in the ptieh of theoretica¢éngineering: alt the model-builderRM 22). In heformulation
of this doatine, Rand was prarily thiking of is general vidity boh for the consumer andrfthe creatoof
art. But e was also ithking of is specit motivatig role in heown literay projectThus, in her say “The
Goal of My Witing” (1963), she makes it the crux of her personal artistic aims, stating that the primsgy purpo
of her writing is the pre¢tio of ardeal maihe portrayadf a moral ideahs my ulthate litenay goal, aan
end in itself”"RM 162).

A curious aspeoif this modebuilding vew of art—duly noted by Torraad Kamhi—is that Rand
erroneously &tbutesit to Arstotle,quoting him asaying thatfiction is of gret@r phileophicalmportance
than histry, becausedtbry repremnts thangs only ashey are, whilfiction representthem ‘as themight be
andought to& (RM 168). Asthey corectly pant out, Rand here misrgreserns Aristotle since wht he actally
stated inhte Poetiasas that poetrpresents “‘a kinaf thing thatmighbe’ (emplasis mine), not asaughtio
be. His spefic pointwas that poet is more philsophicalitan historypecause whilée histodn has to ay
on the levedf particudrs, beig restiéted to the prsentatin of actual eves and charaets, the pet enjoys
the freedom to prest his mateal accordingotuniversatonsideratins of what iprobable or necgary. For
Aristotle, as Torres and Kdinnote, the projection of the ideal represents “but one of thissébp® types”
(63). Howevems the autharalso make clean spie of Rand’s eor on thispoint and thevidespread
acceptance ofiits errorn the Objectiwit community—where her “purpadteitaton of Aristoke” has been
elevate into a major esthéc doctrine, servig as “a jusfication for idealizel fiction”— Rand daes not clam
that ethial model-buding constutes a uniersal terary priciple, dehing theart of lterature asuch. As they
comment, “By suggesgi that Aritle was advating ide&tationin literature, Rand iarguing fothe sort of
fictionshe wrote and most ual; she isat stathg a proposion true of dlfiction” (63—-64). Taes and
Kambhi thus helpfully remd us that Rand’s emasis on art as ethical model-building does naititote part
of her view of whditeraureis

Yetin © dong,they aso dwnpgay—with less ystficdion—the extent to whth tisdoctine iforms
Rand’s view of whatt—in generahot justliteratire—should ber what constitutegooart. EvenfiRand
believed thadn artwork pertgly wellcould present more commonplaspexts ofealityeven human
depraity, ad stil qualfy asart,she Bsobeleved hat sich ar wasinferia, both moelly and sthéically. As
she insted, onlyife’'s pogivesnot itsnegativegould be regarded as wgrsubject of artstic reereation.
For only such subgts, “man’greatnessnteligence, abiy,virtue, leroism,” cou serve what shegarded as
the most valuablfunction ofart: toprovide a rapinal person whtthe pleasable and l&-giving exerience of
conemphtng hsdeepstvaliesin oncetzedform (RM 167, 170MWhatever the narrowrsesf thistheory,
and theunfortunate noralistic aproachto art andliteratureit has geneted anong many Objectivists, it
desenes a meh more thorough ard searbing exanination than what Tores andKamhi offer us.

A major reasa for Torres andKamhi’s supeficial treatnent of Rand’s ndion of art & ethical mdel-
building is their contention that it pertains mainly to the art of literature and so has little relevance for other art



forms (30)But althoughtiis tue that Rand faito adequatehccount forite various wayshétcal pmciples
may be communicated through thseual art®r through musishe certaly indicags that such
communication is possibli@ these art form—most notably in hereference ifThe Goal of My Witing” to
the scene iffhe Fountdieadhere Howard Roark teBseven Mallorhat he like his stues becausleey
show “the heroic in man,” revealing “a magnifioesyiect for the human beind®M 168). Similarlglthough
more problematically, hetheoryof music maybe stretcled to indude theview tha it can expess her@
struggle and triumph-as indicated by her description ddlléy’sFifth ConceiitoAtlas Shruggélthus, inead
of Torres and Kamhi's ategori@al dismisal of the gneral réeevane of Rand’s datrine of art as ethial model-
buildingwhat is needed a carefuhvestigadn of is possild implicatins for the dter art formsEvidently,
it represents a vieof artthatdoesotinterestheauthorsoo stronglyButgivenitsenormousmportancén Rands
personagstheticdyoth in hercapacityasacreatoof artandin hercapacityasaconsumeof art,togethewith itsimpacton
manyof heradmirersit shouldhavebeengivenamuchwiderplacen whatpurportsto beacomprehensivaudyof Rands
esthetidheory.

Romanticism

Anoterasgctof Rands ethdics &0 ngletal by Torres ad Kanhi @ncensherviev of Romanicisn.

Throughout The Ronmdic Manifest®and emphasized theperior valuefoRomantic artAs the tite of her
book indicaes, this emphasreflects not only mgersonal prierence forthis kind of art btialso her desire to
bring alout a rewal of Ramanticart in the alture a large. Fo her, Ranantiasm wa morethan an sethetic
positian; it wasa fighting creed prochaing the need for a tutal revaltion. YetTorres and Kamhi have
relativéy litle to sty about thiBmportant gsect of Rand’s geetic heory. Agairtheir jusificaton is hat Rand
propounds a view mayniestrited to kieraturehaving ttle reévance to the ber art formsThey argue that
Rand’s defitibn of Romantism as a valuerdented schoalf art based othe premise tlhanan possesstse
faculty d volition cannot ke appliedto Romantic art ingenera As they wite:

Notwithstandincher numerous references to Romantic ‘artd &féers few clues as to what she consiodrs
the defining attriltes of Romartism in the vigl aits or music. Those she does offer beaelation to her own
definition of Romantic art in terms of the prircgilvolition (32).

Once again, hower, the authors utter a statement that requicge substantiation than they offer.
Although, ashey claimthey do not mean to derhetexistencef (Romantic painhg, scydture, or musf’
(340 n. 49xhey make lite effot to find outin what ways optwhat extent Rarslspeciéi analysisf
Romanticismmay ke profitady extened to theother artforms. Inmy view, this is a séwus omission, sinceét
involves aime of invesgaton well worth puisuing. As Rogé. Bissélhas arguedor example, aase can be
made for the view thatusic may express a pugfas progresion of adon, deheating a ptarn of confict
and strugglehat pardéls pdt in fiction (TheJournafAynRandStudieBall1999,76-77). Although thdé is a \@w
never put fotlt by Rand, her degetion of he Halley concextreferred to alve makes it hidy likey that she
would accept.itSimilay, albough never sayisg, she no doulielieved thah the vigal artsthe portrayla
of a heroic §ure or a figerengaged in dynamiciactor expres$sg strongemotion by imptation idvased on
the premise of vitlon.Both these po#slities arehowever, dismgsed by Torres and Kamhi. Commenting o
Rand’s reference the Steven Mally incidentn The Fountdiegdor examplethey oppose herew that
sculpture prjectinghe heroic in mars ipeculiarot Romanticism on theaunds that heroifigures ested
before the onsef Romanticim (as in anci¢iGreek sculpt@s or in Renaance sculptes like
Michelangelo’®avid, which they regard mainly as “astrical phenomenon” (32). Butesvthough this is a
correct hiricalobservationit doesot necessdyiinvakiate the reiance of Rand’s contiep of
Romanticism for lalhe artforms. Itmerely begs the qti@n of whetheRomanticism imdeed justra
historical phenomenon, being, as Termad Kamhclaim, “a product of a unique set of fesdn the Western
world during thenineteath certury” (32), or wheher it canbe viewved mae broally as a tireless esttic
movement that maymanifest itself dumg any griod. That Raml hersdf tendedto think of Romanticismin this
latter way is indated by the fact that she refer& as a “category aft” (RM 99) defired by @rtain
fundamenal principles—a category, hosee, that found its most sublime expressiorirdgy its intense
flourishing in the peoid that cares its name.

In view of the tremendows impoitance d Romanticismin Rands esthetics, lifd Torres andKamhi’s
minimizationof her Romantic outlook ait curious. Aga, | am temped to conclde that they ltoose to
ignore a cerdl aspect dier theory tht does not fiin withtheir own estetic concerndhowever indebt
these ar¢o Rand Furthe eviderce of this is tk fact tha they alsdfail to consder to what extemh Rands
esthetic theory,ansideredas a whole, cdains features tharaditionally are lalbed Romantic. It is worth



noting, for example, that Rand follows tlrRntics in emplsizing such things as the power of art to express
the artiss emotins, themportance of organunity in ar and create orignality. What distingishes her

views from thosefahe Romanticsithat sheaw these faats as subomhte to the more b premise of
volition. Althoughthis is a clainopen to ©ntention, there an be little dubt tha Rands esthetic pilosopty is
firmly rooted in Fomarticism—in a waythat applis equallyto all the najor art fams, nd just to literatuwe.

Literature as an Art Form

In Chapter 4, whh deals witRand’s essay “Aand Cognition”1(971), Torreand Kamhi give an account
of Rand’s ideasn what distiguishedteratue as an arbfm. Basicall theirdiscussim follows Rand’essay
“Basic Pringiles of Lierature” (1968nd her taped courkectures on Fiction-W(it®58),dcusing on what
Rand regards as tfour esserdl attibutes of teraturetheme, plotcharactezation,and styleBut in tandem
with theirmodest interésn lierature asomparedo thevisuahrtsandmusicanddancetheyoffer little morethana
briefsynopsiof Rands ownviewswith little attemptatcritqueor evaluationThis contrastsstrikinglywith theirmuchmore
criticabpproacln thecorrespondingectionsn musicandthevisuahrts wheretheycandrawmore stronglyon their own
expertisel heresultisthatit is oneof thelessnteresngpartsof thebook.Whereathereadefamiliawith Randswritingson
esthetismayprofit agreatleafrom TorresandKamhi'scritgueof Randsviewson paintingsculpturenusicdanceandfilm,
hewill learnlittle from their condensedummaryof Rands literaryiewpointsAnd thisisapity,sincet isherethatRand
herself hamost to offerln fact,it may be argued thRand’s ebeticss fundamentally poeticsin the
traditon that develogd fromAristotle’sPoeti@nd Horace’'érs PoeticHt is to be hoped for that future
scholarkip will ddve mare dely into thislargely mexplaed are of Ramd’s thoudnt, relating ler ideado this
long tradtion.

For Torres and Kanhi, howeveythe major prpose of their pgsentation of Bnd’s literary pririples is to
provide a basiwith whichd attack ceain trends whin modern and pasiodern fiction.

Debunking Modern Literature

As alreadystated, | have strgnreservationsbaut Torres and Kanhi’s use of Radli's esthetic theorto
expose the vagas of modern arfThe reason Iftered was thater theory would haveen betteresved by
being furtheexplored througart works tat testts valdity inséad of being reducedl @ mere vehicle fohe
deburking of twentieth-@ntury avant-grdism Another reasonfor my negativeview is thathe use 6 Rands
theory for his debunkingask seems largaluperfluousAlthough Torres ahKamhi throughout theesond
part of thaibook try tomake references baokRand, most of threcritical staaments againtite works
produced byavant-grde atists serve thir polenical aimswithout the aid ¢ Rands theory.

The limited vale of Rand’s theay for a citique o modern art beomes evidem in Torres and Kamhi’s
discussion of tfee of the nost celebratefigures in twetieth-century litertaire: Jamedoyce, Sauel Beck#,
and John Ashberyn kil thes caseshéy emphasize ththte writerfails b project any meargful vison of the
world because his eetec use of language bypasses #eynat at rational comnmication. Although this is a
point thatmay daw sone suppet from Rands theory & art, it involes a critige that in its foce is largey
independent of anyipr acceptace of her es#ticslts valdity willbe evident torgy reader whpicksupa
literarywork with theexpectationf comprehendinghatit isallabout.Similarly one de@s not hae to enbrace Rind’s
esthetis to respond nagively @ the bleak sion of lie projected byoyce and BeckeTihe extent to whh
one does or does hoespond to a work like Beett’'sWaiting for Godédr exampe, will have mie to do with
one’s persohaense offe than wi one’s ebetic convitons.Thus, Torres and Kamhi mididve
conducted ther campaign agast modern literatue largelywithout the assistare of Rand. Where shewvould
have beernnvaluable w&s in a camgign condeted, notagainspecious forra of literature, butorgood
literature But this, rgrettably is not whathe auttors give 8.

Conclusion

In spite 6 my reservatins, | thnk What Art ISs a book wellorth readinggspeciatlthe firs part.l have
long bea troubled by what | see s a serios negletof Rard’s esthéics within Cbjectivist c&ebate. Nt only is
esthetis an inte@l part ofAyn Rand’s overglhilosophybut her whole sion of human exsnce isn many
ways largelysthetic. Whershe lookedat life, she did so thrgh the selectivend evaluting eye of anraist.
To fully appredate the rage andmode of her thirking, it is neessary tgay grater attetion to heresthetic
ideas tha has ben dore so far. Wat is mae, an acgaintarce with these idea will help ehane one’s
appreciatin of artBy now offering a boelength sudy of Rand’s dsttic theoy, stipped of narrowing
dogma and dfending mordism, Tares andKamhi have gne a log way inmaking the virtites of Rad’s



thought on arvisibée—to Objectivist and art lows alikeHopefully,tiis a bookhat willstimulatedrther
inquiry ind Rand’s esthiettheoryn the future.



