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UTOPIAS AND ANTI-UTOPIAS
(1) This type of fiction is often called “antiutopian,” meaning that the world presented is
the world as it should not be. Other wellknown anti-utopian novels, such as 1984 and
Brave New World, present collectivism as the
worst-possible society. In those books, the
society is tyrannical yet has a highly
technological economy—a combination that Ayn
Rand did not believe possible. She held that
economic progress depends upon freedom, that
the uncoerced mind is the source of
technology, prosperity and progress. Thus the
collectivist society she depicts is stagnant and
primitive.

(4) The alternative to collectivism is
individualism, the view advocated by Ayn Rand.
“Individualism,” she wrote, “regards man—
every man—as an independent, sovereign entity
who possesses an inalienable right to his own
life, a right derived from his nature as a
rational being.” Individualism does not mean
that one can do whatever he feels like doing; it
means that every man is an individual and has
the same rights. “An individualist is a man who
says: ‘I will not run anyone’s life—nor let
anyone run mine. I will not rule or be ruled. I
will not be a master nor a slave. I will not
sacrifice myself to anyone—nor sacrifice
anyone to myself.’”

PHILOSOPHIC MEANING
(2) Philosophic issues arise throughout the
story, but they are dramatized in action—in
the hero’s struggle against his society; they do
not appear as philosophic speeches. In this
union of ideas and dramatic action, Ayn Rand
was unique: she was a philosopher, who wrote
nonfiction works on a wide range of philosophic
issues; but she was also a novelist, who wrote
exciting stories with profound philosophic
content. In her novels, she dramatized her
philosophy, making those issues alive, concrete
and real, showing readers how that philosophy
applies to the events of men’s lives.

SELFLESSNESS
(5) Anthem dramatizes Ayn Rand’s view that
the self is destroyed in a collectivist society.
How is the lack of self—or selflessness—
shown? No one has a personal name, for, under
collectivism, individuals are interchangeable.
To prefer one person to another (as a friend
or romantic partner) is to commit the cardinal
sin: the Transgression of Preference. As in
Nazi or Communist societies, it is wrong to
disagree, to have independent thoughts, even
to ask questions, because to do those things
sets one apart from others. Self-assertion is
forbidden. All decisions are made by the
Council in the name of the whole. Individuals
have no rights. No individual choice is allowed
by the government: “everything which is not
permitted by law is forbidden.”

INDIVIDUALISM VS. COLLECTIVISM
(3) The principal political issue in Anthem—and
in society at large—is the issue of
individualism vs. collectivism. The society
depicted in Anthem is a collectivist society.
“Collectivism,” Ayn Rand wrote, “means the
subjugation of the individual to the group—
whether to a race, class or state does not
matter.” In such a society, the individual is
owned by the group; he has no right to a
private existence, which means no right to lead
his own life, pursue his own happiness or use
his own property. The individual exists only as
part of the group, and his worth is determined
by his service to the group.

(6) Anthem depicts what happens to a society
that implements selflessness. The result,
according to Ayn Rand, is a subhuman society:
what makes human beings human is having a
self, which means having a mind. A selfless
individual is a mindless individual. To practice
selflessness, one must abstain from thinking
and obey one’s masters. To practice
collectivism, one must merge himself into the
group, and the only way to do this is to
obliterate individual identity and individual
thought. The result is the kind of society
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found in Anthem, a society of mindless robots,
people with no motivation, no ambition, no
hope. They are unable to create anything, and
the society they live in has no room for
creativity.
EGOISM
(7) If lacking an ego means that one has
become a robot, what, for Ayn Rand, is the
exact meaning of egoism? Egoism means
“concern with one’s own interests.” It means
that oneself, rather than others, is the proper
beneficiary of one’s action. Equality 7-2521 is
egoistic. He lives for his own happiness; he
does’t sacrifice himself to others, nor does he
sacrifice others to himself. The egoism he
manifests is exactly what the leaders try to
eradicate: ambition, wanting things for
oneself, wanting to learn, wanting a career
that makes him happy, loving someone, thinking
for himself. Equality 7-2521 represents the
unconquerable human spirit, the affirmation of
life. In contrast, almost all of his fellow
citizens are gray, passive, non-entities; as
such, they are the living dead.
(8) Chapter 11 ends with “This one god, this
one word: ‘I,’” and the final words of the book
refer to the “sacred word: EGO.” Does this
mean that egoism is a religion, with the
worship of God replaced by the worship of
self? No. Ayn Rand has said that she chose the
title Anthem “because this is my hymn to man’s
ego.” For Ayn Rand, the self is like a god, but
is not a god in the religious sense. The ego or
self is a “god” in that it is one’s highest value,
the source of what is good in life on Earth.
FREE WILL
(9) One of the oldest and most important
philosophic issues is the problem of free will
vs. determinism. Those like Ayn Rand, who
advocate free will, contend that people can
make choices, can make up their own mind, can
make decisions, can direct their own lives by
the ideas and values they adopt. Those who
advocate determinism contend that people are
by nature in the grip of forces beyond their
control, that their beliefs and values are the
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result of some force such as God, other
people, the stars, economic conditions,
instincts or one’s racial heritage.
(10) Anthem shows what it means to have free
will, and it does so in a particularly interesting
way. It depicts a world where people’s lives
seem to be determined but it’s actually a world
where people have free will. Students often
believe that in Anthem only the heroic
characters have free will, that the masses are
indeed brainwashed, with no power to control
their own lives. However, as Ayn Rand presents
them, even those who submit to the
authorities have free will. They are robots,
but they are robots by choice: they were not
forced to obey; they do so because they
voluntarily abdicated the responsibility to
think for themselves. They are depressed,
without hope or ambition; they make no effort
to accomplish anything; they merely obey and
go along with orders. Ayn Rand holds that free
will means “the choice to think or not.” Most of
the citizens have chosen not to think, which
leaves them no alternative but to do whatever
they’re told to do.
(11) How is free will manifested in Anthem?
Prometheus relies on his own judgment rather
than take the beliefs of his leaders as
automatically true. His rediscovery of
electricity is the prime example of free will:
he himself initiates the thinking required to
understanding the world around him; this is
what makes him independent. Neither he nor
his friends are bound by tradition. That the
past is “unmentionable” does not prevent them
from mentioning it; that the forest beyond
their city is “uncharted” does not prevent
them from reaching it. And this is the ultimate
meaning of a free-will approach to life: the
future is open to man; what you attain is up to
you; your values and your ultimate happiness
are achievable. In Ayn Rand’s view, man has
the power to think and direct his life; he isn’t
doomed to a life of despair and defeat. If he
is willing to rely on himself rather than be
pushed by events, he can, like the heroic
characters in Anthem achieve self-confidence.
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