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SIMILAR TO MY PAPER. Condemn individualism as cause for destruction of America. 

THOSE RUGGED INDIVIDUALS 




No ideal may be held more sacred in America, or be more coveted by
others, than the principle of individual freedom. Given the chance to
pursue the heart's desires, our utopian vision claims, each of us has
the ability--and the right--to make our dreams come true. This
extraordinary individualism has prevailed as the core doctrine of the
New World through four centuries, bringing with it an unrelenting
pressure to prove one's self. The self-made man has been America's
durable icon, whether personified by the prairie homesteader or the
high-tech entrepreneur.

Yet, from the beginning, the idea of a community of rugged
individualists struck many as an oxymoron. In the 1830s, Alexis de
Tocqueville warned that the tendency of Americans to do their own thing
could very likely doom the country. The Founding Fathers beseeched
people to remain involved in community affairs. And today, a chorus of
critics worries that the philosophy of individualism has slipped its
original moorings, threatening the well-being of the nation and,
ironically, individuals themselves.

When the United States first came into being, most people had never even
heard the word individualism. "Our fathers only knew about egoism," said
Tocqueville, who helped coin the term to capture the new way of life in
the fledgling nation. Europe, where caste systems determined so much of
one's fate, had never had much practical use for individualism. Born of
the Protestant Reformation, the ethos was carried across the Atlantic by
the Puritans, who believed that each person received marching orders
directly from God. In their new society, the reformers decided, people
would interact as equals, and God would reward the just. Their reasoning
appealed to other groups landing in the New World, and over time, says
Harvard political scientist Samuel Huntington, "The Puritan legacy
became the American essence."

The first American individualists were thoroughly steeped in a
one-for-all mentality on the assumption that all moral persons would
devote themselves to the good of the group. Just before landing in Salem
Harbor, John Winthrop, the soon-to-be governor of Massachusetts,
reminded parishioners: "We must . . . make others' conditions our own .
. . always having before our eyes our community as members of the same
body." And even as Thomas Jefferson wrote of the right to liberty and
the pursuit of happiness, he pictured a nation of independent yeomen
who, after tending their land all day, would gladly participate in
community meetings.

Singing solo. Not until the mid-1800s did the pursuit of individual
fulfillment come to connote a retreat from the group. Ralph Waldo
Emerson first preached the concept in his 1841 essay "Self-Reliance."
"Society everywhere is in conspiracy against the manhood of every one of
its members," he declared. "Whoso would be a man must be a
nonconformist." For him, the self was more important, more interesting,
than the group. "I have only one doctrine," he wrote: "the infinitude of
the private man." Emerson's friend Henry David Thoreau went further,
deeming it necessary for him to physically part with society to develop
his own integrity. And Walt Whitman, in poems such as "Song of Myself,"
introduced to the country what Berkeley sociologist Robert Bellah calls
"expressive individualism," the valuing of personal pleasures such as
sensuality and leisure above all else--something that would have been
anathema in the religion-dominated Colonies.

This new preoccupation with private experience came at a time when the
nation's urban areas were growing more crowded and dangerous and the
ideal of universal self-employment was being eroded by a burgeoning
underclass. Unlike Winthrop, who went broke from giving away so much of
his own money, Emerson cursed himself for parting with the occasional
coin, asking, "Are they my poor?" It was in this atmosphere that Horatio
Alger pumped out more than 100 "rags-to-riches" tales of destitute
orphans transformed into wealthy successes by ceaseless effort,
ingenuity, and integrity. The moral of the story: Prosperity is possible
for anyone willing to try hard enough. Even the day's most generous
philanthropists bought into the notion. Andrew Carnegie, himself a
rags-to-riches success, who later gave nearly $400 million to fund the
arts and libraries, preached that money should never be "wasted" on the
poor. This by-your-bootstraps mentality didn't soften until the Great
Depression left a quarter of the nation unemployed, a harsh reality
check on the naive belief that nothing could block the truly motivated
individual. Since then the nation has created a vast safety net of
financial aid. We still prize self-reliance, but we are a relatively
generous people, with 3 out of 4 households donating to charity.

Lone heroes. Not only did insistence on a strict self-reliance soften as
the 20th century progressed, but many came to fear our rugged
individualism was melting into a mediocre conformity. With the 1950s
came mass media, tract housing, the organization man, and the concept of
the mainstream middle class. In a lightning-rod book, The Lonely Crowd,
sociologist David Riesman described a shift from the self-reliant
personality of the 19th century to the "other-directed" corporate worker
of the new service economy. Many used his work to send an alarmist call
for the revival of individualism. Out of this sentiment were born heroes
like the Lone Ranger, James Dean in Rebel Without a Cause, and Beat
poets like Jack Kerouac and Allen Ginsberg.

The 70 million baby boomers soon to come of age would be dubbed the "me
generation" for indulging in an obsessive self-interest that critics
blamed for everything from rising crime and divorce rates to child abuse
and urban decay. In his 1979 Culture of Narcissism, Christopher Lasch
argued that many Americans could now perceive others only as a mirror of
the self. More sympathetically, in Habits of the Heart: Individualism
and Commitment in American Life, Bellah argued that Americans wanted to
transcend their self-absorption but had become trapped by the language
of individualism into seeing no point in trying to reconnect with
others.

But that's exactly what we must do, say today's communitarians, not just
for the health of our democracy but for ourselves. In Bowling Alone,
Harvard public-policy Prof. Robert Putnam documents a huge drop in all
forms of public life since the late 1960s and a corresponding rise in
measures of malaise, from the use of antidepressants to suicide rates.
Medical studies confirm that individuals are sicker and die sooner in
direct proportion to the degree that they are isolated from others.
Fortunately, says Putnam in his sequel Better Together, Americans are
finding ways to re-form meaningful groups, such as using the Internet to
create "virtual" communities.

Americans will no doubt continue to assume as a birthright the freedom
to forge their own destinies. But a growing consensus also holds that
individuals--and democracies--are far better off when people feel part
of a larger whole, when they heed Jefferson's directive to "love your
neighbor as yourself, and your country more than yourself."

PHOTO (BLACK & WHITE): Hardy Americans fend for themselves, in Nebraska
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THE INDIVIDUALISM-COLLECTIVISM DIMENSION has been identified as one of
the major aspects of culture (Hofstede, 1980; Mead, 1967; Triandis,
1990) and is perhaps one of the most important ways in which societies
differ. The complexity of the dimension has been indicated in studies of
cognition, affect, motivation, self-definition, and social behavior
(Markus & Kitayama, 1991; Trailmow, Triandis, & Goto, 1991; Triandis,
McCusker, & Hui, 1990). 

Individualism and collectivism have been broadly defined in
psychological studies (Triandis, Bontempo, Villareal, Asai, & Lucca,
1998; Triandis et el., 1990). Individualism has been defined as
emotional independence from "groups, organizations, and other col
lectivities" (Hofstede, 1980, p. 221), lack of attention to the views of
others, relatively little concern for family and relatives, and
tendencies toward competition (Triandis, 1990). Subordination of
in-group goals to personal goals may be the most important aspect of
individualism in the United States, where it has been found to be
reflected in self-reliance, competition, low concern for in-groups, and
distance from in-groups (Triandis et al., 1988). 

On the other hand, collectivists see the self as an aspect of a group
and value this interdependence. Collectivism, according to Hui (1988),
is related to solidarity, concern for others, and integration with other
people. Collectivistic societies emphasize the goals, needs, and views
of the in-group over those of the individual; the social norms of the
in-group as opposed to personal pleasure; shared beliefs with the
in-group instead of unique beliefs; cooperation instead of competition;
and large distinctions between in-group and out-group members
(Gudykunst, Yoon, & Nishida, 1987).

The culture of the United States is
generally described as individualistic (Inkeles, 1983; Triandis, 1988);
youths are encouraged to be economically and socially independent (Hsu,
1983; Markus & Kitayama, 1991), to make decisions for themselves, and to
believe that each individual is the best judge of what he or she wants
and should do (Stewart, 1972).

The work-related values of cooperation and competition have been found
to differ by nationality (Knight & Kagan, 1977; Knight, Kagan, & Buriel,
1981; Triandis, Ottati, & Marin, 1982). Cooperation is related to
collectivism; competition, which is emphasized in the United States
(Potter, 1954), is related to individualism (Early, 1989, 1993;
Triandis, Leung, Villareal, & Clack, 1985). In a study of cooperative
and competitive behavior, Mexican children were found to be more
cooperative than Anglo-American and Mexican-American children (Kagan &
Madsen, 1971). In a study of co-worker attitudes in the United States
(Triandis et al, 1990), U.S. respondents showed more social distance
from coworkers than Chinese respondents showed. Because much of the
research in psychology has been conducted in individualistic societies
(Triandis, 1980), the values of collectivistic cultures are less well
understood. Developing a better understanding of collectivistic cultures
through research on individualism-collectivism is important for a deeper
understanding of this broadly defined dimension (Triandis et al., 1988).
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(Political View on hyper indiv)

The answer, at least in part, is that we've abandoned a sense of common
purpose for a pervasive hyperindividualism. Each of the crises listed
above stems in some way from that willingness to think of our own
particular interest as somehow divorced from that of everyone around us.
At least since Reagan, we've come as a society to think of private as
good and public as tawdry, and so it's no surprise that we're now
outsourcing every government function short of pulling the trigger in
battle, or that we watch with remarkable calm the steady erosion of our
educational system.

The opposite of hyperindividualism is solidarity. Solidarity--which was
the pre-eminent progressive idea before "liberation"--means identifying
with something larger than yourself. Under its influence we vote for
fair and broad-based taxes, pay more for products made by our neighbors,
care about schools even if we have no kids. It is, most notoriously, the
emotion of wartime. And that may be the oddest thing of all about the
Bush years. We are clearly at war--someone attacked us, and we attacked
someone back (though it's probably not the same someone). Soldiers are
dying, civilians are dying, defense budgets are through the roof. And
yet do we feel anything more than rhetorical solidarity? Did President
Bush say to himself, "Wartime is perhaps not the moment to reward
campaign contributors with enormous tax cuts"? Did rich America say,
"Hey, there are other uses for that money"?

What would have happened if the president, on September 20, 2001, or so,
had said, "Job No. 1 is tracking down Osama bin Laden and putting him in
a box But job No. 2 is making sure we're not in this situation again.
Beginning tomorrow, there's an extra 50 cents a gallon tax on gas, to
pay for the war and to reduce oil consumption. Not only that, but I want
you to turn out the lights when you leave the room. If our fathers and
mothers were able to black out America in World War II to prevent enemy
bombing, we should be able to do it to reduce our vulnerability to the
impossible politics of the Middle East." Perhaps people would have
rebelled at the proposals; maybe our resentment of government has gotten
that deep. Yet more likely, I think, in our genuine grief and fear and
anger, we would have rallied behind them--just as, with the right
prodding, we could still rally behind schools and pensions and
blue-collar jobs. Even if it meant sacrificing.

But of course the president said nothing of the kind. Here's what he
said instead: "Americans are asking, 'What is expected of us?' I ask you
to live your lives, and hug your children. I ask your continued
participation and confidence in the American economy." That is, I ask
you to behave as individuals--most of all as consumers. That is your
pre-eminent role in our national life. Think Churchill in 1940 ("nothing
to offer but blood, toil, sweat, tears"), and then think polar opposite.
