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Individualism: An American Cultural Concept

By Keyvan Nouraie

Individualism in American culture has its basis in the notion of independence. This notion is as
much religious as it is political in its origin. The idea of religious freedom (freedom from the
dictates of a single church), in accord with a decentralized government, characterizes the American
political system. Self-reliance and a personal quest for the pursuit of happiness are, in essence,
derivatives of this notion contributing to what is termed as individualism.

Individualism, as a philosophy, denotes a person’s quest for the pursuit of success (social and
economic) and happiness. This quest is one which relies, for the most part, on the courage,
determination and resilience of the individual person, taking advantage of the liberties which society
has bestowed on its citizens. The spiritual motivation for pioneering, innovation, entrepreneurship
and economic gain is a product of this principle.

In this respect, the aims and aspirations of a society can differ from that of the individuals within
it. This is acceptable since the society and the individuals who form it, for the most part, share
common values. This, however, may not always hold true and may lead to the fragmentation of
society. In contrast to the cultures of the Far East where society is a collective unit, American
society represents a collection of diverse individuals.

Individualism in American culture can be seen as an inevitable necessity; the multi-cultural nature
of the United States must allow for diversity in its social context. As a mainstream, however, there
is a value system by which all members of society, regardless of their differences and interests, are
R R BEEERT . to be guided. This value system serves to unify and induce individuals to conform to social norms,
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which in turn would serve the interest of society as a whole.

Even though individual interest and collective interest may often be in conflict, in general, however,

the interest of society is superseded. Individuals realize that collective interest is also their interest --
that they can have a better life in a better society. This realization is important in limiting the kind of
selfishness which may tempt certain individuals to have disregard for the interest of society in which

they live.

Selfishness and individualism are sometimes used interchangeably. In this case, however, the two

terms are not synonymous. Selfishness, which often carries a negative connotation, is seen as a

consequence of individualism; and individualism as a consequence of certain rights and liberties

granted to the individual.

With religious freedom, decentralization of political power, and a range of various rights and

liberties, setting the stage for independence and self-reliance, individualism has become an integral

part of the American culture. B (Tt/T4w / TKFK)
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