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The Changes of American Individualism:
From Agricultrual Society To Industrial
Society

Wei Su

Adjunct Lecturer, Department of Foreign Languages, National Ilan University
Graduate Student for PhD Program, Graduate School of Political Science, Chinese

Cultural University

Abstract

Individuals cannot be independent of society. When society changes,
its members have to modify their behavior patterns. Thus when exploring
the content of individualism, we cannot ignore its social background. Before
the Civil War, the newly independent country remained an agricultural and
democratic society because of the rich land resources, equal social condition
and the dissipation of feudalism. Each individual was rather isolated, and
struggled to survive against the natural environment, leading to the birth of
agricultural individualism. After the Civil War, the fruits of industry made the
US an affluent society. Economic individualism claimed that people should
enjoy more freedom to compete with one another for their wealth. After the
era of New Deal, society became increasingly complicated. Supporters of
old individualism, which valued competence, found it a hindrance to moving
toward a more perfect society. Collaboration and unity might be the new

formulas to help individuals survive well in the new society.

Key Words : American individualism, agricultrual individualism,

economic individualism
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® Ibid., p. 521.
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* A Short History of he American Nation, p.305-6.
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Andrew Carnegie, “Gospel of Wealth” (1889) (http://xroads.virginia.edu/~DRBR/ wealth.
htm.)

* Richard Hofstadter, Social Darwinism in American Thought (Boston: Beacon Press, 1992),

p.61.
49

A. G. Keller and M.R. David ed. Essays of William Graham Sumner 11, p. 68, quoted in
Darwinism in American Thought, p.57.
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William Graham Sumner, “The Forgotten Man” (1883) in Anders Breidlid, et al., ed.

American Culture-An Anthology of Civilization Texts (London and New York: Routledge,
1996), p.213.

" Social Darwinism in American Thought, p.59.
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" Social Darwinism in American Thought , p.62.

54

Ibid., p.60.
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* William Graham Sumner, The Challenge of Facts and Other Essays, p.90, quoted in Social
Darwinism in American Thought, p.58.
Carnegie, “Gospel of Wealth” .

7 American History, p. 725.
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™ Ibid., pp. 7269.

” Alan Brinkley, The End of Reform (New York: A Division of Random House, Inc., 1996), p.4.

“ Thomas E. Patterson, The American Democracy, 2nd ed. (New York: McGraw-Hill, Inc.,
1994), p. 585.
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" John Dewey, Individualism Old and New (New York: Prometheus Books, 1999), p.41.
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