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Individualism and its manifestation in left-wing ideologies 
To what extent does increasing socio-economic individualism result in increasingly leftist oriented ideological perspectives?
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Introduction: 
During the 2016 Democratic presidential primaries Bernie Sanders a self-avowed socialist gained 43.14%[footnoteRef:1] of the popular vote. His platform was based on fighting against income and wealth inequality, making college tuition free and debt free, as well as introducing a living wage among many other hefty promises. This essay aims to examine how increasing socio-economic individualism causes people to adopt a more leftist oriented ideological perspective. It takes a sociological look at political trends, the political phenomenon in this case is increasing interest in far-left ideologies. The primary way in which it will be described is by examining the way society functions in a contemporary context, but more importantly, the individuals’ role in such a society. These trends are not only important to identify but they are also important to examine form a micro level, looking not only at how massive political structures bring about their existence but instead how individual psychology and mentality affects such shifts.  The argument is that people are not compatible with the notion of individuality which exists under a capitalist, democratic model. [1:  Democratic Convention 2016, The Green Papers] 

This essay will review: 
· The process of individualism pre-industrialization
· How the idea of individualism develops because of industrialization through the decline of the importance of family and religion 
· The burdens that the modern conception of individualism places on the individual 
· Present-day leftist movements and what they say about the way human beings regard individualism   
· The effects of social institutions on individualism
· The worth of the individual under capitalism and the moral values of socialism/communism 
· The Paideia Proposal as a microcosm for these political trends 
· How leftist ideologies have replaced religion, and what it says about their relationship to the individual

[bookmark: _Toc497226538][bookmark: _Toc497311313]The process of individualism pre-industrialization
One of the primary ways in which historians aim to explain political, social or economic trends is by looking back to a time when similar events occurred. To examine how growing interest in leftist ideologies is affected by individualism it is important to look back to the industrialization where individualism created by increased mobility and job opportunities in industrial centres gave rise to the first Socialist thinkers like Robert Owen (1870–1924), Karl Marx (1818–1883) and Friedrich Engels (1818–1883).[footnoteRef:2] [2:  “Famous Socialists -.” Biography Online] 

The state of life pre-industrialization was based on small, tightly knit rural communities where daily existence depended on the family working as a small business. Incomes were low and malnourishment and disease common, it was therefore much more convenient to remain with the family unit. Young people during this time had very little choice on where to go; they had to stay with their family. This meant that they would be very reliant on their parents. The family would be further reliant on traditional, social institutions such as the community and the church which created a very hierarchical social structure impeding progress but at the same time preventing individual vicissitudes.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Muller, Jerry Z. “Capitalism and Inequality.”] 

However, because of the industrialization and the advent of capitalism, changes occurred that altogether altered the ways in which society and therefore the individual functioned. The industrialization gave birth to inventions such as, the steamboat and the railway which gave mobility to the individual. This increased mobility gave young people the ability to travel in search of work to industrial centres. As this mass human migration began, from rural communities to industrialized centres, many children were employed not on their family farms but in factories, making small amounts of money. This is, to a certain extent liberating because there occurs a shift of loyalty away from the family and to one’s own life. However, at the same time it also caused children to neglect their education and the potential health risks of certain newly available commodities such as, tobacco and distilled spirits.[footnoteRef:4] This demonstrates the first ill-affects that a lack of tightly knit social institutions have on the lives of individual human beings. [4:  Muller, Jerry Z. “Capitalism and Inequality.”] 

[bookmark: _Toc497226539][bookmark: _Toc497311314]The burdens that the modern conception of individualism places on the individual
During industrialization people in modernizing countries like England, France, and Germany gained a larger sense of freedom as a result of capitalism. Businesses were allowed to set their own prices and compete for customers, voluntary exchanges between citizens and businesses as well as free and open competition to keep prices low resulted in capitalism being characterized by freedom of choice. This was, of course, very liberating to the average European to whom the freedom to choose had been previously obstructed by the dictatorship of absolute monarchs. 
However, as opposed to making people happier it did quite the opposite. This is revealed in a book written by French Sociologist Émile Durkheim called “Suicide” written in 1897 which aimed to describe the ill-effects of the free-market economy on individuals and societies.[footnoteRef:5] He uncovered that once a nation becomes industrialized suicide rates drastically increased and attributed this trend to the pressures that the advent of capitalism and democracy has on individuals. When an individual succeeds under capitalism they take all the credit for it but when they fail there is no one to blame but themselves. This aspect of economic and social freedom created by capitalism puts enormous pressure on the individual. [5:  Durkheim, Emile. “Suicide”.] 

This pressure can be further examined by looking at “Democracy in America” by Alexis De Tocqueville. One major observation he made was the ways in which democracy breeds materialism by creating greater social and economic freedom. He noted that “Aristocracy links everybody, from peasant to king, in one long chain. Democracy breaks the chain and frees each link” (508).[footnoteRef:6] In other words, under democracy and capitalism everyone has social and economic mobility because they are not linked to a certain class from birth. The struggle with materialism is that it creates a very convenient method for humans to measure the success of one another. When all success in a society is defined by money and when this money is accessible to anyone the blue-collar factory worker might find himself in competition with a Wall Street banker, whereas in an aristocratic system a serf need not compare himself to a monarch because their positions were defined by birth, not by merit. To alleviate this pressure many of those who have been deemed unsuccessful by this system turn to left-wing ideologies to explain their plight. [6:  de Tocqueville, Alexis. “Democracy in America”.] 

[bookmark: _Toc497311315]Self-worth under capitalism 
Under capitalism self-worth is tied to a very shallow notion. As opposed to being treated as something complex it become reduced to the job a person occupies. Hegel commented on the division of labour and narrow specialization making it very easy for certain jobs to become rapidly irrelevant due to the dynamism of the market economy.[footnoteRef:7] This resulted in one’s self-worth being based on something that could be easily affected by factors outside that person’s control. So, not only did self-worth become tied to ones’ capabilities but the demand for such capabilities became tied to an external agency. [7:  Muller, Jerry Z. “Capitalism and Inequality”.] 

[bookmark: _Toc497226540][bookmark: _Toc497311316][bookmark: _Hlk497307230]Present-day leftist movements
Occupy Wall Street was a movement that took place on September 17, 2011 to protest income and wealth inequality, political corruption, and the influence that big business has on government policies and decisions. However, the most interesting aspects of Occupy Wall Street were their social and economic aims. Ethan Kaplan of the University of Massachusetts Amherst calls it “a social movement focused on redistribution”.[footnoteRef:8] This quote summarizes the main concern that this essay brings up about this movement and others like it.  [8:  ARINDRAJIT DUBE, ETHAN KAPLAN. “Occupy Wall Street and the Political Economy of Inequality”.] 

Occupiers often point to the wealth inequality that capitalism creates. One occupier put it this way “all that money is being used against us. There’s more than enough to feed people.”[footnoteRef:9] The primary purpose of Occupy Wall Street is to take the wealth of the 1% of people (an adjusted gross income of $465,626 or higher for the 2014 tax year.)[footnoteRef:10] and redistribute it among the masses (the 99%).  [9:  Jaffe, Vladimir. “Former Soviet Citizen Confronts Socialists at Occupy Wall Street (Part 2)]  [10:  Investopedia “How Much Income Puts You in the Top 1%, 5%, 10%?”] 

While occupiers preach these aims they simultaneously propose quintessentially different underlying principles. A theme that seemed to emerge was “fairness”, people at these demonstrations talked about the 1% making exorbitantly more than everyone else, it came down to economic justice through the redistribution of wealth. But this, in and out of itself, appears to be a contradiction. To examine why it is important to look at how capitalism functions in a socio-economic context. 
Capitalism is a system based on individualism; it relies on failure and success to function. There is, for the most part, no inherent advantage that people who are in the “1%” are born with that people in the “99%” do not have. This might appear far from the truth when some gain inheritances of many millions of dollars while others are born into near poverty. However, it is important to realize that while money can be easily gained it can be just as easily lost, without the proper knowledge of its workings it is impossible to be prosperous. A study conducted by the Williams Group wealth consultancy found that “70% of wealthy families lose their wealth by the second generation and a stunning 90% by the third”.[footnoteRef:11] As is the fluid nature of money under capitalism, it can be gained at an incredible rate, but also lost with unprecedented speed. Therefore, the difficulty becomes, not gaining affluence but rather holding onto it once it is attained. [11:  Time “70% of Rich Families Lose Their Wealth by the Second Generation.”] 

The world post-industrialization has seen people come from extremely humble beginning to exorbitant riches because of the liquidity of wealth. Capitalism is a purely meritocratic system which depends on the individual to either succeed or to fail. This is the height of socio-economic freedom. This suggests that the majority of human beings (i.e. “the 99%”) are not compatible with what true freedom and individualism entails, which is the possibility of failure. This appears to be the reason why many of them favour socialism or communism, because by sacrificing ones’ economic freedom you are simultaneously making yourself exempt from failure and to many this is the height of liberty.[footnoteRef:12] [12:  Durkheim, Emile. “Suicide”.] 

However, this is a limiting definition of the idea of liberty because “inequality is a feature of freedom”.[footnoteRef:13] By negating the possibility of inequality there is simultaneously a negation of human nature. However, inequality has been almost universally connoted as a negative aspect of society and something to be dealt away with. Judging this trend against this definition of inequality suggest that human beings are conflicted with their vary nature. [13:  BROOK, YARON. “ECONOMIC EQUALITY IS AN IMMORAL IDEAL.”] 

[bookmark: _Toc497226541][bookmark: _Toc497311317]The effects of social institutions
In a contemporary context capitalism and democracy which create individualism often unknowingly discourages people from using these opportunities. This is an interesting counterpoint to the idea that human nature is simply not compatible with individualism and that the modern bureaucracy is to blame for complicating life unnecessarily resulting in the desire for protection and security whether by the state or by one’s family. However, this point can also be boiled down to human nature and our inability to function without organization from a third party. 
Modern bureaucratic structures are put in place because of our inability to function without them, they aim to protect individualism, not discourage it. One might not want to go through the complicated procedure of paying taxes, but those same taxes are used to ensure the security of that person’s private property by law enforcement. One might not want to go through the complicated legal work required to register their business even though similar procedures ensure the fair treatment of that individual by corporations. Bureaucracies are in place to protect individualism. It is not because of bureaucracy but rather, because of individual insecurities that make people seek state help and why policies proposed by Bernie Sanders for a greater social security net were met with such enthusiasm.
This is supported by a case study in Estonia which discussed the ideas of entrepreneurial, self-realisation and individualism with a group of young Estonians.[footnoteRef:14] What was uncovered is that the generation that grew up after the dissolution of the Soviet Union reached the consensus that not enough support exists for young people with ideas and saw the absence of certain social infrastructure as constraining. This is an example of the comfortable illusion of individualism. These young people consider self-realisation and self-fulfilment important aspects of individualism but want the sting of failure to be diminished through social programs and government help. [14:  Nugin, Raili. “Individualism and its different faces: some cases from post-socialist Estonia.”] 

[bookmark: _Toc497226542][bookmark: _Toc497311318]The worth of the individual under capitalism and the moral values of socialism/communism 
The concept of suicide is intrinsic to deciphering why so many people turn to systems such as communism and socialism out of their moral interests. It first becomes important to analyze the opinions that many people have of what leftist ideologies entail with regards to moral and ethical standards and how to treat other people and oneself. Capitalism provides social and economic individualism.  However, this leads to a society which is oftentimes cold-shouldered to the suffering of individuals because of the primacy it puts on the production of wealth. This also seems to be one of the reasons for the discontent created by income inequality. Monetary compensation is more important than moral, emotional or spiritual compensation. When someone purchases an iPhone from Apple the emotional compensation attained from the transaction is inferior to the money taken in by the company.[footnoteRef:15] This facilitates a system in which tangible rewards are more important than certain intangible rewards exposing the inability of capitalism to contend to the more spirited aspects of human nature.  [15:  BROOK, YARON. “ECONOMIC EQUALITY IS AN IMMORAL IDEAL.”] 

What communism and socialism provide is a sense of belonging; as opposed to being motivated by self-interest everyone would have a deep-rooted place in the world. The reason why many of the occupiers’ support such ideologies is because they appear to be compassionate systems in which workers will not be cast aside when the minimum wage rises or when technology automates their jobs. It is based on the deep-rooted human fear of being abandoned. A lot of the time this precise dichotomy is the source of grievance in capitalist countries. 
In many ways the tendency toward leftist ideologies reveals a deep psychological vulnerability intrinsic to human beings. It ultimately shows how much people really need love, self-acceptance, meaning, hope, status, pride and forgiveness. Societies with the lowest suicide rates have a number of things in common with each other: a greater acceptance of failure, a higher role for forgiveness, and a status system that honours intrinsic value over achievement.[footnoteRef:16] This analysis of human behaviour reveals something fundamentally wrong with the ways in which capitalism treats the individual. The usefulness of people is determined by their merit because their merit is what creates money. Their “intrinsic value” is, for the most part, ignored.  [16:  De Botton, Alain. “Suicide”] 

What left-wing ideologies offer that is so different from this is a system that puts individuals under the care of society as a whole. In other words, it creates a sense of belonging which humans so crave. It seems in this way that communism and other leftist ideologies embody the fragility of human beings and make it easier to cope with the hardships of individuality by providing comfort, certainty and significance.
[bookmark: _Toc497226543][bookmark: _Toc497311319]The Paideia Proposal as a microcosm for these political trends 
This notion can be explored through modern education. The Paideia Proposal was a report published by American philosopher Mortimer J. Adler concerning educational reforms. It was widely praised in the news media and continues to be a model for educational reform. It was centred on the notion that standardized tests drove an obsession surrounding individual performance and proposed that social participation should be praised over individual success.
“Adler’s socialist theory: the self-development of each through all, and the expectation that each will perform according to his or her abilities and receive what he or she needs.”[footnoteRef:17] [17:  Weltman, Burton. “INDIVIDUALISM VERSUS SOCIALISM IN AMERICAN EDUCATION: REREADING MORTIMET ADLER AND THE PAIDEI PROPOSAL.”] 

High school drop-out rates in the Untied Sates continue to be a problem. This suggests that incentivized, standardized testing to indicate individual achievement is at least partly unsuccessful in fostering education. Adler’s curriculum was based largely on his philosophy of common sense, common experience, and common concerns. His socialistic approach to education was based on the individual judging him/herself against the community they worked to establish, as opposed to being judged against other individuals. This intrinsic interdependence between society and the individual is why the capitalist model is often characterized by divisiveness. It is because there is no frame of reference for development. Capitalism is in this sense a poor model in fostering individual development because of its vagueness and unsupportive nature. Socialism, on the other hand, is “a cooperative venture in the development of each person” juxtaposed against the ultracompetitive and oftentimes cold-shouldered capitalist model. 
This proposal goes on to suggest that the “key to success” in democratic education are certain economic and cultural liberties. It considers the problems with modern education in “the uncertain economic status” and “one-sided emphasis” that this society places on individual success. This supports the notion that belonging is one of the reasons for these political trends.
[bookmark: _Toc497226544][bookmark: _Toc497311320][bookmark: _Hlk497307557]How leftist ideologies have replaced religion, and what it says about their relationship to the individual
The 19th century ushered in two major developments which changed the course of political history. The first one was mass democracy; revolutions were unseating long established monarchs and replacing them with constitutions and free elections. The second major development was increasing atheism.
Mass democracy created large amounts of envy; this relates to increasing individualism. Previously, the fate of human beings was bound to the position they were born into. Democracy erased this by giving people increasing political individualism which in turn drove social and economic self-reliance. 
The increasing prominence of atheism left people without guidance or morality. Nietzsche believed that religion could be replaced by culture, music, art and literature.[footnoteRef:18] From a contemporary standpoint this prediction is massively incongruent with our reality. Although culture, music, art and literature are extremely important to human beings they certainly have not had the same effect as religion. Oftentimes, instead of uniting people they have been topics of extreme controversy. For example, modern art and the content released by certain pop artists.  [18:  De Botton, Alain. “PHILOSOPHY – Nietzsche”] 

The entity to replace religion could be explained by increasingly leftist ideologies gaining popularity throughout the 19th, 20th and into the 21st century. It appears that the reason for this shift is because socialism and communism embody the underlying moral guidelines as well as the place of the individual present under religion.  Both communism and religion present followers with a very comfortable notion of the role of the individual. Both provide a sense of belonging; they make him/her feel indispensable and important in their own right. They give the individual, social, political and economic comfort by belonging to something greater than themselves. In terms of political comfort, both left-wing ideologies and religion present very clear-cut views of political alignment. As opposed to the “whatever works for you” approach adopted by most democratic nations they tell their followers exactly what way is right and what way is not right. 
In capitalism the individual gains significance not by belonging to a company but through their own achievement. One of the criticisms of capitalism is that it disconnects people from meaningful work. Only the top executives, CEOs and other important positions in a company can gain a sense of significance. The ordinary workers who constitute the majority of those who work at large corporations acquire no sense of meaning or importance from their positions. Under a capitalist democracy an individual seldom gains significance by belonging to something but rather through his own personal achievements. It appears that human beings can seldom tolerate such a dangerous gamble for meaning and security.
It appears that a lot of the ideas occupiers preach for are very much in line with communitarian religious ideals. Early Christianity was characterised by comradeship, equality and honesty. It was a “gospel of the poor”, of the slaves, artisans and proletariats. Lunacharsky (Marxist revolutionary and the first Soviet People's Commissar of Education) called early Christianity a form of “democratic egalitarian society” and wrote a book describing the interrelationship between Marxism and Christianity called Religion and Socialism.[footnoteRef:19]  [19:  Boer, Roland. “Religion and Socialism.”] 

One of the sources of discontent people seem to have with capitalism is that it is ultra-competitive, and leaves very many people isolated from wealth and fulfillment: the working class, the unemployed and those incapable of working. This can lead many to a feeling of dissatisfaction and anxiety over their own lives and an inability to find sympathy from others who are worrying first and foremost about themselves. The cure that Christianity presents to deal with such feelings is the Virgin Mary who hears people in their distress, meets them with tenderness and strengthens them to face the tasks of life. She is like everyone’s mother.[footnoteRef:20] This shows a very interesting reality about human nature. That is the fact that even mature adult lives share moments of terrible and lacerating self-doubt and have a longing to reconstruct the coziness of childhood. What this seems to suggest is that all human beings at a certain point in time wish to recover a certain lack of control for themselves. This is because of the fear of individualism, what scares us most is failing in life and not having anyone to turn to, religion assures this through the forgiveness and support of the Virgin Mary and other saints. Leftist ideologies do this through their economic and social models.  [20:  De Botton, Alain. “HISTORY OF IDEAS – Religion”] 

What religion also suggests is the fanciful notion that the poor are merely misfortunate but despite this still have a place in the divine scheme. This again takes pressure off the individual for his/her failures in very much the same way that in socialism and communism the poor are viewed at parity with the rich both socially and economically. Religion like communism has a similar view of individualism. Both strive to alleviate the pressure of being such a unit through community and the idea of charity and the alleviation of anxiety through reassuring us of our pre-existing significance. Under capitalism we must create significance for ourselves. In left-wing ideologies such as communism as well as in religion, meaning is provided to a person from being part of a community.
[bookmark: _Toc497226545][bookmark: _Toc497311321]Conclusion:
One of the major shifts in human history was the industrialization. The advent of capitalism, mass democracy and atheism gave human beings an unprecedented level of mastery over their lives. Progress skyrocketed, specialization and increased competition made almost everything in life attainable. However, there is a massive disconnect between this idealistic notion and the reality of human nature which explains why amid all this prosperity there is dissatisfaction, why suicide rates have increased drastically after the industrialization and why, so many people are dissatisfied with their lives. It seems that as the human condition is unravelled of restrictions and self-realisation and opportunity are presented as viable options the natural response is to seek shelter to familiarity and comfort. One of the coping mechanism that has emerged out of the fear of being left behind, abandoned by society, and losing a sense of importance are left wing ideologies such as socialism and communism. But instead of casting these away as a mere response to ineptitude they should be studied. In them lie crucial truths about human nature that capitalism has cast aside in favour of increasing productivity.
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