Q5:  Have individualism and equality been compatible or contradictory goals n American society and economy, especially since the 1960’s?





In the late 19th century, the message of the Gospel of Wealth was preached by Horatio Alger’s main characters who taught readers that hard work and perseverance would reward the individual.  The tenets of the protestant work ethic, if practiced and adhered to, would result in similar rags to riches stories.  In that sense, Alger believed that all citizens were equal, or at least shared the equality of opportunity.  But in the 1960’s, the formerly passive federal government took upon itself the enforcement of equality through civil rights legislation.  Without arguing the merits of the civil rights movement, this liberalism and desire for equality, in many instances, came into conflict with individuality, most notably in rulings by the Supreme Court.  In his preface to The Culture of Narcissism, Christopher Lasch describes a dying way of life, the culture of competitive individualism.  This narcissistic individualism and preoccupation with self, very different from Alger’s examples, have become “ a war of all against all.” (p.xv).  In its aftermath, equality would reign supreme as the only common ground of agreement.





Indeed the founding fathers’ adoption of a constitution based on individual rights, not group rights, has not only been a unique construction in the history of world politics, but has also provided, for the most part, a history without constant large scale setbacks of ethnic, religious, or even class conflict and violence.  The Declaration of Independence and its ideal claims of equality for all were taken, with unspoken exceptions, more ideologically than literally.  The Civil Rights movement’s insistence on a literal definition of equality began in the 1954 Brown v. Board of Education, Topeka, Kansas case.  This ruling, although it was perceived as a threat by many and contributed to an untold number of racially motivated acts of violence, simply rectified the accepted compatibility between individual rights and equality of opportunity, while removing a legal hindrance arbitrarily and unfairly leveled against a certain group of people.





The Voting Rights Act of 1965 also rectified Constitutional provisions with Declaration of Independence claims by allowing all citizens to vote, without regard to gender, race, class, political affiliation, economic or social level, and without undue external pressure or threat.  Here to, many acts of outright violence occurred, most notably in Watts in 1965.  The motivation had more to do with the gap between promises of opportunity by the federal government and the economic reality of discrimination and the absence of true equality.  But since the New Deal, and its establishment of welfare liberalism, old fashioned individualism has succumbed to bureaucracy with its managerial and professional ruling class.





Current jargon, including “One World,” European Economic Community, and living in an “interdependent” society have made individualism an anachronism.  Moreover, Justice Harry Blackman’s comments in Regents of the University of California v. Bakke  about the necessity to count by race to get beyond racism, elevated equality, the compelling public purpose at the time, at the expense of individualism.  Race conscious remedies, such as affirmative action and quotas for lucrative government contracts were implemented by the federal government whose Constitutional foundation of individual rights was subordinated to the literal promise of equality in the Declaration of Independence.  In the area of educational and housing integration, both sides of the counting by race question “argued on the basis of the fundamental principle of individual rights...The unifying principle of equal rights was accepted by nearly everyone; it was the application that was in dispute.” (p. 406 Fuchs).  Because overt discrimination had existed for so long in the United States, its new subtle nature was not easily countered by a new egalitarian policy.  But legislation involving group entitlements could actually create discriminatory measures that had official government support.  One most recent example was the award of $20,000 “reparations” by Washington D.C. to surviving family members of those Japanese interned during WWII.  Peculiarly, Native American and African American entitlements have not been forthcoming.  In more recent years public reaction has again turned conservative.  Housing quotas for the purpose of integration were condemned by the Reagan administration in the 1980’s, and in the 1990’s, Governor Pete Wilson and Californians have passed measures restricting educational opportunities for illegal immigrants and their children and overturning affirmative action programs throughout the state system of higher education.





The Voting Rights Act of 1965 covered the approval of redistricting plans.  Coupled with the Supreme Court ruling in 1975 approving reapportionment plans that counted by race in order to ensure ethnic majorities in certain legislative districts, equality to political access came at the devaluing of individual votes of people in unprotected classes.  Since political participation by individuals, especially ethnic individuals as a result of the 1982 amendments to the Voting Rights Act of 1965, leads to increased patriotism, the civic culture of the United States would be advanced by such measures in the long run.  Unfortunately, in the individualistic, secular nature of the narcissistic society, only immediate gratification or short-term solutions are deemed acceptable.  Therefore, ideological equality triumphs.





No where has this conflict of goals, since the 1960’s, been more prevalent than in recent Supreme Court Rulings.  In 1974, the Court declared the DeFunis v. Odegaard case moot.  In it, DeFunis sued the law school of the University of Washington because it set aside a number of openings for ethnic candidates only.  All of these accepted candidates scored below DeFunis on placement and entrance exams.  Justice William O. Douglas took the opportunity to produce a twelve page “legal opinion” condemning racial classifications used to satisfy the theory how society ought to be organized.  In 1981, in Fullilove v. Klutznick and in Sheet Metal Workers v. EEOC 1986, the Court approved the setting aside of 10% of public works funds for minority businesses and that the sheet metal union meet a 29% minority membership goal by 1987.  In Firefighter V. Cleveland 1986, the court ruled that a remedy to overcome past discrimination was permissible even if it negatively affected innocent persons, as long as the damage was considered “slight”.  In the same year the Court ruled against a Jackson, Michigan school board policy of laying off white teachers before minority group teachers with less seniority were layed off.  In 1997, a similar test case is being used in New Jersey which could bring about a Constitutional dismantling of affirmative action programs nationwide that will result in promoting individualism at the expense of equality once again.  Regardless of eventual outcome, the present incongruencies between Constitutional individuality and equality promised in the Declaration of Independence is still a story unfolding.


