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The Conformist Individual: Being Yourself within Society


After fleeing from society and finding himself in an abandoned forest cabin, Prometheus in Ayn Rand’s Anthem speaks the words that became a core tenet of her anti-conformism philosophy: “To be free, a man must be free of his brothers. That is freedom. This and nothing else”.[footnoteRef:2] Like Thoreau trekking through the woods to live alone near Walden Pond, Rand’s ideas here represent those who believe that we can only become individuals by removing ourselves from a conformist society: the “pure individualists”. On the other side of the argument are those who support a unus pro omnibus (‘one for all’) situation, wherein we should do our utmost to conform to society’s rules and norms, or those who argue that conformity to social rules is our natural state of Being. To these “pure conformists”, any attempt to become individual and deviate from humanity’s “chosen/true path” is futile and should be met with disdain. With reference to philosophy, sociology, politics, art, film and literature, I will argue against this viewpoint and instead in support of “weak individuality/conformity”, which believes that the best form of individuality is one that is supported by an equal-minded society.[footnoteRef:3] [2:  Ayn Rand, Anthem (New York: Dover Publications, 2014), p. 85.]  [3:  After studying the works of Ayn Rand and her contemporaries, I have made the decision to group the ideas of collectivism and conformity together in this paper. Her ideas are largely understood to be anti-collectivist, as they stress the importance of the individual over the collective society, whereas collectivism sees society and the “greater good” as more important than the individual. Conformity, in its loosest sense, involves man changing his attitudes to match the society around him: by doing this, he places society above himself and therefore sacrifices his individuality (as is discussed within the paper.) It is for this reason that I have grouped together the ideas of collectivism and conformism, though others may still wish to make a distinction.] 

As mentioned above, Ayn Rand is one of the strongest proponents of pure individualism, which she appears to support in her novels Atlas Shrugged and The Fountainhead and her novella Anthem, alongside various essays centred around her philosophical system known as Objectivism. Rand’s ideas were born in opposition to the Bolshevik Revolution and the founding of the Soviet Union, when she saw her family’s property taken away by the government and her way of life destroyed by the conformist government. Anne C. Heller confirmed this, stating that the main underlying factors in Rand’s work were her “hatred of Russian tyranny” and her desire to be “the architect of an American utopia”.[footnoteRef:4] The two nations (the USSR and the USA) can be seen to represent the opposing sides within Rand’s work and the conformism/individualism debate itself; the “soul-destroying” ideas of the USSR were strictly conformist in their requirement that all within the Union should work towards a common goal and form a common people.[footnoteRef:5] We can see this forced conformity within Rand’s time at university, as she was removed from her university education due to “not being an ardent-enough Communist” and had her creative freedom restricted by a “supervised” writers’ group.[footnoteRef:6] The conformist education that was prevalent within the USSR makes an appearance within Rand’s Anthem. Equality 7-2521 (later known as Prometheus) speaks of the “House of the Students”, where the teachers repeatedly told him that “it is not good to be different from our brothers, but it is evil to be superior to them”.[footnoteRef:7] These conformist societies see that all should be the same, as attempting to be individual distracts us from humanity’s destiny or common goal. [4:  Anne C. Heller, Ayn Rand and the World She Made (New York: Random House, 2009), p. xiii.]  [5:  Ibid., p. 13.]  [6:  Ibid., p. 47.]  [7:  Rand, Anthem, p. 5.] 

One can see how Rand’s own experiences influenced her philosophical writing: both the author and the book’s protagonist had their individuality and thoughts restricted by the conformist society around them. As a result, they both sought to become individuals far away from the societies that restricted them. In The Fountainhead, Rand puts forward an argument against the type of collectivist/conformist education that she experienced, with Howard Roark stating that “there is no such thing as a collective brain. There is no such thing as collective thought […] No man can use his brain to think for another”.[footnoteRef:8] Society should not teach everybody to believe the same thing: each man has his own mind and own thoughts, he will come to the right conclusions independent of his education. By attempting to teach man to share in these collective thoughts, we force him to abandon his reason. This capacity for rational thought is paramount to his existence. While it could be said that Rand’s personal experiences allow her to easier more easily evaluate conformist societies, it might also mean that she is too emotionally invested with the matter. Instead of allowing reasoned discussion and a fair debate, she strikes from a position of anger and unrestrained emotion. Rand’s intellectual heir, Leonard Peikoff, states that speaking with emotion is not a bad thing, however he also argues that “a man does choose his emotions”, which implies that emotional responses and arguments are part of who we are, and therefore should not be ignored. Instead, we should follow the path that our emotions take us on, even though it may appear biased and unrestrained. [8:  Ayn Rand, The Fountainhead (London: Penguin, 2007), p. 711.] 

Going back to the idea of the collective, Peikoff also argues that it is actually impossible to teach in such a way that those involved come to a collective understanding. I will not explain his entire argument here, but will instead offer a summary: all ideas and thoughts must come from someone, from an individual. Even if they are created through “joint effort” they still must come from an individual.[footnoteRef:9] There is always an individual to first come up with the idea, and those who follow are coming to their own individual conclusions. While there might seem to be a collaborative effort, such as when the US Declaration of Independence was drafted by members of Congress, it is in fact just a collection of the works of individual people, such as Thomas Jefferson and John Adams: “we can divide a meal among many men. We cannot digest it in a collective stomach”.[footnoteRef:10] This implies that we cannot actually learn things from other people, but we can come to the same realisation as them through use of our reason. Rand would say that conformist societies do not allow man to come to this realisation, as they stop him from using the rational thought which is at the heart of his Being. But what about people who cannot reason? Are they able to become individuals, or are they doomed to conform and be slaves? Certain instances of such as mental illness or brainwashing come to mind, where the person’s mental faculty has been eroded away to such a point that they cannot possibly reason. Peikoff refuses to comment on this point, as it contradicts one of the core messages of Rand’s philosophy.[footnoteRef:11] The focus on rational thought as the basis of individuality seems to be alienating and prejudiced in a sense, as it puts those who are “sane” (Peikoff’s own words)[footnoteRef:12] above those who have suffered through no fault of their own. If man is not sane, then he is a constant victim of conformity: because he cannot become an individual and think for himself, then he is doomed. As man is “the master of his own destiny”, and those who are not sane cannot reason, they can never achieve their destiny and become individuals.[footnoteRef:13] [9:  Leonard Piekoff, Objectivism: The Philosophy of Ayn Rand (London: Penguin, 1993), pp. 198-202]  [10:  Rand, The Fountainhead, p. 711.]  [11:  Peikoff, p. 200.]  [12:  Ibid., p. 200.]  [13:  Ibid., p. 203.] 

On the topic of education, Rand’s works suggest that its purpose should be not to tell a man what to think (as this cannot be done) but to teach him how to think. While it is possible for man to come to the same conclusions as his teachers, he must use rational thought to do so and therefore become a thinking individual. The focus on “critical thinking” and reasoning has become a prominent feature within the educational system in recent years, with reformers often favouring the development of rational thought over the memorization of facts and figures. With this reasoning, Rand implores us to question everything that we have been taught by our conformist societies: even if we do not know what the truth is, “[we] can recognize that ‘accept it because we say so’ is no answer”.[footnoteRef:14] We must carry on seeking out the answer through rational thought, and never give in: to do so would be to surrender our individuality and reason. If we come to a different answer than everybody else, we must not shy away and hide it: to do so would also betray our individuality. [14:  Ibid., p. 200.] 

It stands to reason, then, that it is not our job to make others feel comfortable by conforming to their beliefs. But, as Rand, Emerson and Thoreau argue, it may be necessary for man to (physically and metaphorically) escape from society if it continues to force its conformist beliefs upon him. As mentioned above, Rand and Thoreau advocate a sort of self-exile from conformist societies in order to reach our goal of individuality. To Thoreau, the conformist society is one full of economy and industry, wherein man lives in a permanent state of rest. He lacks creativity, individuality and reason: “millions are awake enough for physical labor; but only one in a million is awake enough for effective intellectual exertion […] I have never yet met a man who was quite awake”.[footnoteRef:15] To be awake, man must use his individual reasoning to find out the truth of his existence. It may be possible, as shown with Thoreau’s experiences living by Walden Pond, that this is only possible through self-exile. He suggests that man should ignore the actions of those around him and instead follow his own path, asking: [15:  Henry David Thoreau, Walden (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), p. 83.] 

“If a man does not keep pace with his companions, perhaps it is because he hears a different drummer? Let him step to the music which he hears, however measured or far away.”[footnoteRef:16] [16:  Ibid., p. 290.] 

It is not our duty to look at another and judge their individual actions, but to focus on our own life and mind. If we do judge another, we stop treating them as an individual being in their own right: to take a man’s individual freedom from him is a greater sin than any other. Peikoff argues that “since each man is obliged to be self-sustaining, no one has a right to the actions or products of other men” and agrees with Thoreau in the belief that we should leave others to be free to do as they have individually reasoned.[footnoteRef:17] Some would argue that Peikoff and Rand’s beliefs are immoral as they set a precedent that ‘I’ is more important than ‘the other’, which could result in man taking advantage of another for his own individual gain. However, their stance of non-interference in the rights of other individuals means that it is immoral to take advantage of another (whether through harming or killing) each man’s body and thoughts are his own, and we should leave them for him alone to use. [17:  Peikoff, p. 355.] 

Ralph Waldo Emerson, a close friend of Thoreau’s, also recommends self-exile as a tool for achieving individuality, and it was the focus of his essay Self-Reliance. Much like Rand, he argues that “society everywhere is in conspiracy against the manhood of every one of its members” due to its focus on conformist beliefs and love of “not realities and creators, but names and customs”.[footnoteRef:18] As we have already seen with Rand’s life and writing, creative freedom is often the first thing to be taken away when a pure conformist government takes control of society. By censoring the creative arts, they are able to stop the flow of any materials which may speak against their laws and therefore stop man from becoming his true individual self. Clinton R. Meek however disagrees with this sentiment, instead arguing that “conformity and creativity are essentially complementary in nature, and their interaction gives each its meaning”.[footnoteRef:19] By this he means that creativity can only be understood and viewed as “art” if everybody is conforming to the same ideas of what it means to be art: total individuality cannot lead to proper creativity. Meek continues to say that “creativity alone does not provide enough stability” to succeed, as conformity allows man to funnel his thoughts and creativity into a single project that represents his individuality.[footnoteRef:20] These ideas about creativity seem to resemble reality more than Emerson’s do, as even the Expressionist and Punk movements (which pride themselves upon creativity from a pure individualist standpoint) conform to certain ideas about what it means to be part of that group.  [18:  Ralph Waldo Emerson, Nature and Selected Essays (London: Penguin, 2003), p. 178.]  [19:  Clinton R. Meek, Beyond Individuality (New York: Philosophical Library, 1970), p. 56.]  [20:  Ibid., p. 56.] 

Those who wish to be individuals, in this sense, are conforming to society’s ideas about what it means to be individual, and therefore not reaching the state of pure individuality that Rand and Emerson speak of. While it might appear strange at first, the film High School Musical appears to explore this question; throughout the film, there is a constant conflict of conformity and individuality. The song ‘Stick to the Status Quo’ contains lyrics that advocate that the students conform to the current “clique” nature of the school: the second chorus argues that “it is better by far to keep things as they are”, as any change to the system would promote individuality and destroy the conformist society that Sharpay (the film’s antagonist) has created within the school.[footnoteRef:21] This is similar to the way in which Rand writes about the conformist government (known as the Council) within Anthem, as they constantly oppose any change to the system that they have created, for fear that it would lead to free thought and the reintroduction of individuality into society. When Prometheus attempts to enter the Council of Scholars and is then interrogated, they are outraged at his transgressions against conformity: “A Street Sweeper walking in upon the World Council of Scholars! […] It is against all the rules and all the laws!”[footnoteRef:22] By attempting to move out of his designated position in society, in the same way that Gabriella and Troy attempt to join the school show in High School Musical, Prometheus challenges the status quo of the conformist society to allow its members their individuality.  [21:  High School Musical, dir. by Kenny Ortega, Disney-ABC Domestic Television, 2006.]  [22:  Rand, Anthem, p. 53.] 

The final song from the film, ‘We’re All in This Together,’ may sound like it supports a pure conformism standpoint, but in fact it supports an idea more like that suggested by Meek. By the end of the film, the characters have all followed their own paths – despite opposition from others – and it results in a position where everybody is individual but conforming to the same idea of what this means. One of the characters states that “everyone is special in their own way [and] we’re different in a good way”, implying that they are all individuals, with their own goals and thoughts and beliefs, but within a conforming society that allows them to develop themselves. Rand, as we have already discussed, would not approve of this type of Individualism because any amount of conformity to society will lead to us sacrificing our reason and individuality. 
Emerson is as strict as Rand in this sense: he states that “conformity explains nothing” and tells us to “act singly”, lest we surrender ourselves to society.[footnoteRef:23] Our ultimate goal in life is to become an individual, but any amount of conformity distracts us from this. In Self-Reliance, Emerson puts forward various arguments against conformism, including his arguments on Youth and on Sacrifice. All of these arguments end with Egoism (the theory of self-interest or selfishness) and as a result, pure individualism, being the goal of our existence. Although he believes this truth, Emerson starts his argument from a peculiar place: man is naturally drawn to conformity as he “dismisses his without notice his thought because it is his”.[footnoteRef:24] Conformity is our natural state of existence, but we should fight against in lieu of our individuality and freedom from others. But if conformity is the natural state of man’s Being, is it right to fight against this for some hidden individuality? If our body was telling us that it was natural to cry or feel pain, we would not ignore it: the pure individualists like Rand argue that reasoned thought is paramount to our existence, but if our minds are telling us that it is natural to conform to society’s beliefs, and we do not, we are surely betraying our minds, and therefore the individuality that we were striving for in the first place.  [23:  Emerson, p. 185.]  [24:  Ibid., p. 176.] 

To Emerson, to be individual is to be young and carefree, like the boy who “cumbers himself never about consequences […] he gives an independent genuine verdict”, despite what those elders around him may think.[footnoteRef:25] If we are to truly be individual, we must regain our youth and carelessness, for as we become more accustomed to society we become dull and complacent, falling into patterns and becoming “clapped into jail by [our] consciousness”.[footnoteRef:26] These patterns lead us to forget our choices, to forget our freedom to be different, and to forget ourselves as thinking, independent beings. We must rise above the bureaucracy of the world and break free from the “mind-forg’d manacles” that society has forced upon us.[footnoteRef:27] But if this change from individuality to conformity happens as we grow older, could it not be that it is simply a result of our maturation from a rebellious and irresponsible child to a sensible and rational adult? From the pure individualist position, there are two possible responses to this question.  [25:  Ibid, p. 178.]  [26:  Ibid. ]  [27:  William Blake, The Complete Writings of William Blake (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1966), p. 216.] 

The first response would be to answer a question with another question: is it right for us to mature and lose our childish freedom in the first place? Those who support pure individualism often hark back to times of childish innocence and nonconformity, attacking those elders who seek conformity and strict adherence to society’s norms and expectations. The young man is praised by Emerson as a beacon of hope and individuality, in the same way that Rand’s Prometheus talks of his son being “raised as a man” and being “taught to walk straight and on his own feet”.[footnoteRef:28] While he may not be able to save himself, as his Being has already been tainted by the conformity that was thrust upon him all his life, Prometheus is able to raise his son to be an individual. To be young is to be innocent and carefree, to be old is to be a slave of conformist society. [28:  Rand, Anthem, p. 84.] 

The second response would be to argue that this is not our natural state of maturation at all, and instead a corruption of our natural path due to our exposure to society and its conformist actions and beliefs: Emerson himself confessed “how easily we capitulate to badges and names, to large societies and dead institutions”, implying that when placed under figures of authority, man will naturally attempt to fall beneath them even if it means sacrificing our own individuality.[footnoteRef:29] It is this sacrifice that is prominent within the writings of Emerson and Peikoff, with both suggesting how we should avoid sacrificing our morals and freedom.  [29:  Emerson, p. 179.] 

Peikoff references Rand’s Atlas Shrugged when he says that “sacrifice is evil no matter who its beneficiary is, whether you sacrifice yourself to others or others to yourself”.[footnoteRef:30] Here, everybody has the same importance and value as an individual, meaning that we should not abuse them in any way that would harm their being: to do so would be evil. Every man is a host unto themselves and should be treated with the rights and respect that they deserve as individuals. However, there are those conformists who believe that “human existence requires martyrs” so that it can survive and achieve its destiny.[footnoteRef:31] In instances of martyrdom, the collective’s existence has been placed over that of the single man: we have a duty to sacrifice our own individual freedom in support of the greater good, meaning the future of the human race. [30:  Peikoff, p. 235.]  [31:  Ibid.] 

This sense of martyrdom and sacrifice is a core part of conformist societies, as they are dependent on man to give up his own individuality as a duty to other men. Jean-Jacques Rousseau writes from a conformist viewpoint which can be seen to involve ideas of martyrdom and sacrifice: in order to live to the fullest, we must sign a social contract. One would assume that by signing a contract to join a conformist society, man must surrender his freedom and individuality to the state. This would be so that he could live peacefully and without harm from others. However, Rousseau believed the opposite, that we could be free within a conformist state and that individual freedom stands tall above anything else: “to renounce one’s liberty is to renounce one’s liberty as a man”.[footnoteRef:32] Because our individuality is paramount to our Being (as we have already discussed in relation to Emerson, Rand and Thoreau) it stands to reason that to sacrifice it would mean to give up what it means to be human. The state of nature that Rousseau hypothesises is one where man lives uncorrupted by society: there are no customs or norms for us to conform to. In this state of nature, the only society is the family, where “children remain attached to their father only so long as they have need of him for their own preservation”.[footnoteRef:33] This situation seems to imply that we only form bonds with others as a means of furthering our own selves, instead of treating the relationship as an end in itself. If we are not set to receive anything beneficial out of a relationship, then that relationship is meaningless and we should terminate it: “as soon as [the child’s] need ceases, the natural bond dissolves”.[footnoteRef:34] When this bond ends, man is free to be an individual away from the “obedience that they owed to their father” and “the cares which he owed to his children”, for any attempt to continue this bond after all purpose and meaning has been extracted from it would be a sacrifice of his time and individuality.[footnoteRef:35] The only reason to stay in this situation would be to follow the convention and norms that naturally exist, but this would mean us conforming to a level that betrays ourselves. [32:  Jean-Jacques Rousseau, The Social Contract, trans. by H. J. Tozer (Hertfordshire: Wordsworth, 1998), p. 10.]  [33:  Ibid., p. 6.]  [34:  Ibid. ]  [35:  Rousseau, p. 6.] 

It is with this natural family state in mind that Rousseau develops a way for us to live within a conforming society, but still retain the individuality that is the cornerstone of our Being: we can live in a society with other people, thereby sacrificing small parts of our freedoms, but only so much as it supports our own individual self and respects the individuality of those around us. Rousseau describes a situation in which mankind has gone beyond the natural family state and exists in an unnatural state of war and violence, but that there is a solution to ending this conflict: “they have no other means of self-preservation than to form by aggregation a sum of forces […] and to make them work in concert”.[footnoteRef:36] The only way that we can possibly to continue to live as free, thinking beings is to join together as a collective and therefore preserve the individuality that we hold dear. We can only avoid harm to our individuality from others if we agree to conform to the core principle of this new society: [36:  Ibid., p. 14.] 

“To find a form of association which may defend and protect with the whole force of the community the person and property of every associate, and by means of which each, coalescing with all, may nevertheless obey only himself, and remain as free as before.”[footnoteRef:37] [37:  Ibid.] 

Within this new society of conforming individuals, each person’s individuality is respected as much as the other, for none can take away what another possesses. To do otherwise would be to treat them with disrespect and not as an individual. By agreeing to treat all others the same, no single person is placed as more important than another, with Rousseau saying that “each giving himself to all, gives himself to nobody”.[footnoteRef:38] As there is no king or council to sacrifice our freedoms and swear allegiance to, we give the same to everybody, and thereby give nothing. Peikoff seems to suggest a similar situation to this as the correct way to live within a society, where the “state must not intervene in the intellectual or moral life of its citizens” and “protect freedom, not truth or virtue”.[footnoteRef:39] Each person must be left to do as he pleases within this new society, as long as it does not affect the individuality of the others within it. We should protect the freedoms of others in order to gain this protection ourselves. He also argued that “man’s ability to survive is enhanced by his living in society – but only if it is a human society, which is governed by the power of reason”.[footnoteRef:40] By grouping together with others, and having a focus on individuality (which comes only from reasoned thinking) we can work towards our own goals while allowing society as a whole to flourish. Rand’s Anthem appears to support a similar situation, for Prometheus speaks of forming a society of individuals at the end, being “a world where each man will be free to exist for his own sake”.[footnoteRef:41] He speaks of fighting for the freedom of others and breaking down the chains that imprison them, like Rousseau telling us to work together to ensure the individuality of ourselves and others. But unlike the situation that Rand describes, Rousseau does not believe that we can break free from these chains: “Man is born free, and everywhere he is in chains”.[footnoteRef:42] These chains, while restricting us somewhat, are not ones of imprisonment. Instead, Rousseau here suggests that while our possible actions might be restricted slightly by society, we are still free. Although we have conformed to society’s expectations of us, we can still be the individuals that we desire to be: although man is “deprived of many advantages that he derives from nature, he acquires equally great ones in return”.[footnoteRef:43]  [38:  Ibid., p. 15.]  [39:  Peikoff, pp. 366-367.]  [40:  Ibid., p. 202.]  [41:  Rand, Anthem, p. 88.]  [42:  Rousseau, p. 5.]  [43:  Rousseau., p. 19.] 

It is possible, if one detests conformity outright, to disagree with what Rousseau is saying; to surrender any part of who we are in order to satisfy the general will is a betrayal of our individuality. Man is able to live in exile from others and still achieve a fulfilled life: the bond with his family before maturity aside, he does not need others. Although Thoreau proved that man can live in exile, this does not necessarily mean that he should. Rousseau argues that “instead of destroying natural equality, [the social contract] substitutes a moral and lawful equality for the physical inequality which nature imposed upon men”, meaning that by conforming to the rules of an individualist society we are improving upon the natural state of affairs and allowing everyone to be equal, even if they are “unequal in strength or intellect”.[footnoteRef:44] To do so treats them with respect and as the individuals that they are. If man is weak or lacks intellect, he will suffer in the natural state. There is no-one to assist him in lifting himself up and becoming an individual; he is doomed to be a prisoner to his solitude.  [44:  Ibid., p. 23.] 

But if he is under the chains of a conforming individualist society, he can prosper: the other citizens are his equals, they have a duty to care for him. If they do not, they leave him behind, leave society behind and leave themselves behind. Even Rand’s Prometheus speaks of saving those who appear weaker or less intellectual than himself, he who “cries without reason” or “calls for help in the night”.[footnoteRef:45] It is these relationships, these bonds that man creates, the equal society that he builds around himself which allows him to prosper as an individual. Man can live on his own, devoid of contact and associations. But even in his state of self-exile, Thoreau interacted with others. Prometheus still sought to build a world in which everyone is equal and free. Being an individual outside of society is most certainly possible. Being an individual within society is most beneficial. [45:  Rand, Anthem, p. 85.] 
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