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Introduction

Paradise Lost
A lone traveler slowly plods his way through a scorching desert. Mile after mile all he sees is an endless mosaic of inhospitable sand, uninterrupted by any signs of life. Here, silence speaks loudest and there are no landmarks to tell whether one has traveled a day or a lifetime. Suddenly, our exhausted protagonist sees of glimmer along the horizon. Not even daring to hope too much, he begins moving toward it. Could it really be? Could this be what he has been wishing for? All of a sudden, he throws off his gripping fatigue and breaks into a sprint towards his envisioned salvation. Stride after stride, it becomes more and more enticing – springs of fresh water and bountiful palm trees beckon him like a siren’s song. The green leaves and blue pools of water stand as the colors of Eden in this valley of death. The monotony has been so beautifully broken, just as a ray of hope in a vast darkness. But just as he is about to reach his paradise, it vanishes without a trace. He is left standing there, disillusioned, not by what ‘had been’, but what ‘never was.’

It seems that in our society, we love to praise the “individual,” the “iconoclast” and the “revolutionary,” who shake off the bonds of conformity and conventional thinking and blaze new trails. College admission boards are inundated by applicants who are self-proclaimed “leaders” and dare to “think differently.” Just like our desert traveler, we run after appearances of individualism and often find our efforts to be rewarded with an ethereal vision that dissipates with our touch. One cannot truly be a “free-thinker” if one is only trying to be one because that’s what society expects.

The Illusion of Individuality

One of life’s greatest tensions is the conflict between one’s role as a part of a functioning society and one’s own desire for self-determination. While working towards the communal good is, of course, commended by society, becoming a mindless drone seems to be “passé.” One of our greatest fears, as depicted in many anti-utopian novels, is the fear of losing one’s independence to an all-controlling government and becoming one of many indistinguishable clones. Paradoxically, society may even try to compel its citizens to “be his or her own person,” not realizing the irony. Consider the following scenario: A demagogue, well meaning or otherwise, addresses the masses and exhorts them to “think for themselves.” A mass hysteria sweeps across the crowd and they begin intoning in a mindless monotone: “Yes, we must think for ourselves…think for ourselves…”

Many of George Orwell’s works contain authoritarian anti-utopias. Most notably, of course, are his novels 1984 and Animal Farm. In his short story “Shooting an Elephant,” the narrator takes definitive action by shooting a loose elephant. Unfortunately, as the narrator himself admits, this action was not prompted by “individual thinking,” but rather “to avoid looking a fool” (p. 41). This action, which may be seen by an observer as a bold assertion of individuality, proves to be, in reality, at act of self-negation as he capitulates to the will of the crowd. The narrator sagely observes that:


“…Here was I, the white man with his gun, standing in front of the unarmed native crowd – seemingly the leading actor of the piece; but in reality I was only an absurd puppet pushed to and fro by the will of those yellow faces behind. I perceived in this moment that when the white man turns tyrant it is his own freedom he destroys. He becomes a sort of hollow, posing dummy…For it is the condition of his rule that he shall spend his life in trying to impress the ‘natives,’ and so in every crisis he has got to do what the ‘natives’ expect of him. He wears a mask, and his face grows to fit it. I had got to shoot the elephant...” (p.38)

Indeed, conformity often takes the form of a proverbial “mask,” in which we hide our true feelings behind a visage we think to be more socially acceptable. This is important to a certain extent, as society cannot function if everyone did whatever he or she pleased. However, there comes a point when no one is willing to ever take off the masks, for fear of breaking “social norms,” or just out of habit.

Demagogues, Fascism, and Magicians

When discussing the Holocaust, it is very common to be amazed at the depravity of an entire society that tacitly condoned and even assisted the mass genocide of civilians. It is difficult to conceive that a “civilized” nation in the 20th could perpetrate such an atrocity. Indeed, this is the central question in the book The Wave, in which a high school teacher demonstrates Adolph Hitler’s techniques to mesmerize his class. A slow, insidious regimen of propaganda and mob hysteria cleverly manipulates the class into the same position Germany was in during WWII. The teacher begins by emphasizing “class pride” and tells his students that they are part of the excusive “Wave” society. Those that initially resist are soon won over by pressure to join in. Soon, the entire class gets swept up in “the Wave.” Only after realizing the horrible success the plan has achieved does the teacher revel to the class that they have just been put into the frame of mind that could have allowed genocide. Thomas Mann chronicles a similar process in “Mario and the Magician.” Cipolla the magician weaves his magic on his hapless audience, which, only a short time before, had been hostile to him. Only Mario realizes the danger of the situation and shoots Cipolla before further damage can be done. Unfortunately, as so often occurs in real life, the heroic act is meet with disdain as the rest of the audience was completely taken by the magician. Indeed, the audience was so shocked at this act that the narrator exclaims, “how strange and unexpected a direction had fate leveled” (p.181) the gun.

Of all the characters we studied this semester, I believe that Mario exhibits the most “individuality” in that he does what he feels is right, regardless of “popular opinion.” This is in stark contrast to the narrator of “Shooting an Elephant,” who acts in order to save face in front of others. (While reducing personal embarrassment is, of course self-serving, the root of all conformity is the avoidance of being considered “different”)

Defiance

If genuine individuality is the ability to remain true to one’s principles despite the prevailing opinion, one the best examples would be Antigone from Sophocles’s immortal Theban Plays trilogy. In direct defiance of the law, she buries her brother in order to satisfy a divine mandate. She feels that no one, not even the King, should be allowed to overrule the gods, and sacrifices herself for what she believes in. Her foil, King Creon, is very different. He stubbornly refuses to relent his decree for fear of appearing weak before his subjects (and losing to a woman). Ironically, his “show of power” merely highlights the fact that he is controlled by his passions and “approval rating.” Creon’s independence is really an illusion.

Unlike Mario, however, Antigone’s actions go beyond the perceived necessity. Antigone could have surreptitiously buried her brother’s body and left it at that. Instead, she returns to the scene of the crime and almost allows herself to be caught. It seems that she wished to have her defiance known to the public, who, ultimately, realize that she was right. Her posthumous vindication is the hallmark of genuine revolutionaries, who see the truth even when others don’t.

Even though Antigone’s sister, Ismene, agreed that Creon’s actions were unjust, she lacks the courage to defy him. She is representative of people who see the truth but do not act. By the end of the play, Ismene fades into the background as a non-character. Her inaction condemns her to obscurity – just like in real life.

Why We Sacrifice our Individuality

So far, we have seen examples of character’s who did not have the strength of character to resist the pressure to do what others expected. Hannah Arendt adds another element in her essay Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil: The conscious sacrifice of individuality in order to avoid the consequences of one’s actions. While on trial for the slaughter of millions of Jews during the Holocaust, Eichmann’s defense was that he was “just following orders,” as required in any military hierarchy. He claimed that “his guilt came from obedience, and obedience is praised as a virtue” (p.247). Eichmann attempted to abdicate responsibility for his actions by stating that he was merely a “cog in the machine” and should not be punished. Arendt emphasizes that one of thee most disturbing elements of the Eichmann affair was his complete resemblance to an average human being. He did not appear to be a psychotic maniac or evil genius; instead, Eichmann seemed to be a regular person – that had somehow committed unspeakable atrocities. This is the “lesson of the fearsome, word-and-thought-defying banality of evil” (p. 252): Anyone can sink to the level of genocide if he or she does not have the strength of character to resist the pressures to do evil. True, it is sometimes difficult to “go against the flow” and may require sacrificing one’s career or even one’s life, but murder or any other crime cannot be justified simply because it’s easier not to “buck the trend.”

Eichmann is hanged because his excuse is grossly inadequate. Unfortunately, we often try to use the same pretext to justify our own behavior. Individuality seems to be easily sacrificed if it means exemption from personal responsibility. This is what set apart those that risked their lives to harbor Jews and those that tacitly allowed their slaughter.

Where Do We Go From Here?

Shakespeare writes in Hamlet that art should “hold an mirror up to nature.” Indeed, the many examples of the conflict between what the individual knows to be right and what society believes parallels our own experiences in which this quandary faces us daily. Shakespeare himself gives us a good example to follow in his portrayal of Cordelia in King Lear. When asked to flatter her father in return for a share of the kingdom, Cordelia refuses to do so. It is notable that, when asked, she says, “nothing” (1.1.87), but does not initially object out loud when her sisters spurt grandiose vows of eternal affection. Cordelia realizes that she cannot stop her sisters, and decides to be true to her own values with a quiet “nothing.” It is only after being challenged by her father that she tries to justify her behavior. Cordelia, as opposed to Antigone, is satisfied to do only that which is necessary to fulfill her own moral code. Indeed, she waits until after their father leaves to reprove her sisters of their awful behavior, as it is not necessary for her to do so in public.

King Lear mockingly tells Cordelia that “thy truth shall be thy dower” (1.1.109), he does not realize how right he is. Cordelia would much rather have her integrity than a third of the kingdom. This quality is what Eichmann lacks, as he was not willing to sacrifice his military career to avoid his awful “duty.”

Indeed, there is much we can learn from the heroes and heroines in literature. The main lesson we should take from this discussion is the true meaning of individuality, the ability to remain true to one’s principles in the face of adversity, and, unlike our wandering friend, not be fooled by illusions.           

