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The Study on American Individualism Reflected in American Romantic Literature

Today, the world is becoming more and more integrated. The soft
cultural strength is gradually becoming an important standard to weigh a
country’s power. With China’s constant construction and development in
reform and the opening-up over the past 30 years, while making brilliant
achievements in economic construction, we also have made noted
achievements in cultural construction. Domestic scholars are beginning to
notice that it is not enough to only output economic products. We need to
further build up the influence of traditional culture of our coﬁntry upon the
world. Therefore, we need to not only adopt a correct attitude towards
understanding our own national culture but also the overseas cultures. The
USA, being the biggest nation to export its culture to the globe, has always
been one of the target cultural nations who have been paid attention by the
foreign literature research circles in China. The initial American literature of
the American Independence Period was just in the Romantic Period. It was at
that time that the individualistic thoughts and values were formed in the USA.
With the appearance of Transcendentalism represented by Emerson,
American individualistic thoughts and values were progressively developed
into the strongest forte influencing each field of the American people. This
indicated that the USA. not only got rid of the mother country — Britain —
from the political system and got physical independence, but also made real
independence in a cultural respect. “Transcendentalist Movement was the
continuity of American Independence. It is only with the appearance of
Transcendentalism that the USA has really finished independent
revolutionary completely.”’ Therefore, references will be offered for the
institutional improvement for the political democracy in China by studying
American Individualism through American Romantic Literature and to probe
into the relationship between people and society.

! Zhang Zhigang. Transcendentalism: the Declaration of American Spiritual Independence. The Journal of
Dalian Nationalities University, 2004(4), p44
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Chapter I Introduction

1. The Current Study of American Individualism

Over the past 20 years, the study on American Individualism has
gradually become the hot issue in the research field of world literature. The
research results, especially on American Transcendentalism and the
formation of American Individualism, are comparatively abundant. In 1931,
American scholar Dewey published “Individualism Old and New”, indicating
the enormous change that had happened in the theme of American
Individualism studies. It also indicated that new individualism was becoming
the strongest forte in American contemporary philosophical and ideological
trends. Affected by this kind of ideological trend, it became popular to study
American Individualism in American literary works. A large number of
literary critics began to pay close attention to the individualism issue in the
western literary works and tried to put forward criticism of the individualism
theory. In the research field of American literature, the romantic literary
works received much concern, mainly because American Individualism and
its values are closely related with Transcendentalism. The overseas study of
American Individualism and the rich fruits are shown thoroughly in the
dispute of relevant individualism.

The dispute abroad was issued around Emerson as the core. First, It was
disputed inside the issue about individualism, conducted mainly by Emerson,
Thoreau, Whitman and Melville; Secondly, in the 1920°s and 1930’s, New
Individualism, initially represented by W. Wale, H. Croly and J. Dewey, were
the most favorable critics of this new trend. After the 1990, the school of
British new individualism was formed by the Green believers that consisted
mainly of Oxford Professors, scholars and alumnus. Finally, New
Individualists represented by D. Reich , L. Boswell, L. Hobhouse, J, Hobson
and E. Barker and the Conservative Individualists represented by Hayek had
pushed into the response of the dispute of individualism which lasted nearly
one hundred years. |
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The theoretical works closely related to individualism which
emerged in this dispute are as follow: Emerson’s The American
Scholar, Nature, Transcendentalism, Thoreau’s Walden, Civil
Disobedience, Dewey’s Individualism Old and New, Liberalism and
Social Action, Hobhouse’s Liberalism, Hayek’s The Road to Serfdom, Law,
Legislation and Liberty, etc.. There are a vast number of academic
papers on western individualism. They are extremely abundant.

To compare with the abundant research abroad, the domestic research
about American Individualism is relatively weak. On the one hand, the
research of American Literature in China is relatively late; on the other hand,
the research mode of American Individualism is regarded as a philosophical
and cultural category which has limited the promotion and development of
studying American Individualism in American Literature, In the 1980’s, the
foreign literary circles of China began to introduce American Individualism
into American Romantic Period Literature in some teaching materials,
mainly introducing the formation and influence of Transcendentalism on
American Individualism. In A Survey of American Literature by Chang
Yaoxin from Nankai University and Liu Haiping and Wang Shouren’s New
American Literary History, Emerson’s life, thought and his main works are
introduced and commented on with 12 and 16 pages respectively. Since 1995,
the works to translate and introduce Emerson have been published every year
in China, focusing mainly on his prose and the collections of his lectures.
The publications in recent years are mostly the Chinese-English editions.
v They have parallel texts: The Selected Essays by Emerson (Chinese-English
Edition) by Huang Libo were published by Shanxi People’s Press in 2005,
The Selected Works by Emerson (Chinese-English Edition) were published
by Tianjin Educational Publishing House in 2004. These publications have
undoubtedly offered the reliable platform for studying Emerson. However,
this kind of translation and research work often categorizes' American
Individualism into the scope of philosophy and culture. As for American
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Literature. especially for American Individualism in the American Romantic
Period, there are no essential break-throughs. Thus, there are no outstanding
research results. V '

In 1979, The National American Literature Research Association was
established. Shandong University undertook The First American Literature
Academic Conference in Yantai. From then on, more and more scholars
began to pay close attention to American literature and throw themselves into
* the research of this field. At present, more and more works about American
Individualism are being translated into Chinese. A large number of domestic
universities are opening courses of American Literature. The American
literary circles of China are beginning to pay much more attention to the
research on American Individualism in Romantic Period Literature. In recent
years, this kind of trend is more obvious. There are more and more research
achievements about American Individualism. The numbers of Doctorate
dissertations for the relevant theme of American Individualism keep
increasing. In the past ten years, there have been 41 theses and dissertations
for MA and PH. Ds to deal with American Individualism in the American
Romantic Period (as CNKI is counted), among which 5 are Doctorate
dissertations. However, behind the seeming academic prosperity, there is a
lack of deep thinking for the questions and further investigation of the theory.
Domestic research still remains only at the stage of translating, introducing,
explaining and putting materials in order. Therefore, the research of
American Individualism in the American Romantic Period Literature will
promote the study of American literature, especially the research about
American Individualism in American literary works.

2. Research Contents

Through the study of American Individualism in the American
Romantic Period Literature in China, we find that there are still some blind
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areas needing to be studied.

The first blind area lies in the theoretical history of American
Individualism in the American Romantic Period Literature. The American
Romantic Period was the exact period when American Individualism was
developed significantly, In this period, American literature was both
imitative and independent. American Individualism was formed and evolved
from various ideological trends of Europé. The appearance of Emerson’s
Transcendentalism made American individualism a climax in the USA,
having promoted American people's self-confidence from a spiritual aspect.
It is of great significance to study the various kinds of ideological trends of
individualism, to find out the essence from these trends, to analyze the major
problems of American Individualism in the American Romantic Period
Literature and to explore the problems which need to be solved urgently.

The second blind area is the influence of American Individualism on the
American Romantic Period literary works. The forming of American
Individualism was a progressive course. The Romantic Period was exactly
the course that the USA needed in order to move the independence from the
colony towards the “Americanized” course from the “Mother Country's”
characteristics. In this course, the literary works had witnessed the whole
course that individualism formed. The literary works were influenced by
American Individualism, especially by Transcendentalism. A large number of
native writers of the USA mounted the literary world, thus the
“Americanized literary works” appeared. Nevertheless, the merits and
demerits which influenced American literary works reflected in American
Individualism in the American Romantic Period Literature is a problem
which needs studying and solving.

The third point lies in the inspiration of American Individualism in the
American Romantic Period Literature to the literature study in China. To
compare with individualism, China, located in the East with a long history,
favors collectivism more. For a long time, we have equated “individualism”

6



Chapter I Introduction

with “egoism”, understanding the connotation of individualism in a different
way. Through excavating the connotations of American Individualism in the
American Romantic Period Literature, we are trying hard to examine the
positive impact of American Individualism closely again. Guidance is
offered to the theory of studying socialist literature in China.

3. The Significance of the Study

Since late in the 20" century, through the translation and introduction by
scholars in China, the literary theories of western countries came to prevail
gradually in the field foreign literature studies in China. Among them,
philosophy and political science are of great influence on literary criticism.
Influenced by various groups (such as new liberalism, utilitarianism and
republicanism), some scholars in China began to pay great attention to
American Individualism in the American Romantic Period Literature.
However, there still lacks deeper research into American Individualism. The
study of this subject is of great theoretical and practical significance.

First, the American Individualism theory itself has extremely important
meanings. 1) American Individualism itself is a complex theoretical issue
that contains both the social field and human sciences, needing profound
systematic theoretical research. 2) American Individualism belongs to the
political but not literary category. The study of American Individualism will
break through the long existing way of thinking and research of normal
forms, opening the independent study field for literature, promoting the
whole literature study, especially the study of foreign literature.

Second, today, the world is becoming more and more integrated, so we
should not only adopt a correct attitude towards understanding our own
national culture, but also overseas cultures. To study American Individualism
in the American Romantic Period Literature and to probe into the
relationship between man and society will offer the reference for improving



