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Political ideas
Collectivism, individualism and the coronavirus crisis
The two concepts of collectivism and individualism are central to an understanding of political ideas. This article aims to develop your knowledge of both terms and their impact on political ideas about human nature, society and the role of the state and economy — terms likely to appear in exam questions in relation to the four political ideas that you will study. The COVID-19 crisis is a useful context in which to check your understanding of these terms and will also help you to assess which theory is most convincing.
Collectivism
Collectivism is the belief that the group is more significant and meaningful than the self-striving individual. Collectivists argue that as humans we are naturally social and our character is moulded by our environment. We understand who we are through our interactions with others. A belief in collectivism implies that we are altruistic — often putting the interests of others before ourselves — and also that we have a duty to the community, including people we don’t know, rather than just to ourselves and our families. It implies that there is such a thing as collective identity and responsibilities and that we have common interests as part of a fraternity.
Collectivism is at the heart of socialist thinking, but it can also be seen in modern liberalism and has an influence on one-nation conservatism too, where there is a duty for those who are privileged to help those who are not, as part of an organic society.
Implications for the state and economy
Collectivism can have an impact on the ownership of the means of production, as it leads to the belief that the collective work of the people creates wealth, so the collective should receive their share of the profits. There are different models of how this works in practice, from the state socialism of the former communist countries to the social democratic model of a mixed economy, nationalisation and a cradle-to-grave welfare state.
Collectivism implies a positive interventionist state working to protect and help all to thrive and achieve freedom in the positive, modern liberal sense. The focus is likely to be on equality for all rather than individual freedom. Collectivists generally reject (or are at least highly critical of) capitalism, which is based on individualism and competition, setting people against each other rather than encouraging cooperation.
Individualism
In contrast, individualism is the belief that society should be focused around ensuring that self-seeking sovereign individuals are free to operate in any way they see fit. Individualists see humans as rational and therefore selfish, putting themselves before others, and only cooperating if they are going to benefit from the interaction. Working as a team is unnatural, they believe. Instead, individualists argue that competition is part of human nature, and some work harder than others and thrive, while others do not. The free individual is unique. They can set personal goals and do not necessarily share goals with others. Capitalism, which is based on private ownership and the pursuit of profit, is an aspect of individualism. The society that is created is likely to be unequal, as some will always be more successful than others.
All liberals are individualists, as are new-right conservatives, and individualism also has a strong influence on the Third Way.
Implications for the state and economy
Individualism is focused on self-help and personal responsibility, so this implies a more minimal state, which encourages individuals to take control of their own destinies, rather than relying on the state to support them. Individualists have faith in the rational human who is able to manage their own affairs without the need of the state. The focus is on freedom rather than equality, so individuals must be free in all senses, including in the economy, to act in any way they see fit, as long as this does not reduce the freedom or security of others. So taxes are likely to be low, as from an individualist point of view they involve taking from the more successful and giving to the less successful, which can be seen as an attack on individual freedom and is also likely to create dependency. It is important to note that there are two different interpretations of individualism: egotistical and developmental, with the latter more focused on the achievement of personal goals for all, rather than just individuals operating freely in their own interests.
What have we learnt about these two concepts during the COVID-19 crisis?
Examples of collectivism
· Many communities have got to know each other for the first time and have formed virtual networks such as WhatsApp groups to support and help each other.
· The weekly ‘Clap for Our Carers’ brought whole streets out every Thursday evening during the spring of 2020 and helped to boost morale by making people feel part of a wider community.
· The vast majority of people in the UK showed solidarity with their neighbours and cooperated with the restrictions, following the public health measures with care, despite the huge personal difficulties that resulted from this.
· More collectivist societies (e.g. China and Singapore), where people were prepared to sacrifice major freedoms for the benefit of others, appear to have coped better than individualist societies such as the UK and the USA, where introducing lockdown measures took longer and restrictions were looser.
Examples of individualism
· Overcrowded parks and public transport.
· Some individuals choosing to ignore the restrictions by attending illegal raves or not wearing a mask in shops.
· Panic buying in supermarkets, which led to shortages of pasta, toilet paper, flour and hand sanitiser.
· Did the actions of Dominic Cummings represent individualism? What impact did his behaviour have on the British population?
· It appears that younger people have been more likely to flout restrictions, especially young men. What does this tell us? Are older people and women more collectivist? Why might this be?
Activities
1. There are five key thinkers for each political idea. Which are collectivists and which are individualists?
2. You will study one additional political idea. How does individualism and collectivism influence this idea? Which concept do you think has the larger influence and why? Anarchism and feminism are particularly interesting to look at here.
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