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Excerpt from  

The Westerner  
 
My fathers sleep  
on the sunrise plains 
And each one sleeps alone. 
Their trails may dim  
to the grass and rains, 
For I choose to make my own. 
I lay proud claim  
to their blood and name, 
But I lean on no dead kin; 
My name is mine,  
for the praise or scorn, 
And the world began  
when I was born 
And the world is mine to win. 
 

   By Badger Clark 
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O 
ur history of self-reliance and 

individualism runs deep, and America 

has long been a nation of tie breakers. 

Our ancestors from other continents 

all broke ties with family and community, 

sometimes willingly and sometime by force. In 

either case, they had to lay down roots alone in  

a strange new land and independence was the 

ideal  that gave them the courage to persist. In 

1835, Alexis de Tocqueville visited America and 

noted that “They form the habit of thinking of 

themselves in isolation and imagine that their 

destiny is in their hands.”  

 

Our romanticized cultural heroes were 

mysterious outsiders who came to save the  

day and then disappeared into the sunset. Our 

political icons come from ‘outside the beltway’ 

and our business tycoons are self-made men  

and women. Even our economic system favors 

competition over collaboration. Our children 

usually have their own toys, clothes, and rooms, 

unlike decades ago, and sharing isn’t necessary. 

Everything we have can be customized, from  

our shoes to our phone cases, and the consumer 

choices we face are endless and almost 

paralyzing. 

“We are highly individualistic 

and pride ourselves on our 

self-reliance, so we don’t ask 

for help. We’ve created a 

culture based on lies. One  

of these is that I can make 

myself happy. This is the lie of 

self-sufficiency. This is  

the lie that happiness is an 

individual accomplishment.” 
  David Brooks  

 New York Times columnist  

 

Because we believe that independence will make 

us happy, we focus on accomplishment and value 

the idea of the unconstrained life with endless 

options. It’s why community groups struggle to 

maintain membership and party planners never 

get RSVPs. We want to keep all our choices on the 

table. Writer Jackie Luo notes that among her 

Millennial friends “There are countless versions 

of our lives that we can see for ourselves, and 

we’re committed to maintaining that optionality. 

We could be a person who has that hobby or goes 

to that event or has that friend; we have that 

option, and we expect it’ll always be there. But 

inevitably, we make choices, and slowly over 

time, the choices we have made, not the choices 

that we could make, are what,  in the aggregate, 

decide who we are.”1 

 

The problem with this way of thinking, however, 

is that we actually aren’t really capable of 

managing alone. No one is. Even our history 

wasn’t what we think it was. The myth of the 

Western frontier is of lone rangers, but the reality 

was survival through community. Five decades 

ago, sociologist Philip Slater warned us that 

America was moving toward a way of life that 

idealized independence. “An enormous 

technology seems to have set itself the task of 

making  it unnecessary for one human being ever 

to ask anything of another in the course of going 

about his daily business . . . It’s easy to produce 

examples of the many ways in which Americans 

try to minimize, circumvent, or deny the 

interdependence upon which all human societies 

are based.” 2 

 

Flying solo is not, and never was, the path to a 

happy life. That road requires us to defeat self-

sufficiency and build lives based on mutual 

dependence. When we plant ourselves in one 

community, with the opportunities for connection 

that it offers, we give ourselves the freedom to 

make a lasting difference and the chance to 

receive the blessings found in the giving and 

receiving of care. The chains of commitment,  

are, ironically, the ones that set us free. 

1If you’re wondering why you’ve lost friends in 
adulthood, this is probably why. 

 https://www.vox.com/first-
person/2018/8/16/17694356/how-to-make-

friends-adulthood 
2Pg. 11. The Pursuit of Loneliness. Beacon Press, 

Boston. 1970.  
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