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MAX STIRNER AND
DIALECTICAL EGOISM

1

Max Stirner: "The Peaceful
Enemy of All Constraint"

A DIALECTICAL EGOIST EXAMINES MODERNITY

M

any of the scholars and writers who studied the writings of Max
Stirner expressed ambivalent reactions to the philosophy of the au

thor of The Ego and Its Own.1 True, Stirner's influence on individualist
anarchism has been described by intellectual historians. It is also true that
Stirner had more than a perceptible influence on the poetry of Charles
Baudelaire, Stephen Mallarme, and Larinc Szabo. Stirner was one of the
philosophic sources that shaped the novels of B. Traven and Ernst Junger,
the dramas of Henrik Ibsen, and the art of Marcel Duchamp and Max
Ernst. And, there is considerable suspicion that Stirner may have influ
enced Richard Wagner and Friedrich Nietzsche.
However, philosophers and critics as diverse as Georg Simmel, George
Santayana, Herbert Read, Martin Buber, Albert Camus, and Karl L6with
criticized Stirner's work in extremely harsh terms, even as they praised its
basic observation that modern society promotes the dissolution of the
individual in favor of collectivist constructions. These scholars were si
multaneously attracted to Stirner's uncompromising individualism, but
repulsed by its forceful presentation and what they considered to be its
harsh and lonely implications. Despite the criticisms, many of them be
lieved that The Ego and Its Own has been grossly underappreciated since
its original publication in 1844.2
Stirner's extraordinary masterpiece has been called the "most revolu
tionary book ever written," foreshadowing important philosophic trends
that emerged in the nineteenth century, including individualist anar3
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chism, psychoanalysis, existentialism, and postmodernism. In many im
portant ways, Sti rner intellectually demolished both the right and left
w ing interpretations of Hegel's thought, as well as the philosophic
foundations of liberalism. He also offered a radical a lternative to social
ism and communism. Stirner 's dialectical egoist critique is not usually
part of the polite discourse of academia and m ainstream culture in the
early part of the twenty-first century. However, interest in it never seems
to disappear, as evident in occasional scholarly musings about the philo
sophic origins of postmodernist, radical, and critical thought today. In
addition, there are determined efforts by individualists in many countries
to promote Stirner's form of egoism.3 Stirner 's thought has enjoyed sev
eral brief revivals in culture, politics, and scholarship since it originally
rocked the politica l and cultural elites in Berlin in the 1840s. Indeed, it is
like the proverbial "bad penny" that keeps reappearing, annoyingly, at
inopportune times. Thinkers like Santayana and Buber could not seem to
ei ther accept or completely expunge the argument of The Ego alld Its OWIl
from their analyses and critiques of modern thought and popular culture.
Herbert Read articulated the dilemma most graphically by stating that an
encounter with Stirner "sticks in the gizzard."4 Max Stirner left an inter
esting and ambiguous legacy in the history of ideas.
Even Friedrich Engels, one of Stirner's best-known critics, expressed
considerable ambivalence toward Stimer's egoist thought. Engels, of
course, was coauthor with Karl Marx of The German Ideology, arguably the
most virulent and hateful attack on Stirner and The Ego and Its OWI1. En
gels did not always express the antipathy toward Stirner that appears in
The German Ideology. Soon a fter The Ego and Its O wn was published in 1844,
Engels wrote to his friend Marx that "the noble Stirner " was "the most
talented, independent and hard-working of 'The Free,'" the group of
radical jou rnalists and Young Hegelian philosophers who were early as
sociates of Marx and Engels i n Berlin in the 1840s. While far from endors
ing the egoism and interpretation of the Hegelian dialectic that appears in
Stirner's work, Engels suggested to Marx that Stirner's radical individual
ist concept should become the "true basis" and "point of departure" for
the materialist conception of history and society they were developing.
Marx, as it turned out, had other ideas.s
Who was "Max Stirner" ? Why did he generate such strong and contra
dictory reactions? What did he contribute to social and political theory?
Did he significantly influence other social and political theori sts? What
are the important theoretical problems in his writings? What relevance, if
any, does he have today?
Much of contemporary socia l and political theory is concerned with the
concept of "modernity," including (a) its structural and cultural character
istics, (b) the social and historical dynamics that created it, and (c) how it

Max Stirner: "The Peaceful Enemy of All Constraint"

5

frustrates individual freedom and self-fulfillment. Critics of modernity
are also interested in the prospects for its transformation into a new and
qualitatively different sociohistorical formation. Max S tirner's Diale ctical
Egoism: A New In terp retation is based on the idea that Max Stirner must be
understood first and forem ost as a critic of modernity. Stirner had a keen
sense of the historical transformation of the ancient world into the mod
ern, as well as the dynamics adumbrating the end of modernity. Stirner,
the student of H egel, founded the philosophy presented in The Ego mtd Its
Own on a sharp distinction between antiquity and modernity. He focused
his magnum opus on an assessment and critique of the theories that
emerged in the early 1800s in Europe that claimed to offer an epistemo
logical, cultural, and political break w ith both antiquity and modernity. In
opposition to the Hegelians, l iberals, socialists, communists, and human
ists of his time, Stirner developed a dialectical egoist critique of the politics
and economics, the culture and ideology, and the self-other relationship
in the modern world. Stirner was one of the earliest and most insightfu l
critics of mass democracy, liberalism, socialism, communism, humanism,
and scientism. In each case, he was primarily concerned with uncovering
the collectivist and statist d i mensions of the political and philosophic al
ternatives that emerged in the 1800s.
Stirner's writings had a direct influence on a diverse group of thinkers
who applied his dialectical egoist concepts to a critique of modernity, but
also developed aspects of his thought in new and unexpected directions.
This book explores the extent to which the writings of Max Stirner and his
intellectual progeny constitute a coherent critique of modernity that can
be called dialectical egoism. An important aspect of this discussion is t o dif
ferentiate Stirner's thought from that of one of the most important indi
vidualist or egoist thinkers of the last century and a half, Friedrich Nietz
sche. N ietzsche was a lso an individualist critic of modernity, but was
probably not s ignificantly influenced by Stirner, espousing only superfi
cial similarities with Stirner's dialectical egoism.
The first purpose of this book is to demonstrate that Max Stirner was a
theorist of modernity, and to examine his contributions to the study of mo
dernity which are rooted in his unique concept of egoism. The second
purpose of the book is to demonstrate that Stirner was not only a student
of Hegel, but that he was a thoroughgoing dialectical thinker and should be
located squarely in that philosophic tradition. Thus, the book examines
Stirner's unique contributions to dialectical thought. Third, the book dem
onstrates that Stirner had a significant and singular impact on an a rray of
egoist writers and activists in the nineteenth and twentieth century, that
differs significantly from the work of Nietzsche. Stirner's concept of moder
nity and his stature as a dialectical thinker are demonstrated through a
discussion of The Ego and Its Own and the ideas of other thinkers he influ-
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enced. The book concludes with a discussion that organizes the thoughts of
Stirner and his intellectual progeny into a theoretical framework that in
cludes the levels of analysis, the types of critique, and basic methodological
concepts that constitute a dialectical egoist critique of modernity.

BECOMING MAX STIRNER
Most of what is known about the person who became "Max Stirner" was
discovered and collected in the late nineteenth century by his biographer,
the Scottish-German novelist, poet, and anarchist writer John Henry Mack
ay.6 Mackay laments in his biography that very little is known about Max
Stirner. Mackay regrets that he was able to gather only the "bare facts"
about Stirner's life, especially before the publication of

The Ego alld Its OWIl.

Mackay reports that many of his efforts to uncover the facts about Stirner's
life, beyond the "mere statistics" and "dead numbers," were frustrated by
the absence of pertinent documents and lack of cooperation from certain
principals, specifically, Stirner's second wife Marie Dahnhardt.
"Max Stirner" was actually the pen name, or the nom de guerre, of a
German schoolteacher named Johann Caspar Schmidt. Schmidt acquired
the nickname "Stirner" as student because of his high forehead, which
was accentuated by the manner in which he parted his hair. "Max Stirner"
was a humorous, but affectionate moniker because it translates into "Max
the Highbrow." Schmidt was born in the Bavarian town of Bayreuth on
November 6, 1806, to Albert Christian Heinrich Schmidt, a flute maker
and part-time portrait painter, and Sophia Eleonora Schmidt. 1 806 was a
year of considerable social disorganization in Bayreuth and the entirety of
West Prussia because of the N apoleonic Wars. 1806 was the last year of
Prussian rule, which was replaced by the domination of Napoleon.
Schmidt's parents were likely married in 1 805 and had no other children.
In April 1807, barely six months after Johann Caspar's birth, Albert
Schmidt died of an apparent hemorrhage caused by some sort of physical
injury. In 1809, Sophia Eleonora married Heinrich Ballerstedt and moved
without young Johann Caspar to Kulm in West Prussia. Johann Caspar
stayed behind with his godparents - his aunt Anna Marie Sticht and her
husband Johann Caspar Martin Sticht in Bayreuth. This was the first of
several major moves that suggest considerable familial instability in Jo
hann's early years.
Ballerstedt was an apothecary who either purchased or rented a phar
macy in Kulm. Johann eventually joined his mother and her new husband
in 1 810. Eight years later, Johann returned to Bayreuth to live with the
Stichts. This transition was apparently prompted by his mother's increasing
psychological problems as well as the political unrest and economic hard-
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ships in Prussia at that time. H owever, Johann was warmly received back
in the Stichts' home. He entered the gymnasium in Bayreuth in 1819 and,
by the account provided by Mackay, appears to have been a good, but not
stellar, student. He graduated from the gymnasium in September 1826. As
Stirner reaches this important benchmark in his life, Mackay asks,
What kind of person was this boy? How did his first inclination appear?
How did his first drives in life express themselves? Where did they find
nourishment and what was it? Did he enjoy the years of his you th in un
troubled joy and strength? Or were they already made melancholy by the
shadows of some kind of conflict?7

Mackay indicates that questions like these cannot be answered by ei
ther available information or "external data" about Schmidt. Schmidt's
early years remain a "hidden life" in that little or nothing is known about
his personal experiences or his personality. This begins to change as he
leaves for university study in Berlin, where he lived most of the rest of
his life. Berlin was the city in which he flourished as a student, writer,
and intellectual.
Schmidt left Bayreuth in October 1826 to begin his studies in philoso
phy at the University of Berlin. He was joined that term by another new
student who became his greatest philosophic adversary and one of the
two sources of inspiration for

The Ego and Its Own:

Ludwig Feuerbach.

The other source of inspiration was G. W. F. Hegel, professor of philoso
phy at the University of Berlin and, with little doubt, the most influential
philosopher in Germany at the time. Schmidt began taking courses with
Hegel in his second semester. His initial course with Hegel was the " Phi
losophy of Religion." This was followed the next year with courses taught
by Hegel in the "History of Philosophy and Psychology" and "Anthropol
ogy, or Philosophy of the Spirit."
Schmidt's studies in philosophy at Berlin were interrupted from 1828 to

1832 most likely because of "domestic circumstances" associated with his
mother's illness. He returned to West Prussia, enrolling at universities in
Erlangen and Konigsberg. Mackay reports, however, that Schmidt at
tended lectures only sporadically and did not apply for a completion
certificate. It appears that Schmidt continued his philosophical and philo
logical studies on his own. He returned to Berlin in October 1832 and
enrolled in the University for the second time. He took courses in art, the
mythology of the ancient Germans, the history of literature, and the his
tory of Prussia. He withdrew from the University once again in the spring
of 1834 and applied with the Royal Scientific Examination Commission to
take the exam

pro facultate docendi,

in the hope of obtaining a teaching

position at a public institution. He submitted his written exam materials
in November of 1834 and took his oral examinations in the spring of 1835.

Chapter
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A s Mackay documents, Schmidt passed the exam and was granted a

qualified facultas docendi.

A l though "none of the examiners had any doubt

abou t his unusual talent," this was not "a splendid result." Regardless,
Schmidt became qualified to teach.
From April 1 835 to November 1 836, Schmidt obtained an unpaid posi
tion teaching Latin at the Royal Realschule in Berlin. It eventu ally became
obvious that he was unlikely to obtain a teaching position at either a state
u niversity or gymnasium because of his mediocre academic performance
and his evolving reputation for atheism and egoism. As a consequence, he
abandoned public education as a career path. Living off of small inheri
tances he received after the death of his stepfather and his godfather,
Stirner married Agnes Clara Kunigunde Burtz, the dau ghter of his land
l ady, in December 1 837. Mackay characterizes the marriage as "quiet,
harmless, and dispassionate. " Unfortunately, Agnes Clara and her prema
ture baby died in childbirth on August 29, 1 838. Soon thereafter, Schmidt
resumed his former life as a withdrawn independent scholar. In October
of 1839, he obtained a sal aried position at a well-regarded and wel l 
funded private school for "young ladies" from upper-class families. The
school was owned and administered by a Madame G ropius. It focused on
l anguages, literature, and the humanities. Schmidt taught courses in Ger
man, the history of literature, and European history. He taught at Ma
dame G ropius' school for young ladies until unexpectedly, at least to his
employer, resigning in October 1 844.
Schmidt's resignation from M adame Gropius' school was prompted not
by any particular dissatisfaction with his employment, but by two impor
tant, somewhat veiled, transitions that occurred in his l ife from 1 842 to
1844. Schmidt became a serious writer and a participant in an informal
group of radical intellectuals who were attempting, both individually and
collectively, to articulate a philosophic foundation for revolutionary
change in Germany and throughout E urope. Through his writings and
the political discussions with other radicals from 1 842 to 1 844, Johann
C aspar Schmidt transformed himself into Max Stirner. It is only at this
point in his life that information about his personality and inner experi
ences becomes available.
In the early 1 840s, a disparate group of young men began to meet infor
mally almost every evening in a wine bar called "Hippel's" on the
F riedrichstrasse close to the University in Berlin. Very l ittle unified this
group of journalists, teachers, artists, poets, musicians, and activists, but
they all were very critical of the political and economic circumstances of
G ermany at the time and, to a greater or lesser degree, they were all fight
ing against them publicly. The group included atheists, radical democrats,
socialists, and communists. Moreover, members of the group considered
themselves to be critics of the Hegelianism that still dominated the uni-
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versities and public discourse. This group, which was considered to be
the //extreme left" of Germany at the time, was known as

Die Freien,

or

//The Free." The group of //young" or //new" Hegelians acquired consider
able notoriety in the 1840s because of the philosophic positions and po
litical activities of several of its members. In addition to drinking the
spirits sold at Hippel's, //The Free" engaged in raucous discussions about
the prospects for the rise of a post-Hegelian philosophy as well as a revo
lutionary transformation of Germany and Europe.
The participants in the discussions at Hippel's reads like a //who's who"
of the German left in middle of the nineteenth century. Karl Marx joined
the discussions in 1840 prior to his departure from Berlin in early 184l.
Friedrich Engels, who had not yet met Marx, also participated beginning
in 1842. The radical journalist Arnold Ruge was a frequent participant in
the discussions during this time, as were the theologians Bruno and Edgar
Bauer. The Bauers acquired some infamy in the 1840s because of their
atheistic interpretation of Hegelianism and their occasional encounters
with law enforcement. Bruno Bauer, also a student of Hegel, was espe
cially notorious, having been fired from his position as professor of theol
ogy at the University of Bonn for his criticism of religion and efforts to
create an incipient form of humanism, or a human-based philosophy of
nature, society, and individuality. Bruno and Edgar Bauer became and
remained close friends of Stirner.
Stirner began attending the discussions at Hippel's probably in mid- to
late 1841. He became good friends with the inner circle of //The Free,//
including Engels. Evidence regarding Stirner's participation in the discus
sions at Hippel's provides some information about the type of person he
was. Stirner typically kept a low profile and only rarely engaged in pas
sionate discussions. Reportedly, he never became cynical or sarcastic,
never tried to interrupt or outdo other speakers. Atypical for the discus
sions of //The Free," Stirner was never vulgar, raw, or even particularly
vehement. He apparently philosophized unwillingly. When he did, it was
usually about Feuerbach's

The E ssence of Christianity.8

However, he was

not taciturn, but would engage in conversation gladly. He easily demon
strated to others that he was a first rate scholar who mastered the diverse
fields addressed in the conversation at Hippel's. Stirner almost never
spoke about himself. Consequently, he was viewed as a calm, smiling,
comfortable, painfully modest man who occasionally contributed a perti
nent observation or witticism to the rambunctious dialogue at Hippel's.
His friend Edgar Bauer reported that Stirner was an //amiable and unob
trusive person, never offensive nor striving after brilliant effects in either
phrase, conduct, or appearance." Bauer also said that his general impres
sion of Stirner was that he was an intelligent but unimpressive good per
son, agreeable, cool, and never spoke badly about anyone behind their
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back. His attitude toward others and the world was "easy indifference"
and a lack of ambition.9
Engels also provided some recollections of the dramatis personae among
"The Free" that included an epic poem about the meetings at Hippel's and
a couple of drawings that included Stimer. In the drawings, Stimer appears
as a marginal, amused, and observant figure who is unruffled by the chaos
and discord of the discussions. In the epic poem, Engels portrays "the noble
Stimer" as the "peaceful enemy of all constraint."

Look at Stirner, look at him, the peaceful enemy of all constraint.
For the moment, he is still drinking beer,
Soon he will be d rinking blood as though it were water.
When others cry savagely "down with the kings"
Stirner immediately supplements "down with the laws also."
Stirner full of dignity proclaims;
You bend your willpower and you dare to call yourselves free.
You become accustomed to slavery.
Down with dogmatism down with law.lO
Even before the publication of

The Ego and Its Own,

Engels clearly un

derstood that the central quality of Stirner's egoist thought was the un
chained criticism of all external constraints on the behavior and thoughts
of the person.
In early 1843, Stimer met a young woman through their mutual affilia
tion in "The Free." Marie Dahnhardt moved to Berlin from Dadebusch in
1838. She was from a bourgeois family and was a very well-educated, finan
cially independent, and free-thinking woman. According to Mackay, Marie
was slim, short, blonde, and full-figured. She was vivacious and exuded a
healthy exuberance. She joyfully participated in the range of activities at
Hippel's, including the loud discussions, drinking beer, smoking cigars,
and playing billiards. She apparently accompanied some of the men of
"The Free" on occasional visits to brothels. Stimer married her on October
21, 1843, in a comical anticeremony that mocked more traditional, religion
centered matrimonies. While Stimer and his new bride had radically differ
ent personalities, it is clear that he loved her. However, the marriage was
tumultuous and dissolved, at her insistence, in April 1846, subsequent to a
failed business venture that destroyed her fortune.11

FROM THE EARLY WRITI NGS TO THE EGO AND ITS OWN
In addition to his participation in the discussions at Hippel's and his
failed marriage, Stimer became a serious writer in the early 1840s. He
initially became a correspondent for two regional newspapers, the

Rhein-
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ische Zeitu ng and the Leipziger Allgemeine Zeitu ng. H e also contributed to

the Telegraph fUr Deu tschland and the censored Berliner Monatsschrift. He
published over thirty articles in these papers that touched on issues p er
taining to the authority of the state and the structure of social classes in
Europe. John Henry Mackay collected the early publications of Stirner,
most of which, unfortunately, still have not been translated into English.
Stirner's early articles specifically included discussions on the taxation of
the press, censorshi p of the press, the rights of Jews, and a review of Eu
gene Sue's serialized and highly controversial novel from 1842 to 1843,
The Mysteries of Paris. Four of his early contributions are especially impor
tant for a study of Stirner's views on modernity because they are philo
sophic statements that reveal some of the basic ideas that were to be more
fully developed in The Ego and Its Own.
Tn January 1842, Stirner published in the Telegraph fur Deu tschland a re
v iew and commentary on Bruno Bauer's satirical The Trumpet of the Las t
Judgmen t over Hegel, the A theis t and A ntichris t: An Ultimatum.12 Stirner's
review makes it absolutely clear that he situated his own philosophic
development in the context of the struggle of the Young Hegelians against
both conservative Christianity and the "Old" or right-wing interpreta
tions of Hegel. Bauer's Trumpet was published in November 1841 by Otto
Wigand, the publisher who was supportive of many German radicals,
including Stirner. Bauer argues in this piece that Hegelianism coul d not
really be reconciled with any form of religious or political orthodoxy.
Contrary to the arguments of the "Old" or right-wing Hegelians, Bauer
demonstrates that Hegel cannot be viably understood as a defender of
church, society, and state. Although this argument inspired and gave con
siderable intellectual ammunition to the cause of the "Young" Hegelians,
it also pleased the anti-Hegelian conservatives who believed that, at base,
Hegel was a revolutionary and an atheist. Bauer's Trumpet d iscredited the
interpretations of the "Old" Hegelians and sharpened public identifica
tion of Hegel's thought with atheism and political radicalism. It effectively
adumbrated the demise of the "Old Hegelianism" and helped transfer the
mantle of Hegel'S legacy to the "Young Hegelians."
Stirner 's review of Bauer's satire is clear on at least two themes that ap
pear in a more systematic form in The Ego a n d Its Own. First, whatever his
differences with Hegel and Bruno Bauer, Stirner, at a minimum, agrees
that Hegel was an atheist, antichrist, and political radical . Stirner points
out that Hegel always advocated for the reconciliation of reason and rel i
gion, but this meant that religious knowledge was to be measured by
human reason, logic and evidence, not faith. In other words, the recon
ciliation of reason and religion implies the subordination of religion to
reason and the d ivine to the human. Stirner mocks the anti-Hegelian con
servatives and the Old Hegelians by saying that anyone who looks for the
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philosophic foundations of the "despicable pack of young Hegelians" will
find, to his horror, that "the whole revolutionary wickedness, that is now
bubbling forth from (Hegel's) depraved students had already been in this
morose and hypocritical sinner, who have long been taken as a keeper
and a protector of the Faith." Second, Stirner found in Hegel's elevation of
the human above the divine an argument for egoism.

Hegel, who wou ld and has elevated the human spirit into the all-powerful
Spirit, and has impressed this teaching upon his students that no one has to
seek salvation outside of or beyond themselves, but rather are each their own
Savior and Deliverer, has never made it his particular interest to lead a so
called "small war" and to hack out of its fortress the egoism which in a
thousand fold form liberates individuals.13
Moreover, it is not the "practical business" of the philosopher to help
the "present world" solve its problems, or find its way out of its "dis
cord." The thinking individual is justified in pursuing his or her own in
terests. For Stirner, there can be no reconciliation between "truth" and
"error " and no accommodation of critical philosophy with a corrupt
church, state, and academy. The Young Hegelians, therefore, "openly cast
away all godliness and modesty and openly struggle against Church and
State." Stirner clearly viewed himself as a Hegelian and allied himself
with the Young Hegelians at this point in his career.
An April 1842 issue of the

Rheinische Zeitung included an article by
The False Principle of Our Education, or Humanism and Real
ism . The False Principle is a critique of the two philosophic orientations on

Stirner entitled,

pedagogy and curricula in Germany in the 1840s: humanism, which em
phasizes understanding the past with the intent of producing detached,
dispassionate scholars, and realism, which emphasizes practical learning
and the cultivation of skills that enable persons to navigate everyday life.
Stirner critiques humanism for its "empty elegance" and realism for its
"tasteless materialism." He argues that both philosophies promote col
lectivism and determinism and that the false choice between the two
promotes the submission of the person to existing patterns of thinking
and behaving by glorifying the past and accommodating oneself to the
present. He concludes his essay by arguing that the challenge of moder
nity is the transformation of the knowledge process into "freedom of the
will." The goal of education is not to produce useful members of society,
but to cultivate the development of free, "self-creating" people.14
In June 1842, just five months before Marx became editor of the Rhein
ische Zeitung, Stirner published an essay on the dialectic of social life en
titled Art and Religion, which is a fascinating application of Hegel's theory
of alienation to a critique of religion. It is also striking because of what it
anticipates in the theory of alienation that Marx developed two years later
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in the Economic a n d Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844. Stirner begins this es
say with a statement about the origins of culture and social formations.
Human beings tend to recognize that there is an otherness to their exis
tence, or a tension between what they are and what they can b ecome.
Artistic expression is the creative force that gives form to human poten
tial. It creates an object or a material form of an idea. Once externalized,
the products of artistic creation become a collective representation of so
ciety, acquire symbolic importance supported by institutional power, and
create a "disunion," or a "meaning over and against man." Once objecti
fied and alienated, the products of human creativity appear as an out
wardly expressed Ego that entails a fear of being " outside of oneself,
having yourself as an Object, without being able to unite with it." The
alienated object "annihilates" the individual by collapsing actuality and
potentiality into the former. Religion is the celebration of this " disunion"
because it explains the " disunion" as necessary and offers the "pious
soul" a reconciliation of the "fragile spirit" of the person and the "unshak
able Object." The " inspired piety" that seeks solace in religion is an inan
ity because "lack of creativity does not impede a life of dependency." It is
only the creative spirit of art, and in particular comedy, that enables the
individual to " deflate the Object," dissolve the " disunion" of thought and
object, and to appropriate the products of human action.1S
In 1843 Stirner wrote an essay on the "Liebestaat," or "love state," that
was intended to be published by his friend Ludwig Buhl in a periodical
entitled the Berliner Monatsschrift. However, its publication was obstructed
by the Prussian censors, in part, because of Stirner's essay, which was
deemed incompatible with "existing state principles" and the notions of
love and fidelity on which it was supposedly based. The one and only is
sue of the Berliner Monatsschrift finally appeared in 1844. Stirner 's article
was titled "Some Preliminaries from the Love State." He intended this
essay to be the first step in the development of a longer work, which was
never published. 1 6
The essay expresses the core o f Stirner's developing political critique of
humanism. The crux of his argument is that altruism, or the founding of
political legitimacy upon duty to others or to "society," was the emerging
ideology justifying oppression and alienation in modem political systems.
It foreshadows important arguments Stirner makes in The Ego and Its Own
about political sovereignty and individual freedom. Stirner grounds this
argument initially in an assessment of the goals of the French Revolution or
political liberalism-the doctrines of equality and freedom-and counter
poses them to his concept of self-determination. In practice, modern liberal
political systems reinterpreted the meaning of basic political ideals, such as
equality and freedom, in a manner that bound individuals to the state by
"love," or an unthinking devotion to a fictitious human essence. "Equality"
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was redefined as bringing everyone to the same level of subservience to the
state, or universalizing the dominance of the state over individuality. "Free
dom" was redefined as the obligation to fulfill one's duty to others and the
state. The core idea of the liberal state is "the duty of love" or the submis
sion of the individual to the collectivity.
Stirner contrasts the humanist appropriation of "love" with an egoistic
notion of "revolutionary freedom." In the former, the person defines self
or determines self for the sake of others or in relation to others. In the lat
ter, the person defines self or determines self purely from his or her own
judgment and interests. In Stirner's view, there is an opposition between
a "loving person" and a "rational person," suggesting that the abandon
ment of self-determination is not rational. If the liberal definition of love
as self-sacrifice or subordination triumphs, the person loses will power.
The "loveless" or dissatisfied reject the altruist concept that individuals
must be subordinate to the state or the collectivity. Acquiescence or sub
ordination to the state is not the first duty of the citizen.
Stimer would frequently spread a rumor to his friends among "The
Free" that he was working on a "great philosophic work" that took up the
"whole fabric of his thought." He would claim he had compiled page af
ter page that would reveal the secret of his life and thought, occasionally
pointing to a desk where his great work was concealed. No one was al
lowed to see it, no one had heard of it being examined. Edgar Bauer, who
was convinced of Stirner's chronic indolence, thought it was a myth
Stirner concocted merely to titillate his friends. Finally, in October 1844
Stirner's book,

The Ego and Its OWIl,

was published in Leipzig by Otto

Wigand, the courageous and well-known publisher of the most important
radical thinkers of the time, including Feuerbach, Bauer, and Arnold
Ruge. Wigand expected that

The Ego and Its 07011 would be confiscated by

the authorities in Saxony as soon as it was placed in the hands of the re
gional censor. In preparation, Wigand loaded wagons with copies that
were dispatched immediately to the booksellers u pon the requisite pre
sentation of the book to the representatives of Friedrich Wilhelm IV. As a
result, 250 copies of the 1,000 copy first edition of

The Ego and Its Own

were confiscated. Days later, however, the ban was lifted by the Saxony
Ministry of the Interior because the book was "too absurd" to be danger
ous. Tn Prussia, the book was banned before Christmas. The ban remained
in Prussia throughout the nineteenth century.1 7
The confiscation and ban did not prevent the book from being widely
read and discussed. Book confiscations and bans tend to generate the op
posite of the intended effect of preventing people from reading them. The
immediate reception of

The Ego and Its Own

was nothing short of sensa

tional. Youth in Berlin were especially enthusiastic about the book, pass
ing copies from hand to hand, and eagerly discussing it as the beginning
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o f a new time o f thinking and living. But the immediate reception of The
Ego and Its Own was d iverse. While some readers thought Stirner was a
genius who had cleverly dissected the prevailing ideological justifications
of authority and inequality, others thought the book was dangerous non
sense because it undermined the "cornerstones of all moral and social
life." For many, the book was an irrational attack on venerated, eternal
concepts, such as "right," "duty," and "morality," that protect civilization
and keep barbarism at bay. Politicians were upset that Stirner denied the
necessity of the state. Socialists were upset that Stirner demystified their
plans to appropriate all property and subordinate all individuality to the
state. The humanists were especially upset that Stirner smashed the care
fully crafted logic supporting the new supreme being: "Humanity."
Despite the excitement The Ego and Its Own initially cau sed, it was not
the type of book that could cultivate a large group of dedicated followers,
or create a new school of thought that could challenge the prevailing, or
emerging, orthodoxies. There was no long-term adulation or interest in
the uncharismatic Stirner. There were critics, of course. Their comments
and Stirner's responses are interesting, but fascination in The Ego and Its
Own was short-lived and the book was quickly forgotten in popular cul
ture until the late nineteenth century. Stirner himself soon slipped into an
obscurity that enshrouded him the rest of his life. He continued to write
and pursue his scholarly endeavors, which appear indirectly related to his
egoist critique of modernity. In 1847 he published translations of the eco
nomic writings of J. B. Say and Adam Smith into German, which remain
highly regarded translations of these classic writings on political econ
omy. In 1852, he published an anthology of conservative responses to the
social and political revolutions in Europe since 1789 titled, The History of
Reaction. Stirner promised his publisher, Otto Wigand, that commentary
woul d accompany these works, but he never provided it. Stirner spent the
last decade of his life in poverty. He was incarcerated twice for failing to
pay debts. He died suddenly in 1856 from a fever apparently contracted
from an infected insect bite.
In 1882, Stirner's friend Edgar Bauer provided a portrait of the "terror
ist of the self" in his later years,
Restrained, alone, quietly miserable, generally unnoticed, possibly working
little, but always caring for good cigars-which apparently were the only
things dear to him-being respectfully frugal, in poor quarters, but always
well dressed, the man continued to exist as a Berliner.... You ask if Stirner was
good-intentioned or hardhearted? Neither, insofar as he had neither will nor
heart, he neither loved the good, nor valued hardness as such . He was dulled
by a kind of egotistical calculation, but yet not armed with the armor of self
seeking.... Behind silver glasses a gentle look without any lust, normal size,
clean clothes, easy mannered, inoffensive, not in the least ragged or silly.18

16

Chapter

1

The emerging portrait of Max Stirner reveals an insouciant, somewhat
indolent, and isolated scholar. The high point of his life was the publica
tion of a provocative book that boldly asserts the dignity of the individual
against a sociohistorical process that threatens debasement and annihila
tion. It is little wonder that there are conflicting and contradictory opin
ions about a man who wrote forcefully about the importance and conse
quence of the

individual,

but who

seemed

so unimportant

inconsequential himself. While his essays on Bauer's

Principle of Our Education, Art and Religion,

and the "Liebestaat" contain

significant hints about the elements of his dialectical egoism,

Its OWIl is the sum and substance of

and

Trumpet, The False
The Ego and

Stirner's thought. Stirner himself ar

gued that no individual can be legitimately reduced to the products of his
or her labor, but his own historical and philosophic importance is based
on

The Ego and Its Own. Although an occasional reference to the early

es

says are helpful in illuminating aspects of dialectical egoism, it is really

The Ego and Its OWIl

that articulates Stirner's understanding of how mo

dernity has affected the individual's relationship with self, culture, and
society. A discussion of Stirner's egoist critique of modernity and its ap
plication by his philosophic progeny must be based on a review of what
philosophers and scholars have said about Stirner and

O'wn,

The Ego and Its

so that the contributions and gaps in the existing literature about

Max Stirner can be identified.

CRITICAL PERSPECTIVES O N STIRNER
AND THE EGO AND ITS OWN
The commentary and scholarship on Stirner

('ClI1

be organized into catego�

ries based on the critics and analysts of dialectical egoism: (a) the other
early critics, including Feuerbach and the Young Hegelians, (b) the Marx
ists, (c) the existentialists and psychoanalysts, (d) the communist-oriented
anarchists, and (e) academic sociologists, Hegelian scholars, and post
modern theorists.

The Early Critics of The Ego and Its Own

The Ego and Its OWIl

received considerable attention and commentary

soon after its publication. However, the number of reviews that were de
tailed, independent, and theoretically pertinent to the issues that con
cerned Stirner was very limited. The reviews themselves were largely, but
not entirely, negative. Critiques appeared in a variety of journals and liter
ary reviews in 1845-1847, including a fairly sympathetic analysis by Rene
Taillandier in the French language

Revue des deux Mondes.

Arguably the
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most interesting and informative early perspectives on

The Ego and Its
Own were written byother radical Hegelians, such as Ludwig Feuerbach,

Moses Hess, and Karl Schmidt.
Feuerbach took an immediate interest in Stirner's work, obtaining a
copyin the fall of 1844 and publishing a brief and focused review entitled,
"The

The Ego and Its Own." It ap
Vierteljahrsschrift.19 Feuerbach
expresses admiration for Stirner and his work, stating that The Ego and Its
Own is an "intelligent" and "ingenious" statement that is also "eccentric,
Essence of Christianity

in Relation to

peared in the second 1845 issue of Wigand's

one-sided and falsely defined." Feuerbach attacks Stirner on several
points, but he appears most upset by Stirner's argument that

of Christianity

The Essence

mistakenly equates the "predicates," or essences, of "god"

and "man." Feuerbach's core argument in

The Essence of Christianity is that

god is in reality a human construction which has divine or idealized
qualities imputed to it by human beings. For Feuerbach, these qualities,
or essences, are also the things that humans value or idealize about them
selves. The divine, then, is really a construction of the best or finest quali
ties of human beings. In Feuerbach's terms, "Man is the God of Men."
Human liberation requires the recognition that the "divine" is only the
"human" reflected in an ideal form. Stirner's critique of Feuerbach's argu
ment is that it is silly to argue that the two are the same since the ideal
qualities or essences that humans project onto the divine are exaggerated
and reallydo not describe human beings. Feuerbach responds in his com
mentaryon

The Ego and Its Own that the exaggerated or idealized qualities

arise onlybecause theypertain to an exaggerated or idealized subject, that
is, god. When the idealized qualities are brought down to earth through
the recognition of what "god" reallyis, a human construct, the predicates
or essences will fit what humans actually are. Thus, there is no essential
difference between the divine and the human, a restatement of the core
idea of Feuerbach's humanism.
Moses Hess was a Young Hegelian and political activist, who, like Marx
and Engels, sought the reinterpretation of Hegelian thought as the philo
sophic foundation for communism. He critiqued the other Young Hege
lians from a socialist point of view. Hess published a brochure in 1845
entitled,

The Recent Philosophers,

which included a critique of Stirner's

egoism.20 Hess argues that there are two basic problems with Stirner's
egoist philosophy. First, it is founded on the consciousness, or sense, of
things that humans have, and not on the things themselves. Stirner's cri
tique of egoists who preceded him, Hess says, is that they were not con
scious of their egoism, or that they did not act on egoistic principles. An
ticipating Marx and Engels somewhat, Hess rejects Stirner's thought as a
form of subjective idealism that ignores real or material circumstances in
the lives of individuals and in the history of a society. Stirner's egoism is
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a one-sided philosophy. It includes a "for-itself " dimension, but not an
"in-itself" dimension. There is a difference, he informs us, between a bro
ken leg and one's sense of it. Stimer collapses all reality into the "for
itself," or the pure assertion of the individual. Like Christianity and all
philosophy preceding socialism, Stimer's egoism dissociates theory and
practice, the ideal and the real.
Hess carries his argument to the point that he asserts that the "unique
one" can have no material or corporeal existence at all. The unique one is
not only "spiritless" but "bodiless" as well. The "unique one" is an empty,
hollow phrase, signifying nothing real. While Stimer attacks the abstrac
tions of others, he creates new ones. Stimer's egoism can never address
the experiences and aspirations of real persons since it ignores the real
circumstances in which they exist. If it did, it would abandon the egoistic
consciousness in favor of socialism. The second problem Hess identifies
becomes apparent: it includes the "for-itself," but it has no room "for-one
another. " Egoism, the "for-itself," says Hess, has been responsible for the
most reprehensible forms of human behavior: slavery and class exploita
tion. The remedy, of course, is to elevate the "for-one-another " in thought,
while pursing the socialist unity of theory and practice through the acqui
sition of state power and elimination of private property.
Both Feuerbach and Hess proffered objections to Stimer that were based
on collectivist constructs. Feuerbach defended his notion of the universality
and commonality of human beings against Stimer's defense of the particu
larity of individuals. Hess objected to Stimer's egoism because he believed
it obliterated the type of social and political solidarity that is needed to
overcome human conflict and oppression. A young Hegelian philosopher
named Karl Schmidt developed a critique of Stimer that did not promul
gate another collectivist orientation, but instead advanced

a

form of indi

vidualism. In 1846, Schmidt published a book entitled

The Individual and the
Realm of the Understanding that proceeded along similar lines as Hegel's The
Phenomenology of Spirit except that it moved from an understanding of na

ture to that of spirit and, then, to the individual. 21 Schmidt's treatise paral
lels

The Ego and Its Own

in interesting ways, including mimicking Stimer's

discussion of the historical progression from antiquity to Christianity, as
well as his critique of Feuerbach and Bauer
It is particularly interesting that Schmidt concludes his book with a dis
cussion of Stimer, as though

The Ego and Its Own

represents the apex of the

development of Hegelian thought. In some respects, Schmidt's more ob
scure critique reflects a deeper understanding of Stimer than the other crit
ics of

The Ego and Its Own. Certainly, Stimer's work provided Schmidt with

a springboard to advance his own individualist response to Hegelianism.
Schmidt makes many concessions to Stimer in his discussion of the in
dividual, concurring with many aspects of Stimer's critique of Feuer-
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bach's humanism, as well as his critique of socialism and communis m.
Most significantly, Schmidt agrees with Stirner that the individual is not
the species. Feuerbachian and other collectivist constructs tend to absorb
and transfer the individual to a "spirit-world and into a heaven," thus
negating the person as a real, material, thinking, and feeling entity. Fol
lowing Stimer, Schmidt says that the individual is not an idea. It d oes not
convert the world into an idol to be worshipped, and it has nothing to do
with duty, tasks, ideals, and causes. Departing from Stirner, he says, " the
individual is not an idea, a fantasy, a thing of thought, or an ideal, just as
he does not run with any of them, and he does not do so because he is not
their opposite and is not ensnared by being their opposite."22 The indi
vidual is neither good nor evil, conformist nor dissident, virtuous nor
deviant, thoughtful nor thoughtless, selfish nor altruistic. Each of these
labels implies qualities that are measured by a fictitious standard im
posed by an external observer. They are spooks. The individual is not an
egoist any more than she or he is a communist because she or he is be
yond interests and mere profit, beyond both robbery and self-renunciation.
If the individual is truly not the species, then the species no longer exists
for the individual. All concepts that attempt to classify the individual into
a species are spooks. The individual is not the exemplar for any ideal or
cause. Therefore, Stimer's construction of the egoist or the unique one is
contradictory and insufficiently radical. It uncritically accepts the philo
sophic ground that it attempts to destroy because it creates another be
havioral ideal!
Although Stimer apparently never responded directly to Schmid t, he
did respond to some of the attacks on

The Ego and Its Own

in an essay

titled "Stimer's Critics," which appeared also in 1845 in the third issue
of Wigand's publication

Vierteljahrsschrift.23 Stimer specifically addresses

the criticisms offered by Feuerbach, Hess, and a representative of the
Bruno Bauer's school of "critical criticism" who wrote under the pen
name "Szeliga." Stirner's main foe, of course, is Feuerbach. He is par
ticularly interested in commenting on Feuerbach's argument that there
is no important difference between the essence of god and the essence
of humanity since he considers this to be the crux of his difference with
Feuerbach. Stimer argues that it makes little sense to argue that g o d is
an exaggerated , i d ealized subject and that the divine essences are not
exaggerated or idealized simply because constructs like "god" and
"man" are inevitably defined by the predicates or essences assigned to
them. If the subject is exaggerated or idealized, that is because the
predicates or essences are also exaggerated or idealized. There must be
a difference between the d ivine and the human because the predicates
or essences assigned to each differ. Even Feuerbach, for all of his love of
humanity, agrees that they are different.
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Feuerbach's attempt to create a new humanism is really only a resurrec
t i on of religion because it intends to transform the human into the d ivine.
I t can only do this by mysti fying what humans actu a l ly are. The mystifi
ca tion uncritically creates a fictional species - "Man" - and d estroys th e
p articularity or individual ity of persons by reducing them to an abstract,
i d ealized category. Hess and Szeliga evince a s i m i l a r prob lem because
b oth seek the d i ssolution of the pa rticu la rity o f individuals in favor of
e i ther political or philosophical categories. Both object that the " u n i qu e
one" is a n em pty phrase, w i thout conten t. Stirner responds that, of cou rse,
the phrase is without content because it was d eveloped for analytical pur
p oses . It is the person, the individual, not the phrase, who provides the
content through h i s o r h e r thoughts and actions. H e s s has troub le u n d er
stand ing the d istinction between th e u n i q u e one and humanity, or a social
c l ass, because he seeks the d iscipl ining o f persons in the collective battle
for comm unism. Sze l i ga has trou ble understa n d ing this because, l i k e
Feu erbach, h e seeks t h e disci p l ining of i n d i v i d u a l s for t h e collective battle
against Christian orthodoxy. Extrapolating from these res ponses, one can
imagine Stirner's response to Schm idt. U n l i k e the unique one, it is
Sch m i d t's individual that is without content because it is " for" nothing
and i s d e fined by nothing. Schmidt's vacuous critique of Stirner signaled
the end of Young Hegelianism a s a p h ilosophic movement.

Stimer and the Marxists
In terms of n umbers of adherents, politica l i n fluence, and the power of
received w isdom, the most i mportant commentary on The Ego and Its Own
is, by far, that rendered by Marx a n d Engels. The l engthy polemic that
Marx and Engels aim a t Stirner in The German Tdeology

was

preceded by

a

m u ch more sympathetic, balanced, and analytical d i scussion that was
part of a letter Engels sent to Marx in November, 1 844.24 En gels suggests
that Stirner's "one-si dedness" can be refuted w ith a few simple "plati
tudes" tha t demonstrate people w i l l eventually become com munists "ou t
of sheer egoism ." Engels also recognizes that " the noble Stirner " must be
taken as a point o f departure i n the emergent M a rxist critique of capital
ism. Communists must "adopt such truth a s there is i n the principle" of
Stirner's d i a lectical egoism.
It is certainly true that we must first make a cause our own, egoistic cause,
before we can do anything to further it. . . . [W]e are communists out of ego
ism also, and it is out of egoism that we wish to be

human beil1gs,

not mere

individuals . . . . Stimer is right in rejecting Feuerb ach's "man," or at least the
"man" of

The Essence of Christianity . . .

. H, however, the individual is the true

b asis, the true point of departure, for our "man," it follows that egoism - not
of course Stimer 's intellectual egoism alone, but also the egoism of the
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heart - is the point o f departure for our love o f humanity, which otherw ise is
left hanging in the air.25

Engels obtained a copy of Stirner's book from Hess in late 1844 and
soon passed it on to Marx. For Engels, at least upon his initial reading o f

The Ego and Its Own, Stirner's work i s something of a breakthrough for the
emerging socialist resistance to the "prevailing stupidity." Marx replied to
this letter with one of his own sometime between November 18, 1844, and
January 20, 1845, but his response has not been recovered. 26 Presumabl y,
Marx's response s uggests why the nature of the reaction to Stirner differs
so dramatically in

The German Ideologrj.

The deference that Marxists, critical theorists, postmodernists, and
poststructuralists confer on Marx's assessment of Stirner in

The German
Ideology i s a fascinating study i n the clout wielded b y ideologies that have
been institutionalized in political movements, popular culture, and the
halls of academe.

The German Ideology has

considerable interest and im

portance as a document revealing the early development of Marx's theory
of history and society, and his attempts to settle scores with the Young
Hegelians. Biographers of Marx from Sidney Hook to Isaiah Berlin to
David McClelland comment on Marx's critique of Stirner as though

German Ideology

The

is a masterpiece of social theory, the devastating final

word on Stirner, and an important benchmark in Marx's creation of his
torical materialism as a new science of history and society.27 Marxists, of
course, are masterful at situating theoretical studies in their context. It
may be helpful, therefore, to say a word or two about the context of

The
German Ideology in the course of examining Marx's critique of Stirner.
Marx drafted and Engels edited The German Ideology around April and

May 1845 in Brussels, Marx having recently been expelled from Paris. The
manuscript was not published during Marx's lifetime, which is a significant
fact concerning its historical context. It was eventually published in 1932 by
David Riazanov and the Marx-Engels Institute during the early years of
forced collectivization, starvation, and mass imprisonment in Stalin's Rus
sia.

The German Ideology

is comprised of two volumes. The first is titled,

"Critique of Modern German Philosophy According to Its Representatives
Feuerbach, Bruno Bauer and Stirner." The second volume is titled, "Cri
tique of German Socialism According to Its Various Prophets." The "cri
tique" of Stirner constitutes approximately two-thirds of the first volume. If
the time, energy, and number of pages devoted to their critique are any
indication, Marx and Engels appear to be more disturbed by Stirner than by
Feuerbach or Bruno Bauer. Or, they believed that Stirner was a more trou
blesome philosopher, more difficult to discard. The second volume of

German Ideology

The

does not include a discussion of Stirner since Marx and

Engels correctly assess that Stirner was not a socialist.
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The method Marx and Engels employ in The German Ideology is a curi
ous amalgam of insult, ad hominem attacks, reductio ad absurdum argu 
menta tion, and vituperative political commentary. Moreover, the manu 
script was poorly edited and formatted, replete with repeti tious arguments,
choppy paragraphs, and tables and comparisons that are neither labeled
nor referenced in the text. It contains syllogisms that use abundant equ a
tion symbols that are not expla ined in a narrative form. It is not too d i f
ficu l t to understand why the m anuscript was publ ished only after the
death of Marx and Engels by The Marx-Engels Institu te, the purveyor of
i deological purity in Stalin's Russia. The German Ideology was not a fin
i shed or polished manuscript. Indeed, i t was rejected for publication at
l east once and left by Marx and Engels to the "gnaw ing criticism of ro
d ents." How ironic, then, that The German Ideology has been taken as the
definitive Marxist statement on Stirner and The Ego and Its Own ! 28
In Marx's other publications and manuscripts from this period, there is
a d i scernible method that u ndergirds the critique h e offers of his phi lo
sophic adversa ries. "On the Jewish Question" is an interesting early essay
that explores why "political emancipation" is insu fficient to liberate
grou ps d ominated by various forms o f racial and ethnic prejudice and
discrim ination. Marx argues that political emancipation must be supple
mented by a revolu tion in socia l relations. His Critique of Hegel 's "Philoso
phy of R igh t" explores many of the contradictions in Hegel's conception of

sovereignty and political legitimacy. The Economic and Philosophic Man u 
scrip ts of 1 844 includes discussion of m a n y important topics, paramount

among these is Marx's celebrated essay on "estranged labor, " which cri
tiques classical political economics by arguing that it inevitably produces
several forms of alienation. In each of these manuscripts, Marx proceeds
using the methods of immanf'nt and transcendental critiqu e . The proces�
in each begins with an effort at a faithfu l elaboration of the arguments of
B runo Bauer, Hegel, and the classical political economists, highlighting
the prominent values or goals each intend s to promulgate. I t then draws
out the implications of their thought for socia l relations, or how their
ideas would "play out" in society and history. Marx then moves to a cri
tique by either demonstrating how the implications contradict the stated
values or goals of the philosopher, which is a form of immanent critique.
Or, he demonstrates how they conflict with the notion of what it means to
be human, how humans must be u nderstood in their species being, a form
of transcendental critique.29
What is especially remarkable about The Germa n Ideology, from a meth
odological standpoint, is that there is precious l i ttle in the way of either
immanent or transcendental critique, a marked departu re from these
other early publications and manu scripts . In the discussion of Stimer in
The German Ideology, Marx includes many isolated quotes from The Ego
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he does not provide a faithful or reasoned synopsis of

Stirner's work. Instead, Stirner's quotes are extracted from the text at
various points and followed by bitter, angry, arrogant comments that are
intended to ridicule Stirner and his thought. In contrast to other publica
tions and manuscripts from this period, Marx does not give us a clue what
Stirner's philosophy is all about.

The German Ideology

does not attempt to

understand and critique Stirner on his own terms. Moreover, Marx does
not critique Stirner from any notion of what it means to be human in a
behavioral sense, or from the standpoint of understanding humans in
their

species being.

It is indisputable that Marx

could have pursued a

simi

lar type of critique of Stirner that appears in "On the Jewish Question,"

Critique of Hegel 's "Philosophy of Right, " and The Economic and Philosophic
Malluscripts, but he di d not. The reader of The German Ideology is left with
little more than a critique that assails Stirner for (a) not a dopting a social
ist interpretation of society and history, (b) not understanding individuals
in their sociohistorical context, and (c) not promoting the basic elements
of the ideal communist society, the boilerplate criticisms that Marxists
level at all of their opponents. Marx and Engels are upset that Stirner be
lieved in private property and supported "free competition." In short, for
Marx and the communists and socialists who followed him, the problem
with Stirner is that he refuses to acquiesce to the socialist or humanist
reconstructions of Hegelianism, with their absolute collectivism and un
bridled statism. Marx and Engels deride Stirner as a typical "petty bour
geois individualist intellectual" and who had a minor influence on the
"immature outlook" of craftsmen who resisted becoming proletarians
and, consequently, rejected the organization and discipline offered by
socialist theory and movements. Stirner's critique of the state and his pro
motion of the assertion of each individual's dignity supposedly does not
change "existing social relations" or their "economic basis." Thus, like
every theory that disagrees with Marxism, Stirner's dialectical egoism is
fundamentally a "disguise for an

apologia of the bourgeois system."

Marx

and Engels, who value historical facts above all else, conclude that only a
communist revolution can break the fetters of capitalist exploitation.3D

The German Ideology is variously praised as a landmark in the creation of
Marx's philosophy of history because it includes the initial statement of
categories such as "mode of production" and "social class." Marx's critique
in

The German Ideology secured

for him the honor of being "the true father

of modern economic theory, and, indeed, of modern sociology." His cri
tique of Stirner is heralded as an achievement as its "effects have become
part of the permanent background of civilized thought."31 Marx's encoun
ter with Stirner in

The German Ideology

may have significance in under

standing the development of historical materialism, but it is not a particu
larly good guide to understanding

The Ego and Its Own and the contributions
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and problems in Stirner's dialectical egoist critique of modernity. It cer
tainly should not be taken as the final word on Stirner's egoism.

Stimer and the Existentialists
Intellectual historians of nineteenth- and twentieth-century philosophy
have occasionally made more than a passing reference to the surface af
finity between Stirner's radical individualism and existential thought.
Existentialism is the label that has been applied to a body of literature that
is focused on the human subject's immediate conditions of existence as
the point of departure for philosophic reasoning. Existentialists are not
merely interested in the thinking, free subject of Hegelianism, but in the
human individual as a totality, including the person's feelings and physi
cal existence. Existential philosophy generally begins with the notion that
persons experience a sense of disorientation and confusion as they con
front a world that is "absurd," or which they believe has no inherent
meaning. The basic challenge to the person in the framework of existen
tialism is to find, assign, or create a sense of meaning, purpose, and order
in everyday life. Given the basic parallels between existentialism and
Stirner's radical individualism, it is somewhat surprising that Stirner is
not usually regarded as an important early proponent of existentialism. It
is helpful to understand what existentialists have said, and what they
have left unsaid, about Stirner to fully appreciate the superficiality of the
relationship between them.
Alienation is an important theme in existentialist literature, as it is in
Hegelianism, Marxism, and Stirner's dialectical egoism. In 1 844, the same
year that Marx wrote the celebrated essay on alienated labor in his

Eco
nomic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1 844 a n d Stirner pu blished The Ego
and Its Own, the Danish philosopher S0ren Kierkegaard published his
book, The Concept of Dread. Marx was concerned with alienation as it was
generated in the labor process under capitalist conditions of production.
Stirner was concerned with the alienation of the person from self. Ki
erkegaard was concerned with the alienation of the individual from God.
Kierkegaard was a fierce critic of Hegel and the forms of atheism he be
lieved Hegelianism produced. He was also a strident critic of the Danish
Peoples Church, the official state church of Denmark at the time. Antici
pating the core themes of later existential thought, Kierkegaard recog
nized that belief systems like religion need to become more meaningful to
individuals. Kierkegaard did not deny the importance or contributions of
Christianity, but believed that religion had to speak to the everyday fears,
anxieties, and aspirations of persons if it was to be relevant and meaning
ful in their lives. Kierkegaard's philosophic standpoint has been identified
as a type of "Christian existentialism" since it was thoroughly rooted in
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existentialist themes and sought assistance from Christianity in overcom
ing alienation. Kierkegaard's existentialism does not seek emancipation
from God and other abstractions that subordinate the individual to the
state, culture, and society.32
The religiously oriented existentialists who fo l lowed Kierkegaard,
such as Martin Buber and Paul Tillich, despite their differences, espoused
positions that had similar implications for Stirner's egoism. Both are
sympathetic to the existential fact that individuals are challenged to
make sense out of their own lives, but hostile to the notion that religion
is an obstacle to emancipation.33 There might seem to be more parallels
between Stirner's thought and the writings of the atheistic existentialists
since, in both depictions of the human condition, the world becomes a
totality only as meaning is assigned to the objects within it. However,
there are still important differences. Stirner remains the "polar opposite"
of where the atheistic existentialists terminate their philosophic journeys.
Martin Heidegger and Jean- Paul Sartre, for instance, believed that per
sons are perpetually dissatisfied in their hunger for meaning and con
sciousness. Stirner's unique one is focused on the appropriation and use
of life for self-enjoyment and self-fulfillment. Significantly, although
there are occasional whispers or shadows of Stirnerite concepts in their
writings, neither Heidegger nor Sartre ever mention Stirner by name. It
is only with the work of the French playwright and philosopher Albert
Camus that we have record of a specific encounter between Stirner's
ideas and atheistic existentialism.34
In

The Rebel,

Camus is concerned with elaborating a philosophy of poli

tics that is sensitive to the reciprocal relationship between the individual
and macrolevel political dynamics. The argument in the book is that indi
vidual rebellion and social revolt are necessary and important elements of
political life and human existence. Camus was a libertarian leftist who was
critical of the communists and had a profound sympathy for the French
anarchists in the 1950s. The rebel is the person who says "no" to existing
political conditions and cultural constraints, but who also says "yes" to
another set of values and, potentially, a new set of political and cultural
realities. This duality is not only a standard that Camus uses to assess the
many literary, philosophic, and political rebels he discusses, it is also the
source of an existential paradox for the collective political life of humanity.
Individual rebellion begins with persons gladly sacrificing their liberties
and lives for values that celebrate individuality and personal dignity. As
rebellion evolves into social revolt and revolution, dictatorship and totali
tarianism become a temptation and a threat. Rebellion is rooted in the value
of individual liberty but its revolutionary manifestation tends to lead to
institutional ized violence and statism. For Camus, the rebel is preferable to
the revolutionary. In France during the late 1940s throughout the 1960s,
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communism was the primary instrument that converted the impulse to
rebel into a totalitarian nightmare. It was the most important, but not the
only, threat to the values that attempted to protect individual freedom and
dignity. Hence, Camus believed that anarchism was the only political ideol
ogy that maintained a sense of morality as it confronted its adversaries.
This was a sharp contrast to Heidegger's flirtation with Nazism and Sartre's
involvement with the French communists. For Camus, the atheistic existen
tialist cannot abandon morality and conscience.
Camus correctly understands that Stirner is repulsed by revolution and
the prospect of new forms of institutionalized violence and ideological
domination. However, Camus also sees Stirner's dialectical egoism as an
absolute negation that "submerges every aspect of affirmation. It also
sweeps away the substitutes for divinity with which the moral conscience
is encumbered."�5 Camus' effort in

The Rebel

to save ethics and morality as

a bulwark against communist terrorism prompts him to make several exag
gerated and false arguments against Stirner. He accuses Stirner, who is
"drunk with destruction," of pushing blasphemy as far as he can, ignoring
Stirner's intent to undermine the reality and power of fixed ideas. Stirner is
also guilty of legitimating criminal violence, giving rise to "terrorist forms
of anarchy." Camus ignores Stirner's dismissal of political terrorists as pos
sessed by "spooks." He ignores Stirner's carefully articulated distinction
between ordinary crime and the criminal who violates the "sacred" institu
tionalized ideas and behavior of society. Camus concludes that Stirner's
absolute negation of "God," "Humanity," and "Society" creates a desert of
isolation for amoral individuals who live only through their transgressions
against one another. Stirner's radical individualism or extreme egoism is a
major frustration in Camus' efforts to rescue morality by portraying rebels
as noble and ethical, in contrast to Tpvolutionaries. But Camus ignores
Stirner's lesson that ideas about the cosmos and morality can be every bit
as constraining, exploitative, and violent as totalitarian regimes are to dis
sidents. Thus, the existentialist who denies the existence of God and the
legitimacy of the state, has only ethics and conscience left to reconstruct
social life and overcome the person's dread of an absurd cosmos. Stirner's
assault on ethics just will not do.
The English version of

The Rebel was enthusiastically introduced by

Sir

Herbert Read, a contemporary of Camus who was also an artist, cultural
critic, and fellow sympathizer of anarchist ideas and movements. Read
included a chapter on Stirner in his book of literary and political criticism

The Ten th Muse.

Read reports that, once read, Stirner's book is "persis

tently recalled to memory." Read's interest in Stirner is focused on the
relationship and possible influence on psychoanalysis, personalism, and
existentialism, each of which, as far as Read is concerned, is fundamen
tally interested in how the self-other relationship structures the person's
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sense of meaning. Like Marx, Read is concerned that Stirner's philosophy
is imbued with the "spirit of competition" and may actually be support
ive of private property and free competition, an abomination for both
state socialists and radical intellectuals who simply cannot endorse such
commonplaces as everyday commerce. For Read, Stirner's philosophy is
primarily a treatise on the self, or the individual's encounter with an es
sentially absurd world. "Marxian criticism does not touch it at all."36
While Read is clearly not a convinced Stirnerite, he finds that Stirner's
egoism has an affinity with, and may be a precursor of, both psycho
analysis and existentialism. As Read points out, "Stirner was really only
concerned, as Erich Fromm has been in our time, to insist that freedom is
a very ambiguous term - that there is all the difference between freedom

from and freedom for something. "

Read observes that Stirner argued that

freedom is a "hollow word" if the "free" person or the "free" group lacks
the power, or "might," to realize it in the material world. For Stirner, as
for "modern psychologists," freedom is essentially self-liberation; the
person is free only to the extent that he or she can procure freedom for
self. The person's selfishness, or appetite for procuring freedom and other
social desiderata, is a "plea for the integration of the personality." It re
flects only the fact that the sel f-other relationship requires a self. Drawing
from Erich Fromm's analysis of love, Read defends Stirner's egoism as a
simple statement that one's love for others is dependent upon one's love
of self, or one's self-regard. Consistent with the analysis of love by Fromm
and lung, Stirner argues that love cannot be commanded and occurs only
with the "consciousness of egoism." It occurs because it makes the person
happy or because the person chooses to love. It is a "fellow-feeling" with
every "feeling being. " Because of the choice to love, the person is tor
mented by that which torments the object of his or her love, and refreshed
by that which refreshes the object of his or love. Read reports approvingly
that Stirner's egoism allows for people to kill each other, but not to torture
each other. It is the "feeling for right, virtue," not egoism, that makes
people hardhearted and intolerant. Read concludes that Stirner's discus
sion of love is as subtle as it is profound; it is not surprising that the "most
profound of modern philosophers," such as Martin Buber, have appreci
ated the depth of this part of Stirner's work .37
Read also discovers that the "fashionable doctrine of existentialism
must owe something to Stirner" because the similarities are too frequent
and intense to be accidental. Setting Camus, Kierkegaard, and Heidegger
aside, Read argues that Sartre's plays and novels "are constructed round
(sic) a philosophy which seems to me to be identical with Stirner's (plus a
little American pragmatism) . " Despite the lack of any evidence that Sartre
studied

The Ego and Its Own

or included Stirner's concepts into any of the

various incarnations of his philosophy, Read says that Sartre's heroes all
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discover that freedom is basically an illusion and that ideologies typically
function to enslave and not liberate. Eventually, Sartrean characters come
to oppose metaphysical and hypothetical constructions of everyday life,
just as Stirner argues against alienation and reification. Ultimately, they
discover that they are alone in an absurd, hostile world and must rely
upon themselves to construct a sense of meaning and order.38
Read presents a portrait that is sympathetic but also fearful of the im
plications of egoist thought for the delicate place he creates for Stirner in
his history of modern ideas. For Read, Stirner's egoism is a plea for some
attention to the well-being of the person in the chaotic and neurotic mod
ern world. Stirner is not an enemy of modernity. In Read's analysis,
Stirner's ideas do not pose a threat to the legitimacy of the state, the
economy, the culture, and the self-other relationship of the modern world.
It is really a misunderstood treatise on the lonely, confused individual
seeking succor, meaningful social relationships, and institutions that are
more sensitive to the nature of the self. Read's "defense" of Stirner de
nudes

The Ego and Its Own

of its explosive content.

Read's anarchism is not a critique of state power nor a street-level chal
lenge to authority or the established order. It is an appeal for inclusion of
the aesthetic and the creative in the social institutions of modernity. He
uses Stirner to argue for the inclusion of a philosophy of self-liberation
into the prevailing ideologies of modernity. To the extent that Stirner's
ideas can be included with such felicity into the received wisdom of mo
dernity, his critique is rendered impotent. Neither psychoanalysis nor
existentialism pose a serious political challenge. Both help to mitigate the
conflict between the individual and social institutions. Both are expres
sions of the generalized accommodation to modernity. Since Stirner is
helpful to persons experiencing alienation, his critique is easily defeated
by the thought systems of modernity. Stirner is reduced to an interesting
precursor of Fromm and Sartre. He is reduced to the status of a cocon
spirator in the psychoanalytic and existentialist accommodations with
modernity. The most important contrast between the Marxist and existen
tialist reading of Stirner is that Marx at least understood that Stirner is a
threat. Marx's analysis may be a much more important assessment than
Read's efforts to defend Stirner by finding points of rapprochement be
tween dialectical egoism and the science and culture of modernity.

Stirner and the Anarchists
Much of the analytic discussion of Stirner appears in surveys of the his
tory of anarchist thought and social movements. Beginning with the inter
esting discussion and typology by Paul Eltzbacher,

Ideas and Teachings of Seven Major Thinkers,

The Great Anarchists:

which originally appeared in
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1 894, several scholars and i ntellectuals attempted to subsume a discus
sion of Stirner's i deas under the b roader rubric of anarchism. Typically,
these surveys treated Stirner as though he is merely the most extreme
example of individualist anarchism and, thus, is part of an intellectual
tradition that is best defined by a common desire to eliminate the state as
a social institution. These surveys of anarchist thought link Stirner with
such diverse thinkers such as William Godwin, Pierre-Joseph Proudhon,
Mikhail Bakunin, Peter Kropotkin, and Benjamin Tucker, but also have
difficulty reducing Stirner to a compatriot of collectivist anarchists. The
reduction of Stirner to an anarchist usually occurs through the studied
neglect of Stirner's critique of alienation through his concept of " own
ness" and his analysis of the m acrolevel social and political structures of
modernity. At issue is whether Stirner's thought is a good fit with the
anarchist tradition. In these surveys of anarchist thought, Stirner gets in
vited to the party, but is not a welcomed guest.
Eltzbacher's book was first published in English by Benjamin Tucker,
translated from the German by Stephen T. Byington, the same folks who
made The Ego and I ts Own first available in English.39 Eltzbacher was a
German j urist who, partly because of his study of anarchism, became a
professor of commercial law at the Handelshochschule in Berlin in 1906.
He was eventually elected to the Reichstag and became a proponent of
Bolshevism after World War I. In The Great A narchists, E ltzbacher sought
"scientific" knowledge of anarchism through a review of the ideas o f
Godwin, Stirner, Proudhon, Bakunin, Kropotkin, Tolstoy, and Tucker. For
each of these theorists, Eltzbacher examines (a) the fundamental argu
ment for anarchism, (b) the conception of law in society, (c) the nature and
role of the state, (d) the legitimacy of the distribution of p roperty, and (e)
how the new stateless society will appear and what it will look like. Eltz
bacher aims at the construction of an elaborate taxonomy of anarchist
thought intended to demonstrate points of agreement and disagreement.
For Eltzbacher, Stirner is the supreme individualist whose self-interest
or "self-welfare" must be pursued regardless of the specifics of time or
space. The institutions that inhibit the egoist's pursuit of his or her self
interest, such as law and the state, have no legitimacy. In fact, law and the
state exist by virtue of generalized beliefs that they are sacred, not because
individuals recognize that they are favorable to "self-welfare." In Eltz
bacher 's words, Stirner is an anarchist because his egoism leads to the
idea that "every man's welfare demands that a social human life, solely on
the basis of its p recepts, shoul d take place of the State."40 To his credit,
Eltzbacher acknowledges that Stirner seeks something of a reconstruction
of social life through the notion of the "union of egoists" and that much
of Stirner 's thought is founded on the idea of "ownness" or the individual
owning his or her life. Eltzbacher distorts Stirner by trying to fit him into
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a leftist pigeon hole by equating his egoist critique of property with the
socialist seizure of private property by an organ ized movement favorable
to the l ower classes. Eltzbacher d oes not discuss or develop Stirner's cri
tique of al ienation and reification. The fundamental problem with Eltz
bacher's discussion is that Stirner's presumed anarchism becomes the
master concept or lens through which the entirety of his thought is inter
preted. Once Stirner is defined first and foremost as an anarchist, other
elements of his thought, such as his emphasis on ownness, are relegated
to su pporting roles.
George Woodcock's classic study of anarchism reveals a simi lar prob
lem .41 Woodcock was a Canadian by birth, but lived much of his life in
Great Britain. He became a left-oriented anarchist early in his adulthood .
He was a pacifist by conviction and a conscientious objector in deed dur
ing WWIl. After the war, he returned to Canada and taught at the Univer
sity of British Columbia until the 1970s. He was a prolific writer and
published highly regarded studies of Proudhon, Godwin, Kropotkin, Os
car Wilde, and George Orwell, in addition to Anarch ism: A History of Lib
ertarian Ideas and Movements, which appeared in 1962. Woodcock devotes
a brief eleven-page chapter to Stirner in his study, which is remarkable in
the depth of its analysis of the communist anarchists, and the brevity and
superficia lity of its discussion of the individualist anarchists. In addition
to the scant treatment he gives Stirner, Woodcock dispenses with the en
tire trad ition of individualist anarchism in America in two pages that
completely fa ils to discuss the ideas of Tucker and Lysander Spooner.
Woodcock's book considers communist anarchism to be the main course;
the individualist variants are less interesting and far less important.
Stirner does not fare much better than Tucker or Spooner in Woodcock's
account. Most of the chapter devoted to Stirner in Woodcock's Anarchism
does not discuss his ideas, but focuses on the known facts about Stirner's
life, dropping names and relating anecdotes about Stirner and the young
Hegelians in Berlin. In fact, Anarchism spends no more than five pages
discussing the content of The Ego and Its OWIl, much of which is Wood
cock's characterization, rather than an exposition of Stirner's ideas. Wood
cock does not discuss Stirner 's relationship to Hegel. He does not mention
the dia lectic nor Stirner's understanding of modernity. He mistakenly
credits Marx with having published Stirner 's essay The False Principle of
Our Edu cation and seems certain that N ietzsche was one of Stirner's dis
ciples. To Woodcock's credit, he recognizes that "ownness" is the central
category of Stirner's dialectical egoism, but he finds it repugnant that
Sti rner attributes more importance to ownness than to freedom. He ac
knowledges that Stirner's egoist and the anarchists share the state as a
common enemy, but the anarchists, of course, have nobler goals and a
valid rationale. He says Stirner 's tract is "passionately anti-intellectual," it
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"praises crime and murder," and anticipates "the reckless criminals
whose presence darkened the anarchist movement" during the 1880s and
1 890s. Perhaps Stirner's biggest affront to the anarchist establishment is
that he produced "a brilliant essay" enshrouded by "tedious" and " ap
palling verbosity, " which is presumably absent from the anarchist tomes
written by G odwin and Proudhon. Woodcock does not deign to examine
Stirner's writings as a body of ideas.

The Ego and Its Own is merely Stirner

"crying out in the wilderness, " raging against his luckless, hapless, insub
stantial, isolated life as a schoolteacher who spent much of his time evad
ing numerous creditors and caring for a disturbed mother.42
Woodcock is sympathetic to anarchism, but not the individualist, asser
tive sort propounded by Stirner and his progeny. Woodcock does not re
ally know what to do with Stirner. He does not focus on Stirner's ideas
because they differ so markedly from the pantheon of antistate leftists he
sees as the real or legitimate representatives of anarchist thought and
practice. Stirner is not a good companion of the more civilized likes of
Godwin, Kropotkin, and Proudhon, antistatists who do not dispute the
subordinate role of the individual to the collectivity. Woodcock's antipa
thy to Stirner and his failure to discuss Stirner's egoism in the context of
its dialectical moorings is emblematic of the entirety of collectivist or com
munist critiques of Stirner.
John Clark in

Max Stirner 's Egoism

paints a similar portrait of Stirner

from a communist anarchist viewpoint, or as he calls it a "social anar
chism" that is not sympathetic to individualism because of its "inade
quacy."43 Clark's study was published in 1976 by Freedom Press in Lon
don, a communist anarchist organization that was also responsible for
publishing the long running anarchist newspaper called "Freedom."
Clark's book, although it aims at a fair and reasoned treatment of Stirner's
ideas, nevertheless intends to examine the "metaphysical and ethical di
mensions of Stirner's thought," concepts that Stirner took great care to
refute in

The Ego and Its Own.

Clark's interest is in dealing with Stirner's

"metaphysical and ethical egoism." The immediate problem is that Clark
creates an analysis of Stirner using categories that are rejected in

The Ego

and Its Own.
Despite the problems inherent in his purpose, Clark begins his book in
a promising manner by stating that the influence of Hegel on Stirner's
thought is inescapable and "is shaped from beginning to end by its rela
tionship of opposition to the Hegelian system." Yet, the only thing that
Clark says about the Hegel-Stirner relationship is that Stirner opposed the
Hegelian notion of Spirit as an "absorption of the individual into the total
ity" and proposes instead a "total reabsorption of the Absolute (or Spirit
in any form) into the individual ego, its original creator. " This is a nice
turn of the phrase but it offers little substance about the Hegel-Stirner
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relationsh ip. It says nothing about the dia lectic or the nature of critiqu e
that Hegel and Stirner both employe d . It is apparent early on in h i s d i s
cu ssion that Clark is interested above all in making the case for social
a n archism as the political ideology that is most appropriate for dealing
w ith the problems of the late twentieth century. He says,
Anarchism is the one m ajor political theory which has attempted to synthe
size the values of negative and posi tive freedom into a sing le, more compre
hensive view o f human liberty. In its emphasis on community a nd equality,
it recognizes the importance of self-realization through participation, and the
ability of all to share in the benefits of society's labor.44

Stirner appropriately ridicu les collectiv ist rei fications such as "soci
ety's labor" and the conflation of collectivist concepts l i ke " com mun i ty"
and "equality" with "self-rea lization." For Cla rk, the biggest issu e in the
study o f Stirner 's egoism is whether Stirner can b e l egiti mately called an
anarchist. Clark cannot reconcile the issue b ecause he knows that Stirner
is both an enemy of the state and the collecti vist u topia that "social anar
chi sts" want to impose on indi v i d u a l s and society. Stirner critiques mo
derni ty. Clark thinks the big issue i s the conflict between liberal ca p i ta l 
ism and communism. M o s t significantly, perhaps, Clark refuses to
engage in a conversation abou t Stirner's notion of ownness. Clark und er
stands that Stirner d i fferentia tes freedom and ownness, but he does not
d evelop the notion of ownness. Without explanation, he argues that
Stirner is not clear about the relationship b etween freedom and ownness.
He discusses at length Isaiah B erl in's distinction b etween positive and
n egative freedom, but does not discuss how Stirner 's concept of ownness
relates to or differs from either type o f freedom.45 Clark attempts to out
line what Stirner might mean by freedo m . B u t, what i s

ownness

in

Stirner 's writings? Why is Stirner interested in it? Why is it more im por
tant in Stirner 's work than either negative or positive freed om? How is
ownness the basis of Stirner 's critique of modernity, the state, and capi
talism? Clark discussion of Stirner suffers from (a) his imposition of

a

political agenda that is intolerant of individualism and (b) a fa ilure to
examine the core concepts in Stirner's philosophy. Clark sets up and at
tacks a straw man, a pseudo-Stirner.
The basic issue that appears in the communist anarchist portrait of
Stirner is whether he is an anarchist. The consistent conclusion is that
Stirner, the enemy of the state, does not measure up as a bona fide anar
chist because he does not share the collectivist enthusiasm for community
and equality. The left-oriented anarchists simply cannot reconcile Stirner's
notion of ownness and the individual's appropriation of life with their
ideal of a s tateless society where property is owned in common, and the
mob sets the moral agenda .
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Stimer and the Academics

Stirner has a lso been the topic of numerous academic studies since the
1970s that are supposedly guided by the canons of contemporary scholar
ship and, thus, purport to be more detached and less polemical than the
partisan assessments by Marxists, anarchists, and exi stentialists. Stirner
has been included in important studies of the history of ideas, particularly
in the nineteenth century. He has been the focal point of stu d i es that
sought an understanding o f his egoism by relating it to, and d i fferentiat
ing it from, other thinkers and philosophical tendencies. He has also b een
studied as a n important thinker in his own right with an interest in u n 
derstanding the meaning, origins, and context of h i s thought.
Karl Lowith includes an extensive discussion of Stirner in his su rvey of
the development of German philosophy in the nineteenth century, From
Hegel to Nietzsche: The Revolu tion in 19th Cen tury Though t.46 Lowith was a
student of Heidegger and was primarily concerned with the decline of
classical German philosophy in the nineteenth century, particularly a s it
undermined the religious foundation of philosophy and provided the
opening for the reconstruction of philosophy rooted in a theism and nihil
ism. Hegel and Nietzsche occupy the beginning and end points o f a pro
cess that produced the philosophic transcendence of religion and the de
struction of the Christian foundation of disciplined inqu iry into natu re,
society, and individuality. While his influence was not as significant as
that of Marx or Nietzsche, Lowith argues that Stirner was an i mportant
part of this "revolution" because The Ego and Its Own heralded the reduc
tion of inqui ry and knowledge to the "self-revelation of the individuaL"
Stirner also appropriated the notion of "man" or "humanity" on b ehalf of
the individual . The agenda o f The Ego and Its Own is the "systematic de
struction of the d ivine and the human." Feuerbach and the young Hege
l ians had certainly pursued the "death of God," but Stirner challenged the
notion that the domination of individuals by fixed ideas could be achieved
b y elevating other universal ideals or abstractions, such as "humanity" or
" society," to the status of the d ivine. In doing so, Stirner eliminated not
only the distinction between what is d ivine and what i s human, but also
the distinction between what persons are "intrinsically" and what they
a re "accidentally."47
It is unfortunate that Lowith's discussion suffers from a failure to explore
the reasons why Stirner sought the elimination of the human as well as the
divine, or why he reduced knowledge to individual self-revelation. Lowith
does not include in his discussion a consideration of the more positive or
a ffirmative side of Stirner's philosophy captured in the notion of " own
ness" as the basis for the egoist's reconstruction of individuality and society.
As a Jewish scholar, Lowith knew full well the horror tha t the philosophic
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e l eva tion of collective abstractions in society, coupled with violent, authori 
tarian political regimes, can wreak upon persons and society. Lowith inter
prets Stirner's egoism as part of the process that made philosophy a cocon
spirator in the holocausts of the twentieth century. Absent notions of the
d ivine and the human, anything is possible, including murder on an indus
trial scale. The excision of the notion of "ownness," the potential appro
priation of self and the li fe-world, from a description of Stirner's phi loso
phy is not only a significant misrepresentation, but enables Lowith to fold
Stirner neatly into a linear process of intellectual decline that results in a
prevailing nihil istic conception of society and individuality, making preda
tion and mass murder a commonplace of political practice.
A similar problem appears in R. W. K. Paterson's study The Nihilis tic
Egois t Max S tirner.48 Paterson's book on Stirner i s noteworthy for several

reasons. F irst, during the so-called revival of Stirner during the 1970s,
Paterson produced the only com prehensive study of Stirner in English.
Second, Pa terson di ffers from other w riters of the period in his study of
Stirner because he builds a focused case that attacks Stirner directly for
his egoism and nihilism. Despite its fau l ts, Paterson's treatise is a t least an
integrated discussion of Stirner's "nihilistic egoism," a marked departure
from most other commentary at the time. Paterson propounds a point of
view from the first page to the last. Third, Paterson's assessment of Stirner
is founded on a reaction to The Ego and Its Own that i s horrified by its total
a theism and rejection of all absolutes and external constraints on the indi
vidual. Paterson wants to identify Stirner 's true place in the history of
social thought, but he is so disturbed b y The Ego and Its Own that he de
votes most of the book to dissociating Stirner from a l l other philosophic
positions he considers acceptable or legitimate, inclu d ing Marxism, anar
chism, existentialism, and even Nietzsche's individualism. Paterson is
also somewhat unique in his assessment because, unlike Clark and
L6with, he is interested in discussing Stirner 's notion of ownness.
In Paterson's treatment, The Ego and Its Own is the product of a dis
turbed individual . Not only does Paterson judge Stirner's life to be an
outward failure, he states that the "destructivism" and "negativism" in
The Ego and Its Own represent the " conceptual expression of the paranoid

schizophrenia suffered by the philosopher who was at once the book's
author and its subject." Paterson's remarkable admission of the purpose
of his book displays the circularity of its argument. His study i s founded
on a judgment of Stirner's insanity, but seeks to establish the psychologi
cal character of Stirner through a n analysis of his writings. To b e sure,
Paterson boasts that he cannot conclude that Stirner 's entire intellectual
construction originate in his "viciously schizoid obsessions" without "un
masking" the argument of The Ego and Its Own . The quest to unmask The
Ego and Its Own is really a quest to unmask Max Stirner, the "paranoid
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schizophrenic." Scholarship on Stirner, says Paterson, is really an oppor
tunity to present an extraordinary "spectacle" because its deranged au
thor provides an "unprecedented opportunity to study the metaphysical
structure of a nihilistic system formulated in the unabashed first person
with classical directness and lucidity."49 Paterson, an education professor
who postures himself as an expert in clinical psychoses, argues that only
a deranged man could produce a book like
rect and lucid" argument in

The Ego and Its Own. The "di
The Ego and Its Own is sufficient evidence o f

derangement. While h e d oes n o t clearly identify himself as partisan, Pat
erson's study makes no pretense at objectivity or even interest i n Stirner's
thought. Paterson's book is little more than an ad hominen attack on
Stirner, lacking any insight into Stirner's views on modernity.
Donald Nielson is a sociologist who examines variations of moral expe
rience and cultural expression in modern society. 50 His book, Horrible
Workers, is a study that uses E mile Durkheim's sociological theory of sui
cide as a basis for understanding how persons adapt to the external and
constraining social facts that regulate their lives. "Horrible workers" is a
reference to a quote by Arthur Rimbaud about those individuals who
develop an alternative vision of life through "a long, boundless and sys
tematic derangement of all the senses." His book examines Stirner, Rim
baud, the blues guitarist Robert Johnson, and the "Charles Manson circle"
as alI "horrible workers." He is interested in Stirner because of the discus
sion of the "transcendental ego" that appears in

The Ego and Its Own.

For

Nielsen, Stirner develops a "religion of the transcendental ego" in re
sponse to the dislocations and chaos of the modern world . One of the
categories that Durkheim left undeveloped in

Suicide is

fatalistic suicide,

or the form of suicide that occurs because of overly constraining external
moral codes. The person feels hopeless because society and culture are
too constraining and kills self in response. Nielsen argues that Stirner
adopted his extreme form of individualism as a "religious" response in
reaction to the stress and constraints of modernity.
Nielsen says, Stirner finds himself in a quandary because the only op
tions open to the absolute egoist who rejects objective, external forms is
either an overly socialized, other-directed form of self that mutates with
changing social experiences, or an isolated self that is d eluded in its self
importance and independence. For Nielsen, like Durkheim before him,
objective social forms provide the space for individuals to develop selves
that are not as mutable as those that are detached from it. Although
Stirner wants to shatter all external and constraining social facts, he d oes
so only in thought and only in the form of a book. Nielson says, it is not
surprising that Stirner did not continue to develop his egoist philosophy;
there is simply no where to go with it. Stirner, then, was not a theorist of
modernity, he was a victim of it.
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Nielsen is interested in a dialectic of "moral experience and cultural
expression," but not concerned with the dialectical structure of Stirner's
thought. He refuses to understand Stirner as a theorist of liberation and
self-fulfillment. Beyond the scurrilous effort to equate Stirner with Charles
Manson, Nielsen, like many other scholars who have commented on
Stirner, does not explore Stirner's relationship to Hegel nor the Hegelian
foundations of his thought.
In contrast, Lawrence Stepelevich is an American philosopher who is
probably most responsible for revitalizing interest in Hegel in the United
States since the 1970s, which he accomplished in part through the creation
of the Hegel Society of America. He is also primarily responsible for es
tablishing in scholarly publications the relationship between Stirner's
thought and that of Hegel. In a series of journal articles in the 1 970s and
1 980s, Stepelevich sought to refute what he termed the "one-dimensional"
characterizations of Stirner presented by academics, anarchists, and
Marxists, who, for their own reasons, expressed little interest in Hegel
and, thus, neglected to situate Stirner in a Hegelian context. For Ste
pelevich, Stirner's writings "bear testimony to this indebtedness to He
gel." Stirner, "the last of the Hegelians," sought to advance the Hegelian
critical spirit through a more radical or total atheism which rejected all
notions of supreme beings or universal essences. Essences such as God,
Mankind, State, Society, and Truth are expressions of alienation since they
"stand over and against the individual thinker in their hostile demands to

be served and worshipped." s l

Stirner, who denied essences and focused on the pure consciousness of
the ego, may be called the "anti-Hegel," but he is also the "complete"
Hegel because

The Ego and Its Own completes the study of consciousness
Phenomenology of Spirit. Stepelevich argues that

that Hegel began in the

there are three principles that clearly establish Stirner as a Hegelian and
the ultimate outcome of Hegelianism.52 First, the "path of knowledge" in
Hegelianism leads to pure self-consciousness. Stepelevich establishes this
principle by first examining Hegel's purpose in the

Phenomenology

to dis

cover the possibility of absolute knowledge. He then demonstrates that
Stirner's critique of reification or his assault on fixed ideas or the "spooks"
of modernity produces the " I," or the individual who is self-consciously
self-determining. Stirner's unique ego is the embodiment of the Hegelian
notion of freedom. Second, not only does the absolute embodiment of
self-consciousness generate the "I," but a unique ego. The phenomeno
logical "we" of Hegel is actualized by Stirner as

Der Einzige,

the unique

one. For Stirner, absolute knowledge can exist only within the particular
consciousness of the unique one, a self-comprehending and infinite rela
tionship of person to self that is neither solipsistic nor antisocial . Third,
the unique one culminates the quest of the

Phenomenology

as a negative
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reality that transcends conceptual history. Thus, Stirner's "literary decora
tion" that he has "founded his affair on nothing" is understood as a "cre
ative nothing, the nothing out of which I myself as creator create every
thing." Stepelevich castigates commentators like Paterson who accuse
Stirner of nihilism for misunderstanding his meaning, that the pure sub
jectivity of nothing is opposed to the abstract objectivity of "thinghood."
For Hegel and Stirner, the whole of "actuality" is the interaction or n exus
of subjectivity and objectivity. It is Stirner's approach to de-reification; it
establishes the indeterminate nature of human behavior and the phenom
enological basis of individual freedom.
In some respects, Nielsen's study is a comparative analysis of Stirner,
Rimbaud, Johnson, and the Manson family as "horrible workers," and
Stepelevich's studies are a comparative analysis of Stirner, Hegel, and the
young Hegelians. Saul Newman, a political theorist, has also developed
studies of Stirner using a comparative methodology. In a variety of stud
ies, Newman has examined Stirner as a theorist of posthumanist and
poststructuralist thought.53 Newman is particularly interested in Stirner's
relationship with anarchist thought and the critique of reification. One of
Newman's central arguments is that Stirner's fundamental concern is with
the tendency of radical or revolutionary movements to impose new forms
of domination once they assume power. Hence, Stirner's relationship with
anarchism is complex and tenuous. His critique of Feuerbach and the
concept of "Man" or "Humanity" supplanting "God" is precisely an ex
ample of this tendency. For Newman, a principal postulate of anarchism
is that the human essence is the basis of the need for human humans to be
freed from the state. Stirner's critique of Feuerbach renders the entire
philosophy of anarchism absurd because it is based on a religious illusion
that there is such a thing as a "human essence" that guides or directs hu
man behavior and human needs. Stirner's thought proves to be extremely
important to a dialogue between anarchism and the poststructuralist
thought of Michel Foucault, Jacques Derrida, and Jacques Lacan. New
man's work is aimed at developing a political philosophy of postanar
chism in which Stirner's

The Ego and Its Own

has an important role.

Newman considers Stirner to be a "proto-poststructuralist" thinker since
he anticipated by over a century many of the themes that concern poststruc
turalist and postmodern thinkers. Newman defines poststructuralism as a
theoretical strategy that rejects the notion of universal and absolute notions
of reason and morality. Politically, it adumbrates the end of the universal
rational subject who can act as an autonomous and self-willed agent.54
Newman is not really interested in Stirner as an independent thinker, but
only as he helps solve problems in contemporary political theory. Stirner is
important because his critique of reifications or "spooks" anticipates central
themes in postmodern and poststructuralist thought, and not because his
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unique one exemplifies a concept of the autonomous self-willed agent. His
interest in Stirner is the polar opposite of Stepelevich. Newman's work is
significant because it emphasizes that Stirner made some major contribu
tions to the analy sis and critique of modernity . Newman tends to drop
"egoism" and "ownness" out of the analy sis of Stirner in favor of more col
lectivist Marxist and anarchist ideas.
This study, on the contrary , is not concerned with demonstrating com
parisons or similarities with more contemporary poststructuralist theorists.
It is focused on understanding the direct influence that Stirner had on other
writers , much of which is concerned with a critique of the social relations
an d culture of modernity. Thus,

Max Stinzer's Dialectical Egoism

can be un

derstood as a contribution to the conception of Stirner as a "proto-post
structuralist" thinker since it tracks the development of his thought through
the work of writers in the later nineteenth and early twentieth century.

INTERPRETING STIRNER AS

A CRITIC OF MODERNITY: THE NEXT STEPS
Five conclusions can be drawn from this review of the commentary and
scholarly literature on Max Stirner. First , there is a tendency to attribute
Stirner's philosophic statement to external reconstructions of his personal
experiences, feelings , or "failures" in his life. This is an odd approach for
two reasons. Existing information about Stirner's life is rather limited to
the few biographical facts that appear in John Henry Mackay's

Stirner: His Life and Work.

Max

It is difficult to understand how these writers ,

none of whom are trained psy chotherapists , can arrive at claims of "para
noid schizophrenia" through the extant informati on about Stirner him
self. A lso , if the assessments or interpretations of Stirner's thought are to
be based in fabrications about his life , should this methodology be ex
tended to other writers? Is it a valid methodology for the understanding
of the entirety of social and political thought? If so, what are we to make
of the relationship between the "failures" in Marx's life and the insight of
his studies? Should the same methodology be used to analy ze Nietzsche's
psy chological problems and his work? Should every analy sis of theory be
reduced to a psy chological profile of theorist? What , then , are the root
pathologies that help explain , say , the hostility that Marx , Paterson , and
Nielson direct toward Stirner? Psy chological reductionism is not the best
approach for understanding the theorist.
Second , with the exception of the work of Newman , the literature pay s
insufficient attention to Stirner as a theorist of modernity and critic of
ideology. It is curious that all other commentators , friend and f oe alike ,
skip over Stirner's discussion of modernity or reduce it to the sections that
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directly critique Feuerbach. Stirner is frequently criticized for ignoring the
specifics of sociohistorical conditions, but this is also peculiar since the
first third of The Ego and Its Own takes care to describe historical p rocess
and the social and cultural dimensions of the modern world.
Third, with the exception of the work of Stepelevich, the literature also
pays scant attention to Stirner's Hegelianism and the role of dialectics in
his thought. This is perhaps a consequence of Marx's absurd pronounce
ment that Stirner pretended to abolish dialectics and historical p rocess,
and the tendency of contemporary scholars to shy away from challenging
Marx. Fortunately, Stepelevich provides an example of scholarshi p that
views Hegelian dialectics as inextricably woven into the fabric of Stirner's
thought. Unfortunately, there are many aspects of Stirner's dialectics that
have yet to be explored, such as his efforts to situate the unique ego in the
context of broader sociohistorical circumstances. Stirner developed a cri
tique of modernity, not a plan for an alternative society.
Fourth, there is also a marked tendency to interpret Stirner through the
philosophic lens of anarchism. Marxists, existentialists, and postmodern
ists alike tend to misinterpret the nature of antistatism in Stirner's thought.
Was Stirner an anarchist, and did his philosophy convey anarchism to
those who were the most influenced by it? If the answer is an unmitigated
"yes," why was Stirner so critical of Pierre-Joseph Proudhon when Proud
hon had declared himself an "anarchist" long before 1844? Why has there
been such difficulty among historians of anarchism to fit Stirner into the
pantheon of anarchist celebrities? These questions are important and will
receive attention in the chapters that follow. Stirner, like Michel F oucault,
was clearly antistatist, but his thought has a more complex relationship
with anarchism than the Marxists, anarchists, and postmodernists would
like to admit. The corollary to this point is that there is an underemphasis
on Stirner's concept of ownness. Typically, "ownness" is interpreted by
commentators, such as Clark, as Stirner's idiosyncratic view of freedom
or, in the case of Paterson, as his maliciously nihilistic version of narrow
self-interest. "Ownness" has not been interpreted as the core of Stirner's
critique of the state, society, and history.
Finally, the literature on Stirner directs very little attention to his influ
ence on other theorists and activists. When it occurs, it is usually limited
to uncritical discussions of Stirner's influence on Benjamin Tucker. An
important illustration of this point is James J. Martin's account in Men
Against the S tate, which identifies Tucker's interest in Stirner, but does not
explore it.55 Typically, the little discussion there is about Stirner's influ
ence points to his contributions to individualist anarchism, and it almost
universally ignores the role of ownness and dialectics in his thought.
If the existing scholarship on Stirner and the impact of his thought fails
to fully capture the significance of his critique of modernity, an important
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question arises concerning the type of approach or methodology can help
illuminate his dialectical egoist critique. Stirner's major critics have ap
proached his thought from ideological perspectives that were either statist,
collectivist, or religious, or some combination of those tendencies. Each of
these entailed a tragic sense of life, envisioning individual thought and
behavior to be eternally subordinate to some form of external authority.
Each of these finds Stirner's life-affirming egoism troublesome and threat
ening. It is time to explore what other egoists have to offer to our under
standing of Stirner and his interest in the reconstruction of social life with
out the fixed, external mediation of human behavior. It is necessary to
expand the field of vision to find theoretical perspectives that are more re
ceptive to a political philosophy based on both egoism and dialectics.
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Humanity - the New
Supreme Being: Stirner 's
Summation and Critique
of Modernity
THE HEGELIAN CONTEXT: READIN G
STIRNER AS A DIALECTICAL EGOIST

his chapter provides an overview of Stirner's discussion of the rise o f

Tmodernity, the p roblems it presents, and opportunities for a philo

sophic and practica l break from it. The chapter (a) d iscusses the ideas
Stirner presents in the preface and the first part of The Ego and Its OWIl, (b)
outlines the basic elements o f dialectical egoism as a body of ideas, and
(c) sets the stage for his critique of modernity. The first part of The Ego and
Its Own cul minates in Stirner's argument that the humanism or " h u mane
liberalism" of modernity destroyed the old gods, but created a new su
preme being: "Man."
The Ego a n d Its Own i s organized into three major sections. The first
section is a brief preface t itled, "Al l Things Are Nothing to Me." The
p reface is followed b y a lengthy section titled, "First Part - Man." The
first part comprises two chapters. The first of these i s a short chapter
titled "A human l i fe," which di scu sses, a t the level of the individual, the
processes o f developing critica l thought and an egoist view o f the
world. The second chapter in the first part i s titled, "The Men of the Old
Times and the N ew." Thi s chapter includes Stirner's discussion o f the
transition from antiquity to modernity, and the soc i a l and philosophic
tensions w i th i n the modern world . The first section o f thi s chapter dis
cusses the organization of The Ego and Its Own, and some b a s i c p o ints
that are helpfu l in understanding Stirner as a dialectical egois t theorist
of modernity.
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The s econd part compri ses three chapters. The first is a description of

h i s concept of " ownness." The second is a description of "the owner," or
those dynamics of history, persons, and ideas that challenge the domina
tion of individuals by " causes" and the ideologies that support them. The
third chapter describes "the unique one," the notion that persons are
u nique and cannot be reduced to the categories imposed by collectivist
movements and philosophies, w ithou t seriously damaging them as per
sons. The fina l chapter is a glimpse of the person who emancipates self
from movements and philosophies that externa lize and alienate thoughts
and behavior. The crux of the second part of The Ego and Its Own is Stirn
er's viewpoint on the transcendence of modernity. The following is a
d iscussion of the preface and the first part of The Ego and Its Own .
The preface of The Ego and Its Own is a bold introduction to Stirner's
book. It poses a provocative thesis: Individuals are confronted by a mul
t i tude of political ideologies and movements that demand the al legiance
and subm ission of the person to their values, perspectives, and interests.
The individual's claim that she or he a lso has values, perspectives, and
interests that deserve recognition is derided as "egoism .'" Individuals are
continually bombarded with external claims on their loyalty, allegiance,
labor, money, safety, well-being, and lives that are seen as appropriate and
legitimate. When individuals reject those external claims, they are at
tacked as selfish and morally inferior. The self-interests, avarice, and
needs of the collective are ubiquitou sly defined as "patriotism" and "hu
manism," but the interests, avarice, and needs of the person are defined
as "egoism." Stirner begins with the a ssertion that the person's values,
perspectives, and interests are more important than the assertions and
demands by the external agents or "causes." H e vows to fight external
demands and redefine his life a s his own cause.
Stirner's signature s logans, " I have founded my a ffair on nothing!" and
"Nothing is more to me than myself!" are actually translations of, and
clear references to, l ines in Goethe's ] 806 poem "Vanitas! Vanitatum
Vanitas! " Goethe's poem became a drinking song in the early nineteenth
century. The first lines in "Vanitas! " have been translated as,
My thoughts and oughts are nothing fixed!
For joy's the world that's downed unmixed!

The narrator sings about his adventures searching for meaning and
ful fillment through avarice, sexual conquests, wanderlu st, fam e, and
m i litary glory, only to find disappointment and emptiness at the achieve
ment of each. Far from despairing, the narrator j oyfully anticipates the
closing statement in the preface and the last line in Stirner's book, " Noth
ing i s more to me than myself!"
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So now I call my calling naught!

The world's all mine that comes unsought! 2

Stirner's reference t o Goethe's poem i s not a capitulation to nihilistic de
spair, but an affirmation that individual fulfillment cannot be found in ex
ternal causes where meaning, values, and ideals are imposed on the person.
Fulfillment can only be found in actions that have meaning freely assigned
by the person. Goethe's poem is a rousing and raucous critique of "fixed
ideas" or obsessions that persons believe will bring them happiness. Fixed
ideas only bring disappointment and frustration. The poem states that
meaning, fulfillment, and happiness are more likely to be found in more
mundane activities like sharing a meal and drink with friends.
Stirner's preface specifically addresses the demands and claims of (a)
religion, which is the cause that promotes the interests of God and his
human surrogates, and (b) humanism, which is the cause that promotes
the interests of "Mankind" and those who purport to represent it. But
where is the "cause" that promotes the autonomy, freedom, and dignity
of the individual? Such a cause does not exist, except for that which indi
viduals are able to create for themselves. Such a cause is universally dis
credited and reviled as "egoism" because the external and collectivist
causes that demand the allegiance and submission of the person recog
nize the threat it presents to their power and interests. The purpose of
external causes, such as god and mankind, is to eliminate the self as a
competing cause or an alternative source of allegiance. The practice of
external causes is to extend their control by ensuring that individuals
subordinate their values, meanings, and "concerns" to an allegiance to
god, humanity, or some political ideology.
Stirner's egoism, on the other hand, is an assertion that individuals are
the source of creation, or the assignment of meaning and allegiance, and,
thus, can legitimately base their thoughts and behavior on their own
"concern." "Nothing is more to me than myself" is the expression of
Stirner's egoist rebellion against claims that external causes are the legiti
mate owners of the thought and behavior of the person. The basic ques
tion of the egoist challenge to external causes is: why should the by
products of human interaction acquire more importance than the
individuals who created them? Are social organizations the masters or the
servants of persons? Stirner's preface is a radical individualist deconstruc
tion of the ideological claims that external causes (,pouse for the alle
giance and subordination of the person. It demonstrates that the person is
ultimately responsible for assigning meaning to causes or social move
ments and can legitimately assign meaning to his or her choices.
The preface is important to

The Ego and Its Own

because Stirner begins

to articulate his view of alienation and the power that ideologies and so-
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cial movements have over the individual . His p reface is an initial effort to
deconstruct the ideological claims of social movements for the allegiance
and submission of individuals. Stirner a rticulates this theme as the recur
rent message throughou t the book. The last paragraphs of The Ego and Its
Own return to the statement that "all things are nothing to me."
Commentators such as L6with and Paterson interpret Stirner's signa
ture slogan in the preface as ev idence of his nihilism and solipsism.3 Th is
i s a misrepresentation of Stirner that is based on the studied avoidance o f
his di scussion in both the preface and core o f t h e book. Stirner does not
deny the existence of external causes. He denies their legitimacy. He re
jects the claim that external causes are the absolute source of meaning and
allegiance . He rejects the claim that externa l causes are everything and
that the person is nothing. The person is the "creative nothing" that is the
sou rce of meaning, purpose, and alleg iance. The person can w ithdraw
meaning, purpose, and allegiance from the external cause. While this does
not mean that the externa l cause d i sappears into "nothingness," it d oes
mean that the person can become his or her own cause.
External, institutiona lized causes a re "nothing" because the egoist re
jects the claim that social movements and organizations have the sole
right to structu re the person's thought and behavior. The Ego and Its Own
is in many respects an historical and philosophical articulation of the
theme found in its preface. The book is a critique of organized and insti
tutiona lized "causes" that claim to be everything, relegating the person to
"nothingness." The phi losophy that Stirner p ropounds in The Ego and Its
Own is unabashed ly egoist, but it is unlike the nominalist and atomist
forms of egoism that appear i n the philosophies of Thomas Hobbes and
Jeremy Bentham. Stirner 's philosophy is a form of Hegelianism that ex
plores the implications of the notion of the " free, thinking subject" at i ts
absolute limits. Taking Hegel's argument that the purpose of philosophy
is to promote human freedom more seriously than Hegel or his other
students. The recognition that Stirner's egoism i s either a form of Hege
lianism or a derivative of it has several important implications for the
reading of The Ego and Its Own .
The Ego and Its OWIl is replete with Hegelian concepts and problema tics:
the universal and particular, the objective and subjective, lordship and
bondage, the " in-itself" and the " for-itself, and the potential and actual.
Stirner's rhetoric exudes concepts and ideas that are rooted i n Hegel's
work, particularly from the Philosophy of History, Phenomenology of Spirit,
and Science of Logic.4 Stirner not only adopts facets of Hegel's view of his
tory, he organizes The Ego and Its Own a fter the structure of the Phenome
nology of Spirit and the Science of Logic. He builds a philosophic edifice that
culminates in a concept that encapsulates the body of thought that pre
cedes it. For Hegel, this was the "absolute idea." For Stirner, it is the
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"unique ego." Like Hegel, Stirner is primarily concerned with the prob
lem of alienation as it pertains to the person's alienation from self, but he
attacks other forms of alienation as well. He speaks eloquently and ana
lytically about the person experiencing self as an "otherness," coerced to
accept values and "causes" that serve external, abstract masters. He dis
cusses the degradation of the person as an "egoist" as she or he attempts
to assert self as an autonomous, unique, objective being.
Stirner is also an astute analyst of reification, or the process in which
social and cultural products are conferred an autonomous existence and
acquire the power to subordinate individuals. Stirner is especially inter
ested in the dynamics through which ideologies acquire a determinant
status in society and in the everyday lives of individuals.

Own

The Ego and Its

includes a lengthy critique of "the uncanny," "spooks," "ghosts,"

and "specters," which originally emerge from the creative activities of
human beings, but acquire an institutionalized, independent, material
existence backed by political, economic, and religious power. Stirner's
egoism is a critical philosophy that undermines the reified, objective, ma
terial status that ideologies acquire in favor of the free and unconstrained
choices made by persons as they live their lives. It promotes human lib
eration through an attack on ideological constructions that control indi
vidual thought and behavior through manipulation and coercion.

The Ego and Its Own

is a direct response to the interpretations of Hege

lianism by Ludwig Feuerbach, Bruno Bauer, Moses Hess, and the radical
left in Germany in the 1 840s. Stirner was convinced that the critical phi
losophy prevailing at the time legitimated new forms of oppression and
alienation. The humanist writings of Ludwig Feuerbach and Bruno Bauer
were particularly important stimuli for Stirner's work because he believed
that they created new justifications for domination, rather than providing
a break from them. Feuerbach published his most renowned work,

Essence of Christianity,

in 1 841 .

The
The Essence of Christianity outlined the con

tradictions and illusory interpretation of religion and history in Hegel's
philosophy. Feuerbach promoted a "new philosophy" based on a radical
critique of religion and a humanist or anthropological interpretation of
human experience.5 Feuerbach and Bauer argued that religious or mytho
logical thought has a human foundation in that it projects human quali
ties onto the objective world, and then converts those qualities into an
active subject. All gods have a human, not divine, origin. Religion objecti
fies humanity's essence in an ideal form. Human knowledge about God is
nothing but humanity's knowledge of its own ideal qualities. Religious
consciousness, therefore, is really alienated knowledge about humans
that must be returned to them. The purpose of philosophy is to return the
knowledge that humanity is the subject, not the object, of its own cre
ations, including its knowledge about god. Feuerbach believed that the
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human tendency to externalize and objecti fy its ideal quali ties in religion
cou ld be used to promote prosperity and community on earth. In the hu
manism of Feuerbach and Bauer, "man" became the god of the modern
world . The more politically oriented Hegelian radicals, such as Moses
Hess, Arnold Ruge, Marx, Engels, and Mikhail B akunin appropriated the
arguments of the humanists, applied them to the analysis of class inequal
ity. Each concluded that communism, or soc i alized humanity, was the
means to create the humanist paradise. The Ego al1d Its OWIl ridicules these
notions, but it is tied to the philosophic discourse of the period .
In his critique of Feu erbach and the young Hegelians, Stimer does more
than adopt the rhetoric of Hegelianism . He also a d opts the dia lectic as a
method of argumentation. He does not use the thesis-anti thesis-synthesis
waltz that is frequently but erroneously thought to be the formula for the
Hegelian dialectic. Stimer consistently discusses the conflicts, tensions,
and contradi ctions within social formations and ideologies as a means of
understanding their instability and tendency to change into a new form,
or a "higher presu pposition." The Ego and Its Own focuses on the transcen
dence o f socia l formations by newer forms that both negate their prede
cessors and carry with them emergent conflicts, tensions, and contradic
tions. Stimer is masterful at the use of immanent critique, a dialectica l
method that contrasts what a socia l formation or ideology purports to be
and what it is or what it is becoming in the historical process. He also
practices a type of transcenden tal critique, which opposes the content of a
social formation or ideologies with a standard or principle.6 In Stimer's
case, social formations and ideologies are often contrasted with the quali
ties of the unique ego, his interpretation of the " free, thinking s ubject, " the
phenomenological goal of the Hegelian system.
Additional evidence that Stimer 's egoism i s firmly entrenched in, or
related to, the Hegelian system is found in his use of the concept of
"spirit," or "geis t." For Hegel, Feuerbach, and the young Hegelians, the
concept of "spirit" has meaning that goes far beyom. its religious connota
tions. Spirit refers to an essence, or the basic elements of thought in a
philosophy or a concept. At a more macrolevel, it also refers to the quali
ties that define or characterize a nation or an historical period . Hegelians
frequently refer to Wel tgeist, the thought or spirit o f the world or an em
pire that has global reach, and Zeitgeist, the thought or spirit of an his
torical period. For Stimer, concepts like spirit and essence morph into
reifications far too easily, especially in the humanist writings of Feuerbach
and Bruno Bauer, both of whom saw "Man" as the "higher presupposi
tion" to replace "God." Stimer was very critical of the ten d ency of Feuer
bach and the young HegeIians to speak of spirit and essence as real or
material entities, and not just concepts created b y intellectuals and theo
logians. For Stimer, spirits and essences are an " otherness" and alien .
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They are simply the spooks or ghosts that the "modern men," including
the liberals, socialists, and humanists of modern times, employ to pro
mote their political and ideological agendas. Spirits and essences are
ghostly, uncanny spooks that estrange persons from their own percep
tions, thoughts, and behaviors. They elevate ideas to a status above the
corporeal world, promoting uncritical acquiescence to authoritarian and
collectivist movements and institutions.7
Stirner's dialectical approach to modernity includes his practice of
shifting levels o f analysis to provide a view of phenomena in their fu ll
context. Stirner 's summation and critique of modernity includes three
d istinct levels o f analysis. At the first level, Stirner provides summaries of
the conflicts and contradictions in political economy. Following H egel's
philosophy of history, Stirner is particularly interested in the characteris
tics of "world h istorical" societies or empires. He describes the political
economies of such nations and how their "spirit" is p romoted and en
forced by ruling elites to discipline their populace. When he is focused on
the political economy at the level of entire societies, Stirner speaks of so
cial relations a s social facts that have an external and constraining charac
ter to them . Generally, this appears as a consequence of the political and
economic power that societal elites obtain.
At the second level, Stirner focuses at a more intermediate level o f social
analysis that includes language, culture, and ideology. His critique of
" spirit" is not just a rejection of religious abstractions, but an assault on all
forms of thought, philosophy, and ideology that distort communication,
alienate the creations of human beings, and attempt to place persons in a
subordinate role to cultural creations.8 Much of his analysis of modernity is
concerned with the process of how radical or revolutionary philosophies
and ideologies turn into their opposite: they begin as philosophies of free
dom, but create new fixed ideas and, thus, new forms of enslavement.
At the third level, Stirner directs his attention to individuals and their
interactions in everyday life. He is very interested in how persons contrib
ute to their own subordination as well as how they emancipate them
selves from a lienated and oppressive environments. Stirner's egoist cri
tique

is

thoroughly dia lectical

because

it consistently places

the

phenomena under his microscope into a broader context. While not stated
with the same formality apparent in contemporary social science, Stirner
employs a multilevel analysis that enables him to shift perspectives from
societal politics and economics, to culture and ideology, and to individual
cognition and interaction in everyday life. Stirner's egoism in The

Ego and
Its Own is a sophisticated and multitiered form of dialectical analysis.
The Ego and Its Own critiques the politics, economics, culture, and ideol

ogy of modernity. It is primarily concerned with the direct and indirect
forms of constraint persons encounter in everyday life. It is also a brash
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defense of individual liberty and self-ownership. Stirner is ruthless in his
attacks on the aspects of social and philosophic systems that alienate and
reify the products of human creativity, and subordinate persons to exter
nal interests. Stirner's egoism must be differentiated from other forms of
psychological and ethical egoism. He does not argue that all human be
havior is driven by selfish, egoistic impulses, although he criticizes ide
ologies that denigrate selfish choices by persons. He also does not create
nor argue for an ethical system based on purely egoistic or selfish choices.
His use of "egoism," especially in the first part of the book, has little to do
with the creation of a philosophic position. Instead, he uses "egoism" as
more of a standard for individual resistance to "causes" and institutions
that demand allegiance and subordination. Stirner frequently refers to
"egoism" as though it is the straw man that social movements and ideolo
gies use to discredit persons who refuse to accept the dictates of religious,
ethical or political strictures. "Causes" frequently attack recalcitrant indi
viduals who will not accept domination without a fight as "egoists" who
think only of themselves and not of "loftier" goals, such as the collective
good. "Egoism" is a term of derision that social movements, organiza
tions, and ideologies use to discredit opponents.
For Stirner, egoism has a political meaning: it is a refusal or a rejection
of demands that the person surrender his or her judgment and loyalty to
an external cause. He gleefully adopts the term to mock the derision of
movements and ideologies that promote the sacrifice of individuals.
Stimer speaks in

The Ego and Its Own in the first person frequently, but not

exclusively. The "egoism" in his rhetoric must also be understood from
the same political vantage point. The "I" in

The Ego and Its Own is usually

not a reference to the individual Max Stirner, but to an individual
centered perspective on the world. The "I" in The

Pgl) and Its Own is a type

of phenomenological standpoint that is concerned with person's experi
ence and resistance to religious mystification and political domination. It
is a reference to how persons, as unique beings who cannot be reduced to
externally imposed collectivist abstractions, experience the world they
inhabit and help create.9
Dialectical egoism is a body of ideas with identifiable concepts and
propositions about politics, culture, and individuality. It is a dialectical
methodology that includes observations and interpretations of conflicts
and contradictions within a structured, multilayered social totality. Stirn
er's dialectical approach is sensitive to the interaction of individuals in the
social environment in which they find themselves. He recognizes that
individuals and the external world affect each other. He is very concerned
about the power that movements and organizations have to distort how
persons experience themselves and each other. He acknowledges that
these external causes frequently possess the physical power needed to
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exploit and dominate individuals. l O He nowhere expresses the belief that
persons are completely helpless to defend themselves or unable to resi st
the facets of modernity that seek their submission. Persons have consider
able resources and motivation to resist and undermine those movements
and organizations that seek their enslavement. The ability to resist, and
the aspiration for individual freedom, are sources of resistance and con
flict. They are also the engines for change and historical process. An un
derstanding of Stirner's summation and critique of modernity is depen
dent upon an understanding of his view of historical process, particularly
the transition from antiquity to modernity.

HISTORY AND DIALECTIC:
FROM ANTIQUITY TO MODERNITY
The longest section of the first part of

The Ego and Its Own

discusses

Stirner's notion of historical process and the rise of modernity. He is par
ticularly interested in the (a) distinction between a ntiquity and modernity,
(b) transition from antiquity to modernity, and (c) nature of modernity
and modernist thought. Stirner's historical dialectic is similar to Hegel's i n
that it includes a conception that societies pass from one form t o another
that is qualitatively different as a result of conflicts between major social
and ideological forces. Some of these conflicts have such significance for
humanity that they produce a new "world historical" social formation
with a corresponding

"Weltgeist"

or global perspective. A new societal

form is a "higher presupposition" than the previous sociohistorical for
mation, subsuming and transcending the old. Stimer introduces his
Hegelian methodology in

The Ego and Its Own

by opening his analysis

with a section that contrasts the culture a nd ideology of "the ancients and
the moderns. " In this discussion, he outlines the stages of historical devel
opment that were used by historians and philosophers at the time to un
derstand the fundamental dynamics of sociocultural development. It was
common practice since the Enlightenment to understand history as a se
ries of stages based on the

spirit

or culture and ideology of a city-state,

nation, or continent, such as Rome, Greece, China, and Africa.
Stirner draws much of his discussion of historical process from Hegel's

Philosophy of History,

a series of lectures which were originally delivered

during the 1 820s. 1 1 The purpose of his discussion of the ancients and the
moderns is not to reproduce Hegel's formulations of sociohistorical devel
opment. Stirner is more interested in developing a

critique

of this type of

analysis, especially the image that "moderns" have of themselves as the
apex of historical development. He attacks the idea that the moderns are
spiritually, culturally, and politically superior to the "ancients." The pri-
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mary purpose of Stirner's discussion of historical p rocess sets the stage for
his critique of moderni ty, which is a rejection of the modernist deification
of "Man" or "Humanity." It also articulates his alternative concepts of
dialectical egoism: ownness, the unique one, and the union of egoists .
Stirner's critique does not elevate, validate, or sanctify one culture or his
torica l period over others. He describes and critiques each period as their
characteristics and practices depart from the notion of the individual who
is free of both internal and external constra ints. All cu ltures, nations, and
historical periods are subject to his cri tique of fixed ideas and social pro
cesses that alienate the individual from self. The fixed ideas o f all socio
historica l formations are antithetical to the u nique ego.
In the ca se of the Hegelians, socialists, and communists, the discussion
o f the stages of historical process had the effect o f elevating the present
over the past. Some of these formulations d rew parallels between societal
development and individual development, following social evolution
from childhood to maturity. Or, they argued that one historical period
positioned a particu lar social class for societal leadership and control.
These s chemas of historical change u sually entailed the idea that any one
historica l period was superior to its pred ecessors. Consequently, a hierar
chy of historical periods was either explicitly stated or implicit in the
analysis. Hegel's Philosophy of History traces societal development through
d istinct historical periods that include the Oriental, the Greek, the Roman,
and the Christian. In Hegel's stu dies, historical development cu lminates
in the culture and politics of the Christian-Germanic civilization, with the
Prussian state presented as the realization of freedom, right, and justice
on earth. For Hegel, "Only that which i s an object of freedom may be
called an Idea." The principle driving social change in Hegelian thought
i s progress "of the consciousness of freedom" and the actual ization of
freedom on earth.12 The true content o f history is the "realization of the
self-consciousness of freedom." The purpose of the stu dy of history is to
recognize that the replacement o f one social form by another is progress
toward the realization of freedom .
The historical schematic that Stirner d i scusses in the first part of The Ego
and Its Own includes several broad, pre-Christian historical periods de
scribing the ancients. It approximates Hegel's characterization in the Phi
losophy of History. Stirner begins his discussion w ith the d isclaimer that he
does not believe that the idea about "hierarchy" in historical development
is sound . He describes a schema of the historical development of human
thought because it "may contribute towards m aking the rest clear." Far
from echoing Hegel, he paves the way for the unique ego and the union
of egoists as the concrete alternative to modernity.
Stirner says very little about the cultural dynamics of the early period
of antiquity, except that it represents the pree m inence of the cu ltures of
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Egypt and North Africa. The early period o f antiquity represents a time o f
dependence of humans o n nature and the collectivity, particularly i n
spirit, culture, a n d ideology. Stirner describes the differentiation of the
"me" and the " not-me" as the basic challenge that individuals confront in
the social systems of antiquity. His interest is in how the sense of self de
veloped historica lly as an entity that is autonomous from both God and
the social collectivity. In the initial period of human development, the
value of " me" is diminished as the "not-me" of nature and the objective
world is too indomitable and immovable to be consumed and a bsorbed,
or effectively challenged, b y the "me." In antiquity, individuals are pro
foundly dependent on the external world, including nature and the social
collectivity, b oth materially and symbolically. The autonomy and resis 
tance of individuals t o culture, society, a n d authority is d i fficul t in a n
historical context in which nature dominates survival a n d social life. I n
antiquity, the " I " bows t o the "truth o f the world, mundane relations, and
the natural ties of b lood . " 1 3
A s Stirner 's analysis shifts t o later periods o f antiquity, includ ing the
ascendance of the Greek and Roman cultures, he focuses on the domi
nance, permanence, and immovability of institutionalized patterns o f
thought a n d behavior. Individuals i n these cultures begin t o d i fferentiate
themselves from others and nature, but socia l institutions promote and
enforce habitual, routine, and uncritical behaviors. In the later periods of
pre-Christianity, such a s the Greek city-states and the Roman empire, con
formity, and compliance are the critical cultural values. They are the pri
mary expectations for individual behavior. In the realms of religion, cul
ture, and ideology, this h istorical period elevated "moral habituation," or
the subordination o f individual thought to faith and morality, above indi
vidual judgment, innovation, and change. Moral habituation has many
functions for social control and organization. Paramount among these is
the ideological function of validating the existence of a supreme being
who is the gatekeeper of entry into heaven upon death . Stirner argues that
one of the major accomplishments of late antiquity is the creation of the
concept of heaven. Heaven provides the individual in an alienated envi
ronment with a fantasy in which "nothing alien regu lates and rules him
any longer." The person's negation by society, a lienation from others, and
combat against the world end s in heaven. Heaven is the p lace of the free
enjoyment of self. Stirner maintains that the social and cultural changes
within the latter period of antiquity only reformed and ameliorated the
domination of the individual by nature and the collective. They did not
annihilate the prevailing societal and cultural patterns of antiquity. As
Stirner puts i t, " [ t]he substance, the object, remains." Human beings now
have a heaven or a world of spirits, ghosts, and specters, separate from the
material world, to find solace, freedom, and fulfillment.
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Everyday life in antiquity wa s characterized by the domination of indi

viduals and societies by nature, or the harsh, material, physical realities o f
t h e worl d . B u t everyday life w a s supported by a s p iritual world that of
fered a respite from nature. The conflict between the p ractical necessity o f
extracting food, clothing, a n d shelter from nature, a n d the nether worl d
of spirits, ghosts, and specters, was replicated in philosophic and reli
gious d iscourse. Stirner argues that the antagonism between the practical
orientation of humanity's interaction with natu re, and the fantasy inher
ent in its interaction with spirits and the heavens, was expressed in the
conflict between the Sophists and Socrates . B oth the Sophists and Socrates
undermined the domination of society and individuality by the folk
spirit, or i deology, of Greek cu lture. The Sophists offered ideas and teach
ings that had practical significance as persons a ttempted to meet their
material needs, or pursu e their particular goals and interests. The Soph
ists were masters of dialectic or argumentative thought that challenged
the prevailing objectivity of Greek culture. They taught the ability to ef
fectively pu rsue one's particular goa ls and interests in everyday com
merce. Even their a phorism, "Man i s the measure o f all things" affirms a
type of particularity or individuality. It is a notion that right is merely the
ability of the person to meet h i s or her nee d s in a materialist and com
petitive environment.
Socrates is significant in historical d ia lectic because he founded ethics
in opposition to the sensual, materialist, realist, and practice-oriented
philosophy of the Sophists . The Socratic d i a lectic helped lay the founda
tion for the transition from antiquity to modernity. For Socrates, i t was not
sufficient for individuals to pursue com merce, enjo y life, and free them
selves from the constraints of nature. Part of what it means to be human,
from a Socratic perspective, is to temper or di rect i n d ividual or particu lar
interests with a concern for the " true," the good," and the "just." Persons
II

must be "pure hearted ." While the Sophists cultivated the understand ing,
Socrates wanted to cultivate the heart. Persons must examine their moti
vations and choose to serve the "good cause," not merely their self
interests. Life, without ethics, lacks value and is not worth living from the
perspective of living a fully human life. Hegel thought Socrates was sub
versive of antiquity because he promoted individual j u dgment against
tradition and prejudice. Socrates certainly threatened social order and
political authority because he encouraged his stu d ents to challenge the
objectivity of received wisdom with subjective reflection on "the good"
and other transcendent concepts.
Stirner agrees with Hegel that Socrates subverts a ntiquity, but for a d i f
ferent reason. In his conflict with the Sophists, Socrates insisted that indi
viduals serve the "good cause," that they subordinate themselves to a
transcendent idea, or, using Stirner 's word, a "specter." Socrates helped
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undermine antiquity because he destroyed the separation between the
material and spiritual worlds. The material world must be subord inate to
the spiritu a l world. Ethics, or a commitment to " the good," must direct
the behavior of individuals. Socrates was a powerful historical champion
of redirecting the motivation of individuals toward transcend ent id eas,
such as "justi ce, " and away from particular, subjective pursuits. The
"good life" entails living a ccording to transcendent ideas abou t the
"good." It is the subordination of action to generalized concepts of right
and value. Socrates was executed for subverting law and order in the
Greek city-states. His h istorical significance is much broader, according to
Stirner, because h e also helped subvert antiquity in its entirety by p romot
ing the infusion of the corporeal world with ideas, specters, and ghosts.
Socrates contributed to the destruction of the boundaries b etween the
material and the spiritu a l .
The conflict b etween t h e sensual orientation of antiquity and t h e spiri
tual orientation of modernity was also expressed in the conflicts between
Judaism and Christianity. Judaism maintained the sensual notion that life
is to be enjoyed, that the senses matter, and that it is appropriate for indi
viduals to orient themselves toward the world of things . The Christians
challenged Judaism by creating a faith based on a God who was also a
man. The pre-Christian separation between the corporeal and spiritual
world was shattered by the birth, life, and resurrection of Jesu s . Ulti
mately, fa ith in the d ivinity o f Jesus, not his corporeal ity, mattered to the
Christians, again subordinating the material to the spiritu a l . A s i milar
conflict appeared between the Romans and the Christians. The Roman
philosophies of Stoicism and Epicureanism were both oriented toward
the senses and the material world . Both defined ethics as the search for, or
cu ltivation of, "wisdom," knowing how to live in thi s life, or managing
tragedy and fin d ing value in a physical world. The Stoics and Epicureans
gave preference to everything private, personal, and sensua l . They di
rected their philosophies toward the individual's encounter w ith a physi
cal world that offered both pain and pleasure, traged y and enjoyment.
The Christians, on the other hand, elevated faith in the divine nature of
Jesus as the fundamental principle of their religion, their cause, and their
social movement.
The conquest of Rome by Christianity signals the first victory of moder
n ity. But modernity took centuries to develop and refine the "dominion of
the mind." For Stirner, the most powerful expression of the Christian, mod
ernist world is in the philosophy and science that developed in the period
from after the fall of Rome to work of the Young Hegelians. In this period,
the mind becomes omnipotent, thought becomes sacred, and corporeality
becomes meaningless. Descartes' dictum, cogito ergo sum, is perhaps the
clearest, most succinct expression of the modernist Weltgeist: existence and
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identity a re reduced to thought. Modernity is the "dominion of the mind."
Modernity boasts about i ts historical victory over antiquity,
I have struggled until I won my ownership of the world. It has ceased to be
overpowering, unapproachable, sa cred, divine, for me; it is undeified, and
now I treat it so entirely as I please . . . . The world has become prosaic, for
the divine has vanished from it: it is my property, which I dispose of as I
(namely, the mind) choose . 1 4

What distingu ishes the world o f antiqu ity from modern ity is that the
former generated and made peace with the existence of spiritual beings,
w h i l e the latter wrestled to understand and dominate them . The ancients
crea ted sp irits, built the heavens, and estab l i shed a detente with them .
They did not storm the heavens or challenge the basic constructs inherent
in rel i g ion, cultu re, and ideology. The ancients did not seek to elim inate
the boundaries between the earth and the heavens. They i nterpreted their
place in the cosmos as dictated by nature.
So antiqu ity finishes with the world of things, the order of the world, the
world a s a whole; but to the order o f the world, o r the things of this world,
belong not only nature, but all relations in which man sees himself placed by
nature. I S

The " inheritance o f antiqu ity" i s a material o r corporeal world that lies
dead and despised at the feet of the modems. I t i s far beneath the mod
erns, their thoughts, their spirits, and their heaven . The moderns console
themselves with the notion that the senses are deceived by the material
world, b u t the world cannot fool the spirit or the m ind . Modernity is
spiritu a l freedom. The spirit is unchained, it i s above the bonds of nature,
emancipated, supernal, and free of the physical worl d .
In contrast t o antiquity, the prevai ling ethic o f the modem p eriod i s
creation, innovation, and change, " to wreck a l l customs in order t o p u t
n e w and better customs i n their place." Thus, the modems a r e preoccu
pied w ith " storming the heavens," dominating nature, and overthrowing
old regimes, beliefs, and norms to install new regimes, beliefs, and norms
that reinfo rce the dominion of spirit or the mind. Hence, a s antiqu ity dis
sembled and modernity emerged, the Jews overthrew the heaven and
gods of the Greeks, the Christians overthrew the supreme being and
heaven of the Jews, and the Protestants overthrew the supreme being and
heaven of the Catholics. Enlightenment philosophy and science over
threw the supreme being and heaven of the Protestants. Each transforma
tion sought to create a realm of freedom i n spirit, thought, and mind. With
the rise of Christianity, especially, the social world is infused with spirits,
and life i s subordinated to a spiritual cause.
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Stirner alleges that each transformation in the movement from antiq
uity to modernity reformed and strengthened the belief system that al
ready existed : a concept of a supreme being and a heaven that provides
refuge from alienation and domination. In the modernist revolutions of
religion, philosophy, and science, humans express their enmity to the su
preme being and heaven of antiqu ity. However, they reconstruct both in
the form of new spirits and new causes. Stirner prefigures his chal l enge
to modernity by asking, when will humans at last really find themselves?
When will they finally annihilate the supreme being and heaven? When
w i l l the search for the "immortality of the soul" change to the "mortality
of the mind?" 1 6
Stirner does not limit h i s description o f the rise o f modernism with
comments on religion. Instead, he extends his critique into a d iscussion of
critical philosophy, which is clearly directed at Hegel, the Young Hege
l ians, and, especially, Feuerbach. The philosophy of H egel, the Young
Hegelians, and Feuerbach overthrew the God and heaven of Protestant
ism in the effort to create a modernist "heaven on earth ." Stirner is as
much of an opponent of this philosophic " realm of spirit" as those created
by the ancients in their religions. Among the moderns, the supreme being
and the realm of spirits and ghosts find their "right standing" in the criti
cal or speculative phi losophy of H egel and Feuerbach . I n philosophy, the
" freedom of the spirit" and "immortality of the mind" exist in the realm
of universal, transcendent, and absolute thoughts, concepts, and ideas,
which are taken as the unassailable, objective reality. The political task of
modern philosophy and science is to humanize the universal and univer
salize the human. It is to create, promote, and impose the transcendent
and the absolute on society and individuality. Modernity brings the tran
scendent and absolute to earth, su bordinating life to the m .
Stirner concludes his d iscussion of the ancients a n d t h e moderns with
the observation that humans will never really vanquish "shamanism" and
free themselves from a world inhabited by spooks and ghosts until they
reject the belief in ghosts or spirits, and the belief in "spirit" itself: the
prevailing ideas embedded in culture that mediate and regulate the
thoughts and behaviors of individuals. This means that it is as important
to critique the abstract, transcendent concepts in critical philosophy as it
is to critique the religious and cultural concepts of the ancients. Feuer
bach's modernist concept of "Man" or "Humanity" was elevated as the
new supreme being d estined to govern society, culture, and ideology. The
function of philosophy, science, and religion in the modern world is to
promote and fix eternal and absolu te concepts . Thus, scientific and moral
laws serve the new supreme being.
Stirner 's historical dialectic includes the notion that macrolevel socia l
movements, causes, regimes, a n d ideologies chal lenge, attack, a n d super-
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sede old, decaying social formations . Marx and Engels attacked Stirner
for his "ideal istic" analysis that ignored a material ist analysis of history
based on class conflict. Stirner's analysis of the rise of modernity includes
a concept of class confl ict. He understands and appreciate the role of "ma
terial" socia l dynamics. Stirner's analysis is mu ltidimensiona l and multi
tiered . It includes both "ideal ist" and "materialist" dimensions. It exam
ines these at the macrolevels of politics and economics, a midrange level
of cu lture and ideology, and a microlevel of cogni tion and interaction in
everyday life. Stirner emphasizes philosophy, culture and preva iling
ideas, but he recogn izes that ideas have social and historical importance
because they are imposed on society and individuals by causes, move
ments, and institu tions . Ideas enter into society and history. They become
a material force through the practical a ctions of human beings. J 7 His
analysis of the rise of modern ity is focused on the process by which tran
scendent or genera lized concepts dom inate social life.
Like Hegel and Marx, Stirner presents a broad "hierarchy" of historica l
periods tha t prov ides some detail to his discussion of the transition from
antiquity to modernity, specifica lly, the rise of the Christian and European
nations and the dissolution of the Egyptian-African and Chinese-Asian
em pires . 1 s Stirner rejects the notion that historical change, the transcen
dence of one regime by another, enta ils the realization of freedom or soci
etal progress of any type. Modern ity is not superior to antiqu ity and it is
not a benchmark in humanity's perfection or a presumed march to utopia.
Sti rner is critical of the ancients, the moderns, and the incipient postmod
ernist th inkers he encounters. Stirner is also suspicious of the facts taken
as history, and the historical method itself. The historical method helps
articu late his critique of "fixed ideas" and identifies the qualities of "own
ness" and the unique ego. It is d i fficu lt to find in his discu ssion any asser
tion or implication that any one regime, race, cul tu re, or historical period
is superior or preferable to another. His discussion of the transition from
antiqu i ty to modernity lays a foundation for an understanding of the
struggle of the individual against society and state in all historical peri
ods, the central idea of dialectical egois m . The Ego and Its Own describes
the struggle of the individual against the social order in a definite histori
cal context: modernity. It is important to examine how Stirner character
izes the modern world, why it generates alienation, and how it is a prob
lem for individuality and self-ownership.

ALIENATION AND REIFICATION IN MODERNIST THOUGHT

Stirner a rgues in The Ego and Its Own that Ludwig Feuerbach and B runo
Bauer articulated the most advanced and clearest statements on the cul-
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tural and ideological characteristics of modernity, even though both were
radical critics of Christianity and Hegelianism. Both Feuerbach and Bauer
were principled philosophic rebels who sought to overthrow the domina
tion of culture and philosophy by Christian theology. Both paid dearly for
their radicalism. Bauer was incarcerated for his political activism. Neither
was able to retain a teaching position because of his atheism. Both sought
to undermine the a lienation they believed was inherent in the Christian
world view. As far as Stirner was concerned, however, Feuerbach and
Bauer were thoroughly modernist men of the "new times." They had
merely created a new form of a lienation and reinforced the modernist
"dominion of the mind." The critique of modernity in The Ego and Its Own
is a refutation of Feuerbach's and Bauer's view of alienation.
Stirner 's principal objection to modernity is that i t subordinates l i fe,
nature, and the person to "the dominion of the mind." To the ancients, the
world was a real m of material, worldly things that were "given." Nature
and the corporeal individual were the unassailable truth, the dogma that
held captive the thought and behavior of individuals. Antiquity was chal
lenged by newer forms of thought, especially Christianity, that challenged
the old forms in the guise of an incipient humanism that offered liberation
and fulfil lment through a synthesis of both the material and the spiritua l .
The Protestant Reformation w a s a pivotal event i n t h e evolution of mo
dernity because it promised a "warm-hearted" humanism, a universal
love of humanity, a consciousness of individual freedom and d ignity, and
a "consciousness of itself and its covenant with people." But the "warm
hearted" humanism of Protestantism negates the a ffection and warm
heartedness for the corporeal person with "hide and hair." It favors a
"pure" theoretical love for humanity. The a ffection for individual persons
i s " treason" against the pure, theoretical love of humanity in Christianity
and humanism . The "pure warm-hearted ness" of Protestantism, Christi
anity, humanism, is warm hearted toward nobody in particu lar, "it is only
a theoretical interest, a concern for man as man, not as a person." The
individual, the person, the physica l entity, is repulsive to humanism in all
forms because it is not the abstraction: humanity. 1 9
What finally d efined modernity after centuries of conflict among Chris
tians, scientists, atheists, and humanists, is the "spirit," the essence, the
abstraction, the "ideal type." Modernity is thus characterized by an "ali
enness" that counterposes the "spirit" or the realm of abstractions and es
sences against individuals who have a physical existence. The person is not
the spirit and the spirit is not the person. Feuerbach and the humanists la
bored to liberate humans from the alienation of religious thought that
sought the essence of humanity in the "other world." Feuerbach believed
that God is only the externalized human essence. He demanded that this
externalized human essence be recognized as such and returned to "this
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world." God is nothing more than "the human essence" reflected in an
ideal form. The task of philosophy for the humanists is to return this self
knowledge to human beings as a collectivity, which entails a revolutionary
transformation of culture and ideology. Hu manism redefines "spirit" and
challenges the Christian foundations of modern thought and society.
Feuerbach argues that modern thought must abandon theology and the
philosophy of religion in favor of psychology and anth ropology. It must
recognize "anthropology as itself theology." Anthropology, the study of
humanity from a collective and historical perspective, is the means to "at
tain a true, self-satisfying identity of the divine and human being, the iden
tity of the human being with itself." Feuerbach says that the alternatives to
his position can only be a "half measure - a thing o f the imagination - a
perversion, a distortion." All division o f the d ivine and the human, or sepa
ration of the divine and the human, must be abolished in favor of the "true
identi ty" of human being, or the unity of the human nature with itself."2o
In Christianity, the most advanced form of thought in the modern period,
fa ith in the divinity of Jesus binds peopl e to each other and is the basis of
the person's relationship to the external world. Feuerbach argues that once
anthropology replaces theology as the prevailing explanation of human
being, the role of faith in Christianity will be replaced by "love." There is a
contradiction between faith and love that must be resolved in favor of love.
Whereas the Christian dictum states that "God is love," the humanist says
that "love is the supreme being." Feuerbach argues that the Christians have
it backwards: God is not love. Instead, love is God. For Feuerbach, "God,"
or the subject in the Christian dictum, i s "the darkness in which faith
shrouds itself; the predicate is the light which first illuminates the intrinsi
cally d ark subject."21 The method of critical or specu lative philosophy is
merely to invert the subject and the predicate.
If faith is the subject and love is the predicate,
Love does not alone fill my soul : I leave a place open for my uncharitableness
by thinking of God as a subject in distinction from the pred icate. It is there
fore inevitable that at one moment I lose the thought of love, at another the
thought of Cod . 22

The problem with Christian love, for F euerbach, is that it is a "particular,
limited love" that does not abolish the d istinction b etween "Christianity
and heathenism." Its "particularity is in contra d iction with the nature of
love, an abnormal, loveless love." Christian love i s love mediated by God,
the extern a l supernatural being, and the social institutions erected to im
p lement his word on earth. True l ove, however, needs no special title or
authority, and i t needs no external mediation. I t is the "un iversal law of
intelligence and Nature; it is nothing else than the realization of the unity
of the species through the medium of moral sentiment." The type of love
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envisioned in F euerbach's humanism is presumably superior to faith be
cause it is founded on the "unity of the species, the unity of intelligence
on the nature of mankind."23 Feuerbach and the Young Hegelians be
l ieved that the nature of God and faith is "nothing else than the nature o f
man placed out of man, conceived a s external t o man." Truth and human
liberation are nothing else than the "reduction of the extra-human, super
natural, and antirational nature of God to the natural, immanent, inborn
nature of man."24 Feuerbach's humanism is an atheism that seeks (a) the
abolition of God as a metaphysical or suprahuman entity, and (b) its re
placement, or reconstruction, with the idea that humanity is God, the
absolute, the supreme being. The supreme being is "humanity" expressed
and interpreted in an ideal, essential, or spiritual form.
The Young Hegelians believed that Feuerbach made a s ignificant theo
retical advance over Hegelian thought and laid the philosophic ground
work for a revolutionary transformation of Europe that would eliminate
alienation in culture, economics, and politics. Stirner dissented from the
prevailing view of Feuerbach. Feuerbach does not d iscard religion. In
stead, he clutches, in despair, at the "total substance of Christianity,"
dragging it out of heaven to make humanity appear a s God . Feuerbach
still yearns for the "other world" of rel igion. Unlike Christianity, he wants
to bring it to earth. Stirner issues a challenge to the humanists by saying
that it does not matter whether the ideal form of humanity is viewed ex
ternally as God or viewed internally as the "essence of man." The person
is neither God nor "man." The person is neither some sort of supreme
outward essence nor a supreme inward essence. The person cannot be
reduced to a n essence or to a species. Feuerbach has really created a false
dichotomy b ecause Christians tend to think of the supreme being in both
kinds of " otherworldliness, the inward and outward." The "Spirit o f
God" also " dwells w ithin u s , " a ccording t o the Christians. Like t h e "Spirit
of God," the essence of humanity, "dwells in heaven and dwells in us; we
poor things are just its ' d welling,' and force it to move to us bag and bag
gage, then we, its earthly apartments, will be badly overcrowded ."25
What d ifference does it really make if Feuerbach humanizes the divine
and mystifies the human by recreating the supreme being a s an essence
or spirit that dwells on earth? Human beings are just its " dwelling." From
the standpoint of the individual, the essence, ideal, or spirit i s not the
person. It is di fferent, something alien . While Feuerbach and the human
ists intended to overthrow the domination of thought by theology, they
succeeded only in creating a new theology and a new form of alienation.
By bringing the spirit down to earth, Feuerbach and the humanists man
aged to "spiritualize" the whole world, to make the physical and social
worlds an "enigmatical ghost," to make the world "uncanny" and haunted
by spooks. With Christianity, the "word became flesh." With Feuerbach's
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humanism, the world became spiritualized, u ncanny, enchanted, haunted
by essences and spirits. As humanity becomes s piritualized, it also becomes
sacred . The sacred is always al ien, uncanny, strange, and unfamiliar. The
essence of "Man" or humanity "reaches beyond every ind ividual." It is not
his or her essence. It is a general, universal, and higher essence. For the
atheists and the humanists, humanity, the "highest essence," is sacred .
Those who revere it become saints and whatever they do becomes saintly.
H uman action, in contradiction to Feuerbach's intent, once again becomes
mediated by an external, spiritual being: humanity or the " essence of Man."
Love, which is the most sacred, saintly activity for the humanists when it is
universa l, becomes the new faith. Human thought and behavior are once
again alienated and subordinated to an external, spiritual entity.
Stirner argues that modernist philosophy and science are the s earch for
essences and foundations. The basic methodology of humanism is to
search for the essence by first separating and d egra ding the " misappre
hended appearance" to a "bare semblance," "a deception," "empty ap
pea rance," or "deceitfu l appearance." The concern of philosophy and
science is not with the world of appearance but w ith the realm of es
sences. Some of the essences derived from appearances are thought to be
good. For Feuerbach, the essence of human feeling is "love" and the es
sence of human thought is "truth . " Other essences are labeled "bad."
Regardless, the search for essences and the discarding of phenomenal ap
pearance is the m ethodology of humanism or modern thought. The one
sided search for essences subverts the realm of everyday life in which
persons have a "this worldly," material reality and interact with each
other a s physical beings . In everyday life, individuals are not essences to
each other. But, in modernist systems of knowledge, they have a " higher
essence" hidden within. Stimer argues that for the humanists, this "higher
essence," the tru th of humanity, calls forth a mutual reverence i f it is rec
ognized as such. If the "h igher essence" is not recognized, the mutual
reverence is not forthcoming. Individuals a ppear as merely "perishable
bodies" to each other. When the "higher essence" i s mutually recognized,
persons do not actually recognize, respect, or revere each other, but only
the "higher essence" that is hidden w ithin them .
In humanism, "Humanity" or "Man" is the truth w ithin persons. Their
physical existence is a mere "mortal veil" that covers the truth and must
be exposed as mere "deceitful semblance." For F eu erbach, "Man" was a
u niversal, a general truth, not a particu lar individual. For Marx, "class"
was the u niversal, general truth . For race theorists and multiculturalists,
"race" and "ethnicity" are universal, general truths. For sexists and femi
nists, "gender" is a universal, general truth. The individual in humanist
thought is a mere vessel that carries the u niversa l in a physical, particular
form. The person, in his or her particularity, does not matter to humanism
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or modern thought. The individual, the particular, is subordinate to the
essence. The thoughts and feelings that individuals have for themselves
and each other - if they cherish self and other, find nourishment in self
and other, satisfy the needs of self and other - is mere egoism, particular
ity. It is a selfish refusal to honor the hallowed specters or ghosts derived
by modern philosophy and science. Stirner concludes that the humanist
methodology that knows, acknowledges, and respects essences alone is
nothing more than religion. It is an inverted perspective that sees truth
only in the realm of essences, spooks, and ghosts.
The alienated world of humanist modernity is not only haunted, it has
the attributes of a "corporeal ghost." As Stirner says, "Indeed, it ' walks, '
i t i s uncanny through a n d through, i t i s the wandering seeming-bod y of
a spirit, it is a spook. " Humanity, the "higher essence, the spirit, that
walks in everything, is at the same time bound to nothing, and only 'ap
pears' in it. Ghosts in every corner! " 26
A ghostly world surrounds you everywhere; you are always having appari
tions or visions. Everything that appears to you is only the phantasm of an
indwelling spirit, is a ghostly "apparition"; the world is to you only a "world
of appearances, " behind which the spirit walks. You "see spirits."2?

Stirner called the essences fetishized by Feuerbach and the left Hegelians
"fixed ideas." Fixed ideas subordinate humans to their power and control .
Feuerbach and the left Hegelians sought to overturn the alienated world of
Christianity by inverting the subject and predicate, by making the human
the subject and the divine the predicate, but they succeeded only in creating
a new form of alienation in which the human essence is taken to be the new
absolute idea or the new supreme being. "Man" or humanity is the fixed
idea that becomes the standard of all truth and value. It is an alien concept
that reduces persons to appearances and semblances. Stirner says that the
fixed idea is "an idea that has subjected the man to i tself." It "fixes" reality
as a realm which elevates essences, specters, and ghosts to the subject or
absolute idea, and reduces persons to the predicate. Feuerbach's modern
ism demands that the supremacy and corporeality of the human essence be
taken on faith. Stirner argues that fixed ideas are not only in the philosophic
pronouncements of the modernists, they also appear in the churches, news
papers, parliaments, and everyday discourse.
Fixed ideas are analogous to delusions. They achieve a "firm footing"
because they are supported with social and political power. Fixed ideas
become sacred and attract the fanatical devotion among the humanists,
no less than the Christians and other religious movements. "Moral faith is
as fanatical as religious faith."28 Stirner says that the humanists, although
they have thrown off Christianity, still retain the dogma of faith" because
/I

of their belief in morality and moral commandments. Morality is the new,
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eterna l, absolu te, unassailable body of ideas that structures human
thought and beha vior, generally backed by the power of the state to en
sure compliance. Individuals are expected and coerced to subm it to the
external, objective, sacred, and reified requi rements for human thought
and behavior. In the place of free inquiry and critical, independent
though t, the humanists substitute new dogmas and reduce thought to
fixed ideas. They intend for the mind to " shed the snake-skin of religion ."
Modernist humanism reconstructs the mind a s a machine that eschews
free thought in favor of sacred concepts and fixed ideas. Modernity recon
s tructs determ inacy and eschews indeterminacy and creativity.
In advanced modernity, the humanists no longer say "God is love . "
I nstead, they s a y "love i s divine." Love for t h e essence of "Man," which
is operational ized in everyday life, is the basis for transforming social
relations and recreating a post-Christian social order. The emphasis on
mora l i ty transforms, but also recrea tes the rationale for obed ience to au
thori ty. In antiqu i ty and the earlier periods of modernity, submission to
au thority was largely based on a sacred d u ty to obey the almighty, su per
natural dei ty. In the latter periods of moderni ty, when science and ra tio
na lism began to chal lenge Christian hegemony, "morality" became the
standard of tru th and va lue in social relations . I n the post-Christian era,
individuals are expected to subordinate the i r judgment a n d behavior to
morality, ethics, or "the good ." Morality or "civic virtue" is the "funda
mental pillar of social life and the state," or the dominion of reason and
natural law. The differentiation of the " moral" from the "immoral" be
came the primary arbiter of thought and behavior. "Morality" is the most
important fixed idea in modernity because it identifies and disciplines
selfish, rebellious, and sacrilegiou s thoughts and behaviors. Moral com
mandments proffered by elites in the state, the med ia, th e schools, and the
churches achieve the status of fixed ideas through their enforcement by
law and uncritical acceptance by individuals.
The generalized, universal, abstract love promoted by humanists i s ac
tually the new piety. Fanatical loyalty to humanist spooks replaces fanati
cal loya lty to the spooks of religion. Abstract love is the legitimation for
submiss ion to the state and culture of modernity. Far from abolishing the
uncritical acceptance of authority and domination, humanism recreates
new forms of authority and domination with a kinder, gentler rhetorical
flourish. Love is operationalized in everyday l i fe as morality, and moral
ity is the piety of humanism . Just a s morality becomes the new piety,
"natural law" provides the content of morality and becomes the new di
vine law. The core concepts of humanism that regulate behaviors among
persons, "natural law," "natural understanding," "natural right," and
" natural justice," are cloaked in the rhetor i c of science, rationalism, and
secularism . They are nevertheless equiva lent to their religious or divine
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counterparts since they are thought to be a priori, universal, eternal, and
absolute; that is, they are simply "bu ilt into" the landscape of l i fe awai ting
d iscovery by philosophy, law, and science. The laws of nature, reason, and
justice are beyond challenge by ordinary individuals. They purport to be
universal and they depend on elites or technical specialists for their rev
elation, interpretation, and application to individual behavior and social
life. The defining characteristic of natural law, reason, and justice is that
they are prescriptions for thought and behavior that are inherent in the
natu re of things. The laws of nature, reason, and justice are given, not
constructed . They are known only through the appropriate methodology
that is available to a select few.
Self-renunciation is one of the most important implications of the hu
manism of "modern times. " It is a critical feature of Stirner's theory of
reification: the reduction of thought to a mechanism.29 Reification i s based
on the existence of fixed ideas and decisions by individuals to recognize
them and submit their own consciousness and will to them . Reification is
partially a social phenomenon in that social institutions identify and ele
vate idea s as necessary determinants of the thoughts a n d behaviors o f
individuals. But reification is also an outcome of the choices of ind ividu
als if they submit to societal d emands that they serve causes or ideals that
are more important than their feelings, thoughts or desires. It i s a renun
ciation of self, or a renunciation of the person's ability to participate in the
organization of his o r her l i fe. Subsequent to the person's decision to sub
mit to a fixed idea, the person renounces ownership o f the goals, values,
and aspirations that structure his or her behavi or; they ceas e to be the
p roperty of the person. The person claims, perhaps in bad faith, that they
no longer belong to him or her. Self-renunciation is an a lienation or es
trangement o f thought and value in which persons v iew thei r goals and
b ehavior, as well as those of other persons, from a " foreign" or external
standpoint that surveys and despises the "impure" motives and a ctions of
human beings. Anticipating somewhat Ayn Rand's notion of a ltruism,
Stirner equates self-renunciation with "unselfishness," or he identifies
self-renunciation as one dimension of unselfishness or altruism.30 Stirner
argues that unselfishness occurs when the person "disposes" of thoughts
and values as his or her own property, and treats them as fixed ideas,
which acqu ire a "stubbornness" and become the m aster of the person .
Self-renu nciation, unselfishness, is the p rocess of dissolving the self as a
competent, autonomous entity capable of making decisions, a cting on
them, and accepting responsibility for their consequences .
Self-renunciation also has an external, societal component that inhibits
the development of competent, autonomous selves. Stirner notes that
there is a d ifference between those feelings and thoughts that a re "one's
own" or "aroused in me," and those that are "imparted," "imposed," and
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" d icta ted" to the person . The latter are feel ings and thou ghts that are
p ropounded by social institutions in the interest of ensuring subm ission
to authority and ma intaining social order. Stirner u ses the examples of
ed ucation, relig ion, politics, and cu lture to develop the point that social
institutions, at a minimum, encourage or promote self-renunciation in the
interest of the "external standpoint" of the collectivity and religious and
pol itica l au thori ties .
Who is there that has never, more or less consciously, noticed that o u r whole
education is calculated to prod u ce feelings in us, i nstead of leaving their
prod u ction to ou rselves however they may turn out? If we hear the name of
God, we are to feel veneration; i f we hear that o f the prince's majesty, it i s to
be received with reverence, deference, submission; if we hear that of moral
ity, we are to think that we hem something inviolable.�l

Self-renunciation is fostered by social institutions. It entails an inverted
relationship between the individual and the object of thought and behav
i or. The object becomes the subject. The person becomes the predicate. In
the socialization process, the person loses the abil ity to create or to par
ticipate in the creation of knowledge. The person is relegated to the role
o f " learning," or fixated on an inert external object. The person is reduced
to passively observing, knowing, or fathoming the object, instead of dis
solving, u sing, or consuming the object as an active subject. What is "im
parted" is objective, external, and alien, it is not "our own ." It becomes
sacred and is "hard work" to resist o r to "lay aside."
The process of socialization, or any interaction between the person and
the social institu tion, is also a process of potential resistance and control.
Self-renunciation is the victory of the social institution; it is the outcome of
the conflict between the person and the institution over the n a ture of reality
and knowledge. Stuffed with the " lofty thoughts," "eternal principles," and
"inspiring maxims" of the imparted feelings promoted by social institu
tions, the person matures, accepts defeat, renounces self. In Stirner's dialec
tical egoism, the specific content of reification may vary by society and
historical period, but it always entails a lien, fixed ideas and the renuncia
tion of the ability of individuals to create mind, self, and society. In the ad
vanced stages of modernity, reification has a humanist content and rhetoric
that emerged from the major tensions and conflicts in modernism, particu
larly in the struggle of philosophy and science against religion.

THE TRANSFORMATIONS OF MODERNIST THOUGHT
Philosophy and science triumph in modernity as the only valid forms of
consciousness and discourse. They defeat religion a s a social institution,
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but they retain elements of it in the form of spirit or essence. They do not
overcome reification, but recreate it in a new form. Subsequ ent to phi
losophy's ascent to the a pex of the modernist hierarchy of thoughts, spir
its, and essences, "philosophy cannot achieve anything higher, for its es
sence is the omnipotence of mind, the almightiness of mind . " 32 Science,
however, eventually supersedes phi losophy in establishing its form of
consciousness as absolute. Thanks pri marily to the wor k of Descartes, sci
ence becomes the most modern form of thought. It began with absolute
doubt, crushed consciousness to mere a toms, and rejected everything that
mind and thought cannot legitimate as valid.33 The nature of human exis
tence was itself reduced to thought. For Descartes, persons are not their
bodies or flesh and bone, they are mind and only mind . The meaning of
cogito ergo sum is that only m ind lives, its life is the true life. The work of
Hegel only reinforces Descartes and the world view of modernity on this
point. Hegel tells us in the p reface to the Philosophy of R igh t that only the
actual is rational and the rational is actual. Thus, reason, mind, and spirit
i s infused into everything real. Everything - nature, society, and individ
u a lity - becomes reason, mind, and spirit, even the worst thoughts and
behaviors of individuals. Only the thought lives, everything else i s dead.
Nothing l ives and nothing is real except the ghost, the essence, the
thought. In Hegel's though t, reason is victorious and all must serve it.34
While science and philosophy defeated the consciousness and organiza
tional facets of religion, neither can legitimately claim that they promote
freedom, since they have only subordinated persons to the power of objec
tivity, the power of objective facts that are actual and rational. The most
oppressive of these is reverence for culture, the actual and rational ru les
governing interpersonal interaction. The fear of transgression against mo
rality is the primary form of social control, the basic weapon of humanism's
struggle against egoism, individuality, and particularity. All wisdom of the
moderns is in the science of mind, spirit, essence, or " Man," the God of
humanism and modernity. In modernity, "Man" is the most oppressive
spook, the primary enemy of individuality and particularity.
The supremacy of " Man" or humanity in modernity was the outcome
of a conflict between religion, particularly Christianity, and philosophy
and science. The hegemony of humanity is not without cha llenge, but it
has been secured by the ideologies and activism of philosophers, scien
tists, public intellectuals, and by institutionalized form s of political and
economic power. In Stirner's view, the supremacy of humanity is main
tained by a social system that includes a structure of political and eco
nomic power, a cultural reinforcement of the concepts and principles of
humanism, and an ethical system that guides and enforces appropriate
thought and behavior at the level of individuals. Stirner identifies the
social system of the most advanced period of modernity as "liberalism"
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a n d argues that it experienced three incarnations roughly from the time
of the rise of the bourgeoisie, or the bourgeois victories in the American
and French Revolutions, to the period that saw the publication of the
works of Feuerbach and the young Hegelians . Stirner argues tha t Feuer
b ach and his colleagues among liThe F ree" made no break with moder
n ity. liThe Free" did not transcend m o dernity; they are merely the "most
modern" of philosophers.
"Libera lism," for Stirner, is the most a d vanced exp ression of modernist
thought. It is the politica l, econom ic, and cultural expression of moder
nity, captured in revolutionary democratic politics, classical economics,
and humanist thought. It evolved out of the interests of science and phi
losophy to defeat the vestiges of antiquity, ensuring that the Cartesian and
H egelian notions of mind and spirit are infu sed throughou t politics, cul
tu re, and society. Libera lism is a philosophy and social movement that
ensu res that people are prima rily governed by mora lity, conscience, and
the domin ion of mind, not m erely through physica l coercion. Stirner ar
gues tha t l ibera lism's prim ary political and ideologica l function is to dis
credit and obl iterate the rema ining elements of religion, and to ensure
that the " sacred" is a quality of the human. The agenda of libera lism in
cludes the following principles:
1. The human must replace the divine;
2. The n atural must replace the sacred;
3. The political must replace the ecclesiastical;
4 . The scientific must replace the doctrinal;

5. Measureable, a posteriori concepts must replace a priori concepts; and
6. Eternal, natural laws must replace " crude dogmas."
The initial agenda of liberalism was pursued through political move
ments and changes, particularly the American and F rench Revolutions
and reforms in Europe that created constitutiona l government and demo
cratic participation. Liberalism, the philosophic form of advanced moder
n ity, underwent several transformations. The endgame of the transforma
tions of modernist thought is a progression (a) from political liberalism, the
theories and movements that seek "masterlessness," in which persons are
freed from servitude to other persons, but in which the master a rises
again a s the absolute state; (b) to social liberalism, the theories and m ove
ments that seek "possessionlessness," in which persons are freed from
care, want, and responsibility, and in which all possessions potentially
become the property of society and the state; and (c) to humane liberalism,
the theories and movements that seek "godlessness," in which persons
are freed from prejudice, judgment, and submission to the metaphysical,
and in which faith is recreated as faith in humanity. Through these trans-
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formations, humanity is finally exalted, separated from people and lifted
above them.

Political Liberalism
The goal of political liberalism, the first incarnation of liberalism, as an ide
ology and movement was to elevate, protect, and enforce the notions that
there is (a) nothing sacred in nature and (b) nothing else in society other
than "human being" or "Man." The political liberals were atheists or deists
who resisted all notions of the existence or participation of God in public
life. Political liberalism is an ideology that seeks the elimination of servi
tude to religious or human masters. People are only expected to obey the
law, which is rooted in natural rights and the sovereignty of the people.
Political liberalism is a philosophy of "commonalty" that seeks to de
stroy individuality, particularity, and egoism in the political life of human
beings by ensuring that public life is purely human. The state or public
life is differentiated in liberal thought from civil society where purely
particular, individual, or egoistic interests are pursued. The individual in
liberal political theory is always an egoist. The collective, the public, the
nation, the state is the true being that requires persons to shed or discard
their individuality and inequality and consecrate themselves to the higher
presupposition, the "commonalty." Political liberalism struggled to se
cure the freedom of persons from the dominion of a personal master and
the freedom of each individual person from other persons. Political liber
alism was the enemy of monarchy and aristocracy. Its historical agent, the
bourgeoisie, destroyed monarchy and aristocracy in revolutions in Amer
ica and France and the constitutional reforms in Britain and Europe in the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Political liberalism rejects the notion
that power and authority can be legitimately vested in particular indi
viduals through birthright, charisma, or religious blessing. Political legiti
macy is derived through legal entitlement, a constitution or charter which
confers sovereignty on the "commonalty."
In Stirner's parlance, "commonalty" refers to the body politic, the
entirety of the population in a nation-state. It carries two other mean
ings as wel l . First, it entails shared cultural beliefs that emphasize a
compliant, productive moral ity, and the notion that the state is the
dominant social institution, exclu ding no one and guaranteeing rights
for all. The corollary is that the person's value consists in being a citizen
or a subject of the state. The commonalty emerged as the revol utionary
and reformist movements in the eighteenth and early nineteenth cen
tury struggled to defeat monarchism and the privileges of the aristoc
racy. The basic principles of political liberalism, which elevate the inter
ests of the commonalty, include:
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1 . The state must not be structured on the basis of social classes, indi

v i duals should be represented .
2. The sta te is the absolute arb i ter of rights and, thus, should be a com

monalty of free and equa l citizens, all enjoying the same rights.
3. Sovereignty i s based on majority rule, which i s operationalized

through the mastery of the m ajority of representatives, and the con
comitant powerlessness of constituents.
4. While boundaries remain between the state and civil society, within
the state there are no separate, particular interests, only the genera l
interest.
5. Each ci tizen devotes sel f to the wel fare of the whole, or the state, and

thus, each person dissolves into the state making the sta te's welfare
his goa l and idea l .
Pol i tical liberalism intended t o make the commona lty the heir to the
p rivi leged aristocracy within the state and ach ieves th is goal by asserting
domina nce over all other social institutions, including rel igion, and over
civil society and individuals . In pol itica l liberal ism, personal freedom
means " freedom from persons" or the securing of each individual from
other persons . In theory, the law a lone commands. While " ind ividua l
liberty" was the professed goal of the liberal state, the evolution of politi
cal libera lism ensu red only the subord ination of the person to the sta te, a
consequence of the Thermidorian Reacti on tha t succeeds every revolution
and every reformation. Stirner says that the reaction only proves what
revolution and reformation really are, vehicles to extend and strengthen
the power of the state. The epoch of statism, the absolute domination of
society and individuality by the state, dawns with politica l liberalism. I t
i s the first robbery of modernity. The state appropriates the right a n d
power of persons t o m a k e decisions abou t their o w n lives autonomously
from the state and commonalty. No one has the right to command, even
to command their own behavior. Only the state can command.
Second, while the state is no longer structured on the basis of soci al
classes or estates, class inequa lities d o not d isappear. Instead, sharp differ
ences between the bourgeoisie, or the class of property, and the proletariat,
the class of labor, emerge as important social dynamics that the state must
control . Anticipating Marx, and echoing the class analysis of the socialist
movements of his day, Stirner observes that the rise of the bourgeoisie is
coterminous with the rise of political l iberalism. Pol itical liberal ism is the
theory that justifies and promotes the ascendance of the bourgeoisie, as
well a s the dispossession of the proletariat. Stirner observes that the cul
tural and political systems work against the laborers. In the rea lm of cul
ture, Stirner argues that class inequality is legitimated in a society that
bel ieves that possession reflects m oral superiority, or the idea that those
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who own property and wealth do so because they lead settled, secure,
stable family lives and pursue honorable trades and businesses. In the
realm of politics, rights and other desiderata are distributed a ccording to
the "consideration" bought by the class that has money. In the early s tages
of bourgeois domination, the state is able to control the societal rifts
prompted by class inequality because both the bourgeoisie and the prole
tariat believe in the " truth of money and property.// However, labor begins
to recognize that it is not rewarded accord ing to its value; it is "exploited."
It is the enemy of the bourgeoisie and will rise against it and political lib
era lism. Three years before Marx and Engels published The Com m u n is t

Manifesto a n d seventeen years before Marx published the first volume o f
Capital, Stirner writes, "the laborers have the most enormous power i n
their hands, and, if they once become thoroughly conscious of it, nothing
could withstand them .//35 Stirner suggests that the laborers have to regard
the product o f labor as theirs, stop the system that devalues them, and
enjoy the product of labor as theirs. Stirner concludes that the s tate of
political liberalism rests on " the slavery of labor.// If labor resists the liberal
state and becomes free, the state is lost.

Social Liberalism
The liberal state is inherently unstable because of the contradiction b etween
its professed values of equality, freedom, and universal welfare against the
harsh reality of class inequality. The instability caused by class inequality
provides a foundation for supplanting political liberalism with social liber
alism, or the replacement of classical liberalism with socialism and com
munism . Under political liberalism, persons are theoretically equ a l under
the law, but their possessions are not. The inequality of possessions threat
ens social stability and the fulfillment of the humanist agenda since the
proletariat may decide to resist the class structure of political liberalism.
Social liberalism is the term Stirner gives to the socialist, communist, and
collectivist anarchist theories and movements that attempt to organize the
working class and overthrow the regime of political liberalism. The writ
ings and advocacy of pre-Marxian collectivists such as Moses Hess, William
Weitling, and Pierre-Joseph Proudhon were particularly importan t state
ments of social liberalism at the time Stirner prepared The Ego and Its Own .
In Stirner's dialectical egoist critique, political liberalism responds to the
decay of monarchy and the aristocracy by arguing that no one must give
orders, no one must command except a government which derives its le
gitimacy from popular sovereignty. Social liberalism responds to the in
equality of classes by arguing that no one must own anything. Under the
regime of social liberalism, not only does the state obtain a monopoly in the
legitimate use of force, society alone obtains the right to possess p roperty.
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Social liberalism abhors the use of state power to protect a person's prop

erty since property enforces social boundaries on the possession and use of
material objects. Political liberalism supports the right to own property and
enforces this right through the use or the threat of the use of force. The
person who wants "more things" and discovers that others have "more
things, " also finds that access to "more things" is under the control of other
people. The contradiction of political liberalism is that no one is supposed
to be inferior. No one is supposed to be able to command others. The
lordship-bondage relationship should have been destroyed . But some
people have what other people would like to have. A "circuitously restored
inequality" appeared under the regime of political liberalism. The freedom
of individuals from the domination by others falls short under political
liberalism because private property means that some persons have the right
to command and control the lives of others. Social liberalism intends to
build on the accomplishments of the democratic revolutions by extending
the principles of democracy and equality into the economy and the social
cl ass system. The solution of the social liberals is to discredit justifications
for private property and to have the democratic state assert ownership of
property through coercion. The solution of the social liberals, Stimer taunts,
is forbid anyone from having anything any longer. Reduce everyone to the
status of a pauper. Dispossess everyone of everything. Only the state, acting
on behalf of society, can legitimately own property. The solution pro
pounded by the social liberals is to eliminate all legitimate boundaries be
tween "mine" and "thine." All property is to be impersonal. No ind ividual
can legitimately assert or claim ownership over anything.
The state of social liberalism is tasked with creating "ragamuffins" and
"nullities." Persons are to become "ragamuffins together." Society is to be
come a "ragamuffin crew." The purpose of the political class is to enforce
"ragamuffinism" throughout the nation.36 For Stimer, this was the second
great robbery of the personal in the interest of humanity. The second rob
bery is the appropriation of the possessions of individuals by the state on
behalf of society. In the theory and practice of social liberalism, the liberal
democratic state is obliged to appropriate possessions to ensure that people
are not unequal in their possessions. Social liberalism intends to abolish
class inequality, the inequality of possessions, the distinction between rich
and poor, bourgeois and proletarian. Stimer says that this is achieved
through the impoverishment or pauperization of all . Property is taken from
individu als and surrendered to the ghostly society.

Humane Liberalism
Humane liberalism is the label Stimer gives to the humanism or "critical
philosophy" of thinkers like Feuerbach and B runo and Edgar Bauer. In
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the progression of modernist or l iberal thought, Stirner identifies humane
l iberalism or "criticism" a s the "highest presupposition," or the apex and
most advanced, predictable outcome of modernism. Humane liberalism
is the target of all o f the criticisms Stirner leveled against humanism,
F euerbach, and the young Hegelians in earlier sections of The Ego and Its

Own, including the forms of a lienation and reification that appear inher
ent in humanism. In Stirner's view, humane liberalism is the "tru th" of
modernity, and it is the third and most significant robbery of the person
on behalf of "humanity." Political liberalism deprived persons of the abil
ity to make decisions about their own lives. Social liberalism deprived
them of their possessions and ownership of the products of their own la
bor. Humane liberalism deprived them of independent thought and per
sonal standards of truth and value. Knowledge of " the true" and "the
good" are universalized through the objectivism promoted and enforced
through the atheism and humanism of critical philosophy and science.
Individuality, subjectivity, and particularity in knowledge and conscious
ness are finally eliminated in favor of "Man" or humanity as the standard
of "the true" and "the good."
Man is the liberal's supreme being, man the judge of his life, humanity his
directions, or catechism. God is spirit, but man is the "most perfect spirit," the
final result of the long chase after the spirit or of the "searching in the depths
of the Godhead, " that is, in the depths of the spirit.37

Stirner says that "state and society do not suffice for humane liberal ism,
it negates both, and at the same time retains them." The political liberals
sought to abolish personal will or self-will, but failed to recognize that
"self-will gained a place of refuge" in private property and the market
economy. Building on the "accomplishments" of the political libera ls, the
social l iberals took away property and free trade, as well as autonomy. But
the social l iberals, the socialists, and the communists failed to recognize
that their focus on money and goods permitted the continued existence of
self-ownership because it left untouched the person's thoughts, opinions,
and sense of self. Stirner a sks, "Is it only money and goods, then, that are
a property, or is every opinion something of mine, something of my
own?" For the humane liberals, thoughts, values, and opinions must be
appropriated from the p erson and become common and general thoughts,
values, and opinions. Self-will and property were appropria ted from the
person and transferred to the state and society in order to repress the
"egoism" of autonomy and self-interest. The subordination of individual
thought to the collective i s necessary to the humane l iberals to annihilate
self-ownership, subjectivity, and particularity. The persistence of egoism,
subjectivity, and particularity means that individuals coul d choose to
worship some other god than " Man" or humanity. Egoism, subjectivity,
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a n d particu larity undermine "reason" and must vanish before the lofty
" i dea of humanity."
Humane l iberalism is therefore an a dvancement or an improvement
u pon political liberalism and social liberalism, at least in the minds of the
modern ists. Humanism, however, retains both the power of the state and
the socia l appropriation of property in order to ensure that economic and
social interaction become "purely human activity" through the coercive
p ower of social institutions. Humanism, " issuing the sum mons to man to
be ' h uman,' enunciates the necessary condition of sociability: for only as
a man among men is one com panionable. With this it makes known its
social obje ct, the establishment of 'human society."' 38
Humane libera lism offers the comp lete, total victory of mod ernity
because it discred its and removes from pol itics, culture, and daily l ife
everything that separates or differentiates person s . It elim inates all indi
vidual prerogatives and justifications for d istance from others or "hu
man ity." I f the individual seeks to retain even one right or prerogative
that is not a general right or preroga tive, she or he is castigated as an
" egoist." With hum ane libera lism pau perization or raga m u ffin ism is
thorough a n d complete. The person is thoroughly d ispossessed by mo
derni ty, subord ina te to its politica l and economic systems, as well as its
culture b ecau se all private enclaves have b een eliminated. Humanity
becom es the supreme being as fa r as the everyday experiences of indi
viduals is concerned. Pol itical power, economic activity, and cultural
reprod uction occur in its name. With the triumph of humane liberalism
over p o l i tical and social l iberalism, m o d ernity has runs its cour se, be
cause there is little else it can appropriate from individuals. It occupies
a l l social space and progressively and inexorably annihilates the ves
ti ges of the ego, the self, and the subjective.39
However, modernity, humanism, and liberalism are not without opposi
tion and discord. In fact, they have a deadly enemy, an invincible opposite.
Society, the state, and humanity cannot master this devil: the un-man, the
individual, the egoist. What is this egoist, this un-man, the devil that resists
society, the state, and humanity? And what are the characteristics of the
egoist who resists all of the presuppositions that modernity attempts to
impose? Chapter 3 examines the second part of The Ego and Its Own, focus
ing on Stirner's notions of "own ness," "the owner," and "the unique one"
as the conceptua l bases for the egoist opposition to modernity.
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Stirner's critique of humane liberalism presents an eerie warning about the
totalitarian ideologies, movements, and regimes of the twentieth and twenty-first
centuries. The ideologues and
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of the fascist, communist, and Islamic

supremacist movements and regimes all learned that it is not enough to seize state
power, private property, and subordinate markets to the d emands of the " com
mon good," as they define it. Thanks to the theoretical contributions by intellectu
als such as Antonio Gramsci and Georg Lukacs, tota litarians realized that they
must also seize the "hearts and minds" of their subjects. Gramsci and Lukacs
theorized that Marxism failed as a revolutionary ideology because it underesti
mates the importance of culture and consciousness in the revolutionary transfor
mation of society and individuality. In practical terms, this means that revolution
aries must not only seize state power and confiscate private property, they must
control as many forms of communication, cultural production, and symbolic in
teraction as possible. Those who witnessed history since the rise of the totalitarian
states in the twentieth century, have seen the concrete meaning of "humane liber
alism" and the consequences of the appropriation of property, particularity, and
subjectivity on behalf of the state, society, and humanity. Stirner's warnings about
the reduction of persons to ragamuffins or nullities anticipates the historical facts
that appeared with the rise of the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany, and continue
in the totalitarian Islamic states and the consumerist welfare states. To the extent
that contemporary science and philosophy function as propagandists for political,
social, and humane liberalism, Stirner's exclusion from polite d iscourse becomes
understandable.

3

Ownness and Modernity:
The Political Meaning
of Dialectical Egoism

THE METHOD AND CONTENT O F DIALECTICAL E G O I S M

T

he point o f departure o f

The Ego and Its

Own is the dialectic Stirner

formulates in his discussion of the differences between the ancients

and the moderns, and the tensions within the ideology of advanced mo
dernity. Stirner's discussion of the characteristics of modernity and the
transformation of thought within it constitute an entree to the central
concept in Stirner's analysis of modernity : ownness. Stirner derives two
other concepts from ownness that enable him to suggest the reconstruc
tion of self and the self-other relationship as alternative forms of resis
tance to modernity : the unique one and the union of egoists.
Fixed ideas are threats to the individual's internal and external well
being regardless of whether the analysis is focused on the concepts of
"gods" and "heaven" found among the ancients, or "humanity" and "so
ciety" found among the moderns. The historical transformation from an
tiquity to modernity entails the ascendance of the "dominion of the mind"
in which the concepts and methods of philosophy, science, and humanism
began to dominate politics, culture, and the everyday interaction of peo
ple. Stirner was unequivocal, but also overly optimistic in his judgment
that humanism would likely be the last transformation of modernity, the
last alienated philosophy : "Man is the last evil spook, the most deceptive
or most intimate, the craftiest liar with honest mien, the father of lies." l
Stirner's dialectical egoist critique of antiquity and modernity provides a
vantage point from which all cultures and all historical periods can be chal
lenged. His primary interest is in developing an egoist challenge to moder-
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nity founded on the concept of ownness. The chapter examines Stimer's
notion of ownness and other concepts he derived to promote resistance to
the politics and culture of modernity. The intent is to summarize the con
cepts of "ownness," "the unique one," and "the union of egoists" to com
plete a foundation for examining his influence upon and theoretical rela
tionships with the writers discussed in subsequent chapters.2
Stimer's philosophy in

The Ego and Its Own

emerged as a "higher pre

supposition" from the conflict between the materialist thought of the
Enlightenment thinkers and the idealism manifest in the writings of He
gel, Feuerbach, and the Young Hegelians. For Stimer, the key to individu
ality is the realization that interests and needs are as unique as persons.
The existence and identity of persons cannot be reduced to abstractions
such as humanity and society without doing significant damage to the
ability of individuals to think for themselves and to act on their own be
half. Social institutions in the modern world function on the basis of reifi
cations such as humanity and society. Thus, the state, culture, and society
tend to militate against the self-enjoyment and self-fulfillment of the indi
vidual. They also elevate obedience and conformism as primary social
values. The central message of

The Ego and Its Own

is that it is up to the

individual to discover and to fight for what and who she or he is. There
are no moral absolutes or ideological reference points outside the reality
and values chosen by the individual. Stirner's concept of "ownness" or
"property" is an oppositional concept that illuminates the nature of indi
vidual autonomy and encourages individuals to resist values, beliefs, and
identities that the state, society, and culture attempt to impose on persons.
The person or "unique one" exists in opposition to the state and society
precisely because of the ability to assert ownership over who they are,
what they think, and how they behave. Stimer's con cept of ownership or
"ownness" has a clear relationship with the notions of individual freedom
and autonomy, just as it entails elements of psychological and ethical ego
ism. However, "ownness" cannot be reduced to any of these ideas. Cer
tainly, Stirner's concepts of freedom, identity, and reality are founded on
the notion of "ownness," which is rooted in Hegel's notion of freedom as
self-conscious self-determination.3

The Ego and Its Own is a sharp attack on religion, political authority, and
the philosophies of Stimer's contemporaries who held socialist, commu
nist, or humanist orientations. His attack on the systematic philosophies
and religions prevailing during his life entails an opposition to moral
absolutes and a rejection of abstract and generalized philosophies. The
human individual is the center of his analysis. In rejecting all of the fixed
ideas or artificial constructions of science, philosophy, and culture, Stirner
identifies the elemental self or the "unique one." He argues in

Its OWl!

The Ego and

that we can have certain knowledge only of the unique individ-
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ual. The uniqueness of the individ ual is the quality that each must culti
vate to provide meaning for his or her life. T he reality and value of all
fixed ideas or generalized concepts, such as "God," "humanity," "man,"
"class consciousness," "social justice," and "race awareness," whether
they are found in religion, philosophy, culture, or politics, must be re
jected. Politically and behaviorally, this means that the individual owes
nothing, not obedience, not loyalty, nor resources, to external entities or
concepts, including nations, states, classes, races, or ethnic groups. All
religious, scientific, and cultural constructs that seek to impose or pro
mote a commonness or collective identity, are false, constraining, and
purposeless specters that lack a meaningful referent in the material world.
T he challenge of the "unique one" is to resist all efforts to create and im
pose such specters.
As a student of Hegel, Stirner was acutely aware of both the internal
and external dimensions of human existence and freedom. He clearly
understood the nature and importance of what Thomas Hobbes and Isa
iah Berlin called "negative freedom," a condition in which the individual
is rid of external controls or where there is an absence of coercion. Berlin
argues that the notion of "positive freedom," which refers to the person's
access to desiderata, contributes significantly to human well-being.
Stirner is much more concerned with "ownness" or the notion that the
person possesses the ability to obtain those things related to a fulfilling
life, especially the ability to assert ownership over thought and behavior.4
Berlin's "positive freedom" is different from Stirner's concept of "own
ness." "I am free of what I am rid of, owner of what I have in my power
or what I control. I am at all times and under all circumstances, my own,
if I know how to possess myself."s Ownness surpasses both forms of free
dom. Understanding ownness requires that freedom and ownness be
differentiated and placed in opposition.
Stirner believed that freedom is usually an "ideal" or a "specter " in
political discourse. It is a "hollow word" especially when people do not
have the "might," ability, or power to acquire what they want, to enjoy
themselves, or to lead fulfilling lives. For Stirner, freedom, particularly its
negative form, is usually equivalent to a "useless permission" conferred
by an alien or external agent, such as the state or the collective. T he mod
ern concept of freedom is rooted in Christian ethics: humans must be
"free" to choose salvation; that is, they must be free of sin. T hey must,
therefore, be free to choose self-denial. They must be free to choose to be
a servant of the righteous. F reedom is a "longing, romantic pliant, a Chris
tian hope for un-earthliness and futurity." Following Milton's passionate
defense of freedom in Areopagitica, freedom is the expression of the will of
God, or a bargain with the Christian supreme being: freedom is granted
on the condition that persons use it as directed by the powerful other. It
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provides an opportunity for a test of faith and self-renunciation.6 The
person passes the test through obeisance and acquiescence, and, in return,
receives life everlasting and emancipation from the oppression of this life.
Freedom entails similar deals or implied contracts between the citizen
and the state in political Hberalism, the worker and society in social liber
alism, and the human being and culture in humane liberalism. In each
case, the person must deny or renounce self as an individual with an ego
and submit to an external abstraction. The modernist concept of freedom,
rooted in Christianity and political libera lism, teaches only that persons
must "get rid" of themselves.?
Freedom is something that the person cannot will or create without ac
tion and conviction on his or her part. If individuals only wish and aspire
for freedom, it remains an ideal or a spook. In political life, where there is
action beyond aspiration, freedom always comes down to a particular free
dom which includes the intent to impose a new "dominion." For the bour
geoisie, freedom was a rhetorical tool that helped the overthrow of monar
chy and aristocracy and the imposition of political liberalism, or the
constitutional democratic state. For the socialists and communists, freedom
meant the overthrow of the bourgeoisie, the dispossession of property, and
the imposition of an authoritarian, collectivist regime. For the humanists,
freedom meant the destruction of religion, the deification of humanity and
the elevation of speculative philosophy and science as the arbiters of truth
and morality. "Freedom fighters" characteristically fight for a particular
freedom and, consequently, for a new dominion, a new regime with new
fixed ideas or reinterpretations of the old ones. Freedom fighters gladly
take up freedom as a political rallying cry when it suits their cause, but are
eager to let it go when it is inconvenient or contradicts their agenda. Free
dom is ultimately conferred in a political process by the state, a political
party, or a scientific doctrine. It is a condition that places the person in a
state of dependence on a social organization.
Ownness is different. Ownness does not imply a lack of constraint. It is
a type of action in which the person acquires and possesses ideas or ob
jects as property. Most importantly they assert ownership over body,
mind, and self.
Ownness is my whole being and existence, it is I myself . I am free of what I
am rid of, owner of what I have in my power or what I control. My own I am
at all times and under all circumstances, if I know how to have myself and
do not throw myself away on others .8

Ownness differs from freedom in that it refers more to a relationship
between the internal activity of the person and the external world. Own
ness is not and cannot be reduced to a rhetorical tool or an external condi
tion. It is an active seizure or appropriation of thoughts, values, and ob-

Own ness and Modernity

85

jects as the "property " of the individual. Stirner does not limit his concept
of "property" to the narrow legal or economic meaning that it denotes
today. While he offers a critique of the ty pe of property created by the acts
of the bourgeois state, he is more concerned with property as it is created
by the individual in interaction with self, others, and nature. Stirner key s
off of the notion of property that Hegel develops in the Philosophy of Righ t.
For Hegel, property is an extension or objective manifestation of the per
son. In Hegel's political theory, the defense of private property is impor
tant because it is a necessary dimension of the person as an objective be
ing. An attack on private property is also an attack on individuality,
personal identity, and the self.9 Stirner develops this notion in an egoistic
direction by dismissing the hegemony of the legal definition of property
and redefining property as the internal and external objects appropriated
by the individual as meaningful, valuable, or what they are willing to ac
cept about themselves and the world.
It is important to emphasize that Stirner does not consider property to
be only material objects such as food, clothing, and shelter, but all forms
of desiderata, including values, beliefs, relationships, and a sense of self.
T he assertion of ownership is dependent upon the person's "might" or
willingness and ability to appropriate desiderata. He is not referring to
the assertion of ownership in a narrow legal sense, or "might" in the nar
row political sense of coercion. He refers to every day, practical activities
entail a variety of means, including but not limited to legal or political
means. Ownness is a revelation of what a person really is. It refers to what
the person really values and enjoy s, and what she or he is really willing
to sacrifice. It is a commitment to learn about, enjoy, and fulfill oneself.
Ownness is what ultimately defines the person as a unique individual
because it strips away everything that is superfluous, secondary, and tan
gential. Property reveals every thing that is valuable and meaningful, as
far as the person is concerned. Unlike freedom, ownness is a reality, not a
dream, which challenges and destroy s the lack of freedom by eliminating
the way s in which individuals create and contribute to their own subor
dination. l O Ownness removes the obstacles to self-enjoy ment and self
fulfillment that persons blindly accept. It places them in a position to
confront the obstacles imposed by others.
Stirner say s that individuals secure their own "freedom with regard to
the world in the degree that I make the world my own; gain it and take
possession of it for my self, by whatever might, by that of persuasion, of
petition, of categorical demand." Even the means persons use to assert
ownership are important because they, too, "are determined by what I
am." T here is an important relationship between freedom and ownness,
but ownness is more significant since it makes freedom possible and
meaningful. For Stirner, "the own-man is the free-born, the man free to
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b egin with." The person who asserts ownership over his or her life, body,
values, and identity,
recognizes nothing but himself. He does not need to free himself first because
at the start he rejects everything outside himself because he prizes nothing
more than himself - because he starts from himself and comes to himself. l l

Ownness creates freedom. Ownness is the subject, freedom is the
predicate. Ownness is the cause, freedom the effect. Ownness precedes
freedom as both a value and fact. Ownness, not freedom, is the mover of
human action and the creator of circumstances. Freedom is a condition
created by ownness. Ownness is originality and genius. It creates new
political, social, and cultural formations. Speaking of revolu tionaries and
rebels who fought for freedom and overthrew old forms of oppression,
Stirner says "it was by this egoism, this ownness, that they got rid of the
old world of gods and became free from it. Ownness created a new free
dom; for ownness is the creator of everything."1 2 It is ou t of egoism, own
ness, or a personal sense of welfare that people get rid of old worlds and
become free from them. Individuals cannot be free of external constraints
unless they are owners. They must appropriate or possess themselves,
their aspi rations, and their values.
Freedom matters only when is it achieved through the assertion and
activity of the individual. It is significant or "complete" only when it oc
curs through the might, choice, will, and effort of the person. Freedom to
Stirner is an accomplishment, not a right. It is appropriated, not con
ferred. It is an outcome achieved by persons because they choose to ac
quire it through available means. "Emancipation" differs from "self-liber
ation" since the latter is actively created by the person, producing his or
her own freedom. Stirner views emancipation as a limited or inauth entic
form of liberation in which the person is "set free" by another agent, such
as a government or political movement that "frees" slaves, workers, or
citizens. As far as Stirner is concerned, emancipation is "freedom con
ferred." It is a false form of liberation because it is based on the ideas that
self-renunciation and subordination to fixed ideas can produce l iberation.
Emancipation is a false form of liberation that suggests that persons can
be free without having sought, chosen, willed, or struggled for freedom
themselves. It suggests that freedom is merely an in-itself, external, objec
tive condition that has no for-itself, active, subjective dimension. Emanci
pation is a type of freedom that is d ependent upon the caprice of power
ful other. Emancipation amounts to an argument that freedom is
meaningful or significant without ownness.
Emancipation is opposed by self-liberation, a concept that is rooted in
egoism and ownness, with the person searching what is usefu l t o h i m or
her as a thinking and sensual being. For Stirner, persons who are set free
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politically or culturally by external actors a r e really unfree people cloaked
in the garment of freedom. Hence, emancipated Jews are nothing differ
ent, changed, or improved in themselves. They are only " relieved" as
Jews. Emancipated or not, a Jew remains a Jew. That is, they are defined
by an artificial cultural category. Persons who are not self-freed are only
emancipated. They experience only the negative d imensions o f freedom.
Similarly, the Protestant state can emancipate Catholics, but unless the
individuals make themselves free, they remain simply Catholics. The
democratic state can emancipate slaves, but unless slaves make them
selves free, they remain only emancipated slaves. The socialist or com
munist state can emancipate workers, but unless they make themselves
free, they remain only workers in the garment of freedom . 1 3 The task of
the unique one is to create freedom by "possessing self," asserting unique
ness and independence from cultural constructs and societal constraints .
Stirner's concept of ownness cannot be reduced to negative freedom. It
cannot be reduced to "selfishness," or to psychological or ethical egoism,
even though he clearly believes that persons are by nature egoists. Human
nature, egoism, is frequently thwarted by social, cultural, and political dy
namics that promote or impose self-renunciation or self-sacrifice. Stirner's
thought is a dialectical egoism, or an egoism that is continually challenged
and continually emergent through the interaction and conflict among self,
other, culture, and society. Certainly, Stirner's egoist or unique one looks to
objects and to others to see i f they are any use to him or her as a sensual
being. Yet, the individual's sensuality is not the entirety of his or her "own
ness." The unique one is more than a sensual being. When the individual is
"given up to sensuality," she or he is not in his or her own, but is dominated
by sensuality, comfort, and material objects. The individual who follows his
or her own sensuality exclusively, is not self-determining. The individual is
in his or her "own" only when the "master of self," or fully self-consciously
self-determining. The person who owns self is not when mastered by sen
suality or by anything else external to the person's self-conscious self-deter
mination. While Stirner's concept of ownness is "selfish," it cannot be
equated with the narrow form of selfishness concerned with sensuality or
the mere acquisition and use of material things. The concept of ownness
entails much more than sensuality or acquisition; in fact, forms of sensual
ity and acquisition may contradict "ownness" if the person pursues them
purposelessly. The dictum that "greed is good" is clearly inconsistent with
ownness in Stirner's dialectical egoism.
"Ownness" has no alien, external standard . Stirner does not view it as
a fixed idea like God or humanity. Its content cannot be fixed like the Ten
Commandments. It is only intended to be a description o f the act of own
ership by the person. In sharp contrast to Ayn Rand, Stirner 's critique of
modernity ridicules the notion that selfishness is a v irtue since "virtue"
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conjures images of external and fixed strictures on individual thought
and behavior.14 Modernist politics, science, and the speculative philoso
phy of Hegel, Feuerbach, and the Young Hegelians elevated the species
above the individual forcing an antagonism between the individual and
the species. In the collectivist formulations of these philosophers, the in
div idual can only lift self above his or her individuality, and not above
scripture, law, and custom, or the "positive ordinances" of the species. For
Stirner, the species is nothing but an abstraction, a fixed idea to be dis
solved by the owner or the egoist. Li fe means that individuals cannot re
main what they are. They must continually strive to lift themselves above
"their individuality," or the facts of their existence at any one point in time
and space. The cultural, political, and ideological strictures that elevate
the species above the individual are, in fact, a form of death in that the
individual's innovation, creativity, and survival skills are subordinated to
those of the species. The individual's task is not to realize the "essence" of
man, humanity, a race, or a culture, but to live as a self-conscious self
determining person, to own his or her life, mind, and self. The individual
supersedes the species and, as such, is without norm, without law, and
w ithout m o del. AIl social, cultural, and political categories, including ra
cial and cultural identities, are abstracti ons irreducible to the material
reality of the real, living individual.
The individual thinks and acts within a context that is both external and
constra ining on individuals.
That such a society diminishes my l iberty offends me little. Why, I have to
let my liberty be limited by all sorts of powers and by everyone who is
stronger; indeed, by every fellow-man; were I the autocrat, I yet should not
e njoy absolute liberty. But ownness I will not have taken from me. And
o't."lnness

is precisel y \vhat every society has design!;

un,

p recisely what is

to secure to its power. 1 5

He says that it i s absurd t o argue that there are n o external forces that
are more powerful than the might of the individual. What matters is the
att itude and action that the person takes toward them. W hile religion,
culture, and ideology teach and encourage individuals to reconcile and
renounce themselves with the external world, Stirner declares that dialec
tical egoism is the enemy of every "higher power" or "supreme being."
Ownness or self-conscious self-determination requires that the individual
know self as unique. Every supreme being or higher essence above the
individual undermines the individual's ownness, might, and self
determ ination. As long as individuals believe and act on the notion that
fixed ideas and "essences" are superior, external, and unalterably con
straining on them, or that their task in l i fe is to fulfill an external ideal,
they are not egoists or owners. As individuals no longer serve any ideal,
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or any "higher essence" or "supreme being," they no longer serve any
other person either, but become their own. Ownness refers to a commit
ment and effort on the part of the individual to behave on the basis of
their choices. When individuals serve themselves in their sensuality and
in their thoughts, they are owners or unique egoists.
Stirner's notion of ownness is both similar to and different from other
concepts of individual freedom and self-determination in individualist,
libertarian, and anarchist literature. Concepts of self-ownership are a re
current theme in libertarian and anarchist theory �specially, but none
appear to approximate the form of appropriation that defines Stirner's
notion of ownness. For example, William Godwin is frequently cited as
the first philosopher who deliberately articulated a systematic argument
for anarchism, even though he did not call it that. Godwin based his in
cipient form of communist anarchism, or "political justice," on an ethical
notion of independent or private judgment, in which persons must be free
to choose morally correct behaviors. Paramount among these is the notion
that individuals must serve an absolute, fixed moral code. The nineteenth
century American abolitionist philosopher and activist Stephen Pearl
Andrews developed a concept he called the "sovereignty of the individ
ual," similar to Godwin's notion of private judgment, which decried the
intrusion of the state and society into the moral and political decisions of
individuals. Robert Paul Wol ff published a more recent study of ethics
and politics that develops an argument for anarchism based on Kant's no
tion of "moral autonomy." Godw in, Andrews, and Wolff each derived an
argument for a collectivist form of anarchism that was initially grounded
in an idea about the right of persons to make political and ethical deci
sions for themselves. 1 6
A t the more individualist end of the libertarian and anarchist spectra,
political theorists such as Ayn Rand, Murray Rothbard, and Robert Noz
ick, despite their many differences, also developed concepts that have
some limited similarities with Stirner's notion of ownness. Rand's rational
egoism was based on an ethical theory that defines selfishness as a virtue
because it directly reinforces the efforts of human beings to use their
minds to ensure their survival . Her egoist thought includes both a re
quirement that individuals have a right and an ethical obligation to make
their own decisions and to live their own lives with minimal interference
by the state. Rothbard, a vehement opponent of Berlin's notion of positive
freedom, believed in both the negative concept of freedom and the idea
that self-ownership was an absolute. Rothbard feared that any concession
to the concept of positive freedom inevitably results in a role for the state
to create the conditions necessary for the presumably loftier aspects of
freedom Berlin discusses. But, Rothbard also believed that self-ownership
was important, if not absolutely necessary to the form of market anar-

90

Chapter 3

chism he espoused . In Anarchy, Sta te, and Utopia, Robert Nozick a lso made
the case for self-ownership as an ethical necessity and a precond ition for
the minimal ist state he envisioned as a libertarian alternative to both an
archism and statismY
The collectivist and individualist interpretations of both anarchism and
libertarianism that include concepts like moral autonomy, independent
judgment, sovereignty of the individual, and self-ownership bear some
similarity to Stirner's notion of ownness because they all focus on autono
mous decision-making and behavior that is not constrained by governmen
tal or ideological dictates. However, there are at least two significant differ
ences that help clarify the uniqueness of Stirner's idea of ownness. First,
unlike Stimer, each of the anarchist and libertarian thinkers mentioned here
envision persons making choices according to a method or framework that
has an absolute existence external to the person. Although Godwin and
Rand are light years apart in the economic and political systems they
sought to impose on individuals and society, they are together on the point
that ethical individuals make decisions according to a fixed set of postu
lates. In Godwin's case, ethical behavior serves the collectivist ideal of the
greater good. In Rand's case, ethical behavior is consistent with reason and
the survival needs of "Man," a concept that she uses with considerable felic
ity. These are notions that Stirner ridiculed as fixed ideas when they ap
peared in the writings of his predecessors and contemporaries, including
libertarians and anarchists such as Joseph-Pierre Proudhon and Peter Kro
potkin both of whom appealed to the importance of morality to maintain
social order and promote socialist ideals in a stateless society.18
Second, none of these notions of moral autonomy or self-ownership
seem to entail the same level of commitment, activity, or effort inherent in
ownness. As Stirner discusses ownness, the reader feels the tension, exer
tion, struggle, and sacrifice of the person as ownership is asserted over
body, mind, and self in opposition to society, polity, and deity. Ownness
is sensual and mental, internal and external, subjective and objective, in
itself and for-itself. It is more than the disembodied, rational exercises
revered by the anarchists and libertarians intended to discover political
justice, natural law, rational ethics, and social consensus. Ownness i s a
form of conviction that has a visceral, active, willfu l undergirding involv
ing the entire being of the person: body, m ind, and self. It is a form of
commitment that appears much more dangerous to self and other than
moral autonomy or self-ownership because it assumes no consensus or
rational fit with moral absolutes or the actions of powerful others. Own
ness offers no guaranteed solace, no term inus to conflict, oppression, sac
rifice, or suffering. It is a concept that describes the behavior of persons,
convinced of their uniqueness, seeking self-fulfillment in opposition to
society, polity, and deity.
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SELF AND OTHER: THE UNIQUE
ONE AND THE UNION OF EGOISTS
Stirner's discussions o f modernity and ownness suggest that huma n be
ings have an inherent capacity to resist both direct and indirect forms o f
domination, o r they suggest that there i s some aspect o f human beings
that cannot b e captured by social institutions and ideologies seeking to
reduce persons to parts of collectivist constructs. Although he does not
deal with the concept in a systematic way, Stirner refers to the "un-man"
or the "un-human" in more than a dozen places in

The Ego

and Its Own .

The un-man o r un-human seems t o have a t least three meanings i n Stirn
er's egoism. F irst, he uses the term as a way of describing what modernist
ideologies, especially Christianity and humanism, choose to discard. In its
search for essences, modernist thought makes judgments about what i s
essential a n d what i s not, what matters t o the collective and what does
not. In some references in

The Ego

and Its Own, the un-human is the re

sidual, what is left over. Second, the un-human refers to thoughts, behav
iors, and characteristics of people that modernist thought chooses to de
ride or devalue; i t i s the object of "criticism" by liberals, socialists, and
humanists. Stirner refers to selfishness, otherness, isolation, privacy, and
rebellion as particularly important qualities that are derided by modern
ism . He identifies the " egoist" and the "devil" as labels that modernist
ideologies frequently use to differentiate the "un-human" from the "hu
man" valued by modernism. In this sense, Stimer acknowledges that "hu
man" or humanity is also a symbol that has social control functions. It
identifies not only what is sacred to humanity and society, but also what
is deviant or profane. To the modernist, the un-human is a term o f deri
sion intended to vilify or discredit those thoughts and behaviors that
challenge or undermine the collective, the modern, the rational.
Stirner's third use of the "un-human" is probably the most significant.
It is the basis of his negation or rejection of humanity and society. He
clearly uses the term to refer to the conscious deviance, profanity, and
rebellious dimension of individuals.
What if the un-human, turning its back on itself with resolute heart, should
at the same time turn away from the disturbing critic and leave him standing,
.

untouched and unstung by his remonstrance? . . I was contemptible because
I sought my "better self" outsid e me; I was the un-human because I dreamed
of the human . . . . But now I cease to appear to myself as the un-human, cease
to measure myself and let myself be measured by man, cease to recognize
anything above me. 1 9

Stirner 's unique one accepts the label "egoist," b u t he n o longer accepts
the criticism, loathing, and derogation implied by rel igious, liberal, social-
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ist, and humanist critics. From the notion of the un-man or the un-human,
Sti rner begins to develop his concept of the uniq..te one who not only
embraces egoism as descriptive of his rejection o f the col lectivist con
structs of modernity, but also rejects the measurement or comparison o f
s e l f with t h e human, the humane, and t h e unselfish. The egoism he ar
rives at is not merely a negative response to Christianity, l iberalism, so
cial ism, and humanism, it is a reconstruction of rebel l i on that is founded
on the uniqueness of the individual. Stirner's egoism rejects the notion
that any aspect of the person can be d iscarded a s "un-man" or "un
human" based on measurements, norms, o r abstract comparisons of per
sons. The reifications of modernist religion, science, and philosophy
prove to be little more than spooks or specters that have no referent any
where "outside the head" of the modernist thinker. Thus, the un-human
is the initial or incipient expression of the unique one. It is Stirner's dia
lectica l reconstruction o f the ego or the self. Modernist thought fa ils to
capture the tota lity of the person. The un-human is transformed into the
unique one through the assertion that the person is unique and, thus,
without any va lid n orm or comparative measure.
The basic and clinical sciences of modernity, of course, seek to under
stand not the unique individual but the normalized representations of
populations. The methods of the basic and clinical sciences a re ba sed on
the search for homogeneity, not d iversity, not individuality. The events or
individuals who exist or behave outside specified standard deviations on
the probability curve are anathema to the canons of modernist philosophy
and science. The deviations, the outliers, or the residuals that do fit neatly
within modernist parad igms or statistical models must be either mysti
fied as irrational or unexplainable. Or, they are ignored b ecause they fall
outside acceptable confidence limits on the probability

cu rve,

Thus, the

phenomena that Sigmund Freud a ttempted to categorize in the "Jd" and
George Herbert Mead attempted to categorize in the "I" are cast off as
aggressive and irrational residuals since they speak to phases of individ
ual behavior that cannot be captured or constrained by scientific models
or institutional elites.20 For Stirner, however, the un-human d oes not im
ply aggression or irrationality; it only implies what is discarded or mar
ginalized by humanism and modernist form s of thinking. Ownness does
not imply aggression or irrationality; it only implies that persons establish
b oundaries against ideologies and social systems that seek to d estroy the
differentiation between mine and thine, I and Thou, self and other.
Nor does the unique one imply aggression, irrationality, o r superiority.
Stirner includes a brief section entitled "The Unique One" at the end of

The Ego and Its

Own, but there are additional sections of the book that ar

ticulate this critical concept. Stirner's discussion of the unique one can be
summarized in three points. Firs t, the unique one is b ased on the idea that

Ownness and Modernity

93

the person has an autonomous, objective existence, a life and a self that
are neither idealized nor alienated . The unique one's l i fe and self are not
just ideas created by any sort o f external, supreme being. Moreover, the
person has a life and a self that belong to him and no other. Of course, a
life and a self are forms of p roperty that the person can choose to a lienate,
but not the unique one. The u nique one is an objective being, b u t also h a s
a consciousness a n d w i l l that assert ownership over his or her l i fe and
self. The unique one has both an in-itself and a for-itself reality. As Stirner
says, "I am [myself] not merely in fact or being, but also for my conscious
ness, the unique." 2 1
Second, the unique one is not a goal and has no call ing and n o destiny.
For the unique one, living does not require that the person decide how to
acquire life, meaning, and self. It only requires how to use it, consu m e it,
squander it, or dissolve it. Living is ongoing action of consuming the time,
energy, body, and property available to the person. The cha llenge that the
person faces is not find ing, d iscovering, or receiving a destiny concocted
by others, but to decide how to live "oneself out."
Those who are hungering for the true life have no power over their present life,
but must apply it for the purpose of thereby gaining that true life, and must
sacrifice it entirely to this aspiration and this task. . . . In this view life exists
only to gain life, and one lives only to make the essence of man alive in oneself,
one lives for the sake of his essence. One has his life only in order to p rocure
by means of it the true life cleansed of all egoism. Hence one is afraid to make
any use he likes of his life: it is to serve only for the "right use."22

Stirner says that there is a difference between longing and searching for
life, meaning, and self, and possessing life, meaning, and self. It is one
thing to chase after an ideal or a dictate as a destiny, and quite another to
use, consume, or d issolve one's life on an everyday basis. In the one case,
the person has a goal, a calling, and a destiny cu ltivated and imposed b y
a powerful other intended to fulfill an idealized essence. I n t h e other case,
the person is not a goal, but a starting point who lives, enjoys, consumes,
dissolves, and squanders his or her life and property. The unique one has
no calling and no destiny. The unique one's purpose is self-assigned to
live one's own life, or to develop self, not a "higher essence." "People have
always supposed that they must give me a destiny lying outside myself,
so that at last they demanded that I should lay claim to the human be
cause I am a man." H owever,
I am unique. Hence my wants too are unique, and my deeds; in short, every
thing about me is unique. And it only as this unique I that I take everything
for my own, as I set myself to work, and develop myself, only as this. I do
not develop men, nor as man, but, as I, I develop myself.23
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Third, Stirner insists tha t the unique one is more than "man" or "hu

manity, " not less. Stirner says that it is certainly possible for individuals
to be more than "man" or humanity, but it is impossible for them to be
less. The fixed ideas of modernity p romote a normalization, commona lity,
and homogeneity that reduces persons and their behavior to the lowest
common intellectual and behaviora l d enominator. The ideals of religion,
philosophy, and science are not uplifting and do not inspire persons to b e
m ore th an they are, happier than they are, smarter than they are, and
m ore powerfu l than they are. The contrary is true, they browbeat persons
i nto aspi ring to be less than they are. But the unique one resists the mod
ernist reduction of persons to abstract categories . "Look upon yourself as
m ore powerfu l than they give you out for, and you have more power;
l ook upon yourself as more, and you have more."24 The unique one is not
a tool or vessel of ideas or gods, and refuses to exist for the development
o f humanity, a nation, a socia l class, or a race. Instead, the unique one
" l ives himself out, careless of how well or ill" ideologies, cau ses, or move
m ents will fare as a consequ ence. Stirner taunts, "What, am I in the world
to real ize ideas?"25 Clearly not, at least, the unique one is not in the world
to realize ideas or some idealized image of self.
Not until I am certain of myself, and no longer seeking for myself, am I really
my property; I have myself, therefore I use and enjoy myself. On the other
hand, I can never take comfort in myself as long as I think that I have still to
find my true self and that it must come to this, that not I but Christ or some

o ther spiritual, ghostly, self lives in me . 26

The unique one (a) owns his or her life, mind, body, and self; (b) rejects
any external purpose, calling or destiny; (c) refuses to be an instrument
for "higher powers" or "supreme beings" ; and (d) knows and asserts self
as unique. Stirner's image of the unique individual who is defined by his
or her chosen identity, which constitutes his or her property, may suggest
the possibility of only very tenuous and precarious forms of social rela
tionships . What does Stirner say about the relationships between and
a mong persons? Is there any basis for reconstructing the self-other rela
tionship in his thought?
Stirner was not only very critical of ideologies such as humanism and
institutionalized power relations such a s the s tate, h e was also critical of
s ociety. He believed that macrolevel concepts of a nation or society tend
to impose constraining and depersonalizing beliefs and identities u pon
individuals. Society subjects individuals to a plethora of constraints that
u n d ermine the person's free choice and, consequently, ownness and
property. I n concert with many other social theorists, Stirner thus pos
i te d a fundamental conflict and opposition b etween society and the in
d ividual. But unlike other theorists, Stirner saw no need to reconcile the
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two, o r to resolve the contrad iction in favor of society o r a p resum e d
reciprocity between society and the individual. I n the social contract
theories of Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, a n d
modernist soc i o l ogical theories o f G eorge Herbert Mead, Charles Hor
ton Cooley, and C. Wright Mi lls, the relationship between the individu a l
and society is conceived a s a reciprocal exchange i n which b o th the p er
son and society are a l legedly able to force concessions from each other.
Thus, each gives and receives from the relationship. In the case of the
classical political theorists, Hobbes, Locke, and Rou sseau, the s o c i a l
contract assu m e d a chaotic and violent state of nature in which i n d i 
v i d u a l s risked assau lt, theft, and d eath because of the absence of insti
tutionalized coercion that is su fficiently powerful to p revent interper
sonal violence and theft. The deal between the individual and the
society is that the state protects the person from interna l and externa l
threats and the person submits to the power and authority of the stateP
O f the three, only Locke attempted to create a social contract that m a in
ta ined some semblance of individuality and protection o f the ind i v i d u a l
from t h e state. Hence, t h e right to life, liberty, a n d property. Hobbes's
notion of Levia than and Rousseau's notion of the General Will both sub
sume individuality, ownness, and property in the interest of political
order and social welfare.
In the case of the classical sociological theorists, the fu ndamental social
problem was also how to create and maintain social order. The early soci
ologists such a s Auguste Comte and E mile Durkheim believed that order
was the outcome of an authoritarian social system populated by compli
ant, malleabl e individuals who were not only subservient to the state b u t
amenable t o management by other social institutions and the values pro
moted by a scientific cultu re.28 The American symbolic interactionist
thinkers, Mead, Cooley, and Mills, understood the social contract as the
outcome of a more interactive, mutual relationship between the individ
ual and society. In the theories of all three, society is envisioned a s a n
entity that emerges from the interactions of individuals. Mead based his
notion of the social contract on symbolic interaction and the creation, by
interacting individuals, of socially significant symbols, which have shared
meanings . Mind, self, and society emerge from agreements among indi
viduals abou t the m eaning of symbols and, thus, their intended behav
iors. Cooley argued that the self and society are twinborn and arise to
gether; society is a fluid entity that presumably shifts a s new entrants
participate in it. Their contractu al relations are as fluid but no less binding
since they persist a s shared "understand ings." For Mills, the sociological
imagination is the understanding that there is a living and essential inter
connection between the individual and the society, personal biography
and social h istory. M ills, of course, became a Castroite. The found a tion o f
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his au thoritarian reconstruction of sociology is the pla cement of "society"
on the same conceptual plane as the individuaJ .29
In the case of each of these political and social theorists, the socia l con
tract is founded on the belief, or the metaphor, that a violent and mean
ingless presocial state of nature prompts individuals to contract with each
other or social institutions to provide for order, s tructu re, and meaning in
their everyday lives. In opposition to all forms of social contract theory,
Stirner argues that the "state of nature" is not an egoistic bellum omnium
con tra amilia, but a structured, institutionalized, col lectivized existence in

which state, society, and culture predate the bi rth and interaction of the
person. For Stirner, society is the state of nature. It is nonsense to speak o f
a contract that n o one living ever agreed to. It is nonsense t o speak of the
twinborn nature of the relationship between the individual and society, or
the notion that language, meanings, and culture are negotiated among
persons on an everyday basis. Individuals are not "born free" and subse
quently enslaved by society. They are born into a society with preexi sting
and powerfu l institutional controls over language, thought, and behavior.
Human beings do not " enter" into society as an equ al pa rtner with inter
a ctions governed by contracts or norms of reciprocity. Regardless of the
sociohistorical circumstances, the relationship between the individual
and society is a struggle from the beginning over the ownership of the
person's life, self, liberty, and property. Stirner reframes the relationship
b etween the individual and society a s a conflict over ownersh ip or own
ness, and not as much over the constraints on the person's liberty imposed
by Leviathan or the General Will. Of course, ind ividual liberty is con
strained by society and all forms of social relationships, but the primary
conflict is over the efforts by society to appropriate the individual's "own
ness" or property: Every society intends to a ppropriate the person's body,
mind, and self. Every society seeks the person's subservience and the re
linquishing of his or her ownness. Human existence is characterized by
the struggle of the person, or the unique one, against the external appro
priation of property.3D
Society also arises and evolves through the interaction of individuals,
of course. But relationships become organizations. Institutions acquire
coercive authority structures that enforce norms and roles. Society degen
erates into a "fixidity" in which the voluntary union of individuals comes
to a " standstill." Stirner differentiates between those social relationships
or organizations that individuals are born into or coerced into, and those
that they join consciously and willfully. This d istinction clarifies that the
egoist or the unique one is not the isolated, nihi listic misanthrope de
scribed by his harshest critics, including Marx, Paterson, and Lowith . In
opposition to the type of social bond that is external and eternally con
straining upon persons, Stimer identifies the "union of egoists," wh ich
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may constrain the l iberty or negative freedom of ind ividuals, but it is
primarily characterized by ownness or the self-ownership o f the individ
uals who belong to it. Society is preexisting and predetermining . The
union of egoists is the outcome of the work of its participants. It i s their
creation, product, and property. The union of egoists is Stirner's conce p t
of a willed, voluntary, for-itself social relationship that is continuously
created and renewed by a l l who own and support it through acts of will.
The union of egoists implies that all parties participate in the organiza
tion through a conscious egoism, or a self-conscious self-determination.
Significantly, the most important relationship in this union of egoists is the
relationship of the individual to self. Stirner argues that the dialectical ego
ist participating in a union of egoists dissolves society and all coercive rela
tionships by interpreting self as the subject of all of his or her relationsh i p s
with others. The relationship of the individual t o self, participating in t h e
union of egoists, is a "creative nothingness" in which the person creates and
understands self as a subject, appropriating, and consuming both his or her
life and relationships as property, for his or her own enjoyment.
I, the egoist, have not at heart the welfare of this "human society." I sacrifice
nothing to it. I only utilize it; but to be able to utilize it completely I transform
it rather into my property and my creature; that is, I annihilate it, and form
in its place the union of egoists.31

Stirner's view o f ownness, self-ownership, and the uniqu e ego structu re
his understanding of socia l relationships, critique of society, and the coun
tersociety or counterculture he suggests with the notion of the union o f
egoists. What specifically characterizes the union of egoists i s not the
"measure o f liberty" it wou ld offer, but the characteristic that its m embers
wou ld keep only themselves "before their eyes" and not view the organi
zation as a "sovereign p ower " fulfilling some "higher purpose," "sacred
duty," or "historical destiny." The union of egoists is constituted by rela
tionships that are owned by its participants as the property of unique in
dividuals. The union of egoists cannot be founded on ideas or principles
that externalize the decisions and convictions of individuals. Instead, the
union of egoists ground s alienation and reification to nothing. It "anti
quates" society and all principles that promote social relationships or in
teraction not based on ownness.
Stirner contrasts relationship s and organizations based on ideology, or
abstract concepts such a s justice, love, mercy, pity, and kindness, with the
union of egoists based on ownness, enjoyment, and selfishness. Unlike
other forms o f property, he argues that the union of egoists demands reci

procity because d esiderata and concessions can only be won and bought
from others in relationships founded on ownness, enjoyment, and self
interest. In the union of egoists, the person has some leverage over others
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and can a ffect the outcomes of intera ction. In other types of organiza tions,
the person is at a disadvantage from the start. For example, how does the
person obtain kindness, love, mercy, pity, or j ustice in an organization
based on those principles? How does one obtain kindness or love, or any
other form of desiderata that cannot exi s t on t h e b a s i s of reciprocal ex
change? The production and exchange of kindness, love, or justice is en
tirely a t the discretion of others. These are gifts that are p rov ided at the
pleasure of others. In the case of love, mercy, or pity:
The affectionate one's service can be had only by begging, be it by my lam
entable appearance, by my need of hel p, my misery, my suffering. What can
I offer him for his assistance? Nothing! I must accept it as a presen t.32

It is only in the union of egoists that the individual has some control or
abil ity to a ffect the outcomes of others in the organiza tion. It is only
w i thin the union of egoists that the needs of individuals can be met in a
reci procal, voluntary manner.
You bring into a union your who le power, you r competence, and make you r
self count; in a society you are employed, with you r working power; in the
former you live egoistically, in the latter humanly, that is, religiously, as a
"member in the body of this Lord"; to a society you owe what you have, and
are in duty bound to it; . . . a union you utilize, and give it up und utifully and
unfaithfully when you see no way to use it further.33

Unions of egoists are not more than the individuals who comprise
them, they are only instruments that exist " for you and through you ."
They are neither natural nor spiritual entities, but fields where individu
als own and possess relationships, and make use of them to meet their
needs, interests, and desires. "In short, the society is

sacred,

the union you r

own; the society consumes you, you consume the u nion."34

Stirner's contrast of society and the union of egoists strikes at the heart
of basic philosophical questions about the nature and purpose of social
organization and culture. How are socia l organizations, which are charac
terized by the reciprocity that the classical theorists sought, created and
what purposes do they serve? Are they created and maintained by living,
acting individuals who benefit from their membership, or are they p reex
isting serving the interests of the reified organization or an elite within it?
Further, what sort o f legitimacy do preexisting, reified organizations have?
What is the source of their legitimacy? Can they have any sort of legiti
macy if they are not created, maintained, and transformed by living, acting
persons who benefit from their membership? If society and culture are not
created and maintained by their participants, and do not serve their needs
and interests, what sort of loyalty and obedience can they legitimately
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claim? If society and social organizations are not reciprocal, as defined by
the persons who inhabit them, can they claim any legitimacy?
Stirner's concept of the union of egoists is primarily a critique of the fact
and the ideology that society and social organizations are externa l and
constraining entities that p lace individuals in a state of relative powerless
ness and do not operate on the basis of reciprocity. For Stirner, the union
of egoists is based in the idea that bonds and relationships are created at
the pleasure of persons and exist to serve persons. The union of egoists is
a concept that Stirner uses to contrast an organization based on h i s con
cepts of ownness and property with those based on self-renunciation and
dispossession. He uses the notion as a rallying cry to help repair or recon
struct the social relationships that modernity damaged .

THE PHILOSOPHY OF RIG HT:
THE STATE, THE PRESS, AND THE MARKET

In Stirner's discussions of ownness, the unique one, and the union of ego
ists, a clear dialectic between what is conferred by a p owerful other and
what is appropriated by the individual emerges as the most important dy
namic of life. This dialectic also profoundly shapes his view of the state
and political processes in modernity. One of the most significant features
of modernist politics is the centrality of the notion of rights, which, Stimer
argues, is the foundation for political power and legitimacy in the modern
world . With the victory of the bourgeoisie and political liberalism, the
interaction of the state and society began to gravitate around claims re
garding the rights of individuals, collectivities, the state, and the nation.
The privileges and prerogatives associated with the feudal period were
converted into rights. There were two significant consequences of the
transformation of the system of privileges and prerogatives into rights.
First, the social practice of the state conferring desiderata in the form of
exclusive privileges and p rerogatives upon the aristocracy changed to a
practice in which the state acquired authority to confer rights on all. The
system of privileges and prerogatives was abolished in favor of an " equal
ity of rights." Second, as political rights were extended to a ll, the nature
of the state changed from a limited monarchy, in which the privileges and
prerogatives of the aristocrats constrained the behavior of the monarch, to
an absolu te democracy, in which the state acquired absolute power and
authority to define and enforce the rights of individuals, groups, the na
tion, and the state itself.
What was longed for and striven for through thousands of years - namely, to
find that absolute lord beside whom no other lords and lordlings any longer
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exist to clip his power - the bourgeoisie has brought to pass. It has revealed
the Lord who alone confers "rightfu l titles," and without whose warrant

/lothillg is justified.35
The meaning of "equality of rights" is shaped by the absolutist powers
the state acquired under the rule of the bourgeoisie and political liberalism.
The slogan ultimately means that the state has no "regard for my person,"
that individuals have no "significance that commands its deference." Per
sons make "no difference" to the state. Particular interests, needs, qualities,
and motivations count for nothing. Each has access to the rights conferred
by the state as long as she or he complies with or fulfills the obligations that
spring from them. What really matters is that the state is without competi
tion or challenge from either individuals or other social institutions regard
ing what constitutes "right" and who has access to rights .
"Right" also has meanings as far as individuals are concerned. Individu
a ls have "a sense of right," that may not be congruent with the "sense of
right" promulgated by state and society. Stirner differentiates between the
rights granted by the state as "foreign rights" and the person's sense of right
as "my right." Foreign rights, the rights promulgated by the state and soci
ety, are concepts of right that individuals and groups seek to impose on
others. "Contests of rights" are struggles to impose particular conceptions
of right that are characterized by both coercion and "the dominion of
mind," the ideological constructs intended to pacify resistance.

When the revolution stamped equality as a " right" it took flight into the re
ligious domain, into the region of the sacred, of the ideal. Hence, since then,
the fight for the "sacred, inalienable rights of man." Against the "eternal
rights of man" the "well-earned rights of the estab lished order" are quite
naturally, and with equal right, brought to bear: right against right, v.here of
course one is decried by the other as "wrong."36
Thus, rights are relative to circumstances and who has the power to
impose or assert them. What constitutes a right is extremely nebulous and
dependent upon human beings for its identification, promotion and
dominance against all other possible conceptions . While participants in
the contest of rights make all sorts of appeals to "divine rights" and
"natural rights," the reality is that right is the outcome of a social contest
involving force and ideology. Divine rights and natural rights are thought
to have an eternal existence in some suprahuman realm. But even these
need human beings to identify what they are and to champion their im
position on individuals and society.
What really matters in the contest of rights is who has the power to
impose a particular conception of right . "Your right is not more powerful
if you are not more powerful."37
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As human right is always something given, it a lways in reality reduces to the
right which we give, "concede," to each other. If the right to existence is con
ceded to new-born children, then they have the right; if it is not conceded to
them, as was the case a mong the Spartans and the ancient Romans, then they
do not have it. For only society can give or concede it to them; they them
selves cannot take it, or give it to themselves.38

Stirner challenges his readers to simply declare that people in despotic
nations have rights, such as the Chinese, the Russians, and children in
many cultures . The declaration evaporates. The declaration of rights in
itself is meaningless, an i l lusion, a spook unless there is the p ower and
practical activity to impose or realize them. The stark fact of the matter to
Stirner is that persons have the right to be what they have the power to
be. They do not have the right to anything they cannot obtain. All rights
are derived from the person's abilities, power, and practical activities, not
the divine and not nature. Persons are entitled to, or have a right to, ev
erything that they have in their power. Foreign rights are imposed by
others, or rights that the person has not given to self nor taken by self.
Stirner does not argue that "might makes right." He argues that might
precedes right. There is no right without might, much like ownness is a
necessary precondition for freedom . "He who has power has right."39
There must be a deliberate and physical assertion of right for it to exist or
to matter. It must be a ppropriated or taken by the person. The state de
clares and asserts foreign rights that may or may not free or nurtu re the
individual. The rights asserted by the individual, regardless of their con
sequences, are at least assertions of rights that are owned by the person.
The absolutist state attempts to eradicate "my right," or the rights and
will asserted by the person. The absolutist state cannot accept any com
p eting or alternative declaration and assertion of rights. The absolutist
state claims that it alone has the prerogative and privilege to determine
and enforce the distribution of desiderata, including right. The contest of
rights exists only within the state's policy process. Any contest over rights
that exist outside the state is a direct threat to the power and legitimacy
of the state. Therefore, the unique one or a union of egoists cannot de
mand any rights, nor can they recognize any rights. The demand for
rights or the demand for desiderata of any sort, is also a recognition of the
right of the state to act as the sale arbiter of right and d esiderata. It is an
acquiescence to the state's claim to the exclusive use of legitimate force. As
the absolute arbiter of right, the state imposes a duty on persons to do
nothing that conflicts with the interests and legitimacy of the state, and to
do everything that supports the interests and legitimacy of the state.
Lordship and servitu de are both essential components of the state. It is
not enough that the state has a master, or a structure of power and an
ideology that legitimates it. The state also needs servants, who create and
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maintain lordship through their submission. Stirner says that govern
ments last only as long as there is a ruling will that is viewed as tanta
mount to the will of people . The will of the lord is law, but what does the
law amount to if no one obeys it? If obedience and submission ceased,
lordship and the state would disappear. But the demand for rights is an
important characteristic of servitude and, thus, an important act of sub
mission to a powerful other.
Stirner uses two examples to aid his discussion of the centrality and
transformation of rights in the modernist, absolutist state: the freedom of
the press and economic competition, or free trade. Stirner argues that the
bourgeoisie and political liberalism brought a conception of liberty in
w hich individuals where not intended to be forced to perform the will of
another. However, personal freedom also means "being only so free that
no other person can dispose of mine, or that what I may or may not do
does not depend on the personal decree of another."40 But the personal
freedom of modernity turns into its opposite, a dependence of persons on
the granting of freedom or liberty by the law or the state. The liberty of the
press is an example of the type of freedom elevated by political liberalism.
The notion of liberty of the press challenges only the coercion of "the cen
sorship as that of personal willfulness, but otherwise showing itself ex
tremely inclined and willing to tyrannize over the press by press laws."
The "civic liberals" of modernity want freedom of the press for themselves
and know that as "law-abiding" citizens, they will not be in conflict with
the law. Liberalism has no problem with "liberal maUer, only lawful mat
ter" being printed . If the personal liberty of the civic liberals is assured, it
is difficult for those subjected to liberal ideology to see how "the most glar
ing unfreedom becomes dominant." While political liberalism, the nascent
form of advanced modernity, abolished intrusion by persons and groups
into the right of the press to publish what it sees fit, it becomes "so much
more submissive to the law. One is enthralled now in due legal form."41
Stirner argues that political liberalism is the last attempt at a creation of
the liberty of the people, or of society. Political liberalism is a decaying
dream of a state that protects individual liberty, a dream that individual
liberty and an absolutist state can be reconciled . It is a dream that was
superseded by socialism and humanism . The cry for "freedom of the
press" is a contradictory, or halfway argument for liberty that subordi
nates the press to the state and its laws, and functions to reinforce the
power of the state over the thoughts and behaviors of individuals. To be
consistent, advocacy for freedom of the press must also be advocacy for
the freedo m of the individual . Stirner initiates his argument by asking,
what is the press to be liberated from? What is it to be rid of? Certainly
freedom of the press implies freedom from a dependence and obligation
to serve capital, the community, and the state. But it is "everyone's affair"
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to seek their liberation from dependence and servitude. When persons
liberate themselves from such dependence and servitude generally, they
have specifically freed themselves to compose, write, print, and distribute
what is significant to them. What individuals compose, print, and d istrib
ute is their "own" and what they "will," instead of being the result of
constraints and dictates of some extemal power. The press can only be
come "free from" what individuals are "free from." If persons liberate
themselves from the law, the state, and the sacred, their published words
also become free. A free press cannot exist in an environment in which
persons are not free. As Stimer says, "the press does not become free from
what I am not free from."42 The struggle for a free press must become part
of the struggle for ownness and individual freedom.
If the press is free, then nothing is as important to its liberation as a
challenge to every sort of constraint that could be put on it in the name of
the law. If the press is free, that is, "owned" by individuals, they need no
permission from the state for employing or consuming it. The p ress, in
cluding its contents, is the p roperty of unique individuals from the mo
ment nothing is more to them than themselves. From the moment indi
viduals choose to own their thoughts and behaviors, the state and its laws
cease to have authority over the press. The press is owned by persons as
soon as persons are their own, as self-owned persons. Political liberalism
intends nothing further than to liberate the press from personal and arbi
trary interferences of the powerful, but freedom of the press really means
that the press also has to be free from the laws and will of the state.43 The
clamor of political liberalism for freedom of the press is contradictory
since the state, the one institution that can effectively constraint their lib
erty, is sacred even to them. Stimer argues that freedom of the press
means that the press must become free from the state, or clear of the state
and the press laws. If freedom of the press is a mere petition for permis
sion to publish, it presupposes the state as the sole legitimate a rbiter of
behavior. It leaves the relationship between the state and the press un
touched. The press can expect only a present, permission, or charter. A
petition for permission is something quite different from an rejection or
insurrection against the authority and the power of the state to either
constrain the press or to confer permission to publish.
Stimer assures his reader that he is not an opponent of the liberty of the
press, but he asserts that it cannot happen if the vision is only for the state
to grant permission to the p ress. The struggle for the freedom of the press
is one component of the broader struggle for individual freedom and
dignity which includ es an insurrection against the ability of the state to
intrude into the behaviors of persons and groups.
Stimer makes a similar argument in his analysis of economic competi
tion. When Stimer was writing The Ego and Its Own in the early 18405, the
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term "capitalism" was not used to describe the economic system that ac
companied the rise of political liberalism. The terms "capital" and "capi
tal ist" had been used prior to 1844 in the poetry of Samuel Taylor
Coleridge and the political philosophy of Proudhon, but it was not until
the mid-1850s that "capitalism" was used to describe an economic system
based on monetary exchange, the private ownership of property, and
market-based competition. Marx and Engels did not use "capitalism" in
The Commu nist Man ifesto, which was first published in 1 848. It was not
u ntil Marx published the first volu m e of Capital in 1867 that the term
capitalism was used to describe an economic system .44 Although Stirner
does not use the term "capitalism," he describes the economic system he
ca lls "free competition," which would later be called free market or
"la issez-faire capitalism." He exam i nes free competition from his dialecti
ca l egoist perspective. Since he is interested in the role of the state in social
li fe, he poses the question, "is free com petition really free?" Or, in what
sense is competition free?
Stirner analyzes the roots of free competition in the both the rise of the
bourgeoisie and political liberalism. He argues that an "extraordinarily
large gain" was made when the feudal and guild systems were destroyed
throughou t Europe and North America. The most significant change that
occurred with the overthrow of the feudal state was that governments be
cam e more tolerant and less parsimonious in granting property rights and
"concessions" enabling individuals to open businesses. In some very im
portant respects commerce opened up with the dissolution of feudalism,
providing individuals w ith more opportunities to produce and exchange
goods and services. The free competition that was unleashed in Europe and
North America was engendered by the revolutions that destroyed monar
chy and the aristocracy, thereby emancipating the m iddle classes, o r the
commonalty. The basic principle of the bourgeois revolutions and reforms
was equality before the law. In economics, this means that no one is barred
from competition, that each person has the value of other individuals, and
no one can count on any favoritism or privilege from the state. What the
bourgeois revolutionaries and reformists p ropounded as the principle of
equality was realized in the economic realm as free competition. As far as
the state is concerned, all are "simple individuals." As far as society is con
cerned, all are competitors. Each may aspire and work to reach higher
rungs in the social ladder, soaring above them," even by "overthrowing
and exploiting" others for his own advantage, and "depriving them of their
favorable circumstances." Free competition originated in persons becoming
free of all personal rule and "means nothing else than that everyone can
present himself, assert himself, fight, against another."45
Under the regime of free competition, and in the meritocratic ideology
that supports it, some will succeed and others will fail, or be left behind.
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The assumption underlying the legitimacy of the resulting inequality is
that everyone has a fair and equal opportunity to succeed. The success o f
some and failure o f others is d u e t o the competence a n d motivation, or
personal qua lities of the individuals competing. The image is that a l l
forms of b i a s a r e absent in the regime of free competition. The image is
that the state, or the political process, is a detached, disinterested observer
of the economic process, refusing to intrude in the competition o f each
against all. Stirner's economic critique received almost no commentary
subsequent to the final judgment by Marx and Engels that he was a mere
petit-bourgeois whose narrow perspective was surpassed by history.
However, he had a deep interest in political economy and class inequality.
He translated the writings of Adam Smith and Jean-Baptiste Say into Ger
man. He planned a critica l analysis of both as a companion to their trans
lations, which was intended to help sharpen the critique of free competi
tion presented in The Ego and Its Own. In fact, Stirner rejected the reality
and ideology of free competition as antithetical to the notions of ownness,
the unique one, and the union of egoists. His critique of free competition
is also the basis of his analysis of the evolving theories of socialism and
communism that promoted the revolutionary overthrow of the regime o f
free competition.
The notion that the state is a disinterested observer in the economy and
not an active participant is a fiction, even in a society dominated by liberal
ideology. Stirner suggests four reasons why free competition is not really
free. First, the state determines what constitutes property, who owns it,
and who is qualified to compete. Stirner argues that "private p roperty
lives by the grace of the law." Mere possession is transformed into prop
erty, or made legitimate, by the law, political power, or the state. In fact,
the state is the sole proprietor. As long as there is a state, there is no prop
erty that belongs to the individual in any absolute sense. Competition,
then, is not really free as long as the state u ltimately owns and controls
the products and labor that persons intend to exchange. Regardless of the
particulars of its intervention, the state sets the parameters, or the "thou
sand barriers" under which competition occurs. Moreover, the s tate fur
ther limits competition by determining who can compete and what can be
exchanged. Stirner notes that governments control markets by setting
standards that determine who can serve in occupations and by specifying
the characteristics of products and services that can be sold.
Second, free and open competition is an empty freedom for those who
do not have the "materials" or capital to compete. The ability to compete
and succeed is significantly determined by the person's possession of
productive property. Under the regime of free competition, the state does
not object to persons competing, but this is an empty right when persons
do not have access to the "things for competition." Frequently, the per-
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son's possession of property has nothing to do with their competence,
motivation, or effort. Instead it is the result of accident, luck, birth, factors
the individual has no control over. Success and the ability to compete may
be due more to who has access to the materials or capital, than to who has
the competence and motivation to succeed . Since the state has significant
control over the distribution of materials, it actually has significant con
trol over who can compete and succeed . Free competition is not "free,"
b ecause many indiv iduals lack the things for competition.46
Third, even in a free market economy, the state supports and protects
exploitation by protecting property rights. The regime of free competition
pretends to guarantee freedom, voluntary participation, meritocracy, and
fairness, but it is actually a form of exploitation that the state supports and
protects. The differences in wages and wealth that emerge in "free competi
tion" are not clearly related to the value that the producers or consumers
attribute to them . Instead, they are due to capricious decisions made by
manufacturers. Their power to set wages and prices is unearned and sup
ported by the state's protection of private property. The value created by
those at the top of the social hierarchy is not demonstrably superior to that
created by those at the bottom, but it has the appearance of superiority be
cause of the legitimacy conferred by the government. Speaking to the
m anufacturers and the government that protects them, Stirner offers a
harsh and surprising condemnation of capitalist exploitation,
We distress ourselves twelve hours in the sweat of our face, and you offer us a
few groschen for it. Then take the like for your labor too. Are you not willing?
You fancy that our labor is richly repaid with that wage, while yours on the
other hand is worth a wage of many thousands. But, if you did not rate yours
so high, and gave us a better change to realize value from ours, then we might
well, if the case demanded it, bring to pass still more important things than
you do for the many thousand thalers; and, if you got only such wages as we,
you would soon grow more industrious i n order t o receive moreY

Far from the petite-bourgeois reactionary he is frequently made out to be,
Stirner is critical of the regime of free competition because he understands
that it cannot help but promote pauperism and subordination to the state.
The state does not let me come to my value, and continues in existence only
through my valuelessness : it is forever intent on

getting bellefit

from me, ex

ploiting me, turning me to account, using me up . . . . It wants me to be "its
creature." 48

Fourth, the quality of life and labor, the quality of goods and services,
is cheapened when the motivation for p roduction is p rofit, and not excel
lence or the enjoyment of one's activ ity. Stirner contrasts egoistic l abor, or
activity that is enjoyable and meaningful to the individual, with l abor that
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is done "on account of the gain that it yields," or that notion of work that
is motivated by necessity, coercion, or pursuit of advantage over others. It
is a contrast of the type of human labor dictated by society, economy, and
polity against labor understood as the activity of the egoistic, unique in
dividual who does things for self. The labor under the regime o f free
competition is not labor understood as for-itself activity, but labor that is
directed by external dynamics and alien goals. "With competition is con
nected less the intention to do the thing bes t than the intention to m ake it
as profitable, as productive, as possible."49 The critique Stirner offers about
the nature of work under the regime of free competition is a remarkable
anticipation of the distinction Marx would articulate seventeen years later
in Capital between use value and exchange value. The "bitter life" and "bitter
poverty" of everyday work under the regime of free competition is a con
sequence of the statist domination of economic life. Ultimately, the em
phasis on profit and accum ulation yields little that benefits individuals. It
promotes a "restless acquisition" that frustrates all attempts at "calm en
joyment." There is simply "no comfort of our possessions."
Stirner 's immanent critique of the philosophy of right unmasks the shib
boleths of modernity and political liberalism, especially the notions of the
free press and laissez-faire economics. He demonstrates that the notion of
"right," while presented as an inviolable realm in which the person is pro
tected and nurtured by the state, actually empowers the state and manufac
tures the "val uelessness" of the person. His immanent critique influenced
individualist anarchism in the late nineteenth century, but it is a much
deeper analysis than the anarchistic opposition between the state and indi
vidual liberty. This is due to the centrality of ownness in Stirner's thought.
The individual has a need to own mind, self, and body, but the state needs
to promote subordination through coercion and fixed ideas. In opposition
to the union of egoists, which is founded on voluntary participation and
free choice, the state is the enemy and murderer of ownness. The state and
the individual are implacable enemies. In the modern world, the state dem
onstrates its enmity and hostility to the egoist by demanding that the per
son realize a fixed idea of what it means to be human, a citizen, or a worker
in thought and behavior. Under the domination by the liberal state, the
person is an abstraction, a spirit, an abstracted essence, and empty category.
The state cannot allow individuals to be egoists, but only good citizens and
compliant workers. It requires humility, respect, and, ultimately, impotence
before its power and authority. It necessarily entails lordship and bondage.
Regardless of its form, the state negates ownness or the will of the indi
vidual just as it elevates collective identities and interests. There is no pos
sibility of reconciling the egoist and the state since the egoist must annihi
late or dissolve the state in order to live as an owner, while the state must
annihilate or dissolve the egoist to maintain its power and legitimacy.
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FORMS OF RESISTANCE:
INSURRECTION AGAINST REVOLUTION

It is significant that Stirner developed his critique of state power in the
historical context of the democratic, socialist, and communist revolutions
of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, especially since these revolu
tions all promised to extend human rights and to ensure the full participa
tion of each individual in the political process. Each promised to over
come alienation through the application of state power in society and in
the lives of individuals. Stirner is a critic of these revolutions, as well as
the old regimes they destroyed, because they ensured the return of old
forms of alienation and repression in their attempt to overcome them.
Prefiguring Marx, Stirner made the distinction between the bourgeois and
the citizen, but he used it to arrive at completely opposite conclusions
from the socialists and communists. In

The Ego and Its Own,

Stirner says

that it is not the individual or the real person who has been liberated by
revolution, but only the citizen as a

species, the category of political liberal

ism. In the French Revolution, for example, it was not the individual who
was active as a world-historical figure; only the nation-state of France.
For Stirner, the democracy of the liberal and socialist revolutions is the
modern political expression of alienation and repression. Even though lib
eralism and socialism entailed philosophies of rights and freedoms, and a
rejection of tyranny and religious mystification, they reconstructed political
domination in new forms. The democratic revolutions, for example, freed
individuals from the caprice and arbitrary rule of despots, replacing despo
tism with laws and rational rules that allow individuals access to the state.
However, democratic liberalism also strengthens the state's power over in
dividuals and society. Political freedom in the democratic republic means
that the state has more freedom and power to subjugate individuals. It has
a greater ability to annihilate and dissolve the egoist.
The socialist revolutions and, later, the communist revolutions elevated
"society," "social class," and "the state" as new fixed ideas and new agents
of domination. The enforced homogenization of socialist and communist
rule promotes society as the new supreme being demanding the sacrifice of
the person's thoughts, loyalties, and resources. The formation of collective
social identities in socialist and communist ideology and practice is no less
oppressive than the freedom of the liberal state or the despotism of pre
democratic political structures. This point is at the core of the conflict be
tween Stirner and the socialists and communists who exalt revolution as
the political means of achieving collectivist and statist political goals. So
cialist and communist ideology and practice negate ownness and the will
of the individual. All legitimate forms of community, union, and associa
tion in Stirner's dialectical egoism result from, or are the product of, the
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thoughts and behaviors of individual egoists. They are deliberate construc
tions by egoists. In dialectical egoist thought, the individual becomes a
political subject only through opposition to and struggle against collectivi
ties and the state. For the socialists and communists, the individual only
becomes a political subject and potentially free only as a proletarian uniting
with other proletarians within an authoritarian political party to seize state
power and to use its technologies of violence and propaganda to suppress
political opposition . For the socialists and communists, individuals have no
political meaning. T hey become significant actors only as members of a
disciplined, authoritarian collectivity. Foreshadowing Marxist theory,
Stirner's critique of the collectivism of socialism and communism empha
sizes the point that workers only begin to seek their freedom once they
form as a class-for-itself; their freedom culminates in the formation of an
absolute state. For Stirner, it is a bit of barbarous irony that socialists and
communists conceive of freedom as the deprivation of the individual of all
ownness, property, independent thought, and personal judgment. For the
socialists and communists, freedom is ragamuffinism.
Both socialism and communism emanate from social liberalism. Stirner's
critique of them emanates from his critique of social liberalism. However,
both socialism and communism proceed in their critique of class inequality
from a notion of right and human welfare. However, the notion of right in
socialist and communist ideology departs from that of political liberalism
and free competition in that it is associated with the "welfare" of society
and the rights of collectivities. In their nascent forms, socialist and commu
nist thought argued for the collectivization of property so that the material
needs of all persons could be met. The subjectivity of needs and conflict
over the scope and priority of needs prompted collectivist thinkers, such as
Proudhon and Weitling, to abandon references to individual needs and the
welfare of persons in favor of the needs and welfare of society. Stirner sy m
pathizes with aspects of the critique of free competition that Proudhon and
Weitling espouse, but abhors their political and social agenda. In reference
to Weitling he say s that "communism rightly revolts against the pressure
that I experience from individual proprietors; but still more horrible is the
might that it puts in the hands of the collectivity." According to socialist and
communist ideology, the state, commune, or collectivity should be the pro
prietor. For the dialectical egoist, on the contrary, "I am the proprietor, and
I only come an understanding with others about my property." Instead of
being abolished, property must "be torn from [the] ghostly hands" of soci
ety and the state and become the property of the individual. The social and
political questions about class inequality and the distribution of property
cannot resolved "amicably as the socialists, yes, even the communists,
dream. It is solved only by the war of all against all. The poor become free
and proprietors only when they rebel, rise up."so
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Stirner 's critique of democratic liberalism, socialism, and communism
extends to his views on revolution, rebell ion, and change. Fundamental to
his perspective on political organization and change is the argument that
revolution and rebel lion, while related, are vastly different concepts and
historical processes. Revolution contradicts the notion of ownness, de
mands self-renunciation in favor of collectivist abstractions . Rebellion or
insurrection is a more consistent form of political expression for the
unique one. Revolu tion aims at the overturning of social and political
conditions or the transformation of existing social and political condi
tions. It involves the coordinated activities of thousands of people acting
through political organizations to achieve goals that are fixed in a phi
losophy of an improved condition of society. Revolution is therefore a
political and social act that seeks the acquisition of state power, the over
tu rning of social conditions, and the rearrangement of society. The time
and talent of revolutionaries are consumed with the design and struggle
over the a ppropriate arrangement of the transformed society.
The egoist is also the enemy of the state but does not seek the acquisi
tion of state power or the transformation of society. Instead of "making
arrangements," Stirner argues that the insurrectionist is concerned with
"rising or exalting himself" above the state and existing social cond itions.
Rebellion or insurrection also produces the transformation of establi shed
social conditions, but it d iffers from revolu tion in that it does not start
with that intent. Transformation is not the intention but rather an un
avoidable consequence of rebellion, which begins with the discontent of
individuals with themselves and their interaction w ith the world . While
revolution leads to new arrangements, rebellion leads us "no longer to let
ourselves be arranged, but to arrange ourselves." It is not really a fight to
replace the established order, but if it spreads an insurrection ensures that
the establ ished order collapses on i ts own. The objective of rebellion or
insurrection is the elevation of the individual above the established order
since the purposes and actions of the person are not political nor social,
but egoistic. Rebellion is a "standing up" or a "straightening oneself up"
to the state and society, and a "standing with" others who also rebel
against the state and society. Revolution requires the individual to make
new arrangements for the new social order by submitting to the demands
of a party, movement, and cause. Rebellion demands nothing, but implies
that the individual rises up or exalts self against alien, external powers.
Instead of working to design and implement an ideal political formation
that demands absolute obedience, the insurgent strives to become
"constitution-less." In rebellion, the individual asserts ownership and
discovers his or her uniqueness. "1 no longer humble myself before a ny
power, and I recognize that all powers are only my power. All powers that
dominate me I then reduce to serving me."51
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Stirner's dialectical egoism conceives all political systems to be s ocial
constructions that arise under specific historical circumstances because of
the weakness of the old regime and the strength of the opposition. They
acquire and maintain power through coercion and ideological tools that
promote the virtues of self-renunciation and the grandeur of supraindi
vidual constructs. Without foundation in the material world, the fixed
ideas become prisons for the mind and the will. They conceal from the
individual the existence of his or her own infinite creative powers. All
systems and systemizing tendencies of the modern world must be re
sisted by unique individuals, and through that resistance, destroyed. The
political project of dialectical egoism is not the replacement of one socio
political order with another, but the rebellion of individuals against each
of them. Revolutions succeed in creating new social formations, new
states, new social orders, new fixed ideas, but they do not emancipate
individuals. Stirner argued that ownness differs from freedom, and self
liberation differs from external emancipation. Similarly, insurrection dif
fers from and precedes revolution. Although external circumstances are
frequently replete with conflicts and contradictions, the epicenter of
change is internal to the individual. Change proceeds through the nega
tion of fixed ideas and the assertion of ownership over mind, self and
body. It emanates externally through individual actions that challenge
external constraints, seeking fulfillment and reciprocity through the
union of egoists. It is only through insurrection, or the rebellion against
systems

because they are systems, can individuals overcome the subordina

tion inherent in idolatry and authority and, thereby, own their minds,
selves, and bodies.
After the initial sensation and backlash

The Ego and Its Own

received in

the 1840s, the concepts and ideas within it remained largely dormant until
the 1870s when two young journalists named Benjamin R. Tucker and
James L. Walker discovered Stirner's work in a quest to master the array of
anarchist and egoist thought. Tucker arguably became the most important
individualist anarchist thinker in America and Europe. Walker published
the first book in English on egoism. Shortly after the turn of the century,
another journalist and activist named Dora Marsden also developed an
interest in Stirner. The efforts of the three to articulate a philosophy of indi
vidualism by applying aspects of Stirner's egoism to political, economic,
and social problems in America and Europe are examined in part 2.
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STIRNER' S INFLUENCE :
THRE E ENCOUNTERS
WITH DIALECTICAL
EGOISM

4

The Political Economy of
Modernity: Benjamin R. Tucker
and the Critique of the
Capitalist State
TUCKER'S ENCOUNTER WITH THE EGO AND ITS O WN

M

ax Stirner is unique among theorists of modernity becaus e o f h i s
refusal to theorize about the reconstruction o f a social orde r to fol

low his devastating critique of modernity. Stirner developed the notions
of the unique ego and the union of egoists in very broad brushstrokes. He
did not envision fixed patterns of social life, particularly at macrosocietal
levels. The alternative he provides is centered on the concept o f the
unique one and the implications it has for social relationships d escribed
in the union of egoists. Stirner's detractors from Marx to Camus to Pa ter
son founded their critiques of d ialectical egoism on Stirner's a nathema
toward socia l reconstruction. They a ttacked his resistance to positing al
ternatives or extracting the societal consequences of his critique o f moder
nity. Stirner is critical of the contradictions of "free competition," and
" freedom of the press" under the regime of political liberalism, but does
not theorize about a postmodern order.
Stirner's resistance to theorizing about alternative social structures is
driven by the strong anti-utopian trajectory in his thought. It woul d be in
consistent for him to situate the unique one at the core of his philosophy
and then proceed to create theoretically the particulars of a new society that
unique individuals and unions of egoists have not helped to envision.
However, a problematic implication of his dialectical egoism emerges: it is
the ambiguous and contradictory formulation of the self-other d i alectic in

The Ego and Its Own . Stirner makes a clear break with other political theories
on the question of social order. He makes numerous bold statements
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regarding the importance of the exemption of the unique one from the im
plied social contract of modernist political structures. If the unique one is
unconstrained and the absolute owner of "my power," "my property," and
"my self-enjoyment," what happens when assertions of ownership of
power, p roperty, and self-enjoyment collide?

The Ego and Its Own

is san

guine about the inevitability of conflict. There is no assumption that the
interests and behaviors of persons will spontaneously coincide. Stirner says
that conflicts over power, property, and self-enjoyment must be settled in
the "war of each against all." Furthermore, he argues that the u nique one is
unconcerned with others and society; these are not his "affair" and do not
matter to the unique one. Do these assertions prefigure a return to, or con
tinuation of, the Hobbesian state of nature? Possibly more damning for a
libertarian theorist who proffers the unique individual as the negation of
the con formism of modernity, is the clear implication that dialectical ego
ism likely produces the domination of some individuals by others.
Sti rner makes statements that imply the domination of some people by
others, but he makes other statements in the d iscussion of the union of
egoi sts that emphasize

reciprocity

among unique egoists. He makes still

other statements ind icating that even unique egoists must accept con
straints on their liberty requ ired by their interaction with others. Stirner
expresses considerable empathy in

The Ego and Its Own

for the condition

of human beings i n "modern times," especially workers, children, and
victims of governmental abuse. I f his d i alectical egoism is a legitimation
of new forms of domination, or new forms of predation in everyday life,
why express any concern for the victims the cultu re, polity, and economy
of modernity?

The Ego and Its Own

is either amb iguous or contradictory

on the question of the reciprocity of the self-other relationship. Stirner
cannot have it both ways and maintain any consistency on this point Ei
ther his reconstruction of the self-other relationship enables or legitimates
interpersonal and societal domination, or i t d oes not, promoting instead
a new vision or sense of social rel a tionships, just as i t develops a new
concept of individuality in the unique one. The issue may be reduced to
the question, is dialectical egoism a philosophy that p romotes
or i s it a philosophy that promotes

arch ism?

anarchism,

Stimer's thought either en

dorses the anarchist notion that individuals cannot legitimately dominate
o thers, or it endorses the archist idea that they can.
The nineteenth- and twentieth-century intellectu a l s and writers who
i ncorporated facets of Stirner 's thought into their own writing typically
encountered this ambiguity or contradiction in Stirner's work. Some con
cluded that

The Ego and Its Own i s substantively anarchist, and others
archist. Benj amin R. Tucker was one of the

conclude that it is substantively

intellectu a ls who was greatly influenced by Stirner 's egoism . Tucker de
veloped a form of individualist anarchism that b lended elements of
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American individualist thought a n d European socialism w ith Stirner's
egoism. The Tucker-Stirner relationship has not been fully explored. Eltz
bacher inclu ded a comparison of Stirner and Tucker in his landmark
analysis of seven major anarchist thinkers, arguing that Stirner and
Tucker differed on questions pertaining to property, social contracts, and
methods to effect social transformation. James J. Martin acknowledges the
Stirner-Tucker relationship in his classic Men Against the S tate, and dis
cusses the transition of American individualist anarchism to egoism .
However, h e does not develop any d iscussion o f how Stirner affected
Tucker, or the points of agreement between the two writers. Wendy McEl
roy includes a chapter in her book on Tucker and Liberty that describes the
conflicts between the anarchists who argued in favor of n atural rights and
those who favored egoism . She does not outline Stirner's influence on
Tucker nor the points where Tucker departs from Stirner.l
Tucker was born in South Dartmouth, Massachusetts, in 1854 in a fairly
affluent family. His father worked as a supplier to whalers in his early
adulthood and later as a wholesaler of spices and groceries. Young Benja
min Tucker was especially well read, devouring the evolutionary theories
and scientific methods of Charles Darwin, Thomas Huxley, and Herbert
Spencer, as well a s the political economy of Adam Smith and John Stuart
Mill. In his youth, he was greatly influenced by the socially conscious
preaching of William J. Potter, the minister of the Unitarian church his
family attended . F rom the age of twelve Tucker was an avid reader of
Horace Greeley's New York Tribu ne. As a teen, he also attended lectures at
the New Bedford Lyceum where he listened to abolitionist and libertarian
speakers. When he turned seventeen he enrolled in the Massachusetts
Institute of Technology as an engineering student. During these years,
Tucker participated in the New England Labor Reform League where he
met Lysander Spooner and other individualist and antistatist activists,
including Victoria Woodhull, Josiah Warren, Ezra Heywood, and William
B . Greene. He also heard the Abolitionist activists Wendell Phillips and
William Lloyd Garrison speak passionately about the corruption of the
American government and the need for racial justice. He rea d and ab
sorbed the works of the French protoanarchist Pierre-Joseph Proudhon.
The confluence of these strong personalities, combined w ith an interest in
Stirner and egoism, led Tucker to develop an individualist anarchist ori
entation in his teens. Tucker modified his philosophy throughout his life,
but he never renounced it, although he became very pessimistic about the
possibilities of a libertarian political order prior to his death in 1939.2
Tucker is significant in the history of libertarianism and anarchism for
his work as a journalist, translator, and publisher, as well as his writings
that developed a n individualist anarchist theory of political economy.
Tucker is noteworthy for his translations of the writings of Pierre-Joseph
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Proudhon. His initial contribution to the libertarian tradition of radical
thought was the publication of the

Radical Review in

1 877, which intended

to bring an American perspective to the development of anarchist theory
on politics and economics. Tucker also worked for the Boston

Daily Globe
Engineering Magazine. He is primarily important for his writings and
publication of Liberty, the individualist anarchist newspaper he edited
from August 1 881 to 1 907. Liberty attracted contributions from many im

and

portant American and English individualists, including Lysander Spooner,
John Beverly Robinson, Steven Byington, Auberon Herbert, and Words
worth Donisthorpe. Since

Liberty functioned as a clearinghouse for articles

and essays from other individualist and anarchist journals, Tucker also
develo ped publication relationships with Irish, French, Australian, Ger
man, and Spanish individualists and anarchists. It is clear from many of
Tucker 's articles in

Liberty

that he recognized Stirner as an important

theorist, particularly in his critiques of the state and the d octrine of natu
ral rights. However, Tucker's knowledge of Stirner's egoism was very
limited until Byington translated

The Ego and Its Own

after the turn of the

century. Since he was not fluent in German, Tucker was dependent on his
colleague George Schumm for an understanding of Stirner and informa
tion about the Stirnerite journals published in Germany. Tucker was re
sponsible for the original publication of Byington's English translation of

The Ego and Its OWIl

in 1 903, which Tucker considered to be one of the

most significant accomplishments of his career.
[ have been engaged for more than 30 years in the propaganda of anarchism,

and have achieved some things of which I am proud; but I feel that I have
done nothing for the cause that compares in value with my publication of
this illuminating document.3
Tucker articulated his individualist anarchist philosophy in editorials

Liberty. He assembled many of
Book by a Mall Too Busy to Write
subtitled A Fragmentary Exposition of

and responses to letters to the editor of

these into an 1 897 volume titled, Instead of a

Olle. Ins tead of a Book is actually
Philosophical Anarchism. Tucker 's

individualist anarchism is indeed a

"fragmentary exposition" since it is primarily culled together from his
writings that appeared in

Liberty.

It does not appear as a systematic state

ment. Individualist anarchism is a philosophy that was developed not
only in response to Tucker 's grasp of radical individualist literature, but
his interest in shifting events and the interests of his readers. Almost all of
Tucker 's writings are either brief editorials or comments on contributions
from other writers. They lack sustained development of the various as
pects of his philosophy.
Another important source of his thought appears in two lengthy essays
he published. The first was titled "State Socialism and Anarchism: How Far
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They Agree and Wherein They Differ." This essay differentiates the sour ces
and implications of anarchism and the state socialism of Marx. Tucker
wrote "State Socialism and Anarchism" for the North American RevieuJ
shortly after the Haymarket riot in Chicago in 1886. However, the essay
never appeared i n this publication. Tucker published it in Liberty in 1 888
and included it in Instead of a Book in 1897, presumably because of the in
tense feelings associated with the violence attributed to anarchism around
the turn of the century. The second essay was titled "The Attitude of Anar
chism toward Industrial Combinations." It was originally the text of a
speech Tucker gave at the 1899 Conference on Trusts sponsored by the
Civic Federation in Chicago. Tucker self-published this essay in 1903.4
Individualist a narchist philosophy in this period in American history
reveals a profound tension between positions that sought to ground indi
vidual liberty and property rights on a philosophy of natural right, fol
lowing such thinkers as the American abolitionist and individualist
Lysander Spooner, and those who rejected natural right as myth and ar
gued for a notion of liberty and property based on Stirner's concept of
"ownness. " This tension was discussed at length through the contribu
tions of many writers in Liberty. Tucker and some of his colleagues, such
as Byington, argued that they could blend the two interests into an indi
vidualist anarchist philosophy, using Stirnerite ideas, that was at once
anticapitalist, antistatist, pro-free trade, and prolabor.
Tucker believed that Stirner's notion of ownness was consistent with a
concept he developed called "equal liberty," which means that no indi
vidual or group has the right to seek to dominate or exploit others because
each individual has a right to the same degree of individual liberty. Draw
ing from Stirner's critique of political economy and social movements in
The Ego and Its Own, Tucker, Byington, and the other egoists associated
with Liberty attempted to develop a version of anarchism founded on
Stirner's dialectical egoism that universalized the notion of the unique one.
They rejected the archis t interpretation of The Ego alld Its Own in favor of
the anarchis t interpretation. Tucker believed that Stirner's egoism was thor
oughly anarchist and should supplant the "natural right" arguments for
individual liberty developed by Spooner and other nineteenth-century
individualists.s This chapter examines the extent to which Tucker adopted
and applied Stirner's dialectical egoism to the analysis of politics, the self
other relationship, economics, and social change.

B ENJAM I N TUCKER AND THE PHILOSOPHY O F RIGHT

Tucker describes anarchism as "the doctrine that the affairs of men should
be managed by individuals or voluntary associations, and the state should
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be abolished." Tucker's individualist anarchism is a philosophy that cou
ples an egoist rejection of the authority of the state with a concern for the
"equal liberty" of the other person. In the writings of the individualist
anarchists there is a pronounced focus on the ways in which the state and
capital collude to exploit and dominate. The collusion of the state and
capital generates class stratification and other forms of exploitation and
oppression. Tucker's most significant contribution to political theory is
the articulation of particulars of this collusion in fin de siecle America.
Tucker was clearly influenced by Stirner in his analyses of the interaction
between the state and capital, and the consequences of this interaction for
individual liberty.
In "State Socialism and Anarchism" there are distinct echoes of Stirner
as Tucker describes the implications of anarchist thought for the everyday
lives on individuals

The individual may decide for himself . . . . No external power must dictate
to him what he must and must not eat, d rink, wear, or do. Nor does the an
archistic scheme furnish any code of morals to be imposed upon the indi
vidual. "M ind your own business" is its only moral law.6
However, many of the fundamental concepts and principles Tucker
employed during his career were not derived from Stirner. Some reflect
notions that Stirner absolutely rejected in

The Ego and Its OWIl.

From an

epistemological standpoint, it is also important to indicate that Tucker
was influenced by empiricism and the method and concepts of natural
science. Tucker never explored Stirner's Hegelianism, but he did develop
contradictions in his investigations. Like Stirner, Tucker also made refer
ence to historical process and used modernity as a category in his political
and economic analyses. Tucker's individualist anarchist position elabo
rates three core principles that appear and reappear as threads uniting the
entirety of his writings: (a) the labor theory of value is an economic and
moral absolute, and it implies that the only legitimate form of property is
the use of nature and tools needed to produce material goods, (b) the
"equal liberty" of persons is an absolute right, and (c) the preferred form
of political practice is "passive resistance." The three principles reflect the
influence of the various intellectuals in Tucker's life, as well as the ten
sions among them. They help illuminate the areas and the extent to which
Tucker was influenced by Stirner.
Labor as the M easure of Value and Right
Tucker's use of the labor theory of value was derived from his studies of
the economic philosophies of Adam Smith, Josiah Warren, and Pierre
Joseph Proudhon.7 Tucker and other American individualists such as
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Josiah Warren believed that economic reform was the key to human lib
eration and, consequently, espoused a type of labor theory of value that
they used to define legitimate property and wealth. Adam Smith's classic
statement on the labor theory of value was the fundamental economic
concept that Tucker and other individualists at the time believed was the
practical scaffold for philosophic notions of self-ownership or sovereignty
of the individual. Smith said that, "The real price of everything, what
everything really costs to the man who wants to acquire it, is the toil and
trouble of acquiring it." 8 The labor theory of value was also applied in
political and economic analysis in the United States independently by
Josiah Warren and in Europe by Pierre-Joseph Proudhon. Both Warren
and Proudhon believed that labor had a natural right to its product. War
ren was a student and colleague of Robert Owen. He participated in
Owen's socialist community at New Harmony, Indiana, in the 1820s and
became committed to the idea that society could be transformed if suc
cessful alternatives based on cooperation could be developed. One of the
devices that Owen developed in his experimental communes was the
"labor note," which was intended to be a tool for implementing the labor
theory of value. Although it was never fully implemented at New Har
mony, the theory behind the labor note was that exploitation could be
defeated if the compensation for labor could be standardized through

a

form of currency based on the time individuals spent working. Warren
eventually made a break from Owen because of the demands for confor
mity he observed in the socialist colony. Warren subsequently imple
mented the labor note as a form of exchange in his Cincinnati Time Store,
which operated from 1827 to 1830. Despite the short life and limited objec
tives of the Cincinnati Time Store, Warren believed that the labor note
concept was a viable approach to implementing the labor theory of value.
It was the practical expression of a moral precept that should structure
economic life: "cost is the limit of price." Warren used this dictum in his
subsequent efforts to create utopian communities and it became one of
the basic ideas in his statements about a philosophy of individualist anar
chism,

Equitable Commerce and True Civilization.9

Pierre-Joseph Proudhon was the French anarchist who purportedly de
veloped a revolutionary theory of society by blending the labor theory of
value with Hegelian dialectics and socialist economics. Proudhon was a
contemporary of Stirner and influenced both Michael Bakunin and Karl
Marx, although Marx later viciously attacked Proudhon in

The Poverty of
Philosophy. Proudhon's What Is Property ? and The System of Economic Contra
dictions arguably had the greatest influence on Tucker.l O Central to Proud
hon's mutualist form of anarchism expressed in these two works is the no
tion that there are two forms of property. The first form refers to ownership
over the products of labor; the second refers to ownership over the means
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of production. Proudhon argued that the first form of property is legitimate
because persons have an absolute right over what they produce, to control
their dwellings, and the land and tools they need to work and live. This
form of p roperty, which Proudhon called "possession," is the logical ex
pression o f the labor theory of value. The second form o f property was not
legitimate, according to Proudhon, because the m eans of production repre
sent the heritage of materials and techniques accumulated by many gen
erations and because they requi re cooperative efforts to function. Capital is
illegitimate property because it "constitutes the debt of the capitalist to the
producer, which he never pays," and is the cause of the "poverty of the la
borer " and the "inequality of conditions." For Proudhon, the private own
ership of the means of production i s the right of "using and abusing" that
legitimates the "irresponsible domain of man over his person and his
good s." It is little more than a form o f theft. The means o f production must
be owned collectively and each person mu st enjoy the product of his labor.
The private ownership of the means of p roduction is what Proudhon meant
by his famous epigram, "Property is theft." l 1
Following Warren and Proudhon, Tu cker claimed that all legitimate
forms of p roperty, the p ivotal category in his individualist anarchist eco
nom ics, must be based on the effort or labor of individuals. Therefore, la
bor, or the persons who produce and create economic value, have an abso
lute right to own and control the entire economic value that they create.
Moreover, exchange must be based on Warren's notion of equitable com
merce and Proudhon's idea that the only legitimate form of property is ac
tually the p ossession of the land and tools that individuals need to support
themselves. All other forms of private property inevitably result in exploita
tion. What differentiates state socialists and communist-oriented anarchists
from the individualist anarchists is the belief in the right of persons to own
property that they create through their own labor. Tucker identifies the in
dividualist anarchist definition o f legitimate property as
that which secures each in the possession of his own products, or of such
products of others as he may have obtained unconditionally without the use
of fraud or force, and in the realization o f all titles to such products which he
may hold by virtue of free contracts with others. 1 2

Further, the individual ist anarchist v iew o f property, "concerns only
products. But anything is a product upon which human labor has been
expended, whether it is a piece of iron o r a piece of land ." l3 Tucker credits
Adam Smith as the original source of the principle that " labor is the true
measure of price." Tucker was critical of S mith and the political econo
mists who followed him for failing to use the concept as the basis for a
critique of capitalism. Smith identified the labor theory of value as

a

moral precept but failed to use it as a standard to evaluate and critique
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capitalist society. Tucker believed in free trade and the limited form o f
private property identified by Proudhon, but he argued t h a t capitalism
negates both. The standpoint of the procapitalist political economy of
Smith is the description o f society a s it is, dominated by the financial, in
dustrial, and commercial classes, and not "as it should be, and the d iscov
ery of the means o f making it what it should be." The goal of individualist
anarchism is the d econstruction of the political and the economic pro
cesses of capitalism that deprive individuals of the " true" or the "natural"
products of their labor.
In his essay "State Soc i a l i s m and Anarchism," Tucker a rgued tha t nine
logical deductions coul d b e derived from the work of Warren and
Proud hon :
1 . The "natural" wage o f l abor i s its product;
2. This wage, or product, is the only "just" source of i ncome or wea lth,
exclu ding gifts and inheritance;

3. Those who derive income from any other source " ab stract" it di
rectly or indirectly from the "natural and just" wage of labor;
4. The abstraction of income from the "natural and just" wages of labor
takes three forms: interest, rent, and profit;

5. These three forms of abstraction constitute the "trinity of u sury" a n d
are different methods f o r levying tribute for the use of capital, or
different forms of exploitation;
6. Capital is nothing more than "stored-up labor" which has a l ready
received its full compensation and, thus, its use by o thers ou ght to
be gratuitous;
7. The lender of capital i s entitled to only i ts return and nothing more;
8. The only reason that bankers, capitalists, and lan dlords are able to
exploit labor is because they are supported by legal privilege or mo
nopoly; and
9. The only way for l abor to secure its entire product, or natural wage,
is to destroy all for m s of monopoly.14
Profit, rent, and interest are forms of usury; taken together they define
capitalism a s an economic system. They are forms of surplus value that
can only be appropriated from workers by fraud or force, both of which
are illegitimate and inequitable forms of commerce. Individualist anar
chism seeks to overthrow the private ownership of land and capital, as
well as all form s of value or wealth that are derived from the inequitable
exchange of labor and capital. Individuals cannot legitimately assert own
ership over land or natu ral resources, except those which they d irectly
occupy and use. The legitimate ownership of property refers solely to the
p roducts of human labor. Equ i table commerce is founded on the equiva-
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l ent exchange of labor notes as currency that represent a consistent stan
d a rd of time that an individual spends working. In the ind ividual ist an
archist

formulation,

unlike that of conte m porary

libertarians and

anarcho-capitalists, property rights are not absolute, but are dependent
upon the use of land and products by human beings.
Neither Tucker, Warren, Proudhon, nor Smith deduce the labor theory of
value from any form of disciplined observation or axiomatic reasoning. It
appears in their writings as a moral precept, popular among the intellectu
als who used it in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries to cri
tique the emerging social disorganization attendant with industrialization
and urbanization. Tucker and Proudhon knew that economies did not func
tion according to the labor theory of value, but they supported a revolution
ary movement that wou ld impose it on ind ividuals and society as a fixed
idea that cou ld not be cha llenged or overturned. Warren also knew that it
d i d not describe economic life but sought to impose it as a commandment
on artificial communities in the hope that it would spread ou tside of the
socia l experiments he engineered . Where does the worker's right to own
and control the products of his or her labor come from? Why is it "just and
natural" for cost to be the limit of price? Why is it "unjust and unnatural"
for persons to own productive property and to contract freely with others
to exchange their labor for money? Why are property rights for labor just
and natural, and those for capitalists are unjust and unnatural?
In many of the arguments with the contributors and readers of

Liberty

where the topic of natural right is discussed, Tucker argues against natural
rights from a Stirnerite point of view. He argues that property rights a re not
" inherent," but a matter of social convention or contract. However, "State
Socialism and Anarchism" makes clear that he believes that the labor theory
of value expresses in theoretical form the idea that the "just and natural "
wage of labor is the right of the worker to own and control the products of
his labor. If rights are a matter of social convention, contract, or construc
tion, they cannot be "natural" or fixed in nature in any form. Instead, they
a re dependent upon the varying perceptions and agreements that persons
construct in their interaction. Whether property rights are equitable or in
equitable also depends upon social convention, contract, or agreement.
Tucker, of course, is one voice arguing that some property rights are just
and others are unjust, but other voices propound alternatives. Tucker's ar
gument is not intu itively superior. The characterization of the labor theory
of value as the expression of the "just and natural" wages of labor posits i t
as part of the fixed environment in which humans must function. Despite
his protests, Tucker's "just and natural" argument for the labor theory of
value is ultimately an assertion of right fixed in nature. This is a clear d i f
ference from Stirner, who rejected any sort of external concept of right,
whether it is grounded in religion, humanism, or nature.
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Tucker's individualist anarchism entails some important contrad ictions
on the matter of property rights that are derived from the labor theory of
value. Tucker frequently dismissed notions of natural right and was even
willing to correct his own arguments on this matter when his read ers
pointed out the contradictions in his thought. He was also a political econo
mist who wanted to recreate a theory of social and political order to ad
vance his vision of an alternative society. Tucker was attracted to Stirner
because of the latter's critique of fixed moral codes that Tucker believed
were outmoded and antithetical to individual freedom. But it is impossible
to discern in Tucker's writings an argument that Stirner's egoism is a viable
philosophy to reconstruct society. Tucker was very much influenced in his
effort by a libertarian tradition in the United States and Europe that was
philosophically dependent upon natural right as the basis for its critique of
capitalism and vision of a libertarian society. While Tucker could shake off
"natural right" when questions about morality and interpersonal relations
appeared in the pages of Liberty, he could not shake it off on issues pertain
ing to political economy. He did not reconcile Stirner's egoism with the
natural right philosophy of Smith, Warren, and Proudhon.

Equal Liberty
The second principle in Tucker 's thought was a concept of self-ownershi p
or sovereignty of t h e individual which Tucker refers to as " the l a w o f
equal liberty" or " the principle of equal liberty." "State Socialism a n d
Anarchism" is a n i mportant essay because i t is the only organized state
ment by Tucker that summarizes the basic phi losophical principles that
underlie his w ritings. The initial philosophic opposition tha t Tucker
develops in the essay is between "authority" and "liberty. " Tucker i d en
t i fies the two a s divergent principles that can be used to organize human
activities. Tucker argues that anarchism and state socialism are both
form s of socialist thought that emerged out of Adam S m i th's notion that
" labor is the tru e measure of price." Tucker says that the labor theory of
value is a significant a d vance in social theory because it grounded eco
nomic value and all notions of social justice in the p ractical, everyday
activities of humans. Anarchism and state socialism took radically d i f
ferent paths in their efforts to use this idea as a lever to change society.
The state socia lists, who by the 1 880s were primarily Marxists, argued
that labor coul d only receive the full value of its product in the frame
work of a socia l system in which all productive property is owned and
control led by the state. In turn, the state must be dominated b y a social
ist elite that will determine economic value through an authoritarian
political process. The anarchists, on the other hand, sought the progres
sive dismantling o f the state. Among other things, persons shou l d be
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a l lowed to determ ine the value of labor a u tonomously, or outside the
s t ructure of a government.
The problem with authority is that it i s universaIIy "invasive" of the "self
jurisdiction of the individual within a voluntary society." Tucker's primary
intent was to help establish society a s a voluntary association, or a society
by contract, in which individuals cou ld act freely without intrusion by the
state.1 5 Tucker 's concept of liberty is largely negative in that he defines it as
the opposition to, or antithesis of, authority or invasion. Tucker 's liberty is
very similar to the idea of negative freedom, or the absence of constraint.
Anarchism upholds "the right of every individual to be or select his own
priest, they likewise uphold his right to be or select his own doctor. No
monopoly in theology, no monopoly in medicine. Competition everywhere
and always." Further, "no external power must dictate to him what he must
and must not eat, drink, wea r, or dO." 1 6 Tucker supports free trade and ar
gues for the elimination of all monopoli es, which is essential to eliminating
all forms of exploitation that occu r in everyday life. It only when persons
are secure from both force and fraud that they are free. Tucker uses the term
"I iberty" to imply that individua l s have access to the tools and materia ls
that enable them to produce or earn a living. "State Socia lism and Ana r
chism" closes with Tucker quoting Ernest Lesigne's statement that contrasts
sta te social ism and anarchism:
One says:
The land to the State.
The mine to the State.
The tool to the State.
The product to the State.
The other says:
The land to the cultivator.
The mine to the miner.
The tool to the laborer.
The product to the producerY

The idea of l iberty means that the individual enters into contracts vol
untarily, i s a member of only those associations she or he has joined vol
untarily, lives in a noninvasive environment free of monopol ies, and has
access to nature and the technology to produce.
Tucker intends to promote a Stirnerite point o f v iew on questions per
taining to rights. He says tha t anarchists " totaIIy d iscard t h e i dea of moral
obligation, of inherent rights and d uties" and that

"

S0

far as inherent right

is concerned, might is its only measure." 1 8 In order to articulate the prin
ciple of equal liberty, he must modify Stirner 's egoism . Although Tu cker
was influenced by many concepts of self-ownersh i p in the libertarian tra
dition, he was particularly attracted to William Lloyd Garrison's aboli-
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tionist philosophy that every person, regardless of race or any other
characteristic, has an inalienable right to control his or her own body, b e
havior, as well the outcomes of his or her labor. Tucker defined equal
liberty as "the largest amount of liberty compatible with equality and
mutuality of respect, on the part of individual's living in society, for their
respective spheres of action." 1 9 The notion of equal l iberty implies that
each person is equally free to pursue his or her self-interest, and is bound
only by "a mutuality of respect." Tucker says that equal liberty is not a
natural right, but a social convention or a contract.
Now equal liberty itself being a social convention (for there are no natural
rights), it is obvious that anarchism recognizes the propriety of compelling
individuals to regard one social convention. But it does not follow from this
that it recognizes the propriety of compelling individuals to regard any and
all social convention. Anarchism protects equal liberty (of which property
based on labor is simply an expression in a particular sphere), not because it
is a social convention, but because it is equal liberty, that is, because it is an
archism itself.20

As a social construct, equal liberty should be protected through "volun
tary association" and not through government because government is the
negation of equal liberty. The notion of equal liberty is a n absolute or first
p rinciple for Tucker since it appears as a core concept in all of his writings.
He makes it abundantly clear that equal liberty is inextricably tied to his
notions of both anarchism and self-ownership. Tucker equates equal lib
erty with anarchism.
Although Tucker claims that equal liberty is not a natural right, but a
social construction, he i n fuses the notion with the rhetoric of rights, in
cluding the concepts o f duty and compulsion. People have "a duty to
respect other's rights, assuming the word 'right' to b e used in the sense
of the limit which the principle of equal liberty logically places upon
might." Further, "man's only duty is to respect others' ' rights' . . . man's
only right over others is to enforce that duty." Tucker bases his notion of
the law of equal l iberty on "the distinction between invasion and resis
tance, between government and defense." He uses the term "invasion"
to refer to the "line inside o f which liberty of action does not conflict
with others' liberty of action." Persons have the right to resist invasion
and to defend or p rotect their personal liberty. As E ltzbacher phrases it,
"The individual has the right to repel invasion of his sphere o f action."
Tucker proposes that the law of equal liberty be g iven some teeth
through the creation of "defensive associations" that would act coer
cively on behal f of the anarchistic principle of equal liberty, prohibiting
and demanding redress for invasive acts. As far as Tucker is concerned,
d efensive associations have the same purpose to resist invasion whether
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the people are resisting an oppressive law, rising against a despot, or
restra ining a crimina l .2 1
Equ a l l iberty implies a universal moral or political claim that individu
als have a righ t to as much liberty as that which does not contradict the
liberty of others. Equal liberty is a concept that always implies an "other."
The other's liberty provides the bou n dary of the individual's freedom and
helps define the meaning of self-ownership o r the sovereignty of the indi
vidu a l . Equal liberty, therefore, is a u niversal or generalizable form of
self-ownership that certainly goes beyond Stirner's focus on "my power,"
"my property, " and "my self-enjoyment." Equal l ib erty has an objective
and collective form since no individual can be excluded from it, or exempt
self from it. Equal liberty assumes tha t there is some external, knowable
standard to assess the "equality" of liberty, or the b ehavioral boundaries
between and among persons. There must be some standard that can op
erationalize the meaning of invasion and d efense. Otherwise, how do
persons know what constitutes liberty, invasion, and defense? Without an
objective s tandard equal liberty is merely a restatement of the war of each
against a l l . Otherwise, competing defensive a ssociations are likely to chal
lenge each other's actions to enforce equal liberty. How do persons know
w hen people have equal liberty? Tucker's concept also implies that there
is some sort of social agent who can legitimately mediate and enforce
what constitu tes equa l liberty, or what constitutes appropriate boundaries
demarcating what people can and cannot do.
Tucker a rgues that equ al liberty and anarchism logically entail each
other. It is a pparent in his discussion that equ a l liberty is a tool t o recreate
the self-other relationship outside the domain o f the capitalist state.
Stirner's fluid and transient "union of egoists" is apparently not sufficient
to protect equal liberty as a moral absolute. The significant question for
Tucker is, does the idea of a "defensive association" simply recreate the
state in a new form? Does Tucker 's argument for e qu a l l iberty differ from
the natural rights arguments by John Locke, Ayn Rand, and Robert Noz
ick that base the legitimation of the state on the need to p rotect and de
fend the liberty of individuals? It is d i fficul t to d i fferentiate Tucker's an
archism from the arguments of other philosophers who argue for a
minimalist state to protect the rights and l iberty of individuals.
Perhaps more significant from the standpoint o f Tucker's methodology
i s how he d iscovered that equal liberty is either a first principle or a moral
absolute. Where did i t corne from? Why i s i t a first principle? In the writ
ings of other individualist anarchists, such as Josiah Warren, Stephen
Pear l Andrews, William Lloyd Garrison, and Lysander Spooner, first
princip les or moral absolutes were derived from a philosophy of natural
rights. The rights of persons and their d u ties to others were thought to
emanate from God, or were inherent in the nature of human beings. Later
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individualists and l ibertarians such as Rand, Nozick, Ludwig von Mises,
and Murray Rothbard derived their concepts of individual rights from
axiomatic forms of reasoning, again arguing that rights are inherent in

nature or in the nature of human beings. 22 For Tucker, r ights implied by
equa l liberty simply appear as a matter of social convention, even though
there is no evidence that any society ever agreed to them. Tucker uses
equal l iberty as a vehicle to critique the state and capitalism, but he in
tended the concept to be used as basis for the reconstruction of society on
the heels of an anarchist social transformation. Strangely, equal liberty is
a right based in social convention, but it is the only socia l convention that
has any authority, according to Tucker.
Tucker's approach is a marked contrast to the approach of Stirner, who
argued that natural rights derived from God or nature were "spooks,"
and the rights derived from social convention were merely the imposition
of the will of stronger, richer, better organized elements in society. For
Stirner, rights have little to do with how people live their lives and are
always dependent upon the abi l i ty of persons to impose them on others .
Tucker intends to meld Stirner with the natural right tradition in Ameri
can individualist anarchist thought. Tucker cannot successfully reconcile
Stirner's egoism with the legacy of the natural right philosophy he inher
ited from Warren, Andrews, and Spooner. Despite the m any merits of the
attempt to infuse individualist anarchism with Stirner 's dialectical ego
ism, Tucker's political and economic thought is solidly based on a phi
losophy of right. The frequent references in his writings to the rights of
individuals and groups casts considerable doubt on the claim that Tucker
successfully integrated Stirner's egoism with the natural right legacy of
American individualist anarchism.

THE EMERGENCE OF MONOPOLY CAPITALISM
In Tucker's individualist anarchism, profit, rent, and interest are the con
crete means by which one social class dominates another. Each is a form of
exploitation since it is economic value that capitalists, landowners, and
bankers appropriate but do not earn. Viewed from the standpoint of work
ers, tenants, and borrowers, profit, rent, and interest are forms of usury in
which economic value is forcibly expropriated from the individual . The
extraction of surplus value in the forms of profit, rent, and interest certainly
generates opposition to capitalism by workers, tenants, and borrowers, but
capitalism persists because political and economic elites collude to create
monopolies that are legitimated and protected by the state.
There is a profound similarity in the analysis and critique of capitalism
by the state social ists led by Marx and the anarchists led by Proudhon and
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Warren . Tucker traces the simi larity to the mutual recognition tha t labor
does not receive the full value o f what it produ ces. The two movements
d i ffer d ramatica lly in how they wou ld reconstruct society. Marxists envi
sion a social revolution in which the proletariat, through its agent, the
communists, seize political power and begin the process of "expropriat
ing the expropriators," socia lizing the means and ou tcomes of produc
tion . The mutual ists or individua list anarchists like Tucker, Prou dhon,
and Wa rren, also envision a social transformation, but one that wou ld
d estroy, not seize, state power and, thereby, destroy the monopolies th at
produce class inequalities. Theoretica lly, the outcome of the individualist
anarchist destruction of the state wou l d be a society based on voluntarism
and cooperation in which no one wou ld have any special privileges, but
all wou ld compete and cooperate as they pu rsue their individual inter
ests. All forms of possession and economi c va lue wou ld be based on use,
not titles or privi leges conferred by the state.
Unlike the Marxists and other state socialists, the individualist anar
chists d o not believe tha t the appropriate response to the exploitation
caused by monopoly and authority was the centralization of monopoly
and authority in the state. Instead, Tucker and his colleagues bel ieved that
competition, the "antithesis of monopoly," was the means to make liberty,
not authority, universal . The individualist anarchists "saw in competition
the great leveler of prices to the labor cost o f production ./I But all prices
do not fall to the cost of labor because there is only a one-sidedness to
competition u nder capitalism . Historically, the capitalist class successfu lly
manipulated legislation to provide an unlim ited supply of productive
labor, "keeping wages down to the starvation point, or as near it as prac
ticable." For the capitalists, "almost no competition at all is allowed in
sl'pplying capital," "keeping the rate of interest on money and of hou se
rent and ground-rent as high as the necessities of the people will bear." 23
The individualist anarchist solution was to extend the competitive,
laissez-faire principle to all aspects of economy and society. In a practical
sense, the promotion of absolute free trade meant that four forms of col
lusion between the state and capital need to be destroyed : the banking
monopoly, the land monopoly, the tariff monopoly, and the intellectual
property monopoly.
At the base of the individualist anarchist economic philosophy is the
search for practices that promote the sovereignty of the individual. Fol
lowing Warren, Tucker argued that the tendency toward monopoly or
building trusts was a major flaw o f capitalism because i t signified that
individuals were deprived of the right to compete and access to the tools
needed to participate in competition. In his speech to the Civic Federation
on " industrial combinations," Tucker lists the basic elements o f his cri
tique of capitalism.
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1 . The right t o cooperate i s as inviolable as the right to compete;

2. The right to compete involves the right to refrain from competition;
3. Cooperation is often a method of competition;
4. Competition is always a method of cooperation;

5. Each is a legitimate, orderly, noninvasive exercise of the individual
will under the law of equal l iberty; and
6. Any man or institution a ttempting to prohibit or restrict e ither, in
any way, is an enemy of l iberty. 24
Tucker argues that the banking or money monopoly was the most sig
nificant form o f monopoly in terms of the damage to free competition and
the exploitation of labor, and, thus, one of the most dangerous enemies of
individual liberty. The banking monopoly refers to the "privilege given
by the government to certain individuals, or to individuals hold ing cer
tain kinds of property, of issuing the circu lating medium ." Tucker claims
that the individuals who hold this privilege "control the rate of interest,
the rate of the rent of houses and buildings, and the p rices of goods, - the
first d irectly, and the second and third indirectly." 25 Tucker's a rgument
appears somewhat archaic in the United States today largely because of
the role of the F ederal Reserve and the complexity of both financial and
labor markets. A contemporary restatement of Tucker's position argues
that the banking monopoly is a form of privilege controlled by the gov
ernment in which "the licensing of banks, capitalization requirements,
and other market entry barriers enable banks to charge a monopoly p rice
for loans in the form o f usurious interest rates." 26 For Tucker, the extrac
tion of surplus value in the form of interest occurs because of the "money
monopoly," which deprives all individuals and associa tions of the right to
issue promissory notes as currency,
thereby compelling all holders of property other than the kind thus privi
leged, as well as nonproprietors, to pay tribute to the holders of the privi
leged property for the use of a circulating medium and instrument of credit
which, in the complex stage that industry and commerce have now reached,
has become the chief essentia l of a competitive marketP

The individualist anarchist critique of finance capital was historically
based on a strand of radical thought in the nineteenth century that empha
sized the control of access to capital in the production of class inequality
and the role of "mutual" banks as alternative forms of finance. Warren's
Cincinnati Time Store was conceived as a type of mutual bank that ex
tended credit to individuals and associations based on the exchange of la
bor notes, a type of currency that was created in opposition to the "official"
currency established by the United States government . Lysander Spooner
also challenged the legitimacy of the money monopoly through a series of
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pamphlets and articles he published from 1 843 to 1 873 that attacked the
presu mption that the power to p rint money does not entail the right to
enforce its universal acceptance and use, nor does it preclude alternative
forms of currency.28 In 1 843, Spooner published Cons titu tional Law Relative
to Credit, a pamphlet that argues that the right of banking and issuance of

p romissory notes is as much a natural right as any other effort to earn a
l iving. The effort by the government to suppress competition in banking
and credit is as foolish as the idea that government shou ld prohib it compe
tition in agriculture and manu facturing.29 In his 1 861 pam phlet, A New
System of Paper Currency, Spooner writes that neither the federal govern

ment nor state governments have any authority under the Constitu tion of the
United S ta tes to prohibit, limit, or regulate private banking in any form .

Consequently, individuals have a natural right to issue, sell, exchange, and
loan private currency based on land or capital. The United States govern
ment has no right to forbid private commerce or exchange in currency,
cred it, or banking. In his view, federal law that prohibits, limits, or regu lates
private commerce in these areas has the effect of conferring special privi
leges for both making contracts and for avoiding the responsibility of
them.30 Spooner's analysis of the i llegitimate role of government in cur
rency, credit, and banking influenced Tucker's analysis greatly because it
illuminate d the ability of the government to generate and protect class in
equality through the extraction of surplus value in the form of interest.
B oth Warren and Spooner provided an important theoretica l founda
tion for Tucker's critique of the banking monopoly, but he was enor
mously influenced by the banking reformer William B. Greene on m one
tary theory. Greene was a graduate of West Point and Harvard Divinity
School . He served in the campaign against the Seminole Ind ians in F lorida
du ring 1 8 1 7-1 8 1 8 . Unlike Warren, Spooner, and Tucker, Green e

was

not

a

lifelong theorist and activist for individualist anarchism. He only a dopted
anarchist ideas during the last decad e of his l i fe . He was astonished at the
economic collapse that occurred during the Great Panic of 1 837, which
has been called America's first great depression. The Great Panic of 1 837
was initiated by the col lapse of the real estate market and the fai lures of
banks across the country. Estimates are that a s many a s 90 percent of the
factories in the Unites States went out of business, and hundreds of farms
failed for the lack of credit. The country experienced record unemp loy
ment and d epression for five years. Upon observing the economic devas
tation, Greene devoted himself to the analysis of money and banking. He
articulated his theories in a series of articles that appea red in several 1 849
issues of the Palladium, a newspaper published in Worcester, Massachu
setts. Greene's articles were originally published in book form u nder the
title Equality in 1 849, and appeared again later that same year in a revised
form as Mu tual Banking.31
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that monopolistic forms of banking

were actually exploitative of workers, artisans, farmers, and other bor
rowers because governmental control of currency and credi t prevented
free competition in offering credit. Hence, average people had little or no
leverage to negotiate with or to force concessions from lenders. The bank
ing monopoly helped create class divisions in American society by dif
ferentiating those who made profit without producing anything and
those whose produce was expropriated in the form of interest. F u r ther
more, the banking monopoly was able to artificially inflate the price o f
gold a n d silver because their legal designation a s the basis of value for
paper currency (at the time) increased their scarcity. This had the con
comitant effect of artificially deflating the value of other commodities.
The banking m onopoly devalues the income and wealth of workers, arti
sans, and farmers by issuing, circulating, and storing more paper money
than banks can ever redeem; thus, undermining the basis o f value of a
currency and the labor it represents. Greene's most important criticism is
that the banking monopoly creates depressions and economic crises; it
does not solve them. By issuing more money than can be redeemed, the
banking monopoly helps d rive prices upward . Capitalists sell their prod
ucts as prices increase, reaping artificially high profits. Banks then make
money scarce by drawing in loans which forces individuals to sell prop
erty to raise money. Workers, tenants, and farmers sell at loses, prices
decline, and capitalists are able to buy while prices are depressed .32
In response, G reene proposed a form of mutual banking in which land,
not gold or silver, would serve as the basis for currency. Individuals be
came members o f a mutual bank by offering a mortgage on the real estate
they owned and, in return, were offered "bills of exchange" against the
mortgage. Members of the bank agreed to accept the bills of exchange at
the contracted value when presented by other members. The interest rate
charged by the bank was theoretically only enough to pay the exp enses of
the bank. Greene argued that the silver dollar would be the standard of
value for the bills offered by the mutual bank because of its stabi l ity, uni
versality, and clarity as a means of exchange. More than anything else,
Greene argued tha t the mutual bank would be a financing solution for
workers, artisans, and farmers, the class of Americans who were margin
alized and exp loited by the form of monopoly banking taking shape in
the United States in the mid-nineteenth century.
Mutual banking will make money exceedingly plenty, it will cause a rise in
the rate of wages, thus benefiting the man who has no property but his
bodily strength; and it will not cause a proportionate increase in the price of
the necessaries of life: for the price of provisions, etc., depends on supply and
d emand; and mutual banking operates, not directly oh supply and d emand,
but to the diminution of the rate of interest on the medium of exchange.33
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Tucker believed that the core of the problem with m onopoly banking
was the in terest, or unearned wealth, that banks were al lowed to appro
p riate from borrowers . Moreover, despite its deleterious consequences
for individual liberty and free competition, interest had become an es
sential feature o f monopoly capita l i s m . Interest i s made possible by the
" d enial o f liberty" or exercise o f state power in banking which deprives
individuals and associations of the right to issue promi ssory notes as
cu rrency and forces all but bankers to "pay tribute to the hold ers of this
privi leged property." 34
In many respects, Tucker keyed off of the analyses by Warren, Spooner,
and G reene, integrating the critical features of their analyses. He also of
fered some new elements to the individualist anarchist critique of finance
capita l . Tucker understood the importance of an economy based on
money. H e argued that money is essential to prosperity and economic
development since its universality facilitates the d ivision of labor, ensur
ing that society can rise above mere barter. Under monopoly form s of
ca p i talism, the right to lend money is monopolized by government
au thorized banks that use the law to limit competition and exclude alter
native, mutual, or free banking. The prob lem, then, is that governments
monopol ize the right to determine legitimate forms of exchange, who can
exchange, and the rates of exchange. Although money has no inherent
va lue except for its symbolic representation o f capital, it acquires m aterial
va lue because the state compels its use and, thus, forces p eople to accept
it as the measure of the real value o f labor and wealth. Borrowers are
placed at a disadvantageous competitive position against banks because
they are required to purchase capital from property holders who are al
lowed to charge interest to cover the risk and expense associated with the
loan. The interest charged to borrowers is a form of u su ry bec;luse it sign i
fies that the lender forcibly extracts surplus value from the borrower; thus
creating class inequalities . The banking or m oney monopoly produces
and reproduces class inequalities because i t d efines the medium of ex
change, limits who can participate in exchanges, and supports the exploi
tation inherent in interest, especially through the m aintenance o f artifi
cially high interest rates .
Tucker was not interested in pursuing the experimental alternatives
proposed by Warren, Spooner, and Greene. Instead, his goal was a social
transformation gu ided by individualist anarchist principles that woul d
destroy the banking monopoly t o a llow voluntary a n d mutual forms o f
exchange a n d banking, among other things. According t o Tucker, the an
archist overthrow of the state and d estruction of monopoly banking
wou l d enable "thousands of people" to go into business who were previ
ou sly d eterred because of artificially high interest rates. Presumably,
banks wou l d be able charge for the cost of doing business, but they cou l d
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n o t charge for the use of capital. T h e positive consequences wou l d be tha t
( a ) interest rates w i l l fall because banks cou ld take personal property and
other forms of promissory payments as collateral, (b) wages woul d go u p
because there will be more competition for labor, (c) labor will receive its
natural wage, and (d) profits would go down because merchants, artisans,
and farmers wou l d be able to borrow at "less than one percent."35
Although Tucker believed that the banking monopoly was the most
important form of governmental collusion with corporations to exploit
individuals, he recognized the land monopoly as another very significan t
tool o f class domination . Tucker based his critique o f rent a n d t h e land
monopoly on the work of Massachusetts land reformer Joshua K. Ingalls.
Ingalls participated in a variety of oppositional movements during his
lifetime, including abolitionism, currency and labor reform . He became a
philosophical anarchist sometime around 1 849 after first learning about
the ideas of Pierre-Joseph Proudhon and subsequently meeting Josiah
Warren and Stephen Pearl Andrews. Unlike Warren and the utopian so
cialists, Ingalls became very committed to the idea that the lion's share of
poverty and social disorganiza tion was based on the unlimited accumula
tion of land attendant with both feudalism and the mechanization of ag
riculture in capitalist society. As an anarchist, he rejected the philosophy
of the single-tax movement that promoted Henry George's argument tha t
wealth should be redistributed through the heavy taxation of large land
owners. In Ingalls's view, the key to solving many social problems was the
redistribution of land, even arguing that the most propitious approach to
eliminating slavery was to reform the distribution of land.36
Ingalls was well known among radicals in the second half of the nine
teenth century because of his history of advocacy for land reform. He wrote
several books promoting land reform as the linchpin to social justice and
submitted several articles for publication in

Liberty. Tucker was attracted

to

Ingalls's philosophy for two reasons: First, Ingalls strongly objected to gov
ernmental action to obtain social justice. Second, he established two criteria
for the legitimate possession of land: occupancy and use. Tucker believed
that Ingalls's emphasis on occupancy and use were entirely compatible
with the notion of the labor theory of value and its corollary that cost is the
limit of price. Ingalls's established in his book
cles published in

Liberty

Social Wealth

and in the arti

that "one's own person" is the natural limit to

property in human beings . Hence, for both Tucker and Ingalls, legitimate
possession or tenure in land is founded entirely on what individuals can
reasonably cu ltivate or use for economic purposes. The ownership or title
to land beyond the natural limit is irrational and a denial of liberty since it
prohibits other individuals from using land to produce the material goods
necessary to survival and prosperity. Rent is a form of surplus value since
it compels lithe non-owning users to pay tribute to the non-using owners as
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a condition of admission to the competitive market."37 By issuing titles to
land, and by using coercion or the threat of coercion to enforce them, the
state colludes with large landowners in the exploitation of the mass of
propertyless persons. The collusion between the state and landowners is a
form of monopoly that parallels the banking monopoly. Rent is a form of
exploitation that parallels interest because of the extraction of surplus value
from a dispossessed popu lation.
Tucker also critiqued tariffs and intellectual property along similar
lines . H e argued that the tariff monopoly consisted in nothing more than
enabling "production at high prices and under unfavorable conditions by
visiting with the penalty of taxation those who patronize production at
low p rices and under favorable cond itions."38 The emergent monopoly in
intel lectual property protected " inventors and authors against competi
tion for a period long enough to enable them to extort from the people a
reward enormously in excess of the labor measure of their services ."39 In
each case, the labor theory of value and its corollary, "cost is the limit of
p rice," served as the philosophic foundation of Tucker's a na lysis and cri
tique. His argument is that governmental intrusion into economic activi
ties consi stently yields protections and entitlements to specific classes of
p eople, enabl ing the extraction o f surplus value. Tucker believed that in
d ividua list anarchism included the only economic program "wh ich con
sists in the destruction of these m onopolies and the substitution for them
of the freest competition." The goal is to realize the fundamental principle
of individualist anarchism: "the freedom o f the individual, his right of
sovereignty over himself, his products, and his affairs, and of rebellion
against the d ictation of external authority."40
Tucker's synthesis of the individualist anarchist critiques of finance
capitalism has a number of strengths, at least for its historical period _
Among these is that it provided a libertarian and individualist alternative
to Marxian analysis, focusing on the principle of labor receiving the full
value of its product, and promoting prosperity through cooperation and
competition, rather than governm ental coercion. Tucker's analysis failed
to conv ince all of his loyal read ers in

Liberty.

To b e sure, some readers,

such as Hugo Bilgram, responded by arguing for continued governmen
tal control of money, land, pricing, and patents and copyright.
The Stimerite egoists who read

Liberty,

such as John Badcock, raised

i mportant questions about Tucker's position. For example, in a series of
exchanges with Tucker, Badcock argued against the notion that "cost is
the limit of price" in banking or in any sort of exchange because owners
of any form of capital can legitimately request and receive payment for
the use of their capital. Similarly, buyers in any sort of transaction can
legitimately offer and submit payment for a service or a product. For
B adcock, it was up to the b uyers and sellers what constitutes appropriate
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payment in any type of transaction. Moreover, Badcock wondered how
the "cost is the l imit of price" principle could be measured or enforced in
a society based on voluntary a ssociation .41
What annoyed Badcock was the imposition of an abstract concept, like
the labor theory of value, or a slogan, like "cost is the limit of price," on
the exchanges among individuals. Badcock believed that Tucke r 's eco
nomics was a clear refutation of egoism because it was based on the ideal
types externalized, universal concepts promu lgated by Feuerbach. It was
a form of humanism. I t was a form of modernism. Tucker rejected Bad
cock's arguments and held out the threat that force from defensive asso
ciations could be used to d eter and contain "usury" i n an anarchistic so
ciety. For the Stirnerites like Badcock, it was important to oppose the
usury of the phony " free competition" of political liberalism, but to also
evade the subordination o f interpersonal interaction to fixed moral pre
cepts like "cost is the limit of price."
As far as Badcock was concerned, Tucker's egoism was suspect because
it insisted on subordinating definition s of the equity o f exchanges a mong
individuals. This was precisely the type of externalized theoretical con
cept that Stirner himself ridiculed in the humanism of Feu erbach and the
socialism of Proudhon. Stirner developed his notion that the state rests o f
the "slavery of labor " independently of Warren, Spooner, a n d Greene. He,
thus, had an independent influence on the debates that appeared in Lib
erty. But unlike the American individualist anarchists, Stirner rej ected the
socialist and humanist notion that labor is the sole source of value. I n h i s
arguments against Proudhon a n d the socialists, Stirner argues against the
idea that economic value somehow exists external to the interactions and
exchanges that occur among people in everyday life. He states that there
is no universal and absolute measure of economic value that only techni
cal specialists can know. Value i s the outcome of individual choices and
interactions, not a fixity that can be imposed on exchange.
Tucker's pol itical economics was founded on the notion that p roperty
was antithetical to individual freedom. Sounding more like Marx than
Stirner, Tucker says,
It has come about that we have made of property a fetish; that we consider it
a sacred thing; that we have set u p the god of property on an altar as an object
of idol-worshipping; and that most of us are not only doing what we can to
strengthen and perpetuate his reign within the proper and original limits of his
sovereignty, but also are mistakenly endeavoring to extend his dominion.42

Contrary to Tucker's argument, Stirner's unique ones respect the " com
petence and power" of those they exchange with. They do not respect the
imposition of abstract ethical or political formulations on their interac
tions or relationships. For Stirner, like Tucker, free competition was es-
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sential to individual freedom, but it could not be subordinated to external
formulae. "Competition makes everything purchasable .... [C)ompetition
leaves it to their (egoists) appraisal or their estimation, and demands a
price for it."43
For Stirner, measures of economic value cannot be externally imposed
upon the exchanges of unique individuals. The imposition of external
measures of value is a characteristic of social liberalism in modernity; it is
not a characteristic of dialectical egoism. Tucker's political economic cri
tique of monopoly capitalism bears only a surface similarity with Stirner's
critique of the politics and economics of modernity. Individualist anar
chism is fundamentally a blend of what Stirner called "social liberalism"
and "humane liberalism." The similarity between Tucker and Stirner on
political economy is broad, but superficial. Tucker's individualist anar
chism is a philosophy and strategy for the redistribution of wealth based
upon a universal, absolute, human-centered theory of value, modernist
notions that Stirner rejects in The Ego and Its OWIl.44 Tucker's use of con
cepts such as equal liberty and surplus value signify dramatic departures
from Stirner's egoism.They purport to describe and structure human ex
perience from an external, universal perspective.
While both Tucker and Stirner repudiate the idea that only the state
confers legitimate ownership, there are profound differences between the
two. Stirner's philosophy celebrates the individual's assertion of owner
ship and property. His rhetoric of ownness, ownership, and property es
tablish the individual's uniqueness and autonomy, and undermine the
power of the state, the collectivity, and ideology over the person. In
Stirner's thought, property is the enemy of modernity. Tucker's recog
nized that the nature of capitalism was changing from a laissez-faire to a
monopoly form. T he forces of production were changing from predomi
nantiy agricultural to a predominantly manufacturing form, a process
Tucker laments through his focus on rent and land reform. The nature of
the relationship between capital and the state was changing as well. In
Tucker's thought, "property" was a code word for the centralist, monopo
listic, and exploitative character of modernity. Tucker's philosophy at
tacks ownership and property, celebrating human use and universal ac
cess to the means of production guided by collectivist moral and political
precepts that were to be imposed by force, if conformity was not forth
coming. Tucker's individualist anarchism is a synthesis of Proudhon's
socialism and the natural law philosophy of early American individual
ism, particularly that expressed in the writings of Warren, Spooner,
Greene, and Ingalls. W hatever value Proudhon's socialism and natural
law philosophy contribute to the critique of monopoly capitalism, they
differ from Stirner's dialectical egoism, which unambiguously rejects so
cialism, humanism, and notions that rights are founded in nature.
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POLITI C AL STR ATEGY AND SOCI AL TRANSFORMAT I O N
Tucker was absolutely convinced that h i s version o f anarch i s m would
destroy the major forms of monopoly that exploit individuals and pro
mote class inequ a lity. He was certain that it would erad i cate a l l forms o f
social d isorganization. With all o f the immodest rhetorical flourish o f a n
American politician o n the n i gh t before a n election, h e promises " l iberty
i s the remedy o f every social evil, and to anarchy the world must look at
last for any enduring guarantee of social order."4s Specifically, "liberty
will abolish interest; it will abolish profit; it will abolish monopolistic rent;
it will abolish taxation; it wi1l abolish the exploitation of labor; i t will abol
ish all means whereby any labor can be deprived of any o f his product." 46
What are the legitimate and effective means by which individualist anar
chists will "remedy every social evil" and how do they compare w ith
Stirner's arguments about revolution and insurrection?
Tucker gave considerable thought to organization and political strategy.
He worked to articulate a d istinctly individualist anarchist approach to
social change, d ifferentiating it from the methods and political p ractice of
reformist and revolutionary theories that either emphas ized the impor
tance of government or collective action to achieve political goal s . He was
particularly critical of the political practice of state socialism, commu
nism, and anarchist communism because of the proclivities o f these ten
dencies toward authoritarian forms of organization and collective vio
lence. He was also typically critical of the expressions of v iolence and
terrorism perpetrated b y "lone wolf" anarchists in E urope around the
turn o f the century. Although generally critical of p olitical violence against
capital and the state, Tucker articulated some circumstances i n w hich vio
lence is an a ppropriate form o f political action. He was careful to interpret
examples o f political violence from a variety of perspectives that included
that o f the perpetrator(s), the victim(s), and the broader implications for
the political process. Tucker d iscussed an array of a lternative political
strategies available to anarchists and others who want to create a new
society out of authoritarian and exploitative social environments. Of the
five a lternatives he identified, four were discarded as largely unworkable
or antithetical to his version o f anarchism.

Political Action
Much of Tucker's d iscussion about political methods occurred in response
to readers of Liberty who sought perspective on how to resist the exploita
tion of labor without joining socialist and communist organizations. Other
d iscussions concerned Tucker's attitudes toward Henry George and the
single tax movement, which many of his readers believed was a viable form
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of resistance to monopoly capitalism. Still others promoted the basic argu
ment of socialism that the state should be used as the vehicle to defeat the
exploitation of labor through the nationalization of the means of produc
tion and the collectivizing of products. Tucker unequivocally rejected the
arguments by the Georgists and the socialists that all supporters of labor
should seek emancipation through the ballot, or work to elect parties and
candidates that were supportive of labor. T here were even some anarchists
who believed that the road to freedom inevitably included participation in
the electoral processes available in democratic nations to defeat monopoly
capita\. In their view, the power of the democratic state was needed to de
feat the centralizing tendencies of modernity. For Tucker, the "belief in the
ballot" is an unprincipled "expediency" that undermined conviction and
pared away at the philosophic stance of anarchism, eventually depriving
the conduct of anarchists of their "nobleness and character of elevation."
Tucker argued in the pages of Liberty throughout his career that the
"belief in the ballot" was inimical to the fundamental ideas of anarchism,
particularly the idea that force is almost never justified in human relation
ships and that its use is futile in almost all circumstances. Tucker reasoned
that the ballot is "neither more nor less than a paper representative of the
bayonet, the billy, and the bullet." Democratic processes "save blood
shed" by giving people a voice in "ascertaining on which side force lies
and bowing to the inevitable," but it is no less the application of force in
social life "than is the decree of the most absolute of despots backed by
the most powerful of armies." T he political process of building a consen
sus among a majority involves "an incidental use of intellectual and moral
processes," but these could be more powerfully employed in the "direct
democracy" advocated by the anarchists. Moreover, the use of reason and
moral persuasion in electoral processes,
represent only a striving for the time when physical force can be substituted
for them. Reason devoted to politics fights for its own dethronement. The
moment the minority becomes the majority , it ceases to reason and persuade,
and begins to command and enforce and punish.47

T he use of the ballot for the modification of government is equivalent
to using force to modify the government. It is based on an unjustifiable
premise and a "social crime to avoid." Contrary to those who seek to
change society through democratic governance, anarchism focuses on
"purely educational methods" of reaching liberty and, thus, abhors po
litical action in all of its forms. T he problem with seeking change through
any type of political expediency is that it contradicts the prime directive
of anarchism: force is not an appropriate means of achieving societal
goals whether it is employed directly through physical coercion or indi
rectly through the electoral process. Moreover, Tucker argued that the
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goal of anarchism is the elimination of the state as a social institu t i on,
whi ch means all governments, p resent and future, not just particular gov
ernments or existing governments. The abolition of the state as a social
institution goes far beyond the reformation or modification of any p a r
ticular state.48 It is contradictory to pursue the elimination of the state as
a social institution through the participation in electoral p rocesses. Politi
cal action only helps strengthen the state and inhibits the full realization
of anarchist goals. It is p referable for anarchists to maintain consistency
even i f it opens them to criticisms of impracticality a n d forces them to
forgo "partial triumphs in the immediate present."49

Revolution
Tucker's writings advocated for a fundamental transformation of American
society based on the labor theory of value and equal liberty. Tucker's indi
vidualist anarchism is a revolutionary philosophy in the sense that it p ro
pounds radical or fundamental change in everyday life, in culture and
ideology, and at more macro levels of society, economy, and polity. How
ever, Tucker argued against revolution on many occasions as a s trategy for
political change because of its close association with the violent and au
thoritarian organizations and movements of the socialists and the commu
nists. Although he was supportive of the First International and subsequ ent
efforts to build a labor movement, Tucker argued that the Marxist revolu
tionary organizations and movements would do little more than reinforce
the power of the state over society and individuals, thus reinstitutionalizing
the principle of organizing social life through coercion. He thought it was
absurd that socialist theory and practice would lead to a stateless society.
"What Marx meant by the state is evident from the fact that his plan in
volved the establ ishment and maintenance of socialism - that is, the seizure
of capital and public administration-by authoritative power." "It is this
dependence of Marx's system upon authority" that prompted Tucker's ar
gument against the revolutionary movements of his time. 50
The idea of revolution in the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen
tury was premised u pon the use of coercion by a hierarchically organized
revolutionary organization that would lead collecti ve action against the
capitalist class. Once the cap italist class had been overthrown, the subse
quent transformation of society would also be led by a revolutionary elite,
which wou ld now wield state power. The idea of hierarchically organ ized
collective action against capitalists and the seizure of state power are b oth
contrary to the basic philosophic stance of anarchism. Tucker commented
on various occasions tha t among the anarchists, only the anarcho
communists, such as Peter Kropotkin, Johann Most, and Emma Goldman,
argued for revolutionary change in the same way as the Marxists and
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state socialists. The basic di fference between the state socialists and the
anarcho-communists was that the l atter said they did not want to seize
s tate power, but to destroy the state just a s they appropriated cap ital. For
Tucker, this was a contradiction since the appropriation of private prop
erty is b ased on the need to have an agent using force on behalf of the
collectivity. The more individualist-oriented anarchists worked for self
liberation or social change through other means because they were un
willing to accept the coercion and discipline that characterized revolu
tionary movements. As far as Tucker was concerned there was n o
"hal f-wa y house between state socialism and anarchism . " S 1 Just as the
anarchists rejected the state socialist vision of society, they also opposed
the political means sought by Marx and the state socialists.
In the 1880s, long before the success o f the Bol shevik Revolu tion in Rus
sia, Tucker opposed revolu tion a s a political strategy on the grounds that
he believed it could not succeed militarily, especially for those movements
that sought to promote both liberty and decentral ization. In an 1881 essay
on the anti-imperial stru ggles in Ireland, Tucker counseled against revo
lu tion because it meant certain defeat on the battlefield and "another
cen tury of misery and oppression" for the Irish .52

Terrorism or Propaganda by Deed
Tucker generally counseled against the use of violence in political struggles,
particularly the forms of violence employed by isolated individuals against
innocent civilians. However, he discussed certain standards that were in
tended to help judge when violence is entirely a ppropriate in social life and
in political struggles. For example, he believed that individuals and society
have an absolute right to defend themselves from criminals, pven to the
p oint of supporting capital punishment for murders. In a response to critics
of capital punishment titled, "A Word about Capital Punishment," Tucker
objects to the equivalence of murder and capital punishment, or the notion
that the execution of a criminal b y the state is equivalent to an act of murder
by an individual criminal . s3 Murder is always an offensive, invasive act,
while capital punishment is intended to be applied as a purely defensive
act, to protect individuals and society from murderous criminals. Tru e,
capital punishment is often made into "a weapon of offense" by compul
sory institutions, but that raises a separate question from the distinction of
capital punishment from other forms of punishment. Tucker does not want
to defend any of the horrors associated with capital punishment, but he
argues that individuals and society have a right to defend themselves and
may do so in whatever manner proves most effective.
It is odd to read an anarchist theorist defending one of the most definitive
acts of violence on the part of governments, but Tucker's primary point is
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that force has an appropriate role in society when it is used defensively.
Capital punishment is a form of institutionalized violence that theoretically
functions to d efend innocents, and this is the extent of Tucker's support for
it. He refuses to preclude the use of terrorism and assassination stating that

Liberty will not "set any limit on the right of an invaded individual to
choose his own methods of d efense."54 He argues in favor of revolutionary
violence against the invasive actions of governments in certain circum
stances. In fact, in an 1887 article on "The Morality of Terrorism" Tucker
says that terrorism and assassination are legitimate political methods to b e
"used against the oppressors of mankind only when they have succeeded
in hopelessly repressing all peaceful methods of agitation."55 If a govern
ment successfu lly reduces freedom of speech, freedom of the press, and
freedom of peaceful assembly to a point where anarchists or libertarian
forces have no opportunity to advocate for their philosophy, Tucker argues
that terrorism and assassination are appropriate forms of political expres
sion. He applied this standard when he discussed examples of revolution 
ary violence that occurred in Russia with the assassination of Alexander II
in 1881 by the Peoples' Will, the attempted assassination of industrialist
Henry Clay Frick by the anarcho-communist Alexander Berkman in 1892,
and the Haymarket Riot and its aftermath in 1886. Tucker refuses to either
condemn or praise the revolutionaries in Russia who pursued assassination
as a political tool because he felt that they had little opportunity to achieve
the goals of land reform and political freedom through rational d iscourse.
He expresses no sympathy for Berkman's foolish attempt to kill Frick. He
has little sympathy for the radicals responsible for murder of seven police
men in the Haymarket bombing in Chicago in 1886, because political reali
ties in the United States a fforded more opportunities for nonviolent agita
tion against capitalism and the state. In addition, the use of violence to
resist oppression is not effective. He expresses enormous hostility to the
trial and execution of the anarchists who, Tucker believed, were unfairly
blamed for the Haymarket bombing.56
Tucker's most vituperative comments on political violence were not d i 
rected at any government, b u t a t a group o f anarcho-communists associated
with Johann Most and his German-language newspaper Freiheit, which was
published in New York City. In several articles published in 1886, Tucker
exposed Most and some of his confederates as responsible, directly or indi
rectly, for a series of seven or eight fires in apartment buildings in N ew York
City intended to scam insurance companies. Tucker alleged,
For nearly two years a large number of the most active members of the Ger
man group of the International Working People's Association in New York
City, and of the Social Revolutionary Club, another German organization in
that city, have been persistently engaged in getting money by insuring their
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property for amounts far in excess of the real value thereof, secretly remov
ing everything that they could, setting fire to the premises, swearing to heavy
losses, and exacting corresponding sums from the insurance companies."7

Tucker lists the deaths and injuries caused by the arson and the gang
members of the anarcho-communist groups responsible for these crimes.
Tucker alleges that the persons convicted or awaiting trial for the crimes
were "lieutenants" of Most. Tucker suspects that Most himself was not
directly involved in the crimes but argues that his rhetoric and his refusal
to condemn the criminals made him culpable. "He who is not against
their crimes is for them." Tucker laments the loss of life and property that
resulted from the arson, but he was also furious at the impact that these
crimes had on anarchism in public opinion. Tucker argues that anarchism,
if it is to be a serious political alternative, cannot consort with, nor excuse
thieves and murderers. There is a difference between killing the czar of
Russia and killing and robbing an elderly woman, or burning women and
children for insurance money. The anarcho-communists who set fire to a
tenement house containing hundreds of human beings for insurance
money are little more than "lazy, selfish, cowardly brutes. " They have
nothing in common with the types of anarchists associated with Liberty
for whom political change occurs when a critical mass of persons change
institutional patterns out of conviction and principle, not out of coercion
and intimidation. Tucker, who was often criticized by anarchist activists
for his pacifism, wanted to leave room in the array of legitimate political
methods for terrorism directed at capitalists and governmental officials, if
extreme circumstances warranted, but he regularly argued against the use
of violence.
T he damage to anarchism in the press and in society was real and ir
reversible. Anarchist violence induded the assassination of President Wil
liam McKinley in 1901 by a deranged anarchist named Leon Czolgosz and
the bombing of a cafe in Paris in 1894 by an anarchist named Emile Henry
that killed and wounded several innocent diners. The accumulating hor
rors of bombings and assassinations by anarchists or related to anarchists
in America and Europe forged a solid image in the minds of Americans of
an inextricable link between anarchism and terrorist violence. Despite
Tucker's arguments to the contrary, the link was so strong that anarchism
became synonymous with terrorism.58

Reform Communities or Colonization

Tucker developed his thoughts about political practice in response to sev
eral important philosophic influences, one of which was Josiah Warren's
individualist recreation of Robert Owen's socialism. Warren's individual-
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ism may have been an expression of the natural right tradition in Ameri
can thought, but its direct origin was his participation in experimental
communities that sought to reconstruct society based on the princip l e that
"cost is the limit of price." Although Tucker d rew m any of his ideas on
anarchism and socialism from Warren, he never evinced any enthusiasm
for the method Warren and his colleagues employed in creating experi
mental or reform colonies. The basic methodological concep t underlying
Warren's anarchist communities is that libertarian ideas cou l d b e tested
and refined in a n experimental or controlled environment prior to their
advocacy and implementation in the larger society. Warren and his sup
porters believed that isolated communities were in a better position to
develop anarchist concepts of labor and equ i ty because they did not have
to d rain their time, energy, and attention fighting social ostracism a n d
political opposition. In an essay titled "Colonization" that h e w rote for

Liberty in 1884, Tucker argues that the artificial character of reform com
munities dooms them to failure from the start. There is no chance that a
successfu l anarchist colony would ever be identified as such by the larger
industrial and u rban society because participants are a lways handpicked
by the prime m overs of a reform colony, and are thought to be more sym
pathetic to the goals of the colony from the outset. The broader society
inevitably has a more restive, antagonistic population. It was for this rea
son that Tucker says that experiments testing anarchistic and social istic
ideas shoul d not occur in isolated communities, but in the "very heart of
existing industrial and social life."
He reasons that a l arge, heterogeneous city would be an ideal location
for the creation of an alternative community of anarchists engaged i n d i f
ferent trades and professions that could organize production and distri
bution on the "cost principle." The participants cou l d agree to establish a
bank comp lete with n on-interest bearing currency for the conduct o f
commerce, allocating any accumulating capital i n n e w enterprises. The
advantages of such a system woul d become increasingly clear, even in a
busy, d isinterested urban environment. It might soon a ttract new a dher
ents and broader interest in the cost principle and the sovereignty of the
individu a l . Despite the flight o f fancy in the notion of an urban, industrial
colony, Tucker never promoted the notion because he knew that it wou ld
not really provide a fair test of anarchist concepts since alternative colo
nies coul d not shield its participants from capitalism and the state. He
knew that meaningfu l social change wou ld have to occur and e ffect the
entirety of society. Furthermore, social transformation cannot occur w ith
out the abolition of the state and the four monopolies. By their very na
ture, reform colonies leave the core problems of monopoly capitalism
untouched by assuming that they can change society simply by ignoring
the most powerful social institutions. Tucker argues that the experiments
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in creating anarchistic com muni ties, or what he called, "social landscape
gardening," have a place in processes of social transformation . But ex
perimenta tion needs to come a fter the abolition o f t h e state a n d m onopoly
capital. Tucker says that he cares "nothing for any reform that cannot be
effected right here in Boston amon g the everyday people whom I meet
upon the streets."59

Passive Resistance
Passive resistance to authority is Tucker's preferred political strategy. It is
the third major principle of Tucker's individualist anarchism. Since equal
liberty and the right to own and control one's product are fundamental
precepts of social life, individuals and groups have the right to resist inva
sion of their liberty. Political authority is inherently i nvasive of both equal
li berty and the right to one's product. Thus, individuals and groups have a
right to resist the state. Tucker outlines the elements of his strategy for
change in an 1 884 essay titled "The Power of Passive Resistance." Passive
resistance is the only reasonable form of political opposition in an era of
statism, collectivism, and militarism. He a rgues that neither revolution nor
terrorism are viable political strategies since the former only recreates the
state in a new form, while the latter never produces meaningful results.
Passive resistance pursues nonviolent political change through the refusal
to obey. It does not contribute to the power and authority of the state. It
does not require participation in a mob. It does not imply militarized solu
tions to social problems . The methods of passive resistance include the re
fusal to pay taxes, rent, or interest, to participate in electoral politics, and to
cooperate with authori ties in any aspect of daily life. Tucker suggests that
no government can withstand the determined pilssive resistance to author
i ty by even one-fifth of the population, s ince the other four-fifths would not
want to pay what it would cost to get the one-fifth to cooperate.
Tucker's commentaries on the struggles of ethnic minorities was an
important source of his notion of passive resistance. He d iscussed the
conflict between the British and the Irish in an editorial that appeared i n

Liberty i n October 1 881, which includes a critique o f the domination o f
Ireland by B ritain, a vision of an alternative future for Ireland, and a strat
egy for achieving it. "The Irish Situation in 1881" i s v intage Tucker: brief,
d irect, clear, and uncompromising in the political strategy it advocates.
Tucker says the Irish Land League is a model organization for anarchists
since it employs the methods of passive resistance that can successfully
defeat British colonialism and prefigure the b i rth o f a new society based
on the principles of equal liberty and the right of labor to its product. The
Irish Lan d Leagu e was the "nearest a pproach, on a large sca le, to perfect
Anarchistic organization that the world has yet seen. " 60 The Land League
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was comprised of many autonomous local groups, each in turn comprised
of individuals of all ages, sexes, and races, who were inspired b y a com
mon purpose to eliminate Bri tish rule and redistribute the ownership a n d
control of land t o those w h o actually worked it.
Tucker urges the Irish Land League to continue using the methods o f
passive resistance and t o avoid revolutionary a n d terrorist tactics in its
struggle against Britain. Tucker specifically recommends that the mem
bers of the Irish Land League:

1. Refuse payment of all rent and all taxes now and hereafter;
2. Ignore the actions of the British parliament;
3. Abstain entirely from polls and any other form of political action;

4. Ostracize all d eserters, cowards, traitors, and oppressors;
5. Agitate by voice and pen for disobedience to landlords and public
officials; and

6. Passively resist every act of the police and military.
With his frequent hyperbole, Tucker predicts that "Liberty means certain,
unhalting, and comparatively bloodless victory, the dawn of the sun of
justice, and perpetual peace and justice for a hitherto blighted lan d . " His
advocacy of passive resistance foreshadowed the methodology of success
ful struggle against British colonialism in India, but it certainly did not ad
umbrate the form of political conflict that ensued in Ireland in the twentieth
century, with mixed results. Tucker emphasizes that the strategy of passive
resistance, in Ireland and elsewhere, means that those who would trans
form social relationships under colonial rule must prepare themselves to go
to prison and continue the work of those who are sent to prison.
Passive resistance is a superior s trategy to revolution or terrorism s ince
the former means certain defeat for the Irish on the battlefield while the
latter means years of demoralizing intrigue with a dubious outcome. Pas
sive resistance is more consistent with the decentralist, anarchistic phi
losophy of the Land League than either revolutionary or terroristic ac
tions. Passive resistance is more likely to be successful.
An insurrection is easily quelled; but no army is willing or able to train its
guns on inoffensive people who do not even gather in the streets but stay at
home and stand back on their rights. Neither the ballot nor the bayonet is to
play any great part in the coming struggle; passive resistance and, in emer
gencies, the dynamite bomb in the hands of isolated individuals are the in
strument by which the revolutionary force is destined to secure in the last
great conflict the people's rights forever.61
For Tucker, passive resistance is a strategy for change that will help give
birth to a new society based on the principle of equal liberty since it exem-
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plifies practical resistance to authority withou t compromising any impor
tant anarchist principle. It is important to note, however, that Tucker relies
on the benevolence of the secu rity forces of monopoly capitalism to not
train their "guns on inoffensive people" for the success of passive resis
tance. Tucker did not witness the extent to which modern governments will
go to preserve or impose the social systems they favor. The history of the
twentieth and the early twenty-first centu ries demonstrates that there are
no "inoffensive people" as far as governments are concerned and that there
are no limits to what governments will do to preserve and expand their
power. Tucker's confidence in the beneficence of state power is an amusing
relic of a privileged class in a much d ifferent America.

BENJAMIN TUCKER AND THE CRITIQUE OF MOD ERNITY
Tucker's anarchism may be interpreted as a protest against both the ex
ploitat ion of labor and the socia l d i sorder that the forces of modernity
engen dered in American society during the heyday of Liberty and the
d ecades that preceded it. Tucker was horrified a t the exploitation he ob
s erved in the concentration and centra lization of land ownership, manu
factu ring, and finance capital . Important consequences of the concentra
tion and centraliza tion of weal th were the expulsion of farmers and
agricu l tu ral workers from their traditional occupations, the dispossession
of cra ftsmen and artisans from their tools with the rise of the factory sys
tem, and the forced migrations of millions of Americans to the cities.
Tucker knew that the concentration and centralization of wealth in mod
ern society were facilitated by the interaction of the state with c1as� elites
in agricul ture, manu facturing, and finance. The modernization of Ameri
can society meant the destruction of the traditiona l relationship between
the individual and the means of production, and the destruction of the
traditional relationship between the individual and others. Modernity
undermined both bonds and, thereby, forced new rel ationships in econ
omy, society, and polity. It also forced new thinking on the part of those
who were disturbed by the new relationships. In the case of the individu
alist anarchists, the new thinking involved the reference and use of old, or
available, ideas.
Tucker says in "State Socialism and Anarchism" that anarchists are
s imply "unterrified Jeffersonian democrats," undoubtedly referring to
Jefferson's preference for the values and relationships of preindustrial,
p reurban, precapitalist America . Tucker expresses an interest in extend
ing the idea of agrarian decentralism farther than Jefferson was willing to
push it; that is, toward the elimination of government altogether. Tucker's
vision for the reconstruction of society is based on radical i nterpretations
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of nascent American values of individualism, community, and relative
autonomy from governmental control. Tucker was an opponent of many
forms of collectivism, but there is also a recurring theme in his writings
about the importance of community and its role in preserving the free
dom of the individual. The notion of the importance of voluntary defen
sive associations in maintaining social order and ensuring economic eq
uity are evidence that persons need the community to ensure that their
rights and the need to ensure equity in economic exchanges. In his discus
sions about money and banking he clearly states that economic life, in
particular, has a collective or cooperative dimension that cannot be ig
nored. For one thing, prosperity requires credit and credit is based on
interpersonal trust, responsibility to others, and voluntary exchange.
Tucker's individualist anarchism, despite its threatening connotations,
is actually a social theory that seeks to recreate the social bond and sense
of community that modernity undermined. Tucker wanted the replace
ment of the social sy stem that subjects individuals to the unmediated
domination by capital and the state, with the reconstruction of the social
bond that balances the rights and obligations of the individual with oth
ers.To achieve this goal, Tucker sought intellectual support from a variety
of tendencies, including the natural rights tradition of American individu
alism, Proudhon's decentralist socialism, and Stirner's egoism. Tucker in
novated largely by appropriating concepts and arguments from other
writers and combining them into a new political-philosophic statement.
The core of his individualist anarchism is the notion of "equal liberty," a
concept of the self-other relationship and social order that Tucker can be
credited with developing and using in a truly unique way.
There are several points at which Tucker's thought clearly converges
with that of Stirner. Both understood that modernity meant that the state
and capital melded into a unified whole. Both were critical of the con
straints of tradition and culture on the behavior of persons. Both under
stood that modern socialism was little more than a new form of domina
tion and exploitation. Socialism is not a rejection of modernity, but a
streamlined version of it. Both understood that social revolution is un
likely to produce outcomes that differ significantly from the status quo.
And both view societal transformation as a by -product of individual dis
obedience. But there are important differences between the two as well.
Stirner does not articulate any notion of natural rights, he does not es
pouse any theory of value based on human labor, he is unconcerned
about social order, and his discussion about the self-other relationship is
ambiguous, at best.
Tucker's most significant departure from Stirner is also his most signifi
cant contribution to individualist, libertarian, and anarchist thought. His
careful articulation of the notion of "equal liberty" makes it abundantly
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clear that there is room in individualist anarchist thought for a concept of
the self-other relationship based on reciprocity, mutuality, or an equality of
everyday expectations, rights, and obligations. Tucker believed that his no
tion of "equal liberty " was entirely consistent with Stirner's thought. How
ever, not all individualists and egoists in Tucker's period agreed with this
assessment. In fact, Tucker's philosophy initiated an extended controversy
among the egoists who believed that Stirner's thought was a type of anar
chism and those who believed that it was a ty pe of archism. Chapters 5 and
6 discuss the controversies that Tucker's view of Stirner provoked among

egoists who, like Tucker, have a favorable view of Stirner but who dis
agreed on the compatibility of egoism and anarchism.
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Reciprocity and Predation in
Everyday Life: The Egoist
Thought of James L. Walker

NEW VOICES IN THE EGOIST INSURRECTION

P

rom the mid-1 880s until its closure in 1 908,

Liberty attracted d evotees of

a variety of theoretical tend encies. In addition to the writings of the

Tuckerites,

Liberty also published articles developed by very strict, anti

Stirner natural rights anarchists, as weII as those by an emerging group of
inteIIectuals who took a more thoroughly Stirnerite perspective than Tucker
and his coIIeagues. Stirner's sense of history and his critique of the procliv
ity of modernist institutions and movements to absorb the individual were
important elements of the egoist insurrection that began half a century after

The Ego and Its Own, and lasted well beyond the demise
Liberty into the first quarter of the twentieth century.

the publication of
of

A confluence of social and intellectual forces in the late nineteenth cen
tury and early twentieth century helped produce a revival of interest in
Stirner and the basic ideas that helped develop this new form of egoist
thought. The success of

Liberty and a proliferation o f small egoist, anar

chist, and atheist journals i n America and Europe that d iscussed egoist
ideas expressed and helped generate new interest in Stirner's thought. In
America, journals l ike

Egoism and Lucifer abandoned any interest in natu

ral rights philosophies and expunged all forms o f socialism, intending to
focus on the development of a strictly egoist line of reasoning. Similar ef

The
Eagle and the Serpent, The Egoist, and L'Anarchie. As a resu lt, new voices for

forts emerged in Great Britain and Europe through journals such as

egoism began to emerge from within the individualist anarchist commu
nity. James L. Walker in the United States, Dora Marsden in G reat Brita in,
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and E m i le Armand in France were increasingly i dentified as significant
public intel lectuals who developed a n egoist interpreta tion of poli tics,
cu lture, and society. Even within Liberty, new egoist cha llenges to the
more traditional natural rights a pproach to anarchism and socialism
arose from writers such as John Badcock and John B everley Robinson . 1
During t h e 1 880s a n d 1 890s, John Henry Mackay, a Scots-German poet,
novelist, and gay rights activist dedicated h i mself to rev iv ing interest in
Sti rner. Through his articles and novels, especi a l ly The Allarchists and The

Freedomseeker, Mackay helped publ icize Stirner's i d eas. H e published a
German language biography of Stirner in 1 897, Max Stinzer: His Life and

His Work, fifty-three years after the p u b l i cation of The Ego alld Its Own. He
is credited with rescu ing Stirner from h i s obscu rity and popularizing his
l ife and work. Of course, Byington's translation of The Ego and Its Own d i d
not appear until 1 907. The publication of both works w i thin a d eca d e
ra ised interest in Stirner. Mackay's novels The Anarchists: A Study o f Civi

lization at the Close of the 19th Century and The Freedomseeker: A Psychology
of Development are literary statements of a Stirnerite perspective on ind i
vidualist anarch ism and its interpretation of the forms of class and politi
cal domination prevalent i n nineteenth century Europe.2
The interest in Friedrich Nietzsche in Eu rope and America du ring these
decades helped lay a foundation for broader i nterest in the egoist critique
of modernity. The specific nature of N ietzsche's intellectua l relationship
with Stirner is a fascinating topi c in i ts own right, but N i etzsche's thought
is as independent as it is profo u n d . During the 1 880s and 1 890s, Stirner
had yet to be translated into Engl ish . Consequently, direct know ledge
about Stirner's work in Great Britain and America was limited to those
radical intellectuals, l ike James L. Walker, who were proficient in German.
N ietzsche's major works were not only published d u ring th osp two de
cades, but significant commentary about his writings was also published
and circu lated throughout Europe and Ameri ca. Ni etzsche's atheism and
egoism prompted inqu iry into Stirner because of interest in the question
of whether the author of The Ego and Its Own was a precursor to N ietzsche
or, at least, a compatible th inker.3
The practical consequences of collectivist struggles against capitalism
were becoming increasingly apparent to soci a l scientists and the public
alike. Evidence began accumulating that individuals really d i d n o t ma tter
to collectivist revolutionaries or to the socialist and labor elites. The de
bacles of the First and Second Internationals demonstrated that individual
liberty and egalitarianism were the last things that interested the social ist
movement. Once it was put under critical scrutiny, egal itarianism itself
l ooked like a sham created by intellectu a l s to secure p laces for themselves
i n the hierarchies of the state and labor m ovem ents . Among many intel
lectuals and artists, a critical attitude toward labor, socialist, and collectiv-
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ist movements of a l l types began to emerge. Within the social sciences, the
Italian political scientist Gaetano Mosca published his treatise, The R u ling

Class, i n 1 896 which demolished the notion that democratic and socialist
movements could eradicate social strati fication. In 1908, the German lib
ertarian sociologist F ranz Oppenheimer threw cold water on the emerg
ing Marxist sociologies in The S ta te, by refuting the socialist argument that
the p roletarian seizure of government was the initial step in the creation
of a democratic and egalitarian society. In his 191 1 study, Political Parties,
Roberto Michels reported on the "iron law of oligarchy," the p rocess in
which democratic organizations inevitably displace their h u manistic,
egalitarian goals and develop o ligarchic and autocratic structures. The
Italian sociologist and economist Vilfredo Pareto published The Mind a n d

Society in 1 9 1 7, which concluded that social change does n o t really signify
progress to greater d em ocratization or egalitarianism, but a " circulation
of elites" in which groups of elites vie with each other for desidera ta.4
With the exception of Oppenheimer 's study of the historical transfor
mations of the state, none of these works were directly s u p portive o f
libertarian, anarch i s t, o r egoist ideas. Their major consequence w a s that
they intellectually undermined the notion that al ienation and domina
tion could be overcome through the simplistic strategies o f Marxism o r
t h e collectivist and ind ividualist forms o f anarch i s m . For t h o s e w h o
sought a m o r e hospitable environment for t h e individual ego, none o f
t h e rad ical m ovements o f t h e day seemed satisfactory. Even less s o , after
they had been assailed b y Mosca, Oppenheimer, M i chels, and Pareto.
Egoism, however, remained a viable option and Stirner was its intrigu
ing theorist.
This chapter examines the egoist thought of James L. Wa lker. Wa lker
is a s i gnificant fig u re in the history of egoist thought from the 1 880s to
the early 1 890s because h e wrote the first book in English about egoism .
His book The Philosophy of Egois m supplemented many essays he wrote
for atheist, anarch i s t, and egoist j ournals.5 The Philosophy of Egoism d e
veloped an organized d iscussion of egoist concepts, a Stirnerite critique
of cultural norms and political institutions, and an encouragement to
resistance to both i d eological and physical forms of coercion ind ividu a l s
experience in everyday l i fe. Wa lker w a s w ithout a doubt the m ost no
tabl e egoist thinker in the United States from the mid-1 880s through the
first decade of the 1 990s. Even Benjamin Tucker acknowledged the pre
eminence of Walker's scholarship and the influence of his writings on a
community that was h ungry for an elaboration and application of Stirn
er's ideas. Although the two d i ffered in their assessments of natural
rights, anarchism, Proudhon, and the notion of equal l iberty, Tucker
displayed a reluctance to chal lenge Walker w ith the usual verve and
invective d irected toward his a dversaries.
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Chapter S
JAMES L. WALKER AND THE PHIL OSOPHY OF EG OISM

J a m es L. Walker was born in Manchester, Engl and, in 1 845, but emigrated
to the United States with his pa rents when he was a chi l d . His wealthy
pa rents ensu red that he received a liberal education through study in
England, F rance, and G ermany. He earned a d octorate and became a pro
ficient speaker and reader of ten langu ages. A fter completing his educa
tion in Eu rope, he was employed a s a reporter and editor for the London

Times. He returned to the United States during the Civil War and beca me
an a ssociate editor for the Chicago Times. He married a young woman
named Katharine Smith in 1 865 . Walker reports that he became an atheist
early in the 1 860s and soon recogn ized that i f there were no "Moral Law
giver " there cou l d be no "Moral Commandments." That is, atheism must
lead to some form of egoism that denies the legitimacy of external stric
tures on the thoughts and behaviors of persons. But Wa lker found "a fa lse
note" among tha t the atheists he associated with s ince they typically a d 
opted a "religion of Humanity with a Mora l ity not less impressive u pon
the conscience with theology, pu rer because freed from superstition ." The
belief a mong the a theists was that "self-love" was the founda tion of a l l
m o ra l i ty, b u t "the drift of their discourses was that good morals would
grow out of self-love and still the morals were Christian morals ."6 F rom
the standpoint of a critical egoist philosophy, Walker asked, what sort of
change is i t for a person to reject a belief i n God only to resurrect God in
the form of an orthodox humanist mora l ity tha t replicates Christian eth
ics? Walker rejected the philosophy of the atheists and humanists who
refu sed or neglected to pursue the goal s of the " iconoclastic propaganda"
of egoism, and who tended to settle down into " a selfish individual, a
nonentity of ordinary morals."
In the a utobiographical comments that a p p ea r at the close of The Phi

losophy of Egoism, Walker reports that as a young man he was a lso d issatis
fied with the type of egoism that encouraged "grubbing for advantages
over other people; certain that it was my p leasure or prudence which
impelled me to any act." He coul d not accept either the notion that athe
ists are governed by a cosmic sense of j ustice or the i dea that they merely
seek their own pleasure. His goal was to seek out and develop an a lterna
tive view of the relationship between a theism and egoism. He reasoned
that there must be a body of ideas that p rovides a better d irection for in
dividuals who choose to live without subordinating them selves to either
religion or humanism, mysticism or m aterialism. Moreover, he intended
to develop a new concept of egoism based on the choices, convictions, and
subjectivity of individuals that wou l d challenge the traditional concepts
promulgated by materialist philosophers, s u ch as Lucretius, E picurus,
Hobbes, and Bentham? Walker believed that philosophy needed to tran-
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scend the restrictive opposition b etween ethics based on an abstract,
alienating moral codes that derived their authority from mystical sources
in either the cosmos or nature, and the materialist perspectives that re
duce human beings to p leasure-seeking, pain-avoiding mechanisms.
Walker began his career as a critical political philosopher in 1 863 when
he briefly published an atheist and anarchist newspaper called the Free

thinker in Chicago. The paper apparently "gathered a considerable list of
subscribers," especially among workers and small merchants in the city.
Walker was not able to maintain the publication because of poor health. H e
a n d his wife m oved t o San Antonio, Texas, i n search o f drier air a n d milder
temperatures in 1 865. He worked at various times as a writer and editor for
newspapers in San Antonio, Austin, and Galveston. He also b ecame li
censed to practice medicine in Texas. He was the author of works on chem
istry, medicine, and civil engineering during his years as a newspaperman.
He and his wife eventually settled in Monterey, Mexico, where he practiced
medicine and ran a weekly newspaper for American expatriates. 8
It was not until 1 872 that Walker first learned about Max Stirner. "Until
the spring of 1 872 J had no knowledge of Max Stirner's work, Der E inzige

ulld sein Eigen t u m . But believe me that I devoured it as soon as J got hold
of it." Wa lker was amazed at the similarity between Stirner's opus and the
ideas that he was laboring to d evelop . "There for the first time I saw most
plainly stated, my own thought, b orne out by illustrations that will test
the nerve of every professed Egoist."9 Although he was proficient in Ger
man and translated sections of The Ego alld Its Own for his own writings,
Walker never provided his own detailed commentary on The Ego and Its

Own, but began infu sing Stirner's concepts into his new writings and re
vising his previous work on egoism.
Walker argues that one of the most s ignificant aspects of Stirner 's work
is that it encouraged individuals to understand themselves in an historical
context. Correlatively, the tensions and problems within egoist thought
must also be understood historically. Stirner divided human history into
roughly three periods: antiquity, or the domination of persons by m aterial
forces; modernity, or the domination of persons by the "tyranny of the
Idea" which supposes that every material object i s inhabited by a spook
or spirit; and an unnamed era in which the rule of ideas is broken. Walker
defines Stirner 's unique one, as "yourself, just as you are in fles h and
blood, become simply sovereign, disdainfu l of all ru le of ideas, as Christ
was disdainful of all rule of material powers."l O Part of the excitement
about Stirner's thought is that it develops a new form of egoism, one that
did not subordinate the individual to either the pleasure principle or to
the "religion o f humanity."
Walker publ ished many articles in an array of newspapers and small

egoist, atheist, and anarchist journals, induding Egoism and Luc ifer. In
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1 886 he published the fi rst of severa l dozen articles in Liberty. Writing
u nder the pseud onym, Tak Kak, Walker provided Benjamin Tucker and

Liberty with a stream of analysis and commentary that consistently es
poused a Stirnerite perspective on many of the topics that concerned the
individualist anarchist commun ity at the time, including the debates over
natura l rights, intellectual property, monopoly capitalism, and critique of
government. Tucker credi ted Walker with being an important sou rce of
the incip ient interest in Stirner in the United Sta tes in the late ni neteenth
centu ry. Tu cker said in his introduction to the 1 907 edition of the first
English translation of The Ego

al1d Its Own,

The memory of Max Stirner had been virtually extinct for an entire genera

tion. But in the last two decades there has been a remarkable revival of inter

est both in the book and its author. It began in this cou ntry with a discussion
in the pages of the anarchist periodical,

Liberty in which St i rner's thought

was clearly expounded and vigorously championed by Dr. James L. Walker,
who adopted for this discussion the pseudonym Ta k Kak. 1 1

Wa lker 's con tributions to Liberty were provocative and forcefu l expres
sions of Stirner's form of egoism. On many occasions, Wa lker wou ld taunt
the anarchists who were oriented toward a natural rights philosophy with
outrageous sta tements designed to demolish the philosophic pretense he
felt was prevalent among radical intellectuals at the time. Several of these
essays made significant contribu tions to egoist theory, or provided impor
tant clari fications of a rcane aspects of egoist thought. A lthough he fre
quently d istanced himself from Walker's a rguments, Tucker was intrigued
by Wa lker's approach to ethica l questions and cred ited him with develop
ing an individualist perspective on ethics that succeeded in refining the
notion of ind ividual sovereignty originally propounded by Josiah Wa r
ren, Stephen Pearl And rews, and William Lloyd G a rrison . "Tak Kak" was
especially adept at refuting arguments that based ethics and politics on
natural rights and appeals to "duty." His most i m portant publishing proj
ect on egoism occurred in 1 890 and 1891, when the small Stirneri te journal
named Egoism, edited by his friends Henry and Georgia Replogle, pub
lished twelve essays that wou l d later become t h e first part of Wa lker's
important book, The Philosophy of Egoism. 1 2
Walker 's early essays on egoist philosophy were oriented toward a sys
tematic a rticu lation of basic concepts and first principles, a much different
approach than the more circuitous Hegelian, historica l method that
Stirner employed in The Ego

and Its Own . Walker begins with the defini

tions of terms; Stirner usually defines terms d u ring a discussion of thei r
expression i n history a n d society. Walker proceeds by laying out defin i 
tions of the important terms that he p l a n s to use, d i scusses the nature of
knowledge and society, and even provides a statement of pu rpose for the
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discussion that ensues. Walker understands egoism to be a practical phi
losophy that helps individuals navigate everyday life, minimizing abuse
from social institu tions and other individuals. Egoism is a practical phi
losophy in the sense that i t helps individuals understand the a uthentic
motivations for their actions, opposing these to internal and extern a l
forms of constraint, such a s " conscience," or external motivations w hich
usually appear in the guise of "duty" to church, state, or nation.
Wal ker's initi a l essays on egoism have an historical significance in indi
vidualist l iterature because he was the first to a dvocate for egois m as a
practical philosophy for how people can live their lives. However, he also
believes that egoism, a form of practical ethics, can be reconciled w i th
altruistic, or "other regarding" behavior. An irreconcilable opposition
between egoism and self-sacrifice appears in Sti rner's w ritings in the con
cepts of "ownness" and "self-renunciation." The opposition between ego
ism and a ltruism a p pears in N ietzsche's opposition of the master and
slave moralities. The opposition between egoism and altruism becomes a
central antagonism in more contemporary egoist thought, particularly
that of Ayn Ran d . In Walker's case, egoism is the negation of "mora l i s m . "
While clearly di fferent from egoism, altruism p lays a somewhat d ifferent
role in Walker 's philosophy than in Nietzsche or Rand.
Another significant quality of Walker 's egoist thought is that he does
not argue for " archism" of any sort. A lthough he does not accept Tucker 's
notion of "equa l l iberty" based on natural rights or moral absolutes .
Walker says that egoism implies a rethinking of the self-other relation
ship, nothing less than "a complete revolution in the relations of man
kind" that avoids both the " archist" principle that legitimates domination
and the "moralist" notion that elevates self-renunciation to a virtue.
Walker describes himself a s an "egoistic anarchist" who believed in both
contract and cooperation as practical principles to guide everyday inter
actions. He is clearly a Stirnerite. He does not combine Stirner w ith
Proudhon, and he i s very careful to differentiate his philosophy from any
sort of supremacism, particu larly that of N ietzsche.
Walker's friend, Henry Replogle, the editor of

Egoism, comments that

Wa lker "was one of the most lovable of men: calm, courteous, profound,
and yet humorous u pon occasion, but never l ight. In conversation, every
proposition was an appeal to reason; there was no cramming the assump
tions of authority down the mental throat." 1 3 Walker died in 1 904 in
N uevo Laredo, from smallpox he contracted during his travels in Mexico.
At the time of his death, Wal ker was attempting to finalize The Philosophy
of Egoism. Katherine Walker and Henry Replogle completed and polished
the manuscript using Wal ker's notes as their guide. The book was pub
lished in 1 905 in Denver by Katherine Smith with assistance from H enry
and Georgia Replogle.

The Philosophy of Egoism was enthusiastically ap-
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plau ded by egoists in the United States a n d Great Britain a s the first sys
tematic statement of an egoistic ana rchist philosophy, especially for those
egoists who cou ld not accept the natural rights fou n dation of the indi
vidualist anarchism of Benjamin Tucker and his colleagues. Wa lker was
i d entified as the "Father of Egoism in A merica," a lthough the acclaim was
eclipsed with the 1 907 publication of Byington's English translation of The

Ego alld Its OWIl . 1 3 Despite the massive interest, pro and con, in the English
version of Stirner 's work, The Philosophy of Egoism was still rega rded as an
im pressive statement of egoi st thought that reflected a Stirnerite point of
view, but which also developed egoism in some new directions . On th e
occa sion o f Wa lker's dea th, Tucker said,
His was a peculiarly clear and logical mind, and his articles on egoism, to the
philosophy of which he devoted a great deal of thought and attention, were

cogently reasoned and exceptionally readable. He was a thinker of ra re
qualities, and much that he has written is worthy of being printed in perma
nent form . 1 4

Wa lker's discussion of egoism as a philosophy of practical behavi or, his
argument for anarchism, and his effort to reconstruct the self-other rela
tionship a re the most pertinent a spects o f his egoist philosophy for a
study of Stirner 's intellectu al offspring .

PHILOSOPHY, PURPO S E, AND METHOD

Walker argues that philosophy and " intellectu a l di scussion" are directed
by an interest in shaping how people behave in everyday life, exclud ing
"scholastic exercises" and efforts to "sharpen the wits. " He says that
"[w]e seek understanding of facts for guidance in action, for avoidance of
mistake and suffering, and even for resignation to the inevitable." More
over, his readers in Egoism, Lucifer, and L iberty have "life forces strong
enough" that their encounters with egoist thought are likely to prompt
"action which sha l l move things ." The basic purpose of a n egoist phi loso
phy is ultimately to a rticulate the l aissez-fa ire principle as a remedy for
the problems of socia l conflict, war, p ersecution, and physical catastro
phes such as famine and disease. The principal problems confronting
human beings are a l l related in some way to bigotry and fanaticism, or
"the determination of mankind to interfere w ith each others' actions." l s
Thus, his goal is to develop a philosophy of egoism that resu lts in a sta te
less society. Egoism is not identical with anarchism nor the idea of laissez
fa ire, but "the prevalence of egoism w i l l reduce interference, even by the
ignorant, to the dimensions of their more undeniable interest in others'
a ffairs, elim inating every motive of a fanatical character." 1 6 Egoism is the
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" seed-bed" of a policy and habit of noninterference and tolerance. Ulti
mately, the egoist promotion of a laissez-faire attitude toward others sup
ports and reinforces a n anarchist social system . In its " strict and proper
sense," anarchy means "no tyranny" and implies the regulation a n d coor
dination of social interaction b y voluntary contract.
Walker shares with the individualist anarchists the goal of social interac
tions based on contract and mutu alism, but he rejects the natural rights
methodology that even Benjamin Tucker, for all of his protests to the con
trary, coul d not escape. In his first article in

Liberty in 1 886, Walker attacks

the idea of "justice," which i s the foundation of the natural rights argument
for anarchism, especially in the thought of Lysander Spooner and the early
writings of Tucker himself.J7 Walker argues that it is futile to set up and
obey an abstract notion, such a s justice, that requires individuals to treat a l l
other individuals alike, o r according t o a fixed standard . Persons are not
alike. They are not equally able or willing to reciprocate with each other.
Justice has no meaning apart from a voluntary contract, a union of egoists.
Short of a union of egoists, humans are indirectly enslaved by their " defer
ence to ideas." For instance, the notion that slavery is u njust is useless be
cause it implies that there i s a rule or law against it that has sufficient p ower
to prevent it throughout all time and space. The facts of history, however,
suggest something different. What really matters is the power and the will
of individuals to resist enslavement; the egoist respects "vicious" resis
tance. Therefore, there is m ore virtue in the criminal classes than in the
tame slaves because criminals reject the notion that they are duty bound to
respect the laws and rules of government or even natural society.
"Justice" is the snare of natural society because it entails a requirement
that individuals recognize a duty to the "powers who control m e instead
of bargaining with me." 1 S The egoist rejects all such notions of d u ty and
is indifferent to the hardships of the oppressed whose consent to thei r
oppression enslaves not only them, but those who do not consent. The
egoist is at war with "natural society" and, hence, the notion of j ustice.
As the laws of society, and the state, one of its forms, are tyrannies of d is
agreeable impediments to me and I see no difficulty in d i scarding them, but
your respect for ideas such a s "right," "wrong," "justice, " etc., I woul d have

you consider that these are merely words with vague, chimerical meanings,

as there is no moral government of the world, but only an evolutionary pro

cess, and i t depends upon perception of this fact, and self-direction of our
individual powers united as we shall agree, how we can succeed i n obtaining
and enjoying more or less of the things of this world.19

For the egoist, there i s no hell, no natural society, and no justice. These
are only ideas that are elevated to the status of "spooks." The facts of hu
man experience are based in the power and will of human beings to act
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u pon natu re and each other in their everyday l ife. Human beings act on
the basis of their ideas, but their ideas may inhib i t or enhance their ability
to enjoy " the things of this world."
Method ologically, the egoist comes to self-consciousness, not for the
Lord's sake, not for humanity's sake, but for his or her own sake. It is es
senti al to dismiss the idea that there i s any justice in nature "other than
force seeking the least line of resistance" in obta ining goals or serving
one's interests . The recogni tion that there is no n a tural justice or any idea
o f justice other than the facts of human existence is likely to " save genera
tions of complaining and begging" which are futile expressions of subser
vience. The egoist intends to perceive the facts and processes of nature
without "colored glass before our eyes." Cooperation and reciprocity are
possible only among those who are unwilling to appeal to fixed pa tterns
of justice in human relationships and instead focus on a form of reciproc
ity, a union of egoi sts, in which person each finds pleasure and fu l fi l l m ent
i n doing things for others. The egoist digs for the "bottom facts" of nature

and society and disdains the layering of artificial ru les and ideas over
soci ety and individual ity.
Egoism, therefore, includes a six-point methodology for the critique of
politics, society, and cul ture:
1. Human society and the lives of individuals are replete with artificial

ity, perversion, and misery that is engendered by fanaticism, inter
ference, and intolerance;

2. The worst of this fanaticism, i n terference, and intolerance has no
chance of perpetuation except through a certai n belief in its socia l
necessity o r inevitabi l ity;
3. The belief in the necessity of fanaticism, in terference, and intolerance
arises from social norms that acquire an aura of justice and benefi
cence promoted by predatory elites controlling major social institu
tions, such as the church and the state;

4. The artificiality of how persons understand themselves, interact
with each other, and act collectively can be reduced or minimized;

5. Egoism helps expose or bracket the artificiality so that persons can
understand the real sources of their behavior and the full range of
possibility and freedom; and

6. This i s accomplished by first understanding that the rules and i deas
people live by are humanly constructed, not fixed in nature or the
cosmos, and that they can be resisted and overcome by the power
and will of the human ego.20
Walker i s quick to point out that those who are oppressed but accept
their oppression as natural or appropriate are not t o b e pitied or indulged
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by the egoist. "I recognize no duty toward the powers that control me
instead of bargaining with me. I a m indifferent to the annihilation of the
serfs whose consent enslaves me along with themselves."21 The oppressed
who accept their oppression as just or prudent are as much a part of the
problem as their masters because they help replicate the intrusion and
intolerance individuals face in everyday life. The egoist has no praise for
the masters and no pity for the servants .
Walker rejects p revailing definitions of egoism not only because they
are disparaging but because they are inadequate to understanding the
nature of individual behavior, particularly the role of the self and the
mind. First, egoism is not mere self-interest or selfishness . The tendency
of philosophy and popular culture to reduce the meaning of egoism to
interpreting everything in relation to one's interests or sense of impor
tance is inherently meaningless. The individual's self-interests and sense
of importance cannot b e anything other than "all important to the indi
vidual. " Is the rej ection of egoism b ased on the argument that the person's
interests in objects and other persons are not to be understood? It is im
possible for anyone to judge or evaluate anything, including egoism,
without the self taking an interest in it and without having sense of its
importance. The self is the source of interest and value.
Second, egoism is not hedonism or eudemonism . Intelligent egoists are
prudent, rational, and balance d . They are not slaves to passion, pleasure,
or i mmediate gratification. They are willing to postpone "i mmediate
ends" in order to reach egoistic goals of higher value. Va lue cannot be
reduced to immediate pleasure or gratification. The egoist may j udge that
the most valuable objects, actions, and relationships, and not those that
bring immediate p leasure or value. They may require short-term pain and
struggle to bring long-term rewards.
Third, egoism cannot be reduced to greed, avarice, or purposeless ac
cumulation . "The love of money within reason is conspicuously an egois
tic manifestation, but when the passion gets the man, when money be
comes his ideal, his god, we must class him as an altruist" because he has
sacrificed his ability to assign value to the power of

an

external object.22

Pre-Stirnerite definitions of egoism describe circumstances in which the
person is appropriated b y passion or objects. Egoism is actually the per
son's appropriation of passions and objects, not the other way around.
Religion, humanism, and predialectical views of egoism invert the rela
tionship between the human subject and the inert object. Objects become
subjects, and vice versa. Stirner's form of egoism reestablishes the appro
priate relationship between subject and object. In the end, what really
defines egoism is not mere self-interest, pleasure, or greed; it is the sover
eignty of the individual, the full expression of the subjectivity of the indi
vidual ego.
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Wa lker believes that egoism is better u nderstood as "the principle of the
self; the doctrine of individual i ty," or "the theory of the w i l l as reaction of
the self to a motive." His idea is that the self, not any mysterious sou l or
spirit, organizes the person's thoughts and behavior in response to many
internal and external influences. Walker's princ i p l e of the self or doctrine
of ind ividuality recognizes that individuals must think and behave in an
envi ronment in which external entities and other people are acting u pon
them . The self i s the person's facil ity tha t di rects interest and assigns im
portance to these external influences, organ izing perceptions, thoughts,
and actions. It is the person's intentiona l i ty, or abil ity to identify pu rpose
and value. Wa lker's egoism, while a cknowledging that there are some
involuntary reactions of the person to the envi ronment, is based on an
i nteractionist i dea that the individual chooses, through the self, what to
think and feel, and how to act, in response to internal and external stim
uli. Egoism conceives the self as the "spring of a ction," not the content of
behavior. It i s the person's intent to act upon the world, rather than the
infinite a cquiescence to objecti fication. Thus, in order to understand ego
ism, the focus must be on the self as the " spring of action," or the self as
the locus of the person's intentiona l i ty.
Egoism is concerned with the person's relationship to self, and the per
son's relationship with others . Walker is most interested in the relationship
of the person to the social world, especially how the self navigates encoun
ters with "groups variously cemented together by controlling ideas; such
groups are families, tribes, states, and churches." The objective side of ego
ist philosophy is the search for social environments that m inimize any in
terference and intolerance that constrains the sel f in its interaction with the
world. The basic question that concerns the egoist is, to what extent do
these d ifferent social envi ronments function without the constra i n t of
some of their members by others? Historical l y, these groups have been
based on the "disproportionate powers and infl uence," the physical and
mental domination of most members by some. A major reason why these
groups a re asymmetrically control led is because of "prevailing beliefs re
ducible to ignorance, awe, and submission in the mass of members." Also,
" Egoism deal s with facts, [it] breaks and d i ssolves the dominion of ideas."
The egoist acts to gratify self, but not from a "foreign motive."23
Following Stirner's analysis of "causes," Wal ker a rgues that the fam i l y,
the church, the nation, the government, and other "composite individu
a l ities" typical ly attempt to devel o p an "egoistic" or "selfy" character in
response to the intentions of dominant members. As the collective entity
or social organization develops a "composite ego," the members are
treated a s inert matter, deprived of their ability to act on their own. Per
sons are prompted to resign thei r " self-care" or renounce their ind ividual
ity and personal needs for the presumed good of the collective, or because
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the collective is thought to serve the material, social, and psychological
needs of individuals. Or, they renounce themselves only outwardly in
order to protect inwardly a sense of self. The expressions of egoism be
come very primitive: individuals submit in order to avoid punishments
and survive materially. These organizations acquire the aura o f sacred
ness, morali ty, and necessity. They reduce persons to the status o f the in
ert. Thus, the artificial ego of the collectivity supplants the ego o f the in
dividual. The socially constructed artificial ego of the collectivity becomes
the subject, while the persons become objects. The inclinations and prefer
ences of individuals are conflated into a "social will" that trumps and
suppresses the self and the intentionality of the person. While thi s process
occurs differently i n each "composite," the organization reflects the will
of some "master minds" and suppresses the will of particular individuals
who are also members o f the groups.24 In each case, the war a gainst the
egoism of individuals i s a scheme to establish and maintain a hierarchy in
a social organization .
Walker challenges the critics of egoism, particularly in religion and
government, to find a deity or politician who is not an "egoistic autocrat."
Is there a god who has worshi ppers who do not bow down because it is
pru dent to submit? Is there a fam ily that sacrifices itself to the individuals
and does not sacrifice the aspirations of individuals to i tself? I s there a
government that departs from a need to defend itself and the tendency
toward self-aggrandizement in order to sacrifice for its subjects? Is there
any form o f collective humanity that does not enshroud itself in a cloak of
mora l and intellectual s uperiority over its particu lars? Is there any "com
posite individuality" that refuses to suppress individual freedom for its
benefit? Walker 's point i s that egoism is a fact that exists on the level of
individuals and groups. The question, which is to prevail, the egoism of
the artificial composite or the egoism of individuals? "We are t rying to
explain that egoism i s the chief fact of organic existence - its universal
characteristic."25 The philosophic and political problem that the "egoistic
anarchists" confront is how to challenge the ability of collectivities to sup
press the egoism of individuals. Egoism has a political purpose and po
litical content; it is a philosophy of individual behavior and social organi
zation that un dermines the hierarchies of groups and social institu tions
by stripping away the lofts ideals of the masters and revealing their ego
istic motives of self-preservation and self-aggrandizement.

E G O I S M AND THE PHILOSOPHY OF RIGHT
Unlike N i etzsche and Rand, the chief ideological nemesis of egoism in
Wa lker's thought is not altruism, but "moralism." Walker argues that
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some forms of altruism are actu a l ly pha ses of egoist behavior. A ltruism is
a category of behav iors that can be exp l ained by and reconciled with ego
ism .26 Walker conceives of altruism as b ehavior tha t is "regardfu l of oth
ers; proud of or devoted to others ." It does not necessarily include self
sacrifice, and may contribute to the acting p erson's well-being. Wa lker
says, "To be regardful of others within reason, is intelligent egoism in the
first place," but it must not become a fixed idea, expressing or lead ing to
self-sacri fice, worship, mental slavery, su perstition, or any other form of
antiegoist thought.27 Like egoism, al tru ism is a fact o f life. The behavior of
p ersons is frequently motivated by an interest or regard for others. Altru
istic thoughts and behaviors are usually an expression of egoism in that
they are thought to satisfy some interest o r provide some plea sure or
gratification to the a ctor. Walker bel ieves in a form o f psychologica l ego
ism, a cknowledging tha t human behavior is genera lly motivated by the
interests of the self, but this is not absolute. F requently, the normal and
natural egoism of indivi duals is eclipsed by soci al and cu ltural forces that
encourage or requ ire persons to become other-oriented or to surrender
the self to others. The problem with al truism, or other-regarding behav
ior, is that organizational elites tend to convert it into self-sacrifice, to
motivate individuals through "du ty," or a sense of a ficti tious, abstract
i deal of "justice" in interpersonal relations, which i s enforced internally
through " conscience."28
When altruism is divorced from a solid grounding in the choices and
convictions of the person, it is a form o f a l ienation from the self that un
d ermines the person's ability to survive, prosper, and appropriate life.
Moralism i s the a lienated form of altruism. Culturally and psychol ogi
cally, the a lienated expression of altruism is encapsulated in the concepts
o f "duty" and "justice." Taken together. these not i on s su ggest that the
p e rson owes or ought to behave in a designated m anner in order to fulfill
a n abstract ideal of j ustice. Some duties the individu a l ego assumes vol
u ntarily in response to "duties assumed by others toward me." For
Walker, this is the reciprocity that a p pears in Stirner's union of egoi sts. It
is not alienated behavior, and it does not contradict Walker 's notion of
egoism since it amounts to nothing more than voluntary exchange.
Walker uses the notion of contract labor a s an exam p le. A person is em
p l oyed to do certain work for pay, services are exchanged for money or
some form of desiderata . A debt appears on one side, then on the other,
and the account is eventua l l y balanced a s a mutually advantageous ex
change, or contractua l relationshi p . Contracts impose reciprocal ob liga
tions but they are not a form of duty since it is a voluntary agreement.
H owever, other expressions of du ty are fixed in culture, propagated by
moral authorities, that persons "ought" to acknowledge and fulfill out of
a sense of right, conscience, and justice. Thi s form of d u ty i s often coerced
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through physical force or the threat of it. This is a form of compu lsory
service or duty.
" Moralism" promotes the notion that the obligations of persons to soci
ety and the state, are fixed in culture, not negotiated among persons in
everyday life, and that their fulfi llment must be coerced through some
form of physical force or psychological threat, not left to the vagaries of
individual choice. F rom the point of view of the individual, duty is the
surrender of one's thought and m ind to the fixed ideas of culture, society,
and the state, u sually as these are interpreted by moral authorities. For
Walker, thi s form of duty is different from the expectations persons p lace
on themselves and each other as they exchange in everyday life; it is a
form of mental slavery. "Duty is what is due. The domination of a fixed
i dea begins when one admits something due and yet not due to any per
son or something due without benefit coming to one in return."29
Walker did not develop the "slaves to duty" metaphor. Walker's notion
that duty is a form of slavery was developed more thoroughly by the Brit
ish egoist John Badcock Jr. in a speech he delivered in London that was
later published as an egoist pamphlet. Badcock was l ikely influenced by
Walker, but the evidence that he lifted the metaphor to use in his speech,
"Slaves to Duty," is not clear. Badcock's speech was delivered in 1 894,
three years after Walker published the essay that used the metaphor. For
Badcock, the most pernicious form of duty occurs in politics.

From the belief that the levying of taxes and conscription is right and proper
follows the belief that it is the duty of the subject to pay the taxes and fight
in obedience to command . If you grant the right to command to anybody or
anything, be it the king, parliament, church, or conscience, you as a natural
consequence inflict the duty of obedience on those who are subject to the
commander. 30
Political duty is usually expressed as allegiance to a government or a
political ideology, but its consequences are more far-reaching for the indi
vidual since duty "prevents me from judging correctly as to where my
self-interest lies." Duty is a form of voluntary servitude that ensnares and
prevents the individual from acting on his or her own behalf. Further, it
leaves the individual open to unreasonable and d estructive demands
from institutions and organizations. For individuals, the only escape from
bondage is to deny all duties and look to their self-interest as the most
appropriate guide for behavior.
"Justice" is the second pillar of moralism that Walker describes. Like
duty, justice i s a concept intended to help elites in social institutions m anage
the relationships among individuals. Furthermore, although individuals
have a sense of "justice" and "injustice," and although groups frequently
build a theory of justice that promotes the satisfaction of their demands on
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others, the application of justice to any concrete circumstance is the exclu
sive right and responsibility of the state and its legal system. The notion
that there is any ideal form of society or relations a mong persons that real
izes "justice" i s a fiction. Absent an "adjustment of social relations" in
which each person "is alive to his own interests and convenience," j ustice
can only be "the war cry of quixotic campaigns" that succeed in reducing
"ignorant, hel pless folk" to the tools of fanatics and speculators. The argu
ment that any individual might acquire justice for self is abhorrent to mor
alists of all types since it implies that the judge, jury, and executioner i s not
society, but the person. Historically, philosophically, and ethically, "justice"
is a favor of society and the state. Operationally, it is an artifact of the com
plex mechanisms of the legal system . The authority and dignity of the lega l
mechanism, therefore, must be protected at all costs from challenges that
suggest that its o peration is u njust.
The egoist cannot worship or respect the "justice" o f moralists and sta t
i sts . Only those who free themselves are free and only those who assert
them selves and struggle for justice can achieve it. Only these people can
or will acquire j ustice for themselves, although the state works to p revent
them and their a ssociates from doing so. Egoism acknowledges the con
trad iction in the principle that justice is a gift or donation from society.
Those with authority to dispense j ustice in society are analogous to "the
shepherd who manages his flock, not for the sake o f the flock, but for his
interest in it." Egoists aspire to the accommodation or negotiation of in
terests and exchanges according to the abil ities, resources, and expecta
tions of contracting p arties. Absent the invasion o f the legal system into
the voluntary relationships among individua ls, egoists pursue and value
their exchanges, contracts, and alliances with others who are not a fflicted
with superstitions about the fairness or propriety in the favors society and
the state confer. Like Stirner, Walker is not so na'ive that he believes that
all egoist i nteractions will be consensual and perceived as mutually ben
eficial. Egoists are responsible for " protecting ourselves and serving our
convenience." Confl ict and antagonism w i l l continue to be a feature of
social life. Therefore, egoists are willing to use force against dangerous or
predatory individuals, and will not l et an offender o ff on technicalities if
they think it is necessary to expel or kill him. The egoist expects neither
absolute h armony nor b alance in the relationships among p ersons. The
egoist seeks the opportunity to configure his or her l i fe and relationship
withou t the external mediation of social institutions that intend to pre
scribe their thoughts and actions. For the egoist, the rhetoric and admin
i stration of justice are not helpfu l .
Let us beware of the craze for j ustice. It is the mask of social tyranny. It de
mands a delegated authority and a prerogative in this authority. Thus it
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builds a citadel of inj ustice; so that the man who does himself justice is de
clared by the law to be guilty of a crime against it, the monopoly of the ad
ministration of justice.31

Moralists tend to convert "admirable actions" or "acts of beneficence"
into duties and manifestations of justice. Walker argues that all forms o f
generosity, m a gnanimity, a n d benevolence a r e rooted in the "wise
schemes of reciprocal du ties" spontaneously created by individu a l s i n
everyday life. Reciprocity and generosity a r e n o t t h e negation of egoism,
but expressions o f it. "Generosity i s the overflowing ful lness of a success
ful, satisfied and hopefu l individuality." 32 For organizational elites, gen
erosity, reciprocity, and j u s tice cannot be left to the indeterminacy of per
sons interacting w ith each other in everyday l ife. Moralism is a system of
thought based on the idea that the behavior of persons needs to be co
erced internally throu gh a sense of duty or necessity in order to m eet the
requirements of justice. It i s a n i deological or cultural form of socia l con
trol since the behaviors o f persons are prefigured, as far as possib l e,
through articulated patterns that acquire formal and informal socia l sanc
tions to ensure compliance. It complements direct or political forms o f
control that rely o n physical force t o ensure compliance.
The most potent ensemble of s anctions, however, are those successfu l l y
p l anted in t h e m ind of t h e person that constitute a practical philosophy of
right, structuring the person's behavior on an everyday basis. Th rough
culture and the social ization process, moralism creates an internal system
of surveillance and control that warns the person against breaking the
sacred rules of morality, culture, and society. It a dmonishes against o f
fending god, society, and the state. It establishes what is "good" and what
i s "ev i l ." The internal m echanism operationalizing the dictates of the
horizontal control i s the conscience, which to the egoist i s nothing more
than the dread, fear, and self-reproach that accompanies a person's viola
tion o f social norms. The conscience i s something different from the fear
of punishment or a calcu lation of consequences of being discovered a
deviant. It can intervene in the trajectory of the person's behavior before
or after an act has occurred .
The conscience, the third pillar of moralism, is the primary weapon o f
the moralist against egoism. There i s nothing mystical or supernal about
it; conscience i s the resu l t of education, indoctrination, and socia lization
that produces a neb ulous, but integrated sense of dread at the violation o f
societal rules. Walker argues that every religion has commandments that
may seem absurd to external observers, but they still manage to a cquire
the status o f sacred, absolute rules in the conscience of the believer. The
conscience ensures observance of the commandments and reinforces their
absolu teness by internally repressing dissent and chal lenge to them. The
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conscience acquires form and content not only through religion, but
through any social institution that creates and conveys strictu res on be
havior, including the family, the school, the factory, and the state. The
conscience operational izes moralism because it the result of the internal
ization of external standards o f duty and j ustice. For the egoist, the con
science is a su perstition, an artificial creation that util izes sentiment and
reflection to interpret our voluntary actions a ccording to an external stan
dard of duty and justice . The egoist does not judge self by reference to any
external standard, but can only express satisfaction or regret at his or her
actions. The notion of a conscience is anathema to the egoist because it is
only an internal repository of the reified, fixed ideas the egoist intends to
destroy. The practical and politica l intent of egoism is to expunge the
conscience a s a whole, undermine the ideologies and institutions tha t cre
ate and enforce external standards of behavior, and "outgrow the habitu al
sway" of externa l strictures on behavior.

MODERNITY AND THE POLITICS OF EGOISM

Although Walker and Tucker had a respectfu l professiona l relationship
and viewed ethical issues similarly, there were significant differences be
tween the two regarding the foundations o f political and economic l i fe.
Both considered themselves egoistic or individualistic anarchists. Both
considered themselves to be prolabor and anticapital. Both were advo
cates of free competition and private property. Unlike Tucker, Walker was
a thorough, consistent opponent of natural right philosophy and he was
highly cri tical of the notion of equal l iberty a s antithetical to the intellec
tual foundation of egoism and, hence, anarchism . Wal ker a ssailed the
notion of right not only in

The Philosophy of Egoism, but in several articles,
Liberty. Tucker was not among his

letters, and rejoinders published in
frequent antagonists.

Walker frequently had lengthy exchanges on the notion of rights with

Lib
erty. The Kellys advocated for a n individua list anarchism grounded in a
John F. and Gertrude B. Kelly, both of whom w rote independently in

natural rights philosophy that was unapologetic about promoting equa l
liberty to a l l humans by virtue o f t h e fact that they are humans. T h e Kellys
repeatedly attacked Wa lker for his refusal to acknowledge that the inter
nal enforcement of moral codes through the individual's conscience was
essential to maintaining social order. Anarchism, to be successfu l, needed
to demonstrate that it was superior to other political ideologies because it
offered both individual liberty and social order. The methodology of an
archist thought was to destroy the state so that ind ividuals could genu
inely discover the laws of n a ture governing human interaction and,
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thereby, synchronize their thoughts and behaviors with others, reducing
conflict and maximiz ing cooperation. The key to human l iberty is to dis
cover natural law and conform with its strictures. The rights o f individu
als are established in nature and are revea led a s persons are freed from
domination of the state and able to d iscover natural law. Natural law and
natural right were essential to freedom and order. In the absence of natu 
ral law a n d natu ral right, morality was impossible a n d humans were free
to visit all sorts of abuse on their fellows.33
By the time the debates over natural rights with the Kellys began in 1 887,
Walker had read Stirner and was eager to share his egoistic critiques of
morality, natural law, and natural rights with the individualist anarchists
associated with

Liberty. In several exchanges with the Kellys, Walker argues

that the notions of natural law and natural right were only " spooks" that
had no referent in the world humans inhabit. If they did exist, natural laws
and natural rights are silent and inert. They do not speak to everyone. They
do not speak to anyone. Like theology, natural right philosophy is depen
dent upon a small grou p of technical specialists who claim to speak for
nature, elaborating the content of law and right that should structure the
thoughts, values, and behaviors of persons. Someone a lways has to speak
for the laws and rights that are thought to be grounded in nature. What
qualifies a person to speak for nature w ith any authority? Why are the
Kellys and their philosophic companions qualified to d efine the laws and
rights of nature? Why should they be taken as the ultimate arbiters of natu
ral law and natu ra l right and, hence, morality?
The advocates o f natural right are quick to point to the i mportance of
morality in human relationships, but they have not succeeded in estab
lishing why the d ictates of morality should override the thoughts, goals,
agreements that persons establish in everyday life. The philosophy of
natural right, despite the p retense that it will free persons a s part of the
anarchist rebellion, i s in real ity a form of "moralism" that only recreates
political domination in a new form, once again appealing to duty, con
science, and j ustice to ensure that individuals do not develop ideas or
assert their power i n ways that conflict with moral ity and the laws o f
nature. Ultimately, natural law, natural right, a n d morality a r e antithetical
to the sovereignty o f the individual.
Egoism initially p romotes not external liberty, but internal l iberty since it
shatters duty, justice, and conscience as internal, ideological mechanisms of
social control . The egoist assault on internal social control engenders a type
of equal liberty of egoists since it creates a common foundation for the ap
propriation and use of property and power. This is quite unlike all political
philosophies that a re based on a moralist view of human life. Democracy
and aristocracy, for example, are based on the commonality of b irthright. In
democratic theory, participation in the political process and individua l lib-
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erty a re the "sacred birthright" of each individua l . In theory, individuals do
not have to earn or assert rights; these are conferred on the individual by
God, nature, or the state by virtue of the person's humani ty. Of course, the
actual practice of democracies frequently contradicts the theory or the idea l,
but democracies pride themselves on eliminating political, socia l, and cu l
tural barriers to ful l and equ a l participation in t h e pol itical process. As
Walker says, the passport of the individual into a democracy "is his hum an
ity, not his personal assertion and demonstra tion of his power and will to
command equal liberty."Y! Aristocracy, likewise, is a politica l phi losophy
founded on birthright since liberty and privilege are the right of a specia l
class; they are not conferred o n a l l, which distingu ishes aristocracy from
democracy. The p rob lem with Tucker's notion of equal liberty is that it is
a l so fou nded in natura l right. It is a promise, a gift, a conferral, a birthright,
an artifact that is not dependent upon the p erson's effort, achievement, as
sertion, or even interest . Its va lue is estab lished externa l ly, apart from the
subjectivity of the individual ego, or the person's active assignment of
m eaning and value to it.
The egoist understands equ a l l iberty a s a n outcome of the rejection of
"old beliefs and indoctrination" which enables individuals to appreciate
and assert their powers as individu a l s . "When each of u s has determined
to be a s free as he can, to yield only to effective force in restraint of the
liberty he wills to exercise, there w i l l be more l iberty and substantially
equa l l iberty for u s i f we be numerous, even while far from a m ajority."
Tu cker 's concept of equ a l liberty enta i l s the notion that humanity is sa
cred, that humans are to be respected only for their humanity. Egoism
rejects this notion and bases the claim to equa l liberty among egoists on
being an individual "who can be known to b e neither a tyrant whom they
must combat nor s lave incapabl e of requ i ting their aid ."35
Tucker's definition of anarchists as "unterrified Jeffersonian demo
crats," clearly expresses the democratic commandment to establish and
guard an equal status for all. Among the anarchists, democrats, socialists,
and humanists, the guardianship of equ a l ity is a religion that impedes
individual conviction, aspiration, and achievement. The democratic, so
cial ist, communist, and anarchist revolutionaries believe tha t they abolish
class domination once they destroy aristocratic and capitalist privileges .
The real ity is they merely reduce a l l t o the status o f p l ebeians before the
"composite individuality" of the state. They recreate an aristocracy of
those who make and enforce the l a w. E qu a l liberty remains a chimera
because neither liberty nor equality can be establ ished objectively through
the coercion of the " composite individua li ty." Instead, efforts by the
"composite individuality" to establ i sh liberty and equality as objective
facts produces nothing but yokes that bind the egoist and nonegoist a like
to minimal aspirations, expectations, abili ties, and achievements.

Reciprocity and Predation in Everyday Life

1 77

Liberty must be divorced from equality. Liberty is impossible without
the understanding that each person discovers or reveals his or her own
directives through choice and conviction. Society is the field where indi
viduals discover, reveal, and attempt to enforce their will and convictions
on those who come into their domain. While equality can be imposed on
individuals and society through the coercive reduction of all to the lowest
common level, liberty cannot. Liberty can only be chosen. In a social con
text, l iberty is not a right bestowed by an external power, but the a ssertion
of will and conviction by individuals. It can be expressed in the exchange
of power, recognition, and aid that egoistic allies provide each other.

Your right and liberty, apart from what you can do for yourself, is that part
of your will and pleasure which receives the support of allies lending you the
aid of their power, as their right and liberty has the same extension by recog
nition and aid from you and others.36
Egoists are not revolutionaries, although they seek a transformation of
human relations. They do not seek the emancipation of a "herd of human
cattle," or those who are uninterested or unwill ing to reveal their own
convictions and assert their own power. They are interested in collaborat
ing with persons who are interested and capable of "asserting a l l attain
able liberty." Despite the derogatory label, egoists do not despise the
"herd" but call it what it is. In fact, all egoists arise from the herd. Thus,
the herd contains "my precious" potential allies. Those who develop as
egoists, Walker will recognize, esteem, and support in equal liberty be
cause the life of the egoist is better with allies than without them.
Differentiating Stirner's egoism from N ietzsche's, Walker asserts that
egoists do not revere nor do they wait for the Ubermensch. They are the
Ubermenschen . Unlike Nietzsche, the egoists oppose aristocracies because
of the assignment of individuals to social classes based on birthright. An
egoist may derive some pleasure in asserting power and associating with
bold colleagues, but despises hereditary systems that force parents to
transmit power and wealth to one child, but consign other children to
inferior positions. N ietzsche pretends that the master morality valued in
aristocratic social systems transcends the slave morality of Christianity,
democracy, and humanism. But aristocracy is just another form of moral
ism because it, too, is based on a set of preexisting rules that enforce obe
dience and deprive persons of the ability to establish the rules they live
by. Moralism i n all its forms procures subjects who establish their virtue
through obedience to the commands and rules of the specific regime.
Moralism attempts to establish a course for human thought and behavior
which purports to provide both virtue and happiness, social order and
individual fulfillment, community and individuality. The egoist resists
moralism because virtue and individual happiness tend to be opposites.
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Their conflation is only for the credulou s . In modernity, moralism aspires
to the perfection of the human, it veers away from individuality and the
extant person. Persons are encouraged or required to " find themselves"
in the essence or general idea of the species, the proletarian, the citizen,
the master, or the human.37
The notion of perfection or perfectibi lity prompts conformity to pre
sumed exemplary characteristics in others. Perfection and perfectibil ity
a re founded on essences or ideal types, and not what is otherwise in per
sons " genuinely." Following Stirner, Walker reports that regimes may
succeed i n setting u p the "true or p erfect man," but individuals are more
than what any regime sets up as an idea l . Each is u n i que. The uniqueness
o f ind ividuals cannot be established or known prior to experience with
them . It cannot be captured in an essence or a n ideal type. Egoism is what
p ersons think, feel, and act out themselves outside o f, or in opposition to,
ideal types created by socia l systems or pol itical regimes. The aim of ego
ism is not to estab lish ideal men or women but to free them from "any
yoke or a ssigned task, in order to normally possess, enjoy, develop and
exhibit himself or herself. " 38 The moment that persons know themselves
to be true, perfect, genuine, and natural is the moment that they are set
free to work out their convictions, values, interests, and goa l s . The refer
ence to the unique one or the individual ego is not a reference to an es
s ence or an ideal type; is the only the point of departure. The discovery
and revela tion of self is the methodology of egoism. Thus, the reshaping
o f individuals to fit political abstractions such a s lithe democratic citizen,"
"the ideal woman," or lithe socialist man" are futile and destructive.
Persons appropriate from the species what they find interesting and
u seful, but they have no obl igation to fulfill any ideal type. They have n o
religious, social, o r historical purpose other than w h a t they assign them
s elves. Unlike Tucker, Spooner, and the individualist anarchists who
based their political theory on natural right, Walker does not view anar
chism as a political goal or an ideal political system. Anarchism i s the re
sult of the state imploding because it has been abandoned by a critical
m ass of egoists who organize their l ives w ithout it. The egoism of Walker
and Stirner is not a form of anarchism and i t cannot be easily classified
into any philosophic taxonomy. It i s a practice-oriented philosophy of l iv
ing for individuals who seek to discover and reveal who they are.
You, as a person of flesh and blood, will not be successfully classified in

"philosophy," I think, if you grasp the idea and act on it. The old so-called

philosophic egoism was a disquisition on the common characteristics of men,
a sort of generality. The real l iving egoism is the fact of untrammeled mind
in this o r that person and the actions resulting, the end of the tyranny of
general i deas.39
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PROPERTY AND POWER:
THE POLITICAL ECONOMY O F EGOISM
Like many of Tucker's associates, Walker also wrote and published com
mentary on the economi c issues debated in Liberty. Walker concurred with
Stirner and other egoist writers at the end of the nineteenth century that
economic and political facts vVere ultimately insep...rable, and that the
unique one's appropriation and use of property and power were sign i ficant
expressions of ownness. Walker was also very concerned about the nature
of the self-other relationship. He was interested in political-economic issues
because of the potential for interpersonal exploitation. Despite points of
agreement with Tucker, Walker's primary interest was in working out an
egoist perspective. Consequently, he took positions on economic issues that
occasionally put him at odds with Tucker and the individualist anarchists.
Tucker and his colleagues used the concept of equal liberty as the standard
for thei r approach to economi c issues. Walker l argely objected to the impo
sition of equal liberty as an absolute standard. Walker was generally m ore
interested in the acquisition and use of power and property, and its implica
tions for self and others. For instance, Tucker was careful to articulate inter
est as part of the trinity of usury, arguing that interest was a mechanism that
finance capital ists used to exploit workers, craftsmen, and farmers. For
Tucker, labor i s the source of economic value, and cost is the limit of p rice.
Interest, therefore, i s unearned surplus value that enables finance capitalists
to prosper at the expense of the lower social classes. In Tucker's concept of
"free competition," interest would be a thing of the past.
In 1 891, Walker wrote a rebuttal to this notion that was published in the
jou rnal Egoism and was later reprinted in Liberty.4o Walker argues that the
belief that interest i s a form o f usury i s based on "sentiment" and is an
"incomplete" analysis. Based on the laissez-faire princip les of egoism, the
person or firm that has m oney to lend i s entitled to earn more than any
amount loaned, if others are voluntarily willing to pay for the use of the
money. The individualist anarchist argument that interest i s usury is only
a pretense, or an a priori stricture that the lender is not entitled to earn
more or to possess more than she or he already has. The argument that
interest is usury i s merely a socialist strategy for redistributing wealth
that invades free commerce and the voluntary exchanges among indi
viduals. For Wal ker, lending is a form of exchange. B orrowers need a
scarce resource for their use, and cannot pay lender in ful l because of the
scarcity of money. Borrowers are able to use money under the condi tion
that the lender has the potential to recover the balance due if she or he can
wait for a specified period of time. Interest is nothing more than the re
turn, agreed to by the parties, due the lender for the time that his or her
money was being u sed by someone else.

1 80

Chapter 5

The labor theory of value and its corollary, cost is the limit of price, are
fi xed ideas that intrude upon the free choices of the lender and the bor
rower. The lender who seeks interest is accused of "appropriating from
among the borrower's goods a sum that he w i l l have done nothing to
earn . " Walker objects that the borrower is not a victim, but a free agent
who can reason and determine whether the exchange is appropriate. The
ind ividualist anarchist argument against interest implies that the lender
and the borrower need the intervention by an externa l agent to ensu re
that the exchange is fair, just, and appropriate. The borrower particu larly
needs the help of an external agent to ensure that his or her rights are
protected. The egoist believes that the lender and borrower shou ld deter
mine tha t. If there is a need for an external agent, this shou ld be a warning
to both borrower and lender.
Wa lker argues that it is im portant to assess interest in terms of the
existing rea l i ties of currency and labor, as opposed to the fictional world
of labor notes concocted by the individual ist anarchists. The idea behind
the labor n ote, of course, is that cu rrency shou ld be based on the time
that i n d i v iduals work. But this is not how persons are paid in the rea l
world si nce labor is not the only source of va lue represented in currency.
The l ender who is able to accumu late money to lend through "economy
and self-denial" inevitably has earned more than she or he can len d . The
lender's a ccumulated are earned d isadvantageously because of exploita
tion, taxation, and the lack of a free currency. The currency accumulated
by the lender is " scarce, interest-commanding money, a very d ifferent
thing" from an equal amount in " free currency that wou l d represent
only labor value and that value fu lly paid u p at the time." Thus, the
privilege or advantage attributed to the lender is exaggerated by the
individual ist anarchist analysis. The risks and d i fficu lties experienced
by the l ender a re ignored .
The exchange between the lender and the borrower is not a simple form
of exploitation as the individualist anarchists present it. It is not com
p l etel y clear who actually pays the interest, o r how the value represented
by the interest is actually generated. The individualist anarchists want to
believe that the exchange between borrower and lender is a closed system
in which the lender benefits and the borrower suffers. But this ignores the
reality that lending and borrowing adds to the "general stock of wealth. "
That is, lending helps create new economic value, which benefits the bor
rower and makes the payment of interest possible.

The fact that the borrower pays the interest and has more left than he would
have if the loan had been refused, may be deemed proof that the interest
does not come out of the borrower's goods. It comes out of the general stock
of wealth through the borrower.41
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The individualist anarchist critique suggests that borrowers would be
better off if they did not have to pay interest. But thi s i s a strange argu
ment i f borrowers are better off, more prosperou s, better able to compete,
because of the exchange. The a rgument that interest is exploitation be
cause the b orrower is not compensated for services i n the exchange is
laughable. Borrowers who could get money without interest would enjoy
a competitive a dvantage over those who have to pay interest and woul d
accumulate m o r e profit. It i s ridiculous t o attack "free competition" o r
voluntary exchanges in t h e use of money because it produces profit. Both
lender and borrower want to profit by the exchange. I f l enders take the
critique of interest seriously, and refuse to lend money because o f scruples
associated with the "cost is the limit of price" stricture, the effect will be
less currency available to borrow, higher interest rates, lower pay, higher
unemployment, and less opportunity for workers, craftsmen, and farmers
to start or expand businesses. The "total stock" of wealth will be smaller
than if lenders are encouraged to put their money into circu lation.
For the egoist, it is critical that individuals are able to exchange goods,
s ervices, and currency without the external direction by either political
elites or fixed ideas. Walker objects to the imposition of formulae, such as
the labor note and the dictum "cost is the l imit of price," on the interac
tions and exchanges of individuals. He believes that reciprocity emerges
from interactions and exchanges; it cannot be imposed on them. For the
same reason, he also objects to (a) the creation of a national bank, (b) argu
ments that justify the government's creation of a monopoly on currency,
and (c) legislative e fforts to protect the public from monopolies or fai lures
in markets. Debates on these issues appeared in

Liberty throughout its l ife

and certainly predated the creation of the Federal Reserve and the Federal
Deposit Insurance Corporation.
In 1 891 and 1 893, Wal ker wrote articles for

Liberty that a ttacked the

Sherman Antitrust Act and governmental efforts to regulate banking. In
"A Century of Fraud" and " Monopoly's Devious Ways," Walker ridicules
the idea that the government can effectively prevent banking failures or
p rotect the public from "unsafe banking practices."42 In Walker's view, the
banking fai lures of the time were due to mismanagement, such as "allow
ing borrowers to have quantities of paper money far exceeding the value
of the security p ledged ." These failures did not reflect on the notion of the
" free bank" independent of governmental control . He strongly objected to
legislation by the Rhode Island General Assembly that required persons
to accept paper bills a s payment for goods on the same terms as gold .
Those who refused or w h o discouraged t h e circulation of paper bills were
to be fined and imprisoned. The value of currency cannot be legitimately
established by governmental fiat; it can only be established by what peo
ple will accept a s possessing "debt-paying power." The only legitimate
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cu rrency is that which has va lue "by consent," not by governmental de
cree. The governm ental regu lation of banking and cu rrency was an un
warra nted social control device tha t tended to cause more harm than
good because it served only a s the " p o litical agent for the m oney kings./I
Walker devoted the largest share of his w riting on economic issues to
the debates on i ntellectual property, particu larly copyright law. McElroy
reports that a debate on intellectual property was l i kely inevitable be
cause of contradictory strands of thought within the individua list anar
chist community. During the winter and spring of 1 891, Wa lker published
four articles in Liberty that outlined his egoistic view of copyright and
property. Wa lker's essays on copyright in Liberty were prepared as part of
a broad d ebate on intellectu al property that took place between July 1 888
and July 1 891 .43
Two important precursors of Tucker 's individualist anarchism had
taken strong stands in favor of the individual's right to perpetua l owner
ship of their ideas. Lysander Spooner published a book in 1 855 titled, Law

of Intellectual Property or an Essay on the Right of Authors and Inventors to a
Perpetual Property in Their Ideas, which argued that individua l s have a
natural right to all products of their labor, includ i ng their ideas.
A man's ideas are his property. They are his for enjoyment, and his for use.

Other men do not own his ideas. He has a right, as against all other men, to
absolute dominion over his ideas. He has a right to act his own judgment,
and his own pleasure, is to giving them, or selling them to other men. Other
men cannot claim them of him, as if they were their property, and not his;

any more than they can claim any other things whatever, that are his. If they
desire them, and he does not give them gratuitously, they must buy them as

they would buy other articles of property. They must pay him his price for
them, or not have them. They have

no m ore

right to force him to give his

ideas to them, than they in trying to force him to give them his purse.44

Herbert Spencer, also a highly respected intellectual precursor of
Tucker and the Liberty associates, developed a similar notion about intel
lectual property in his Principles of Ethics. Spencer a rgues that persons
have a right to the " incorporeal property" that resu lts from their "con
structive imagination./l45 Tucker, who was greatly influenced by both
Spooner and Spencer on other issues, initiated the d ebate on intellectua l
property in the July 7, 1 888, issue of Liberty arguing that, contrary to
Spooner and Spencer, there cannot be a right to an excl u s ive ownership of
an idea.46 Tucker was j oined by Wal ker i n a d vocating against intellectual
property rights, and he was opposed by the Spencerian sociologist Victor
Yarros who argued in favor of intellectu a l property rights.
Walker opposed a l l intellectu a l property law a s " another name for pro
hibition" s i nce it prohibits the exercise o f individual motiva tion and labor.
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He argues that copyright and intellectual property law "are derived from
a political condition in which the sovereign prohibited intellectu a l activi
ties in general and then relaxed the prohibition i n favor of certain
persons."47 As an egoist, Walker had a slightly different take on the issue
than either Tucker or Yarros. Walker claims no respect for any form of
property rights, including those associated with intellectual property, as
the absolute right o f the creator, author, or inventor. However, he is " dis
posed" to " a l low others the possession the products o f their labor if they
will a llow mine to me." Egoism encourages a contractual relationship
which a l lows others to own the products of their labor, but also the m a te
rial they work with and a l l material that embodies their labor. The claim
to ownership of intellectual property is a different matter a ltogether since
it pertains to ideas.
The ability of a l l workers to compete, survive, and prosper is l i mited by
the nature of the materials they work with and the ease or difficulty with
which their production can be transferred for sale. Intellectual p roperty
law confers privileges on authors and inventors because i t prohibits com
petitors from embodying the product in other materials. It confers a
privilege since the property is protected while the owner "awaits" trans
fer of the idea to new or other materials. If all authors and inventors had
asserted their "rights" in copyright and patent " from the beginning of
civilization," commerce and social interaction would come to a standstill
s ince each user woul d have to pay royalties on the wheel, the axe, the al
phabet, and mathematics.48 Because the production and transfer of ideas
is infinite, there would be n o end to the assertion of rights, prohibitions,
and remuneration due for the use of human products and artifacts.
Walker says that the main problem posed by intellectual rights is that
they create and impose a form of monopoly that prohibits the individual
from using resources to earn a living or share ideas with others. Certainly,
ideas differ from other outcomes of human labor because they are intangi
ble and because they can be " owned" in Stirner's sense by anyone who
comprehends them. For Walker, the issue is not so much a matter of pro
tecting property from the point of view of individual possession and use,
but that it legitimates a societal invasion of individual behavior. Intellectual
property rights constitute an assertion of collective or state power over the
mind and intent of persons who understand and intend to use the ideas.
My thoughts are my property as the air in my lungs is my property. When I
publish my ideas, they become the property of as many persons as compre
hend them. If any person wishes to live by imparting his ideas in exchange
for labor, I have nothing to say against his doing so and getting cooperative
protection without invading the persons and property of myself and my al
lies. We will take care, if we can, that he and his party do not invade our
homes, stop our printing presses and seize our books.49
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In some respects, the labor of authors and inventors is no different from
other persons. If labor resu lts in a product, the product can be sold and
transferred. Authors and inventors are free t o all the property they can
create and protect without government, but they are not free to prevent
others from using ideas as others deem prudent, convenient, and benefi
cial . Once ideas are transferred to some form o f media, sold, and become
the possessions of others, authors and inventors cannot prevent them
from doing what they choose. On the other hand, authors and inventors
can control the use of their products through some form of contract, co
operation, or boycott. This what is meant by "equal liberty," the concept
cherished by Spooner, Tucker, Spencer, and Yarros . Walker was critical of
equal liberty, but, in this debate, h e invokes it to demonstrate that it differs
from "equal prohibition."
The egoists and individualist anarchists bel ieved in property, unlike
socialists and communists . They needed to provide their own answer to
the question, "what is property?" because it implies much about the na
ture of the relationsh ip between the self and other, and the individual and
the sta te o " Exclusive rights" and "perpetua l property" legitimate the
claims of authors and publ ishers, inventors and manufacturers who in
tend to use the coercive power of the state to establish a m onopoly over
the exchange and use of the "past labor" of authors and inventors. For
Wa lker, rights and compensation associated with past labor are ludicrous
claims that privileged persons can make against others in perpetu ity.
These claims for ownership and compensation are tantamount to the
claims that workers should be compensated for past work, or that writers
should be compensated for not writing. Most significantly, the claim to
intel lectual property rights is a claim for the ownership of the produ ctiv
ity of other people who intend to make use of ideas. Unl i ke the products
that an individual or firm produces with the intent to either use or sell to
others, the intellectual property rights o f authors and inventors are not a
forms of p roperty that egoists and individualist anarchists can accept i f
the ideas have been communicated or otherwise exchanged, a n d i f others
intend to make use of them . The concerns of authors and inventors re
garding compensation and plagiarism can be addressed through contract,
but egoism rejects the assertion of right especially when it extends into the
mind and intentionality of the individual.
Stirner's discussion of economics in

The Ego and Its Own

is a grand nar

rative focused on class conflict and the critique of departures from the
ideology of "free competition." Stirner was especially critical of theories
that purported to offer a break from capitalism but only created new
forms of deprivation. Proudhon was one of Stirner's primary targets .
Walker was particularly critical of finance capitalism and the privileges
attendant with intellectual property rights . Although he addressed a dif-
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ferent set of issues, Walker advanced Stirner 's critique of modern econom
ics in the sense that he u sed ownness or egoism as the standpoint for a
critique of the exploitation or dispossession of individuals. Walker 's pri
mary contribution to egoist economics is that he extended Stirner's notion
that property and value are derived from the concessions that persons are
able to acqu ire in the contracts created in the union of egoists, or the re
ciprocal exchange in the self-other relationship.

RECIPROCITY AND PREDATION I N EVERYDAY LIFE
In many respects, Walker 's egoism is a restatement of Stirner's main argu
ments written for a fin de siecle Anglo-American audience. Walker 's writ
ings on egoism do not express either the breadth or depth Stirner presents
in The Ego and Its Own, but they have a focus that fits within the range of
issues discussed in Liberty and the smaller journals that published Walk
er 's work. These include the critique of right and duty, the inclus ion of
ideas about " ownness," and the potential for reciprocity in the union o f
egoists. Walker d o e s n o t d iscuss t h e totality of modernist thought Stirner
mapped out; instead, he aims a t Christianity, Christian morality, and the
political institutions in Great Britain and America, counterposing egoism
as a philosophy of liberation against these forms of control and coercion.
Also unlike Stirner, Wa lker u nderstands egoism as "the solid base of an
archism and atheism . Though it does not necessarily render each egoist
agreeable to all other egoists, i t destroys the awe, reverence, and obedi
ence upon which all despotisms thrive."50 For Walker, egoism is the ex
plicit philosophic foundation for anarchist and atheist thought . I t is the
basis for the political and cultural agenda of anarchism and atheism. A l 
though it is explicitly anarchist, Walker's egoism i s more consistently
"Stirnerite" since it expunged the natural rights philosophy that perme
ated Tucker's notion of equal liberty.
Walker responds to the contradiction in Stirner 's concept of the self
other relationship by arguing that reciprocity and authenticity will return
to human relationships once egoists have destroyed the "dominion of
ideas" or the "tyranny of foreign motives." Reciprocity is found in p er
sons negotiating and contracting with each other. Predation will diminish
because egoists will recognize that they have more to gain through con
tract and cooperation than through violence and intimidation . Just as a l l
altruistic acts a r e ultimately rooted i n egoism, egoistic acts will become
altruistic. Predation is best understood as the outcome of interaction with
fixed ideas, and a s t h e intrusion of the state, church, o r other "composite
individualities" into the self-other relationshi p . Predation exists in society
and in the interactions of persons because alienated actions are demanded
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by foreign motives and oppressive social institu tions. The natural and
authentic egoism of persons does not foreshad ow interpersonal crime and
violence. If given a chance, egoists will be b oth generous and a ltrui stic
because they will find generosity and altruism gratifying. Walker objects
to the idea that the dissolution of the state, moral ity, and duty will pro
vide a breed ing ground for crim inals. The moralists claim that
The egoist, as an irresponsible, conscienceless crimina\, is the coming force,
who will destroy all existing institutions. Mark what is cal led criminal. It is
always some action which is the retort to the egoistic pretension of a man or
of an institution. It will make a great d ifference when many egoists become
fully sel f-consciousness and not ashamed of being conscienceless egoists .51

The egoist is not born but arises out of the "herd" from a choice he or
she makes to understand the " genuine" sou rce of motives: the self. How
does one of the herd become an egoist? Wa lker does not tel l us how this
occu rs, or what differentiates those who make this choice from those who
do not. Nor does he tel l us much abou t the nature of the "herd ." Appar
ently, it is an undi fferentiated mass, d istingu ished from the "composite
individual ities" that characterize organizations and institutions. Is it
thoughtless, mindless, or inferior? How does the other, the egoist's part
ner, relate to the herd? Is the other person also thoughtless, mindless, or
inferior? Why is the egoist, who rose above the herd, expected to be gen
erous and altru istic to a thoughtless, mindless, inferior other? Like Stirner,
Wa lker wants to move beyond all concepts of duties, rights, and equal
l iberty, but he also wants to salvage generosity, reciprocity, and a ltruism
for reasons that are not altogether clear. The egoist, who genuinely under
stands that choices and behaviors are rooted in self-interest and value
assigned by the self, can also conclud e that generosity, reciprocity, and
a ltruism are contrary to self-interest and individual value.
Like Tucker, Wa lker developed his version of egoist thought in the con
text of a larger socia l movement of anarchist, atheist, and individualistic
intellectuals and artists that was becoming increasingly dissatisfied with
modernity and the movements that postured themselves as a lternatives to
it. The tension within this movement was expressed in a commitment to
eradicate the political and cultural boundaries to individual freedom that
was matched with a fear that the destruction of the state and culture
would only recreate domination and exploitation at the level of everyday
l i fe. How can egoist thought move beyond the resurrection of the war of
each against all? Stirner acknowledged the problem by holding open the
possibility of the union of egoists, but he failed to theorize about it. Tucker
sought a tortured resolution to the problem in equal liberty, concluding
that the source of all right is foun d i n the soci a l contract. Walker rejected
equal liberty as a spook, but wanted to deal with the problem of social
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order through the assumed beneficence of natural, genuine egoism .
Walker does not seek equality, but he does seek reciprocity. For Walker,
there is no contradiction between individual freedom and the constraints
imposed by the self-other relationship once the artificial motives for be
havior are eliminated. He optimisitically advocates unconstrained indi
vidual freedom while wanting to avoid the "war of each against a l l . " His
egoistic anarchism is a return to nature and authenticity, it is a discovery
of the natural, genuine self.
Although Tucker and Walker were colleagues, their foci and orienta
tions differed: Tucker was primarily interested in political economy,
Walker was primarily interested in how people think about everyd a y in
teractions. Their philosophies d iffered, and so did their interpretation and
u se of Stirner's ideas. In the writings of Dora Marsden there is an alto
gether different interpretation and use of Stirner. Marsden has little re
gard for notions like reciprocity, altruism, generosity, and equal liberty.
She is not particularly interested in reconstructing the self-other relation
ship in any form. As chapter 6 demonstrates, Marsden presents u s w ith a
much more thoroughgoing egoistic critique of modernity than posed by
either Tucker or Walker.

NOTES

1. The egoism of Dora Marsden and her philosophic relationship with Stimer
are discussed in chapter 6. Emile Armand was a French individualist anarchist
who wrote for the newspaper l 'anarchie and promoted individualist discussion
groups in Paris known as the Causeries Populaires, both of which were founded by
Albert Libertad. Armand is important in the history of individualist anarchism in
part because he helped popularize the concept of illegalisme, the notion that since
egoist thought undermines obligations to obey the law, it is also a justification for
crime and criminality. Although Armand himself did not participate in the anar
chist crime spree that occurred in the early twentieth century, he did write in sup
port of the gang of robbers led by Jules Bonnot who claimed to have been influ
enced by Stimer. John Badcock and John Beverley Robinson both wrote for Liberty
and both eventually espoused an egoist position on anarchism. Their most i mpor
tant statement on egoism appear in John Badcock, Slaves to Duty (1 894; Colorado
Spring, CO: Ralph Miles, 1 972) . Robinson's essay "Egoism" is appended to Bad
cock's longer statement. Both essays are available online at http://nonserviam
.com/egoistarchive/index.html ( accessed May 3, 201 0).
2. John Henry Mackay, T71e A narchists: A Picture of Civilization at the Close of the
Nineteen th Cen tury ( 1 891; repr., New York: Autonomedia, 1 999); The Freedomseeker:
The Psychology of a Development ( 1 895; repr., Freiberg: Mackay Gesellschaft, 1 983).
Mackay's work on Stimer was extremely important for information about the
historical roots of egoist thought. His contributions to egoist theory are probably
modest, however. Mackay also has some importance in the history of gay rights.
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However, his stature in that movement is tarnished by his advocacy of "man-boy
love." Mackay's puerile personal interests highlight the fundamental problem
with Stirner 's egoist thought: if there are no constraints on the unique ego, what
is there to stop or prevent the sexual exploitation of children? Or, what is there to
prevent the exploitation and domination of persons generally? Is egoism merely
a legitimation for the strong to dominate the weak, for adults to exploit the
young? The status of children in society was a particularly difficu lt topic for indi
vidual anarchist and egoist theory in the 1 890s and early 1 900s. It remains so for
contemporary libertarianism. See Wendy McElroy, The Debates of Liberty ( Lanham,
MD: Lexington Books, 2003), 69-83 for a discussion of some of the issues pertain
ing to children as they appeared in L iberty.
3. The philosophic relationship between Nietzsche and Slirner is examined in
chapter 7. I make no claim here that Nietzsche was influenced by Stirner in any
significant degree. I only suggest that interest in Ni etzsche also tended to prompt
interest in Stirner.
4. Gaetano Mosca, The Rulillg Class ( 1 896; repr., New York: Greenwood Pres;"
1 980); Franz Oppenheimer, The S ta te: Its His tory and Developmel l t Viewed Sociologi
cnill! ( 1 908; rep., New York: Free Li fe, 1 975); Roberto Michels, Political Pa rties : A
Sociological S tlldy of the Oligarchical Telldell cies of Modem Democracy ( 1 91 1 ; repr.,
Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2009); and Vilfredo Pareto, The Mind alld
Society ( 1 91 7; repr., New York: AMS Press, 1 983).
5. James L. Walker, The Philosophy of Egoism (Denver: Katherine Walker, 1 905),
65-66. Available online at www.nonserviam.com/egoistarchive/walker/walker
.btml (accessed May 3, 2010).
6. Walker, The Philosophy of Egoism, 65-66.
7. Walker, The Philosophy of Egoism, 3-7.
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Beyond Feminism, Beyond
Anarchism: Egoism and the
Political Thought of Dora
Marsden
D O RA MARSDEN: ACTIVIST AND EGOIST

I

n 1907, Benjamin Tucker moved the offices of Liberty to New York expand
his publishing enterprise. In January 1908, the New York offices of Liberty

burned in a fire. The printing presses and the extensive bookstore of anar
chist and libertarian l iterature Tucker assembled were destroyed. Lacking
appropriate insurance, and despite the fundraising efforts of his friends
and supporters, Tucker could not continue publication of Liberty i n New
York. The last issue of the long-running anarchist periodical was published
in April 1908. Tucker soon decided to close down Liberty in the United
States and move to Europe. He first moved to France with Pearl Johnson,
his longtime lover, and daughter Oriole, but he settled in Monaco after the
outbreak of World War I, where the family l ived in virtual isolation until h i s
death in 1 939. Tucker initially intended t o publish Liberty in Europe soon
after his arrival in France, but his plans did not work out and he retired
from his life as an editor and prominent radical intellectual.
Tucker was l a rgely unproductive during these years . He became very
pessimistic about the possib i l ities for human liberty and chose to r e d u c e
his literary output d ramatically. ! F r o m June 1 9 1 3 t o March 1 9 1 4, h e
regularly submitted articles a n d commentary to The New Freewom a n , a
radical feminist journal whi ch was l ater renamed The Egois t in J an u a ry
1 9 1 4 . The New Freewom a n and The Egois t were published in London a n d
ed ited by D o r a Marsd en, a su ffragist and feminist activist and w riter
who eventu a l l y espoused a type of egoism that was significant l y in
formed by the writings of Max Stirner. Dora Marsden was editor o f three
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a vant-garde literary journal s : The Freewoman: A Weekly Fem inis t Review,

The New Frecwomall: A ll Illdividualis t Review, a n d The Egois t: An Illdividu
alis t Review. Tu cker and his colleague Steven T. Byington participated in
a series of deba tes with M arsden in the p a ge s of these journals that
hel ped i l l u m inate the di fferences between individualist anarchism and
the edgier, more Stirnerite phi losophical orientation of egoism as inter
preted by Marsden .
Marsden related Stirner's thought t o t h e socia l issues of the late nine
teenth and early twen tieth century in America and Europe.2 Her w ritings
reveal significant di fferences in the interpretations and expressions of
Stirner, anarchism, and egoism from Tucker, Wa lker, and other individu
alist anarchists. Marsden's pol itical activism and writings reflect a dia
l ogue between feminism and egoism, which eventually discarded the
former as insu fficiently individualist. While she is clearly antista tist,
Marsden was a lso very critica l of anarchism as another form of human
ism, reflecting Stirner's summation of modernist thought. Marsden was
concerned that both fem inism and anarchism were the new forms of col
l ectivism, adumbrating more modernist constraints on the individua l .
She proud ly counterposed her "egoist and a rchist" political philosophy
against Tucker's anarchism . This chapter discusses the contributions of
egoist thought to the struggle for gender emancipation as expressed in the
w ritings of Dora Marsden, and continues a n exploration into the rel ation
ship between egoism and anarchism .
Dora Marsden was born in 1 882 in Ma rsden, Yorkshire, Great Britain.
In 1 890, her father abandoned the family a fter the textile plant that em
p l oyed him closed . She began working a s a tutor at the age of thirteen
sponsored by the 1 870 Education Act that provided scholarships and sti
pends for advanced students who assisted teachers. She stu d i ed at the
University of Manchester from 1 900 to 1 903 and then worked ful l-time as
a teacher for five years. Marsden became involved w ith the women's suf
frage m ovement as a student in M anchester and later left her teaching
career to work as a full-time organizer. In 1 909 she accepted a ful l-time
position a s an organizer with the Women's Social and Political Union, but
left in 1 9 1 1 because of conflicts with the leadership over both the tactics
and political goals of the suffrage movement. In N ovember 1 9 1 1 , she co
founded and edited The Freewomall: A Weekly Fem in ist Review. The Free

woman was fol lowed in 1912 by The New Freewoman and in 1 9 1 4 by The
Egois t. As editor of these three journals, M a rsden had a reputation for
cu ltivating you ng, innovative writers, and, thus, published some of the
early works of Ezra Pound, James Joyce, Rebecca West, D. H. Lawrence,
and T. S. Eliot. She also had a reputation for a quick and sharp wit that
was frequently directed toward some of the more vulnerable argu m ents
by contributors to her journals . Although The Egois t continued publication
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until December 1 9 1 9, Marsden relinquished editorial responsibilities to
Harriett Shaw Weaver, Ezra Pound, and T. S. Eliot by 1 91 5 .
The pages of The Freewoman were filled with a broad array of philo
sophical perspectives that included contributions by feminists, socialists,
anarchists, free love radicals, poets, and spiritualists. The very first issue
included an article by Marsden entitled, "Bondwomen," that outlined the
philosophic differences between women who were content to " remain
(in) a permanently subordinate position" and freewomen who rej ected all
forms of domination, including the democratic state, in favor of drawing
on their own resources for their liberation.3 From the outset, Marsden's
fiery libertarian feminism, which had a significant Sti rnerite orientation,
set the tone of the d iscourse in the journal that nevertheless encou raged
considerable theoretical diversity among the advocates of varied sexua l
and extreme individualist political orientations. The Freewommz n o t only
excited the interest of marginalized sexual, cultural, and political radicals,
it drew the ire of more traditional sectors of British society. Ultimately, The

Freewoman ceased publication because distributors, such as W. H. Sm ith
bookstores, refused to carry the heterodoxical journal . The a rticle s argu
ing for anarchism, tolerance for homosexuals, and that counseled women
not to marry offended more conservative customers.
Despite the setback, Marsden and the circle of fem inists, anarchists,
and literary radicals surrounding her remained comm itted to a con
tinuation of the efforts initiated in The Freewoman. In June 1 9 1 3, w i th the
help of Harriet Shaw Weaver, Marsden launched The New Freewomal1,
which was intended to b e the successor to the Freewoman except for the
inclusion of a more pronounced literary tendency, a s indicated b y the
appointment o f Ezra Poun d as l i terary editor of the new j ournal. The
first issue of The New Freewoman was led by an article by Marsden titled,
"The Lean Kind," and a lengthy essay in the "Views and Comments"
section of the j o u rnal on s uffragism. The essays a p plied Stirner 's cri
tique of social movements, or "causes," to the cu ltural control o f the
poor and the l i m i te d objectives of the s uffrage movement. Marsden
argues that the individual's subordination to an external " ca use,"
whether it is s u ffragism or ameliorating poverty i s another form of
domination because causes tend to have autocratic structu res a n d tend
to serve collectivist goa l s . By this time, Marsden h a d broken with the
Women's Soci a l and Pol itical U nion (WSPU) and the suffrage move
ment genera lly. She describes the WSPU as an autocratic organization
that served only the interests of its leadership and p revented its follow
ers from articu lating and pursuing their own goals regarding the status
of women in society. She concludes both pieces by arguing that, " [ t ] h e
intensive satisfaction of t h e sel f is for t h e individual t h e o n e g o a l in
l i fe."4 The Stirnerite tone and content of the first issue served a s a

1 94

Chapter 6

h a rb i nger of the editorial position of The New Freewolll a n u n t i l i t s final
issue in D ecember 1 9 1 3 .
Marsden has been called "the Stirner o f Feminism" because of h e r ap
p l i cation of Stirner's concepts and other egoist ideas to the struggl e for
the emancipation of women, and her critique of modernist cu l ture and
anarch i s t politics. Although The Ego and Its OW11 was written i n the ea rly
1 840s, i ts major i m pact occurred in Eu rope in the early twenti eth cen tury.
Thanks to the 1 907 translation by Steven T. B y i ngton and the egoist path
way opened by N ietzsche, The Ego and Its OWIl beca me a hallmark for
rebellious intell ectuals who came into their maturity before World War
J.5 The cha racterization of Ma rsden as the "Stirner of Fem i n ism" is ques

tionable, however. The significant phase of Stirner's l iterary career was
fa i r l y l i m i ted, spanning the period from 1 842 to 1 844. He wrote severa l
articles a n d one book that have end uring phi losophic signi ficance. Con
sequently, there is little or no record of Stirner 's philosophic develop
m ent over time, in which he discarded some positions in favor of others.
Wha tever insights and contra dictions appear i n Stirner 's thought, they
appeared over the course of just a few yea r s . Over the cou rse of Mars
den's l itera ry career there is ample evi dence of d evelopment and change
in her thought, revea l ing both similarities and profound di fferences with
Sti rner. Du ring the l ater years of her life, Stirner's thought appears infre
quently in Marsden's writings .
"The Stirner of Feminism" moniker is a lso misleading because it reduces
M a rsden to a feminist, a label she disputed. It suggests an easy synthesis of
Stirner's thought with the movement of suffragists and feminists in the
early twentieth century. In fact, M arsden rejected the political goals and
organization of the suffragist movement and becam e a staunch critic of the
forms of feminism that sought "protection" for women th rough state policy.
Marsden believed that, ultimately, the liberation of women had everything
to do w ith individual women relying on their own abilities and resources,
and had little to do with participation in elections and parliamentary poli
tics. By the end of 1913, she believed that "egoism" was a better descriptor
of her thought than feminism, so much so that she renamed The New Free

woman as The Egois t for precisely that reason.

The time has come when mentally honest women feel that they have no usc
for the springing board of large promises of powers redeemable in a distant
future. Just as they feel they can be as "free" now as they have the power to
be, they know that their works can give evidence now of whatever quality
they are capable of giving to them. To attempt to be "freer" than their own
power warrants means - that curious thing - "protected freedom," and their
ability, allowed credit because it is women's, is a "protected" ability. "Free
dom" and ability "recognized" by permission, are privileges which they find
can serve no useful purpose.6
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Marsden's rationale for changing the journal's name is a clear reference
to Stirner's view of self-liberation in the "here and now," and a refu s a l to
look to the state or to external causes for one's emancipation. The cha n g e
i n the journal's title to

The Egoist

is an important indicator of M arsden's

philosophic transformation from feminist to egoist. If the focus is on
Marsden's work during the life-span of

woman,

and

The Egois t,

The Freewoman, The New Free

from November 191 1 to December 1 919, Marsden's

writings revealed an ongoing philosophical "conversation" with Stirner.
She not only applied his concepts in her critique of sexism and modernity,
but recognized that the implications of egoism go far beyond the concep
tual horizon offered by the feminism of her time.
In the articles she wrote in the three journals, particularly from 1 9 1 1 to
1 9 1 4, Marsden articulated a philosophy that was certa inly informed b y
Stirner. She consistently u s e d i t s basic elements to interpret politica l a n d
cultural events and to attack critics a n d political opponents. While her
egoist thought did not disappear immediately, it becam e clear tha t Mars
den's interests eventually changed in favor of outlining a new type of
"anthropology" or " lingual psychology" that included egoism, but a lso
ventured into the "empirical" discoveries in social science that were being
popul arized in the early twentieth century. From 191 6 to 1919, she pub
lished a series of eighteen articles entitled, "The Science of Signs," which
argue against the identification of "first principles" and the use of " fact"
and language as the conceptual bases for the reconstruction of philosophy
and social science. The resu lt was a mix of Stirner, N ietzsche, structural
ism, and the idealism of George Berkeley. It focused on sensory experi
ence and the psychology of language as a means of understand ing how
autonomous egos construct an organized sense of the world? A fter the
dissolution of

The Egoist

in 1 9 1 9, Marsden retreated to the lake country o f

England t o write books that developed this new anthropology. These in
cluded

The Definition of the Godhead in 1928, The Mysteries of Christianity
The Philosophy of Time in 1955.8 She suffered from depression

1 930, and

in
in

the last twenty-five years of her life and died in December 1 960 in a home
for women convalescing from psychological problems . From the stand
point of an egoist critic, i t seems clear that Marsden lost her way in at
tempting to unravel the m ysteries of the cosmos. This is regrettable be
cause she cou l d have become the preeminent egoist philosopher if she
had continued to develop and interpret the Stirnerite elements that ap
peared in her writings especially from 1 9 1 1 to 1914. The concern of this
chapter is w ith the relationship of Marsden's egoism with Stirner 's as ex
pressed in her writings from 1 9 1 1 to 1914. Of particular interest are Mars
den's discu ssions about Stirner and her application o f Stirnerite concepts
to culture, gender, and politics, wh ich she mocked as the Holy Trinity: the
Cult of Humanity, the Cult of Suffragism, and the Worship of Democracy.
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The following sections review Marsden's Holy Trinity by examining her
critique of cu ltu re, feminism as a soc i a l movement, and ana rchism in fa
vor of "egoism and archism."

MARSDEN, STIRNER, AND THE CRITIQUE OF CULTURE
Ma rsden grappled with the political meaning o f egoism during these years
and had an ongoing philosophic confrontation with Benjamin Tucker over
the question of whether Stirner's egoism leads to individualist anarchism,
or to a position that Marsden called "archism," a rejection of the limitations
on thought and behavior set by Tucker's notion of "equal liberty." In her
view, Stirner's dialectical egoism i s more of a justification for a will to power
and property, rather than a forerunner of Tucker's concept of equal liberty.
The basic questions this section addresses include, how did Marsden view
Stirner and how did she use Stirner's concepts and arguments in her analy
ses of fem inism, culture, and politics, pa rticu larly from 191 1 to 1 914? To
what extent is her egoism and "archism," based on or compatible with
Stirner's concept of "ownness?" Marsden does not u se Stirner's term, but it
is clear that she retains an idea of ownness as she works out a concept of
egoism appropriate to the circumstances she analyzed. While Stirner 's
Hegelianism was absent in Tucker's work, it reappears in Marsden's writ
ings and theorizing. Marsden retains a form o f the dialectic as she fre
quently counterposes conflicting ideas and social forces, identifying the
"higher presuppositions" resulting from their conflict. In fact, in her politi
cal writings, "egoism" and "archism" may be understood as the outcome
of the conflict between statism and anarchism, and as the outcome of the
conflict between female bondage and feminism .
The first time Marsden comments on Stirner and The Ego and Its Own is
in a n article entitled, "The Growing Ego," that appeared on August 8,
1 9 1 2, i n The Freewoman.9 Marsden says that she wants to modify Stirner's
concept of god and religion and, by i m plication, his theory of a lienation
and reification. In response to a contributor, Marsden promises to subject
Sti rner 's philosophy to a thorough test in a future issue, but argues that
the j ournal needs to gain control over the " penetrative influence" that The

Ego and lts Own has on The Freewoman . The profound truth of Stirner 's
book must be "put aside" and she m u s t expose the " abrupt and impos
sible termination of i ts thesis." She suggests that Stirner d estroyed the
concepts of ethics, religion, god, and humanity a s external powers that
dominate the ego. In itself, this was not a particularly profound accom
plishment since these concepts were phantoms anyway. If the ego needs
the " realization of itself in morality, or religion, o r God, then by v irtue of
its own supremacy, the realization w i l l b e for thcoming." The source of the
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construction o f these ghosts or phantoms is the ego. If al ienated thoughts
are a problem, then the source of the problem is within the ego. There are
p ositive elements, or personalities, in the ego that a re realized in the ex
ternal world and experienced by others . The idea of god i s the external
reflection of the positive elements in persons . The i dea o f god originates
from the ego w ithout external mediation and has nothing to do with ex
ternal authority. She concludes, " [IJet us a gree with Stirner that God nei
ther postulates nor controls the ego. But the ego does postulate G o d . " l O
In this early effort Marsden appears to reject Stirner's multilayered ap
proach to understanding a lienation and reification, in favor of a h ighly
nominalistic conception of knowledge. Stirner, the student of Hegel, would
never agree that any form of a lienation, including the idea of god, has noth
ing to do with external forces. Neither does The Ego and Its Own argue that
the problems of a lienation and reification can be solved just by individuals
getting their thinking straight. I t is quite clear from Stirner's discussion of
antiqu ity and modernity that sociohistorical forces have quite a bit to do
with concepts of god . Ideas or concepts of god vary greatly with different
sociohistorical circu mstances, and so does the nature of knowledge and
a lienation. Marsden initiated an intellectual campaign that was intended to
attack all ideas that keep women in a servile position, including the notion
that ideas are rooted in external phenomena.
Over time, Marsden m o d i fied her own position, however, acknow l
edging that know ledge i s the result of interaction between the individ
ual and externa l forces. She soon makes very direct statements abou t
Stirner that d emonstrate her intellectual debt to him. In her "Views and
Comments" section in the first issue of The Egois t, Marsden objects to a
reader's fairly innocent compliment that her journal s have a " Stirne
rian" editor i a l slant. Marsden responds that her "egoistic temp e r " pre
vents her from accepting p leasant compl iments without a protest when
they are undeserve d . She says,

If our beer bears a resemblance in flavor to other brands, it is due to the
similarity of taste in the m akers . "Stimerian" therefore is not the adjective
fittingly to be applied to the egoism of The Egoist. What the appropriate term
would be we can omit to state. Having said this, we do not seek to minimize
the amount of Stimer which may be traced herein. The contrary rather, since
having no fear that creative genius folded its wings when Stimer laid d own
his pen, we would gladly credit to him - unlike so many of the individualists
who have enriched themselves somewhat at his hands- the full measure of
his astounding creativeness. For it is not the smallness in measure of what
one takes away from genius one admires which is creditable.ll
She rejects the i dentification of her journal s as Stirnerian based on a n
objection to "the comedy of discipleship," which places the disciple i n a
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d ocile, uncri tical role of servitude to the wisdom a lready constructed by
the teacher. In Ma rsden's view, the reduction of her egoist thou ght to
"Stirnerian" was something of a contradiction since it repudiates the new
d i rections and new contributions that unique individuals develop. The
form of egoist thought Stirner initiated is not a fu lly developed, fixed
body of know ledge, but more like a stream that The Egois t draws from as
appropriate to the topic or to the d evelopment of an idea . The Egois t
draws from Stirner, not in "thimb lefu l s," but in "great pots," beca use "we
recognize his va lue." 1 2 The measure of The Egoist's relationship to Stirner's
egoism is found in the cri tica l applica tion of his concepts to cu ltural and
political events, not in an uncritical recitation of quotes and princip les .
Marsden never produ ced the test of Stirner 's ideas that she promised .
There is ample evidence in her analytica l articles of the influence Stirner
had on her thought and how she used his concepts in her wri tings on suf
fragism, cu ltu re, and pol itics. The exam ples of articles and cu ltural topics
in which Ma rsden appl ies concepts taken from Stirner a re legion. There is
a structu re to her wri ting and thinking about cu ltu re that reflects a defi
nite Stirnerite approach. Fi rst, she writes about many examples o f fi xed
ideas or preva il ing cu ltural val ues, d emonstrating that they present cu l
tu re as an absolute that cannot be questioned and tha t fixes human rela
tionships into permanent patterns, with ind ividuals subordinate to social
institu tions. She attacks societa l sacred cows such as "du ty," " equ a l ity,"
" d emocracy," "honor," "chastity," " fidelity, " "the ten commandments,"
" mora lity," "good will," and "humanitarianis m . " Second, she demon
strates that the preva iling cu ltural values, or fixed ideas, are oriented to
ward promoting or elevating collective identities and interests above the
au tonomy and uniqueness of indivi d u a l s . The promotion of humanitari
an ism, goodwill toward others, culture, subordination to socia l cau ses,
and the state are important examples.
Thi rd, she demonstrates that the p romotion of collectivist cu ltura l con
structs has an impact on social relationships and individuals. Most sig
nificantly, collectivist cultural ideas encou rage and legitimate the forma
tion of behavioral monopolies which excl u d e and punish outsiders and
nonconform ists . Fou rth, the two basic p rocesses in modernity that a ffect
individuals in everyday life are "embargoism" and "raga m u ffinism ."
Embargoism creates social boundaries that enhance the solidarity and
col lective identity of an in-group and punishes others. It also places limits
on what individuals can and cannot think and do. Ragamuffinism em
phasizes the di spossession of property and power from individual s, and
the dim inution of their independence and self-reliance . 1 3 For Marsden,
culture is (a) society's amalgam of fixed ideas that function to (b) homog
enize behavior and thought by subord inating individuals to external
causes, and (c) level persons downwar d by d ispossessing them of prop-
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erty and power. Egoism is the enemy of cul ture and the state b ecause it
challenges "embargoism" and " ragamuffinism" in everyday life.
Fixed ideas become elevated a s cultural absolutes because modernity is
characterized by a l i enated thought or the "gadding mind." The thought
of ind ividua l s in the "normal order" is oriented toward "alien causes"
that typically condemn the self to a very limited set of aspirations and
expectations. But minds are restless and seek a home in the great causes
of democracy, liberty, equality, fraternity, women's rights, or ethni c purity.
Modernity cultivates a personality archetype Marsden cal l s the "lean
kind" which denies the possession of a self that has d esires and a spira
tions, and gravitates toward causes and movements to fil l the void l eft by
the diminutive self. 1 4 " Leanness" in self, self-interest, and intent to appro
priate the world is the preferred quality of individuals in the modern
world. In modernity, the assertion of the self with desires i s an " embar
rassing notion ." Modern individuals have a procl ivity to ally, define, and
commit themselves to religious, pol itical, and social causes in order to
meet a cultural val u e that enforces servitude to an external force and self
sacrifice to an ideal. "Great is the cause and small are men." The greater
the cause, and the greater the sacrifice, the greater the cu ltural approba
tion. The greater the cause, the greater the shame in resistance; hence, the
greater the punishment.
Marsden u ses many examples in her writings that d emonstrate how
fixed ideas function to subord inate persons to causes and social institu
tions. One example that reappears in her writing is clearly derived from
Stirner: property and the dispossession of individuals. Like Stirner and
Tucker, Marsden is extremely concerned about the d ivide between rich
and poor, the possessors and the dispossessed. She is particularly inter
ested in understanding how the dispossessed are so easily pacified. She
argues that cu ltural values such a s "honesty" have a social control func
tion that is especial l y d irected at the poor since it encourages a "righteous
frenzy for the m aintenance of the status quo in regard to property." 1 5 The
distribution of property and power is always in flux in the social process,
or the war o f each against a l l . By elevating and inculcating the value of
honesty in the hearts and minds of persons modernist cu lture pacifies
anger and resentment a s individuals are dispossessed of property and
power. Honesty becomes a fixed and absolute guide for the behavior of
the rich and poor a like, but it deprives the poor of a lternative or insur
rectionary means to assert their interests and appropriate property and
power. The cultural value of honesty is a weapon tha t the possessors use
against the dispossessed to protect the existing class structure. It is an ele
ment of ideological warfare that protects the supremacy of the possessors.
Once property is seized in the war of each against all, the possessors work
to make the divide permanent and legitimate. The state is an important
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actor in this process since it threatens and e m p loys physical force to keep
the dispossessed at bay. Cultu re is a lso im portant since it creates the in
ternal police to keep the dispossessed from asserting their self-interests .
What was once in flux, becomes fixed, static, and perm anent.
Culture instills the "great principles" of a society as the state and the
possessors intend; it "inculcates the properly subm issive state of m ind"
which the dispossessed are requ i red to "carry into effect." 1 6 The resou rces
available for individual self-assertion in modernity are extremely lim ited .
It is the role of cu ltu re to protect and defend the limits placed on the ego
ism of persons. I t says, "this far and n o fa rther." Culture, l i ke the sta te,
functions on the "embargo princip le" by defining what persons can and
cannot d o, say, and th ink. It im poses a n emba rgo on behav iors that test
the lim its of action and speech . It punishes the persons who defy the em
bargo. Culture differs from the state in tha t its demarcation of accep table
from unacceptable behaviors is rei nforced by "thou ought" and "thou
ought not" prescriptions that are beyond exa m ina tion and critique. Cu l
ture im poses m oral ity on persons whose p roclivities are towa rd egoism
and resistance.
Culture's function is to compose paeans of praise to the great gods, and build

a system of embargos - the codes of behavior - fo r the smal l persons whose
gods are of such trifling proportions as to confer on their creators nothing
more than the status of weedsY

The purpose of culture is to fix behavior. It is the accumulation of
thought and artifact that is no longer v ibrant, virile, or creative. It serves
the extant, ancient, and decrepit. Cultu re is opposed, not by static thought,
but by thinking, which is the process of destroying or replacing thought.
All that i s vibrant, virile, and creative is at war with culture and its syn 
onym, thought. Thin king is the initial means by w hich persons fight the
war with cu lture and thought. Culture i s contested terrain. Its goal is to
fix human behavior, but it is also continua l l y challenged by persons who
are not happy about their dispossession. 1 8
In m o dernity, cu lture has little to say about "individual fighting," one
of its most descriptive and depressing features. Discourse and behavior
are "fitted to social custom" and p l a ce the premium on commonality,
safety, and compliance, not autonomy, cha llenge, and struggle. Marsden
frequ ently begins her discussions b y introducing a concept or quote from
Stirner and relating it to events or controversies i n Great Britain. She p ro
v ides an in-depth discussion of Stirner in the "Views and Comments"
section of the September 1 , 1913, issue o f The New Freewoman which offers
a critique o f the influence of socialist i d eology on the feminist m ovement
in Great B ritain. This essay develops her concept of "embargoism" and
reintroduces Stirner's concept of the "ragam u ffin." Marsden describes The
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Ego and Its Own in this essay as "the most powerfu l work that has ever
emerged from a single hum a n mind . " 1 9 She says that Stirner 's work has
contemporary relevance to socialism and feminism i n part because his
notion of the " ragamu ffin" aptly describes the type of person that these
m ovements were attempting to create in the early twentieth century. In
Stirner's critiqu e of social l iberalism and humanism, the ragamuffin is the
p erson who is propertyless and powerless, and who embraces the status
of dispossession. Marsden summarizes the ragamuffin:
He is the ideal citizen, the pattern in whose presence the defective property
owning ones feel themselves rightly under reproach. The nobler among
these latter are merely hesitating in their choice of the best means of d i vest
ing themselves of their property that they may become ragamuffins too,
when they will have become good citizens - no longer a menace to the equal
authority of the state.20

Marsden argues that socialism and the labor m ovement col l u d e to
make ragamu ffinhood the norma l circumstance in democratic, indus
trial societies. Their collusion with suffragism and fem inism has devas
tating i m p l ications for individual autonomy from the state and collec
tivist constructs of cul ture. In opposition to socialist a n d l abor arguments
that the path to overcom i n g wage-slavery under capitalism is the con
solidation o f a l l productive property into a monopoly owned b y the
state, Marsden a rgues that deprivation is still depriva tion regard less o f
w hether i t i s the state or t h e capitalist who deprives l abor of power,
property, and its rightfu l earnings. The true spirit of the raga m u ffin is
espoused b y labor, socialist, and feminist advocates a l ike who m a k e
propertylessness t h e " foundation-stone of their new Utop i a . " T h e prom
ise by socialists a n d labor advocates is that the new " p roperty" of the
ragamuffins i s the "monopoly of their own l abor p ower" which, u lti
m ately, i s to be a p p ropriated and al located by the state in the interests
o f a l l . The promise i s not m atched by the fact that the state appropriates
and a l locates i n its own interests.
Labor power i s fundamentally the power of one's own mind and body,
which individuals have a monopoly over in a presocial and prepolitical
environment. No one else can use an individual's labor power except
through coercion or the individual's submission to external d i rectives .
The evolving problem w ith capitalism is the concentration and centraliza
tion of productive property, leaving the mass of workers with nothing but
their labor power to earn a living. Socialism has a simp l istic appeal to the
dispossessed and those fearing dispossession. The practical meaning o f a
"monopoly of labor p ower," the vision of the socialist alternative, is the
forcible imposition of an embargo on free labor, or labor that exists out
side the control of u nions or labor guilds.
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What then does this acquiring of a monopoly of labor power, which is to be
carried through by the guilds, mean? If it cannot be a war of defense, it must
be a war of aggression. This is exactly what it turns out to be. It is an attempt
to lay an embargo upon the exercising of the labor power possessed by those
outside the guild, a very frank attempt to establish a tyranny. 2 1
The origin of this collectivist tyranny is in the attack on free labor and
the advocacy by socialist u nions and pol itical pa rties for "vesting all prop
erties, land, mines, ra ilways and the l ike in the hands of the state." Social
ist ideology also promotes limiting access to the use of these properties
through a "partnership between workmen and the state," ensuring that
workers are "into the union or starve." The goal o f socialist ideology is to
create an environment in which the state guarantees that nothing stands
between the "monopoly of labor power " and the ability of the individual
to survive physi cally. The objective of the unions, the gui l d s, and the so
cial ist movement is to redu ce people to ragamu ffins by dispossessing
them of the "labor power " they inherently possess and transferring it to
the state. The wage-slavery of capita l ism is replaced by the wage-sl avery
of socialism.
The cu l tural elite of modernity promotes ragamu ffinism as " the right
thing" because it hates the thought of its a l ternative: the independence of
the labor power of individuals and its corollary, responsib ility for one's
own life. The last thing the leadership of the unions, the guilds, the social
ist political parties, and the feminist organizations want is "widespread
individual ownership." The problems of labor cannot be solved b y the
" m onopolization of labor power " b y the unions and the state, but the
trend toward monopol ization and ragamuffinism has deep historical
roots . Marsden argues that there is an inherent d ifficulty in the culture of
modernity,

or

in modern civilization . Cuiture, modernity; and civilization

take the " pugnacious energy" out o f people, men and women a l i ke.
Faced with the rigors of nature, they have not the audacious pertinacity of
more primitive peoples. The great mass of men are only too glad to creep
under the sheltering arm of the few who prove relatively daring, no matter
on what ignominious terms of dependence, rather than face the task of justi
fying their existence by maintaining it. They feel safer, herded together, all
mutually responsible, and none wholly responsible. 22
The culture of modernity is comprised o f t h e "logic of embargoism"
and the "spirit of ragamuffinism." Embargoism i s the intentional exclu
sion and punishment of nonconformity, independence, and autonomy.
Ragamuffinism is the gleeful self-dispossession of property and power.
Both embargoism and ragamuffinism elevate what Marsden calls "hu
manitarianism" and what Stirner calls "humanism." It is the i dea that
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human collectives are inviolable facts, not concepts, and shou l d b e re
vered and served. "Timid hearts and feeble minds have m a d e comm o n
cause t o raise u p false gods."23 Socialism, suffragism, and feminism are
expressions of humanitarianism because they all enforce the notion that
the "cause is great and the person is small." The logic of embargoism a n d
t h e spirit of ragamuffinism characterize the cultural values and the i d eo
logical horizon of solutions to the problems of modernity, especially those
associated with urbanism, industrialization, and the concentration and
centralization of p roperty. The culture of m odernity is the triumph o f the
logic of embargoism and the spirit of ragamuffinism . The proponents of
dispossession wield power and authority, suppressing independence,
otherness, and the human drive toward appropriation. Modernity is the
generalization and enforcement of dispossession . It is the contra d ictory
philosophy of modernist political ideologies, including socialism a n d
feminism : a l l persons must be d ispossessed of property and power to
ensure that a l l participate in the possession of property and power. It i s
the systematic reduction of a l l individuals to ragamuffinhood . " Th u s
sha l l we be when a l l of us must have nothing s o that a l l may have."24
Marsden's reintroduction of Stirner's concept of the ragamuffin i l l u m i 
nates the parallel between t h e socialist intention to monopolize l a b o r
p ower through t h e statist appropriation of property a n d the feminist in
tention to collectivize the struggles of women. Modernity is the theory
and p ractice o f ragamuffinism.

FROM F E M I N I S M T O EGOISM

Marsden discovered that the "guild doctrine" of ragamu ffin ism a p pears
i n the struggle for women's e quality. The early advocates for suffr a g i s m
and fem inism a r g u e t h a t "women should create a gu i l d m o n o p o l y o f
their sex, and u t i l i z e it to force a partnership between themselves a n d
men. G u i l d s f o r men. Ma rriage for women."25 Marsden criticizes u n e qu a l
p ower relations in marriage a n d fights against the cultu r a l prescription
that demands marriage for women. She ridicules the notions that women
should view themselves a s a guild and that marriage shou l d be viewed
as an absolute element of the emancipation of women. The feminist argu
ment suggests that the "guild for women" enta ils a similar form o f em
b a rgoism that woul d marginalize unmarried women, ostracize a n d fine
unmarried m en, and promote the interests of married women through
the power of the vote. For the suffragists, the vote was the practic a l tool
that woul d b e used to impose "purity and mora ls" in society through
advocacy for the e l i m ination o f prostitution and venereal disease. Men
will be persecuted through a "steadily rising sca l e" of charges, p a rtner 's
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m a in tenance, child ren's m a i n tenance, even being refu sed admission to
their own homes if they succumb to vice and indolence. Wom en w i l l also
seek com p l ete control of sex u a l relations within marriage and a l ega l
claim u pon men's incomes. The meaning of fem inist prom ises to enforce
cultural expectations for marriage is that pun ishments for phi landering
ma les, financial disincentives for single men, and humil iations for single
women will ensure ma rriage as a safe and cheap way out of the threats
of the feminist embargo. Marsden concludes that " for guild-women the
g u i l d - m onopoly of their sex w i l l have become absolute - a qu ite natural
d evelopment of the gu ild-monopoly theory. " 2 6 For Marsden, it is contra
dictory to argue that the emancipation of women can be achieved
throu gh their submission to marriage and the state. The rep lacement of
a ma le-dominated monopoly by a governmenta l monopoly is n ot a path
to libera tion .
Marsden's relationship to both the activism and philosophy of su ffrag
ism and incipient fem inism wa s complex and contentiou s from the ou tset .
Wh ile she was a lifelong advoca te for women, it is a lso true that she was
a relentless critic of su ffragism and fem in ism, especia lly d u ring her ten
u re as ed itor of The Freewoman, The New Freewomal1, and The Egoist from

1 9 1 1 to 1914. Her dissidence from modernity led her to adopt a strident
form of egoism tha t, in her view, replaced or supplan ted fem inist phil oso
phy. The su ffrage movement in Great Britain achieved the a pex of its no
toriety and public support before Worl d War I, primarily through the
agita tion, civil disobedience, and political theater of the Women's Politica l
a n d Social Union . The period from 1 908 t o 1 9 1 4 provided t h e WPSU with
a particu larly good opportun i ty to build the organization and the move
ment. Based on her initial work in the WPSU, Marsden was viewed by the
l eadership, Emmeline and Christabel Pan khurst, as an extremely ta lented
and passionate fighter for women's l iberation. The leadership of the
WPSU intended to cu ltivate Marsden's ta lents in public speaking and or
ganization to build membershi p a n d raise funds for the organization. The
expectation was that she wou l d support the organization's plan for
growth, fol lowing directives from the WPSU l ea dership. But Marsden
a l ways expressed a " theatrical genius for spectacu lar antagonism," using
rhetoric and street theater to draw a ttention to women's issues by provok
ing authorities. Her "organizational " and "fundraising" activities tended
to become forms of street theater that d ramatized her evolving, aggres
sive concept of feminist individualism. She was arrested several times,
spent time in jail, participated in a hunger strike, and was bruta l l y force
fed, enduring l i felong injuries a s a resul t . She was always more of a
fighter and provocateur than a d isci p l ined functionary, a fact that increas
ing annoyed the WPSU leadership. The problem she experienced in her
political activism can be summarized by saying that the Pankhursts

Beyond Feminism, Beyond Anarchism

205

wanted "to turn an anarchist into a bureaucrat," a transformation that
Marsden resisted on a visceral leveI.27
By 1 909, Marsden read Stirner and Nietzsche and was interested in
d eveloping a d eeper understanding of Stirner 's critique of ideology a n d
social movements. In politics, s h e demonstrated a c l e a r preference for
independent, direct action, rather than what she saw as the plodding,
authoritarian, and collectivist inaction of a cumbersome organization. She
had little regard for the strategic p lans and the hierarchical decision mak
ing of the su ffragist establishment. Consequently, Marsden was increas
ingly viewed by the WPSU leadership as a liability and a " loose cannon. "28
Her resignation from the Women's Social and Politica l Union in 1 9 1 1 was
due in roughly equal measures to her disagreements w ith the tactics of
the WPSU, philosophic differences with the political goals of suffrag ism,
and a refusal to submit her organization and fundraising a ctivities for
prior approva l from the Pankhursts and their associates. With the found
ing of The Freewoman in 1 9 1 1 , Marsden's career as a p o litica l activ ist was
substantially over and her career as a writer, editor, and radical p u b l i c
intellectu a l began.
Marsden's analysis and commentary on suffragism and fem inism was
d ispersed throu ghout all three of her journals. Whil e she took consider
able delight i n ridiculing the leadership of the WPSU and attacking the
b roader su ffragist and feminist m ovements, Marsden's struggle w i th the
issues pertaining to women's liberation propelled her to articulate an ego
ist position on culture and politics. Her egoism undoubtedly evolved
from her reading of Stirner, but it acquired a form, content, and rhythm
in her encounters with the theory and movement of suffragism and fem i 
n i s m . S h e provided a critique of the suffragist concept of freedom, the
centra l ist tendencies of social movements, and the notion that persons can
b e l iberated by the state, all of which reflect the app lication of Stirner 's
concepts to social m ovements. Toward the end of her tenure as edito r o f

The Egois t in J u n e 1 9 1 4, she reflected on t h e emergin g frustration within
the su ffrage movement, specifically within the WPSU, with the "intermi
nable reiteration and threadbare arguments" of a cause that had been
thrust upon new generation of women as an urgent issue.29 Marsden
doubts that su ffragism approached anything remotely urgent in l arge
part because its a dvocates were only "nominally" concerned w i th suf
frage and the challenges women face in everyday life .
What was called the su ffrage m ovement was more concerned w i th in
stitutionalizing and maintaining the hierarchy within the WPSU, w hich
meant discrediting the political opponents of the Pankhurst family and its
associ ates . M a rsden argues that political movements typically lose their
passion and direction over time, and create "mourn fu l and monotonous"
rituals that reify the memories and myths about the contributions of the
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leaders to the "cause." The adherents, who seek participa tion in the
m ovement initially to get help with problems they face in everyd ay life,
are eventua lly reduced to the status of "claimants" who a re encouraged
to confus e solutions to their grievances with the hierarchy's "rhetoric of
freedom ." Claimants are the low-level units in the cause who make claims
that they must receive "rights" in order to be "free." For Marsden, social
and political "claims are reproaches of the powerless: whines for p rotec
tion. All the su ffragists' 'claims' are of this order. " 30 Wh ines for protection
are nothing less than appeals to powerful others, particularly the move
ment's leadership and the state, to rel ieve the individual of responsibility,
power, a n d property. The whine i s the discou rse of the ragamu ffin. Mars
den's goal in writing about the fixed ideas of pol itical m ovements is to
di sentangle the claims for rights and p rotection from "the center of
power: the self. One has the freedom i f one has the power, and the mea
s u re of p ower is one's own concern." The collectiv ization of grievances is
the institutiona lization of ragamuffinis m .
The a rticle "Bondwomen" i n the initial issue o f The Freewomml i n No
vember 1 9 1 1 outlined the philosophic d i rection Ma rsden planned for the
journal. It also provided her an opportunity to differentiate her position
from that of the WPSU .31 "Bondwomen" is a grand critique of the status
of women in society that counterposes the concept of the "bondwoman"
with the " freewoman," arguing tha t suffragism and feminism are inade
qua te paths to freedom since they only reproduce ragamuffinism in a new
form. This theme was reiterated in severa l articles that a ppeared in The

Freewoman and The New Freewoman. Her articles and commentary in The
Egoist more forcefully express the notion that the m atters concerning the
servile con d ition of women have a broader m eaning. Tha t is, the goal of
philosophy is not the liberation of women, but the self-Ii ber<l tion of the
i n d i vidual. It is overcoming ragamuffinism in a l l of i t s forms .
Her initial foray into the philosophy of liberation in The Freewoman still
provides strong indications of Marsden's developing egoism and the influ
ence of Stimer, although it contains terminology tha t he certainly avoided.
For exam p l e, Marsden uses the terms "spirit" and "spiritual" frequently to
signify the woman passion and intentionality, and not in either a religious
or Hegelian sense. Nevertheless, even her early articles reveal Stirner 's con
cepts and the dialectical method that Marsden would use consistently in
her articles and editorials in all three journals. Her method begins with a
stark, dramatic, and controversial statement about her topic. She follows
this with a more analytical, thoughtful discussion that i s intended to reveal
the dialectical development of the issue. Antagonisms a ppear at the begin
ning of the essay and persist until a resolution appears at the end . Antago
nisms between concepts or social forces are resolved in the direction of
egoism, or the notion that the individual must draw on his or her own will
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and resources to assert p ower or acquire property.32 Thus, the antagonism
between the traditional " servile condition" of women and the su ffrage
movement reveal s that suffragism produces only another form of "bond
women." The conflict b etween traditional servility and suffragism is sup
planted by egoism a s the higher presupposition.
"Bondwomen" d i ffer from " freewomen" by a fundamental d i stinction:
they a re not autonomous individuals; they do not have a will, s pirit, o r
intent of their own. There is nothing that establishes them as u n i que, in
dependent individuals. "They are complements m erely. By habit of
thought, by form o f activity, and largely by preference, they rou n d off the
personal ity o f s o m e other individual, rather than cul tivate their own . " 33
Historically, "bondwomen" defines the status and working practice o f
women. Using the concepts of master and servant, Marsden argues that
women a s a category have demonstrated in the past little but the attri
butes of the " servant," while the qual ities of the "master," such as i m pos
ing law, setting standards, establishing rights and duties, acquiring prop
erty, have b een relegated to men. Women have been the " fo l lowers,
believers, the law-abiding, the moral, the conventionally a d m iring"
whose virtues are those of a subord inate class. Women have s erved a s
functionaries and servants. They live by the "borrowed precepts" issued
by men. Societal hierarch ies ensure that some m en must be servants, but
a l l women are servants and a l l the masters are men. What funda mental l y
characterizes women is their servile condition.
The ultimate goal of the struggle for women's freedom is mastery or self
ownership. Self-ownership is impossible without the ownership of some
thing external to oneself. In order for women to own themselves, they must
own m ateria l property. Without property persons are forced to sell them
selves or their labor power to others who can exchange labor power for ei
ther wages or gifts in kind necessary to survival. Outside of economic rela
tionships, persons without p ower must barter what they have for the
desiderata they seek from the world and from others. The person who lacks
property cannot be his or her own master, cannot own self, cannot be au
tonomous, and cannot have a n independent will. The p erson who lacks
property must become a "hired man," selling labor power or bartering
p ersonal resources for materia l survival, comfort, and security. The dialectic
of powerlessness and propertylessness makes it possible to understand
women's struggles in m odernizing societies. She says that women on the
whole own little or no property. Consequently, the process of bartering
themselves begins immediately and occurs almost automatically on a d aily
basis. The key to l iberation is breaking this process by asserting p ower and
acquiring property, overcoming ragamuffinism.
Marsden is not interested in deta iling the history of the oppression of
women, she wants to understand its modem manifestations and to pro-
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yoke rebellion against it. In order to do so, she says it is important to ac
knowl edge that women bear responsibility for both their oppression and
their liberation. Oppression and liberation have both an internal and ex
terna l com ponent. Women will never be free o f their bondage unless they
understand how they have contributed to it. The reason why men have
been historica lly successful in "crushing"

women down is because

women were "down in themselves - i. e ., weaker in mind." Those who are
pushed to the lower rungs of the social hierarchy a re inferior, in part,
because they believe themselves to be inferior. To change the status of
women, women must change how they view themselves. " When change
takes p l ace in the thing itself- i.e., when it becomes equal or superior - by
the nature of its own being it rises."34 In m odernity, the servile condition
of women is manifest in their " protected" status; they are " protected" by
m en, cultu re, and the state. The protected statu s helps explain the contra
dictory and "stupefying influence of security and i rresponsibility" which
"soothes women into a willing a cceptance" of their social status. Protec
tion means that security is conferred on women, but they must rel inquish
thei r power to earn, thi nk, and assert responsibility for their lives. Political
m ovements and advocacy for women must be assessed from this perspec
tive. To what extent do suffragism and feminism advocate in theory and
practice the overcoming of the " protected status" of women in favor of
self-ownership? To what extent do suffragism and fem inism advocate for
self-ownership and the replacement of bondwomen by freewomen? To
what extent do suffragism and feminism promote the acquisition of prop
erty and power by women?
The political choice for women is to either " sink back" into the histori
cal status o f propertylessness and powerlessness, or to "stand recognized
a s ' m aster' among other ' m asters.'" Marsden i s not convinced that suf
fragism and feminism are viable p aths to l iberation . The "cult of suffrag
ism" begins from a premise that conceptual izes an inferior and subordi
nate status for women. It "takes its stand u p on the weakness and
dej ectedness of the conditions of women . " It says, "Are women not weak?
Are women not crushed down? Are women not i n need of p rotection?
Therefore, give them the means w herewith they may be protected."35 For
s u ffragism and the feminism of early the early twentieth century, the con
ferral of "the means wherewith they m a y be p rotected" equates with ac
quiring the vote and participation in the making of law that protects
women. It i s the conferral of "courtesy rights," or the political fulfillment
of a humanitarian belief that women should have "rights" in order to b e
p rotected from the more egregious consequences o f servitude. It is not, i n
i tself, t h e overcoming of servitude. Rights a r e conferred by t h e state a s a
modernist courtesy to women. The basic element of suffragist ideology is
that women's freedom is achieved through women p a rticipating i n the
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making of law that is oriented to the protection of women, hardl y a break
from ragamuffinism .
Marsden also believed that the theory and strategy of suffragism was
flawed because i t was b ased on a concept of freedom that she rejecte d .
F reedom t o the egoist is an a ct, it is n o t a conditi on, nor a state of being.
The concept of " freedom" presumes a condition in which persons experi
ence what is inherent in the condition and not i n their activity. But this i s a
contradiction because there is no condition in which freedom i s exp eri
enced by inert objects; there is only the activity of freeing oneself. The act
of freeing oneself may acquire an " atmosphere" in which meanings are
attributed to actions by a n external observer, but the act i s fundamentally
the notion of a force breaking through a barrier. The "breakthrough" i s a
single act of "getting free." It is a defini te, specific action that has a l im i ted
timeframe, a beginning, an end, and a duration that can b e known. Once
the act occurs, it is complete. I t does not entail lian independent existence
on its own account," it does not become an objective, external condition.
It does not occu py any space; it only occurs in time. Any "separate exis
tence" of the act is only "atmosphere" existing in the d iscourse a n d
memories of external observers. Everyday l i fe is a process of "overcoming
specific resistances" to the traj ectory of individual behavior. Breaking
through the barriers i s "an individual a ffair which must be operated in
one's own person." Only one p erson who is really concerned about the
freeing of the individua l i s the person who wears, feels, and resents the
shackles. The shackles must be broken by the person . I f they are released
by a n external a gent, they will eventually reappear at the caprice of a
powerful, more determined other. As used by the suffragists, or the
agents of any political movement, " freedom" is the atmos phere attributed
to actions that have been "worked up" or reified to serve organizational
interests. The atmosphere, the reified actions, is the "vicious exploitation
of the norma l activity o f working oneself free of difficu lties."36
The efforts by social movements such as suffragism and socialism to
define themselves in terms of freedom is to attempt to give meaning to a
static, inert qua l i ty of the external world. It is a futile attempt to mummi fy
action, or to reduce human behavior to the landscape or atmosphere. The
act of freeing i s a quality of time, not space, i n which the terminus is the
motive that prompts the person's struggle. It is meaningless to establ i sh a
movement, a cause, or an organization that seeks to establish "freed om"
as though it is a condition or a quality of space. F reedom i s action and can
only exist in time. There can be no fight for freedom b ecause it is not a n
object. It cannot be separated from the act. T h e rhetoric of women's move
ments and labor movements that attempt to legitimate organizational hi
era rchies and the division o f thought and action through appeals to
"women's freedom" or "worker's freedom" are bana lities and missta te-
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ments that only encourage women and workers to " pursue their own
shadow." The "cau se" is also mere a tmosphere since the reference pre
tends to delimit or conceptu a l ize an infinite num ber of actions, words,
a rtifa cts, persons, and relationships into a unified and integra ted entity
that has a "separate existence." The "cause" is d i scou rse and memory that
has meaning attribu ted to it by observers who are usua l l y externa l to the
action . The "cause" exists to provide solace and protection in

a

place

among those who " lost the instinct for action" can "amuse them selves by
word s . " Although all the claimants may be " fascinated by the jargon, "
where individuals a re taken in by the rhetoric, there are "consequences
d isastrous in the highest degree to themselves. " 37
In the initial issue of

The Egoist, Marsden is thoroughly an insu rrectionist.

She is n o longer a reform ist nor a revolutionary. She adopts Stirner's con
cept of egoist insurrection and, a t times, suggests that the insurrection of
many freewomen can produce a social transforma tion . In contrast to the
bondwomen, who trade one form of subord ination for another since they
become mere claimants subordinate to the cau se, the movement, and the
state, the freewomen " feel within us the stirrings of new powers and grow
ing strength," intend ing to constitute a "higher development in the evolu
tion of the human race and human achievement." Freewomen eschew
p rotection in favor of "strenuous effort" to shoulder their own responsi
bi lities. "They bear no grudge and claim no exception because of the greater
burdens nature has made theirs. They accept them willingly, because of
their added opportunity and power." 38 Political actions, such as the vote,
will lend only a "small quota" to this transformation because collective ac
tion addresses only the form, not the content nor the intent of liberation.
The intention or the will comes from within the woman. The freewoman
rejects the "protection" offered by m arriage and the protection prom i sed by
the suffragist movement and the state. She must "produce within herself
strength sufficient" to provide for herself and her children. She must ac
quire property by working, earning money, and adopting all of the incen
tives that propel "strenuous effort" by men - wealth, power, titles, and
public honor - so that she need not solicit maintenance from any man,
movement, or government. Feminist doctrine, therefore, is beset with many
d ifficulties for women since it means a complete break the servitude of the
past and cannot offer women the same guarantees of security, prosperity,
and comfort. While egoist l iberation is p ossible to the woman who asserts
power and acquires property, Marsden d oes not expect such a transforma
tion any time soon since her brand of feminism will not l ikely be accepted
by "ordinary women who do not a l ready bear in themselves the stamp of
the ind ividual." She estimates, somewhat optimistical ly, that "our interpre
tation of the doctrine has merely to be stated clearly to be frankly rejected
by, at least, three women in every four."39
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EGOISM, ARCHISM, AND THE CRITIQUE OF ANARCHISM

Despite the effort Marsden put into the critique of culture and soci a l
movements, political theory w a s never far from her mind. Her three jour
nals are replete with articles and commentary tha t subject political
thought to a n egoist perspective. She variously assa ils democracy, socia l
ism, Marxism, utopianism, autocracy, militarism, and libertariani s m . H er
commentary on anarchism generally appeared in the exchanges she h a d
with Tucker a n d B yington. By the time that Marsden authored a lengthy,
systematic statement about anarchism, her journalistic confrontation with
the ind ividualist a narchists was over. After March 1 9 1 4, Tucker and By
ington stopped contributing to

The Egoist because they believed, q u i te

correctly, that Marsden had little sympathy for the type of anarchism they
envisioned. They also recognized that Marsden had a completely d i ffer
ent concept o f egoism. Tucker l eveled what he thought was the u l timate
insult at Marsden, accusing her of being both an "egoist and a rchist."
Tucker 's criticism of Marsden a s an " egoist" was rather ironic given h i s
efforts to publish

The Ego and Its Own and his putative endorsement o f

Stirner's philosophy. F o r h e r part, Marsden w a s nonplussed by the "egoist
and archist" accusation Tucker directed toward her, and adopted the la
bels as descriptive of her political philosophy. Early on i n her exchanges
with Tucker and B yington, Marsden indicated that she was in favor of
anarchism i f it meant the abolition of the state, but not if it meant the state
woul d be replaced with the "subtle and far more repressive a gency o f
conscience" to govern t h e behaviors of individuals.
The issue of course turns upon the point as to whether in anarchism, which i s
a negative term, one's attention fixes upon the absence of a state establishment,
that is the absence of one particular view of order supported by armed force
with acquiescence as to its continued supremacy held by allowing to it a fa
vored position as to defense, in the community among whom it is established;
or the absence of every kind of order supported by armed force provided and
maintained with the consent of the community, but the presence of that kind
of order which obtains when each member of a community agrees to want
only the kind of order which will not interfere with the kind of order likely to
be wanted by individuals who compose the rest of the community.4o

She believed tha t the first a pproach was compatible with one half of the
egoistic anarchism she claimed to propound in her j ournals. But the sec
ond approach, which proposed a new social order based on conform ity in
thought, was completely antithetical to the trajectory of her philosophy.
She was primarily concerned that the philosophies of Proudhon, Tucker,
and the "clerico-libertarians" were a ttempting to create a new social re
gime in which cultural values and morality wou ld become the new agents
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of social control . She a rgues that the " archism" of a rmies, courts, jurists,
jailers, and executioners was " light and superficial" compa red to the new
forms of control Proudhon, Tucker, and their colleagues p lanned to im
p ose. By the end of 1 9 1 3 she was content w ith the characteri zation of her
philosophy as "egoist" and "archist." She was convinced that she needed
to articu late the di fferences between anarchism and a consistent egoist
philosophy of politics and the role of power in social life.
Marsden outlined her egoist or a rchist poli tical philosophy in several
issues of

The Egoist through ] 9 1 4 a n d 1 9 1 5 . Much of the discussion was

clearly an attack on what she considered the contrad ictory, repressive,
and idealistic elements in the individualist anarchism of Tucker and By
ington . She also attacked the "clerico- liberta rian" phi losophies of God
win, Proudhon, and Kropotkin, each of which posited philosophic abso
lu tes as the foundation for their anarchism, much in the same way that
absolutes constitute the foundation of religiou s syste m s . Marsden clearly
d rew inspiration and ideas from Stirner in her assa u lt on both the state
and anarchism since there are many references to the moral istic and
c lerica I foundations of anarchism, a critique that Stirner developed
against Proudhon. There are d i fferences between Ma rsden and Stirner in
their egoist critique of politics. Regardless of Stirner's a l lusion to reciproc
ity in his description of the union of egoists, Marsden evinces little inter
est in reciprocity or equal liberty, particu larly i f it implies a dema rcation
of what persons can and cannot think and do a s they pursue their inter
ests in everyday life. Further, while she does not use "own ness" as a
central category, she refers continually to the individual's "own" and the
proclivity to acqu ire and impose his o r her will on the world of events.
In several essays and in her "Views and Comments" that appeared in

The Egoist in 1914, Marsden attacks anarchism and the " l i hertarian creed"
which converts "liberty" into a fixed idea and moralistically interprets
the existence of power and domina tion in the world as an a ffront to the
nature, and natural rights, of human beings.41 At the outset, Marsden at
tacks the idea that " liberty" shou ld be the b a s ic concept of a pol itical
philosophy since it has no "bite" to it, m a tters not at all in the real world,
and is nothing more than a "beautiful and i neffectua l angel," parroting
Matthew Arnold's critique of the anarchist poet Percy B ysshe Shelley. In
everyday political rhetoric, " liberty" is the symbol that receives insincere
r everence from political actors, including a narchists and libertarians,
who "slip p ast it" at their first opportunity. The unpleasant fact of poli
t ics is that individual l i ves and social relationships are shaped by the
i mposition of power through law, which the clearest index of political
will. Lives and relationships are also shaped by the equa lly real dynam
ics that chal lenge, resist, and evade law to blunt its most harmfu l conse
quences. "Liberty" is rhetoric used by antagonists in the political drama
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t o e ither justify the i m positi on of law, or to challenge, resist, a n d eva d e
it. F o r the egoist, " l iberty" i s a political veil that masks a substructure o f
competing individual interests.
Unlike liberty, law is material and permanent. The materiality a n d per
manence o f law reveals that discussions and philosophies concerning
liberty are " frivolous diversi ons" because they have little or no relation
ship to how human beings l ive on an everyday basis. Egoism a n d the
pursuit of individual and group interests permeate every type of p olitical
regime and every type of social relationship. Tucker, B yington, Marsden,
and all other Anglo-American individualists, of course, wrote and lived
under democratic governments. Democratic regimes, especially, m ake it
clear that law i s an outward and objective expression of the interests of
individuals and grou ps. On the negative side, law is a lso the repression
of other interests that contradict, divert, and obstruct prevail ing interests,
o r which are otherwise too weak to command support of the state. Under
democracy, law guarantees that the power and resources of the state a re
applied on b ehalf of an "interest" which obviously has sufficient p ower to
command it. Ignoring its a l l i terative and rhetorical j a rgon, democracy i s
fundamentally a regime that "qu ickens the pace" a t which a lliances be
tween and among individuals within the state are able to impose their
interests on others and defeat the interests of opponents.42
Even in a democratic regime, the representation of people is an i m p os
sibility and the claim to the contrary is simply an ideological tool to main
tain social control. But the effective representation of an interest is a very
real thing that can be assessed by those who own it or who oppose it. In
politics, interests must be fu lfilled or accomplished by political actors, or
else the interests are modi fied or d iscarded, or the actors are sanctioned
or discarded. Frequently, interests collide and the actors who promote
them must fight it out with their adversaries both within and outside of
the state. Marsden argues that it is at the interstices where interests and
actors collide that " rhetoricians and moralists" like anarchists try to work
in their spook of a "libertarian creed ." The elevation of liberty into a fixed
idea soon becomes an appeal to rights and morality. The rhetoric of poli
tics becomes layered w ith moralistic concepts, such a s "should," " shou l d
not, " a n d "respect," which have little meaning in political life. Taking her
cue from Tucker and the individualist anarchists she says that the basic
elements of " the libertarian creed" are:
1 . People h ave a right to protection from invasion of their interests;

2. People should respect each other's interests;
3. The l iberty of each and all should be respected; and
4 . Individuals shoul d repress their interests when these are likely to
interfere w ith another 's .43
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Whatever its form, anarchism, the "libertarian creed," is basically a bad
d ream that laments political conflict and seeks the end of the intrusion of
individual interests and self-assertion in social life. It is a fantasy that,
sooner or later, appeals to morality and the intern a l police of conscience to
repress and renounce the self by " respecting" the interests of the other.
The exhortations to morality, conscience, right, and respect in the " liber
tarian creed" tend to favor the strong and powerfu l over the weak and
p owerless, contrary to the intentions of the anarchists . The anarchist ap
peals to liberty, conscience, and morality function as a form of social control
by marginalizing the weak and gullible from the war of each against a l l .
The fact t o be borne i n mind is that whether o n e "should" or "should not, "
the strong natures never do. The powerful allow " respect for other 's inter
ests" to remain the excl usive foible of the weak. The tolerance they have for
others' "interests rests" is not "respect" but indifference. The importance of
fu rthering one's own interests does not leave sufficient energy really to ac
cord much attention to those of others . It is only when others' interests thrust
themselves intrusively across one's own that indifference vanishes: because
they have become possible allies or obstacles. If the latter, the fundamental
lack of respect swiftly defines itself.44

Part of what enables domination, or the stratification of rich and poor,
powerfu l and weak, is that the rich and powerfu l have been able to con
vince others to renounce themselves and their interests. History and soci
ety are the domains where the rich and p owerful assert and fu lfill their
interests while proselytizing the poor and weak about l iberty, rights, and
respect. History and society record l ittle more than the "respect" the rich
and powerfu l have for their neighbor's interests. The rich and powerful
succeed because they are concerned only for the i m p osition of their inter
ests wherever their whim or purpose is focu sed. "Their success has been
p ro portional to the u nformedness o f the characters with which they have
had immediately to deal . " 45 For egoists, the decentralization and p lural
ism of democracy is an advantage b ecause comp u lsion, the imposition of
interests, can be exercised from an increased number of centers . The mul
tiplicity of l aws does not signify the oppressiveness of the state, as Proud
hon, Tucker, and anarchists complain; instead it indicates the detailed
channels through which interests are imposed and potentially fulfilled.
It is too vague to say that democracy represents the liberty of the people: rather
one would say democracy represents the increase in the number of people
who are prepared to take liberties (i.e., per persuade by personal violence),
with the people who refuse assistance in the furthering of the audacious ones'
interests. It is the increase in the number of those who have the courage and
ingenuity to become in an open and unequivocal fashion the tyrants we all are
subtly and by instinct. It is part of the trend toward human explicitness.46
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In a democratic regim e, liberty "is the ghostly spirit the moralists
wou l d have the meek always carry inside their waistcoats: it p lays the
policeman inside the man."47 The "libertarian creed" of the anarchists i s
only abl e t o h e l p subju gate the poor a n d weak because those who c a n r u l e
a n d dominate w i l l r u l e and dominate, regardless of the preaching o f the
moralists. Those who do not have the strength or will to a ssert their inter
ests, espouse the "gospel of liberty" as a substitute for l iving. Those w h o
have wealth and p ower w i l l b e given more because they seek it. Those
who have l ess, w i l l have more taken away for the same reason. The cry
for liberty a n d respect for rights is "hoisting of the white flag fol lowed b y
a n attempt t o claim victory i n virtue o f it."48
"Archist" is just another name for the person. Until they encounter mo
rality, the church, and self-renunciation doctrines like anarchism, each
person intends to establ i sh, m aintain, p rotect, and extend his or her own
life, identity, and interests with all ava ilable means. Marsden says that the
first inclination o f living human beings is to a ssert their own vitality a n d
the importance of their o w n existence. Interest is t h e conceptu a lization o f
the person's assertion of their own value. Interest is the claim, assertion,
and fight for a p lace a m ong a myriad of other claims, a ssertions, a n d
fights. Even aggression m u s t b e interpreted in l ight of t h e existential c i r
cumstances p ersons inhabit. The person who grows physically or intel
lectually is a ggressive; growing life-forms are a lways aggressive and in
trusive on the space and resources. Life guarantees that both aggression
and conflict are inevitabl e .
We are o n e another's daily food. We take what w e can get of what w e want.
We can be kept out of "territory" but not because we have an compunction
about invading. Where the limiting line falls is decided in the event, turning
on the will, whim, and power of those who are devoured and devourers at
one and the same time. Life is feasting and conflict: that is its zest. The cry for
peace is the weariness of those who are too faint-hearted to live.49

The world belongs to the archists, to those who are w illing to assert
themselves b y valuing their lives, their growth, and their prosperity. The
social world is " a bundle of interests" and a contest among those who
choose to push their own outwards. Moreover, the other assesses the v i 
tality a n d quality of t h e person by t h e sweep a n d intensity o f interests s h e
or he asserts . The m ore successfu l the person is in accomplishing goal s,
the more appealing she or he is to others; they excite stronger p assions
and evoke more intense images. The attitude of the world is friendliness
toward, and adm iration for, strong, bold, and successful interests because
they are indicative of survival, security, growth, health, and prosperity.5o
For Marsden, this is why anarchism, and all forms of "embargoism,"
never succeed at gaining large numbers of committed adherents. Anar-
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chism is always abandoned by persons who have their wits and abili ties
about them because they reject placing an embargo on their ability to ap
propriate themselves, their relationships, and the world a round them .
The social world is a field where interests encounter and collide. At the
encou nter or collision of interests, the anarch ist places a limit, or an em
bargo, on what can be valued and appropriated by individuals. Anar
chism is constraint. Anarchism d i ffers from statism because the emba rgo
is self-imposed . Conscience and mora li ty, or the internal pol iceman, d e
marcate what the individual can and cannot d o, what the individual can
and cannot want, value, or appropriate. Ana rchism is always a form of
humanism and mora lism, despite its objections. Tucker's concept of equ al
liberty establ ishes moral istic constra ints in the behavior of persons to
ensure that the "natu ral and just" rights of the other are respected and
protected by the individu a l . In ind ividualist anarchist thought, individu
a l s a re free to pursue their own interests as long as they do not invade or
intru de on the interests of others. Individualist ana rchism, l ike all forms
of hu man ist thought, a ttempts to im munize the "human" from "egoism,"
or the individual's pursuit of his or her interest. It a ttempts to insu late the
"human" from "arch ism," or the individual's challenge to lim its or
boundaries. The "hu man" ensures that i n d ividuals can go "this fa r but no
farther." The "human" must be protected in anarchist thought; i t is the
shiel d that confers right. Anarchism, the libertarian creed, is another form
of humanism. Even in Tucker's individualist anarchism, the egoist is a
lower form of life, subordinate to the hu man. For Marsden, Tucker's indi
v idualist anarch ism is not a break from modernism, but another expres
sion of it. Like the Christian and the socialist, the anarchist loves humanity,
an d benevolently extends the concept of "equal l iberty" to encompass a l l .
B u t t h e Christian, t h e socia list, and t h e anarchist despise humans; th e mass
of whom who reject embargoism, and embrace egoism and archism. In
anarchist thought, equal l iberty i s the foible o r opiate of the poor and
weak. The ragamuffins monopolize the virtu es, while the archists and
egoists monopolize the world .
Marsden's critique of anarchism is in no respect a defense o f the state,
or an attempt to develop a philosophic legitimation of political authority.
It is an antistatist alternative to anarchism. In Marsden's egoist critique of
politics, the state i s little more than organized coercion. She d efines it as
the "National Repository for F irearms and Batons Company, " which is
owned, d i rected, and exploited by "state's men" whose main task is to
p reserve the state's charter granted to it by the people, the chief terms of
which are:

1. The s tate cannot be dissolved;

2. It can do no injury sufficiently serious to justify retaliation or attack;
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3 . It can acquire as much money from people as i t deems prudent;

4. It can use any and all resources to defend i ts interests; and
5. It can make alliances with those who can further its interests.
Marsden does not believe that governments serve any interests other
than their own, nor does she believe that they serve any higher p u rpose
than their own reproduction. She suffers no illusions about the presumed
beneficence o f governments, no il lusions that they meet any needs of in
dividuals or societ ies, and no il lusions that they can b e i mproved . More
over, she rejects the notion o f limited government or libertarianism be
cause no state will p lace an embargo on what it can and cannot do to serve
its own interests o r to ensure its own permanence.
Marsden d iffers from anarchists in that she does not think that the state
can be abolished. Nor does she think that the blame for its permanence
and abuse can be completely attributed to the malevolence of politicians
and bureaucrats. A major part of the p roblem anarchists attribute to gov
ernment i s actually the n a'ivete and subservience of the subjects, which
anarchism unintentionally promotes through concepts like equal liberty
and a foolish fantasy of an improved future.
A modern "poor " citizen appears so unmitigatedly a fool in his attitude to
wards the "state" that suggests he is not merely a fool but a knave i n addi
tion. One of the awestruck crowd of toilers, who when they are not licking
their wounds in jail for not minding their manners, are performing forced
labor to feed and fatten those who dare to govern. . . . They dream of heaven,
toil, starve and are penalized: then lisp of liberty. All the same, they seem to
be able to stand it. If these things have a lesson to teach, the meek at any rate
have not learned it.51
Part of the reason why governments have power is because the poor
and weak fai l to challenge them; they refuse to become egoists and ar
chists. Echoing Stirner's comments on the proletariat, Marsden argues
that the poor will cease to be poor when they refuse to be exploited by the
rich and by the state. The "downtrodden" will disappear when they de
cide to resist. "The hungry will have bread when they take it."52 The an
archists are at least partly to blame for the poor's acceptance o f domina
tion since the anarchist theory o f social order includes an " embargo" on
the person wanting "too much" power, autonomy, wealth, and enjoy
ment. Instead of a ttempting to "level up" by embracing egoism and a r
chism, the a narchists and all other "saviors of society," insist on leveling
down, reducing all desires, aspirations, motivations, and outcomes to the
lowest possible level. Their ideal person is the ragamuffin. Marsd en coun
ters that "one cannot desire enough." There is no limit to individual de
sires, aspirations, intentions, and achievements. As a social theory, anar-
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chism fu n ctions to "level down" by imposing conceptu al, ethical, and
political boundaries on what the poor and powerless can think and do.
Marsden asserts, anarchism will not l iberate the "down and outs." They
w i l l liberate themselves throu gh a "self-assertion" that w i l l ob litera te an
a rchism and the "saviors of society" who i mpose artificial limitations on
the thoughts and actions of individuals .53
The egoist or archist opposition to anarch i s m i s based on the notion that
belief in the sancti ty or legitimacy of government is gone. Also gone is th e
belief that government can be i mproved or m a d e ethical and accountab le.
Withou t legitimacy, democratic regimes are revea led as nothing m ore
than "individual caprice," the first, final, and only basis of the will to
govern . The anarchist notion of a harmonious society, purified of inequa l 
ity and egoism is ana logous to reformist idea s of "clean government," or
arguments that government can liberate the proletariat or respond to the
will of the people. Governments are not neu tra l and they d o not serve.
Egoism revea l s the w i l l to govern as an inerad icable force that is ex
p ressed on an individual and a collective level. Whether it i s welcome or
unwel come, the will to govern is an i mportant form in which power in
ev i tably expresses itself.54 The anarchist opposition to the state because i t
i s a state, i s fu tile a n d delusion a l . For t h e egoist, t h e aboli tion of the state
is a "negative, unen d ing fru itless labor." "What I wan t is my state: if I am
not able to establish that, it is not my concern whose state is establ ished ."55
The egoist'S cause is to establish his or her "own," to acqu i re and defend
his or her p roperty. Egoism does not defend an abstract master concept of
social order. The egoist works to mold the world according to his or her
aspirations, includ ing p ower relations in everyday l i fe. Failing to either
establish his or her "own," the egoist d oes not p retend that there is no
state or external world at all. More powerful others wi l l see that there i s .
When o n e state o r form of government is overthrown or disintegrates,
another one arises. "The state has fallen, long live the state." The most con
sistent, thorough revolutionary anarchist cannot evade the simple fact that
power is an inescapable feature of life, in the face to face relationships be
tween individuals and among large numbers of people. What happens on
the day a fter a successful anarchist revolution? To protect the new regime,
the anarchists will need to develop and implement policies, programs, and
s tructures. The anarchistic blueprint of society and individuality must be
defended . Anarchists will find themselves p rotecting their own interests
with all the power and weapons they can acquire and use. They will neces
sarily have to repress the statists, egoists, and archists who will surely at
tempt to reassert their will and exert power over others. Anarchists will
p rotect their revolution and whatever soci al formation follows i t, formulat
ing law and maintaining order throu gh persuasion and coercion . At least,
until more honest archists arrive to overthrow and supersede them.
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Marsden argues that anarchists confuse the attitude that refuses t o hold

sacred with the attitude that refuses to a cknowl
existence of law, power, and authority. All " saviors of society"

law, power, and authority
edge the

tend believe that their vision of an improved world will inevitably tri
umph, but the anarchists are especially prone to the confusion that saying
i t is so, makes i t so. Egoists and archists do not believe that government
and law are sacred, but they respect any and every law for the volume
and severity of retaliatory force there is behind it. Respect for "sanctity"
and respect for " power" are d i fferent. The anarchist confuses the two,
believing that the elimination of the first automatically entails the elimi
nation of the second; the egoist and archist dismisses the first but ac
knowledges the persistence of the lattter.56
In concert with Stirner, Marsden's egoism rejects the legitimacy or sanc
tity of existing regimes, but not their reality. Egoism assesses the power o f
the state, a n d challenges, confronts, and evades i t as circumstances war
rant. Egoism rejects any concept of utopia, or the imposition of any idea
that places an embargo on how individuals can act. It rejects any final
solution to the problems persons encounter in living, particularly those
that pretend that force and power can be eliminated in social l i fe. Life
cannot be subordinated to an artificial blueprint because individual ego
ism soon asserts itself in opposition to others and to external constraints .
Anarchism is an illusory path to freedom because the forces of human
survival, security, and prosperity are directed in the opposite manner.
Persons constantly challenge limitations and embargoes on their thought
and behavior. They are unlikely to accept any regime, like anarch ism, that
uses ideology, conscience, and moral coercion to promote compliance and
conformity. It is the nature of human beings to create, construct, and di
rect their will on the world of events. Thi s w i l l never be restrained by any
ideology or cultural value that promotes a " spiritual embargo," despite
the best efforts of anarchism and other humanist ideologies.57 Ultimately,
the anarchist is a "derieo-libertarian" who glosses over the aspirations of
"a unit possessed of the instinct to dominate - even his fellow-men." s8

DORA MARSDEN AND THE EGOIST CRITIQUE OF MODERNITY

Although she bristled at the term, Marsden is arguably the most forceful
"Stirnerian" among the writers and activists who were influenced by Max

The Freewoman, The New
Freewoman, and The Egoist, Marsden uses Stirner's analytical concepts

Stirner. Especially during the period she edited

frequently. Curiously, she does not use the notions of the "unique one,"
the "union of egoists," or "ownness," but she thoroughly developed
Stirner's concept of the "ragamuffin" and appl ied it in several of her cul-
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tural and political critiques. She developed egoist critiques of social
movements, political " rights," and alienation that were drawn from The

Ego and Its Own . Equally significant, Marsden makes strong use of the
dialectic, both as a method of argumentation in her essays and in her un
derstanding of society and history. Whether she i s writing about women's
struggles or political theory, she views social thought and social process
as a clash of opposites that eventually produces a "higher presupposi
tion ." Central to Marsden's use o f the dialectic is the antagon ism between
the individual and the external world . For Marsden, the everyday world
is a confrontation between the person's incl ination to acquire and defend
p ower and property, and the inclination by others to do the same. Every
day life is experienced by the person a s a series o f cha l lenges or barriers
tha t must be confronted and overcome. The struggle between self and
other occurs on multiple levels that range in complexity from the indi
vidual's self-identity, to language and culture, and to politica l economy.
Like Stirner, Marsden also views egoism as an ensemble of resources
t h a t can help the poor and powerless in their struggle against the rich and
powerfu l . Both Stirner and Marsden a dvanced egoist critiques of culture,
ideology, and social movements as a way of providing the poor and pow
erless with the same cultural and politica l tools used by the rich and
powerfu l . Lacking egoism, the poor and powerless are left with a cultural
and political assault by the rich and powerfu l that uses ideology and co
ercion to p romote compliance and subservience to cultural, econom ic,
and political elites. Egoism promotes direct and ideological challenges to
hierarchies of any type. It guarantees that hierarchies are unstable and
tenu ous because it removes all p retense that the material superiority of
eli tes is ordained by religion, morality, or sociohistorical necessity. More
over, it undermines all rationales for compliance and suhservience, except
personal expedience.
In the hands of Stirner and Marsden, egoism renders all forms of dom
ination inherently meaningless . They are nothing but the temporary suc
cess of some persons and groups at gaining an advantage over others .
Modernity is defined by t h e use of fixed, collective abstractions, such as
"humanity" and "woman," to promote compliance and subservience.
There is no humanity nor an ideal type woman. There is only the indi
vidual human being. The fixed ideas of humanity and woman are "con
venient fictions" to harass and subjugate individuals. For feminists, soci
ety, family, culture, and morali ty become the mechanisms that subjugate
women. M arsden's argument is that if women are to be free they must
first assert themselves as individuals, as unique egos.
Stirner made a head feint in the d irection of reconstructing social order
through the notion of the union of egoists, conceptua lizing reciprocity as
the principle for its operation. Marsden expresses absolutely no interest in
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reconciling the collision o f egoists. In fact, the defining principle of her
egoism is total opposition to any sort of articulation of an " embargo" o n
the behavior o f t h e individual . What m a y be ambivalence or ambiguity i n
Stirner's wisp o f i nterest in reciprocity, Marsden resolves definitively i n
favor of an egoism that transcends a n y form of embargoism a n d any form
of ragamuffinism . Tucker's notion of "equal liberty," the l i nchpin o f indi
vidualist anarchism, was a thoughtful attempt to reconstruct the self
other relationship in a context that is free of capitalist exploitation a n d
governmental coercion . Marsden, however, demonstrated that equ a l l ib
erty is another form of m odernist thought that legitimates the disposses
sion of individuals. Marsden i s uninterested in reconstructing social or
der, even less so than Stirner. She is unwilling to view egoism a s a theory
that has any continuity with or responsibility for a social order that m ight
replace the one she savages. Her egoism is a pure critique of the extant
society that does not envision any specific transformation or any concept
of reconstructed social life. U n like Tucker, she is an insurrectionist, not a
revolutionary. The everyday problems confronting the egoist, freeing one
self from specific barriers, will be an ongoing challenge regardless o f the
particular social formation confronting him or her.
The emphasis on force and power in her writings is what fundamen
tally establ i shes Marsden's uniqueness as a writer and theorist. She read
ily admits tha t the logical extension of egoist thought i s that it accepts and
celebrates the reality that human beings are inclined to dominate or exert
force on each other. This is a radical departure from the writings of
Tucker, Godwin, Nozick, and a lmost all forms of anarchism and libertari
anism which set the principle of nonaggression at the center of their
world view. G overnments and coll ectivities are assailed as enemies in
anarchist and libertarian thought because they are aggressive and inva
s ive of the individual's moral autonomy. The fundamental moral principle
of anarchism and libertarianism is that individuals ought to be free from
coercion, to decide for themselves how they would like to live their lives .
Marsden rej ects all of this as cant. It is not descriptive of how persons
actually behave. Its primary consequence is to encourage the poor and
p owerless to embrace embargoes on their own behavior, to accept their
ragamuffinh oo d . Coercion i s another name for the world that humans
actually inhabit; power, or the ability to coerce, is therefore its greatest
good, its most important form of desiderata.
Marsden's coercion-based view of social life is liberatory in the sense that
it encourages individuals to reject i deological constraints on their behavior,
but it also has implications that Marsden did not fully explore. If egoism
gives the poor and powerless access to the same tools that the rich and
p owerful employ to maintain their positions at the apex of the socia l pyra
mid, it also enables the poor and powerless to employ them on each other.
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In other words, there is no guarantee that Marsden's egoism promotes only
class conflict and resistance to the state. The implication of Marsden's ego
ism is that coercion and predation are universalized in human rela tion
ships. Social life can be little more than the war of each against all. No doubt
that Marsden's likely response is that the war of each against all is an apt
description of modern society. But this has implications that even Marsden
wou ld not likely applaud since the very young, the very old, the sick, and
those who are otherwise incapacitated a re not likely to fare very well in a
socia l contest where all forms of p rotection and constraint are absent. Mars
den recognizes that children constitute one social category that needs the
protection of external agents. This is an admission that egoism, anarchism,
and libertarianism have predatory consequences that not even Marsden
would applaud. To the extent that Marsden's egoist thought sanctions inter
personal predation against those who cannot defend themselves, it falls
short of a consistent celebration of the ego.
Dora Marsden certainly deserves to be criticized for the shortcomings in
the egoism she articu lated between 191 1 and 1 9 1 9, but she shou ld also be
appreciated for her contributions to feminist, egoist, and anarch ist thought.
Her political thought fills an important niche in contemporary pol itical
d iscourse since it expresses a very radical fem inist egoism that completely
transcends the traditional boundaries of the political spectru m .
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CRITIQUE OF MODERNITY
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Two Who Made an
Insurrection: Stimer,
Nietzsche, and the Revolt
against Modernity
MAX STIRNER AND FRIEDRICH NIETZSCHE

S

tirner remains a marginal figure in contemporary philosophy and so
cial thought, despite his significant influence on theorists such as Ben

jamin Tucker, James L. Walker, Dora Marsden, and the writers and activ
ists associated with Liberty and The Egoist. As far as contemporary
scholarship is concerned, the work of Saul Newman and Bernd Laska are
scholarly efforts to establish Stirner's relevance to contemporary thought
and the critique of modernity. Newman appreciates Stirner as a precursor
of the development of "poststructuralist anarchism" and the "politics of
postanarchism." Newman believes that Stirner is a forerunner to p ost
modernist and postructuralist thinkers such as Michel Foucault, Gilles
Deleuze, and Jacques Lacan. Laska is most concerned about the lack of
appreciation for Stirner's work. He is also interested in the strands of
Stirner's thought that he believes appear in the writings of Dora Marsden
and Friedrich Nietzsche. Much of Laska's work is oriented toward the
discovery of "evidence" that Stirner influenced Nietzsche.1
Contemporary perspectives on the writings of Friedrich Nietzsche are
considerably different from those of Stirner. Like Stirner, Nietzsche made
individualism a central notion in his philosophy, creating a different form
of rebellion against the collectivizing and homogenizing forces of moder
nity. Unlike Stirner, Nietzsche is a very well known thinker who attracts
considerable interest within the academy and popular culture. Along
with the Russian American novelist and political philosopher Ayn Rand,
Nietzsche is the best known proponent of an in dividualist critique of mo229
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d ernity. N ietzsche is one of the most preeminent philosophers i n th e
scholarship on philosophy in the twentieth and early twen ty-first centu 
ries. The research literature on him is vast. There are severa l scholarly
journals and professional associations in Europe and America that are
d evoted to the analysis of his thought. Many contemporary academics in
Eu rope and America value Nietzsche's individualism as an importa nt
sou rce of the critiques of modemity.2
Nietzsche was born in 1 844, the same yea r The Ego alld Its OWIl was first
published . His father and grandfather were Lutheran clergymen. In 1 864
he entered Bonn University to study theology and classical philology. He
dropped theology a year later, as h e transferred to Leipzig University.
Soon thereafter Nietzsche discovered the philosophy of Arthur Schopen
hauer and was greatly influenced by his athei sm and subjectivism. In 1 868
Nietzsche met the other great influence on his early intellectu al develop
m ent, the com poser Richard Wagner. The next yea r he was appointed
professor of classical philology at Basel Univers i ty in Sw itzerland and
began a series of visits to the home o f Richard Wagner on Lake Lu cerne.
He volunteered as a medical officer during the Franco-Pru ssian Wa r in

1 870, but was quickly d ischarged a fter contracting dysentery and diph
theria. He published his first book, The Birth of Tragedy Out of the Spirit of
Music, in 1 872. Thi s was followed in 1 873 w i th the publication of the first
in a series of Untimely Meditations on David Strauss, Schopenhauer, a n d
Wagner. He broke off his friendship w ith Wagner in 1 876 a n d published
his initial criticism of the composer in Richard Wagner in Bayreu th in 1 877.
In 1 883 he published his masterpiece, Thu s Spoke Zarathustra: A Book for
Everyone and Nobody, which d evelops the notion of the overhuman. This
was fol lowed in 1 886 by Beyond Good and Evil, in 1 8b7 by On the Genealogy
of Morals, and in 1 888 by a frenzy of publishing that inclu ded Twilight of
the Idols, The An tichrist, and Ecce Homo. In 1 889 he suffered a mental break
down that effectively ended his career as a scholar al1d writer. He d ied in

1900. Some of his unpub lished writings and notes were published post
humously as The Will to Power.3
Beginning w ith the publication of The B irth of Tragedy out of the Spirit
of Music, which appeared twenty-eight yea rs a fter The Ego and Its Own,
critics saw some striking similarities between Stimer and N ietzsche.
Both were critical of coll ectivism, the state, moral ity, Christianity, hu
mani sm, a n d socialism. I n the foreword to The A n tichris t, N ietzsche in
troduces his assault on Christianity w i th a battle cry that cou l d have
been written by Stimer: " Reverence for oneself; love for oneself; uncon
ditional freedom w i th respect to oneself."4 N i etzsche was a very well
rea d scholar, an observation tha t has prompted egoists and anarchists to
s uggest that he woul d have known about The Ego and Its Own and pos
sibly influenced by it.
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Did Stirner's writings have any influence on Nietzsche? Is there any
evidence that N ietzsche owes an intellectua l debt to Stirner? Are there
significant similarities in the thought of the two individualist thinkers?
This chapter explores the intellectual relationship, inclu d ing the similari
ties and d ifferences, b etween Stirner and Nietzsche. The chapter argues
that, while it seems curious, it highly unlikely that Stirner had a signifi 
cant influence o n N i etzsche. Despite surface similarities that includ e a
critique of modernity based on individualism, the differences in the phi
losophies o f the two individua lists a re too grea t to comprise any sort of
significant relationship.
The question of whether N ietzsche was influenced by Stirner has a long
and interesting history. Part of the reason why there i s interest in an intel
lectua l "relationship," i s the suspicion that Stirner and Nietzsche argue
for a similar type of egoism. Some anarchists and egoists were adamant
about the similarity during the "Stirner rev ival" at the end of the nine
teenth and beginning of the twentieth century. From the 1 890s to the first
couple of decades in the twentieth century, interest in N ietzsche's work
expanded in Eu rope, G reat Britain, and America. The a ttention N ietzsche
received in the 1 880s and 1 890s sparked a renewed interest in Stirner
among radical individualists, part of which inclu ded the search for points
of convergence in the two philosophies. Tucker's

Liberty, for example, not

only introduced English-speaking individualists to the work of Stirner, it
also provided the first English translations and discussions of N ietzsche
in America . Tucker himself argued that his readers should a ppropriate
ideas from N ietzsche that help make the case for anarchism and egoism,
such as Nietzsche's critique of Christianity and the state. Journal s such as

Egoism, The Egoist, and The Eagle and the Serpent included enthusiastic
commentary about both N ietzsche and Stirner. The title o f the last of these

Thus
Spoke Zarathustra.5 Stirner's writings had been neglected, and were largely

journals i s a clear reference to the hero's two animal companions in

unknown, until J a mes L. Wal ker and George Schumm began discussing
them in the 1 880s in

Egoism and Liberty. Stirner's primary work was not

broadly available to English-speaking audiences until 1 907. At the end of
the nineteenth century, neither Stirner nor Nietzsche were well-understood
in the United States nor in Great Britain, except by a few scholars, a s well
as anarchist, atheist, and egoist intellectuals. What mattered to the indi
vidualist anarchists and egoists in fin de siecle Europe and America was
the excitement that accompanied the discovery that both philosophers
articulated an individualist opposition to modernity, the state, and the
emergent form of monopoly capitalism. N ietzsche and Stirner espoused
atheism and egoism. B oth attacked capitalism and socialism . Both phi
losophers resisted the dispossession and downward leveling of persons
that egoists and anarchists thought inherent in modernity.6
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James L. Wa lker and Georg Simmel were among the few voices in this
period who acknowledged the important d ifferences between Stirner
a n d N i e tzsche. They cast doubt on the notion that Nietzsche's thought
supported anarchism or the type of egoism that Stirner espoused .
Walker said that Stirner articulated the notion o f a self-liberated ind i 
v i d u a l, free from law, mora li ty, and i deological control. Stirner worked
w i thin the dialectical trad ition to complete Hegel's assault on alienation .
S t i rner a dopted a type of Hegelian view of history in which Christianity
and the F rench Revol ution are cited a s critical events in the rise of mo
d erni ty. B oth events generated new forms of d i rect and i d eological con
tro l . Sim mel argued that Stirner eschewed the reverence for nob i l i ty that
N i etzsche promoted . Stirner was a tough-m i n d ed rea l ist, an antihu man
i st, and a critica l thinker who outl ined a p h i l osophic and historica l foun
d a tion for ind ividual opposition to a l l forms o f external control and
measurement o f the u n ique ind i v i du a l . H i s notion o f the unique one i s
o p en t o a n y a n d a l l who a r e willing t o " own" their thoughts a n d behav
i or, to appropria te and consume their l i fe for their own self-enjoyment.
He despised hierarchy and objected to the treatment of laborers, chil
d ren, and women. He cu ltivated an attitude o f opposition to the rich and
powerfu l . In contrast, Nietzsche was a humani s t, p oet, novelist, m u s i
ci an, and a rtist. He looked to the past for i n s p i ra tion for the future; he
despised Christianity as decadent and urged a renaissance of ancient
G reek idea ls. N i etzsche argued that systematizers and d i a l ecticians like
Hegel lack integri ty. Unlike Stirner, N ietzsche approved of Feuerbach's
critique of Christianity because of its h u m a n i s m . N i etzsche espoused
not freedom and self-ownership, but d u t y, h arshness, creativity, and
s inceri ty. Unlike Stirner, he was a philosopher of elitism and nobility
who sought the evolution of a spiritu a l ideal that

WOll l d

transcend hu

man weakness and mediocrity?

THE CONTROVERSY OVER STIRNER'S I NFLUENCE
The broad interest in egoism and the notion of the "superman" in mod
ernist literature and criticism in the early 1 900s encouraged interest in,
and conflated the thought of, otherwise d i vergent "individualist" writers
and phi losophers. Perhaps the most noteworthy of the efforts to equ ate
"egoists" and "supermen" was James Huneker's study of Stendhal,
Baudelaire, Flaubert, Ibsen, N ietzsche, and Stirner, entitled Egoists, A Book

of Supermen.8 Huneker was an American music critic who was best known
for his study of Chopin. He was a lso proficient in the study of literature
and the arts. He was one of the first to analyze and comment on Ibsen,
Wagner, N ietzsche, and Stimer in English. H e p u blished a lengthy analy-
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New York Times in April 1907, soon a fter Byington's
The Ego and Its Own appeared. This early essay eventually

sis of Stirner in the
translation of

stirred a discu ssion on the paper's editorial page in 1 909 and became
Huneker's cha pter on Stirner in

Egoists . The 1 907 article clearly states

Huneker's surprise a t learning that Nietzsche, the poet and rhapsodist,
had a forerunner in Stirner. N oting the stylistic differences, and Wal ker's
early admonition against any equation of Sti rner and N ietzsche, Hu neker
n evertheless m akes the first case in English, in the

New York Times no less,

for a relationship between the "prophet of egoism" and the "poet o f ego
ism." Huneker 's article on Stirner and his book on egoists cemented the
idea in public d i scourse in America and Great Britain that Nietzsche was
influenced by Stirner. Huneker reports that in the 1 890s he began to un
d erstand "that Nietzsche used Stirner as a springboard, a point of
departure."9 It is in the chap ter on Nietzsche in

Egoists where Huneker is

most d irect about N ietzsche's debt to Stirner. According to Huneker, Ni
etzsche was a philosopher who lacked "originality" and "was not one of
the world's great men." H i s work has "the familiar ring of Max Stirner
and his doctrine of the ego." l O Moreover, Stirner must have "imitated
N ietzsche in advance" l 1 and the "dyed-in-the-wool N ietzscheans" never
acknowledge that their "master had read and digested Max Stirner's an
a rchistic work,

The Ego and Its Own . " 1 2

Although it had l i ttle effect on the reception of either Nietzsche or
Stirner in Great Britain and America, the question about the relationship
appeared initially two decades earlier in Germany just as Nietzsche's
writings were gaining renown. The arguments in favor of Stirner's influ
ence on Nietzsche were typically based on hearsay and circumstantial

The Philosophy of
the Unconscious ( 1 869), which discusses Stirner's ideas, publicly accused

evidence. In 1 889, Eduard von Hartmann, the author of

Nietzsche of p lagiarizing Stirner. Hartmann's accusation was taken as
s ignificant evi d ence o f Stirner's influence because Nietzsche had written

Untimely Medita
tions.13 Hartmann a rgues that Nietzsche must have known about Stirner
s ince N ietzsche knew The Philosophy of the Unconscious intimately and fo

a hostile review of Hartmann's book in the second of his

cused his critique on the chapter that discusses Stirner. A similar accusa

The
Ego and Its Own because it is discussed in Friedrich A . Lange's 1 866 book,
The History of Materialism, another intell ectual history that Nietzsche de

tion arose earlier in N i etzsche's career that he must have known about

voured in his youth. Lange's survey of materialist thought is the same
book that inspired John H enry Mackay to learn the facts of Stirner's life
and thought.14
Some of N ietzsche's friends also claimed that he knew about Stirner
and, at a minimum, felt some a ffinity with the dialectical egoist. N ietzsche
spent some time living with Franz and Ida Overbeck at different points
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du ring 1 880-1883. A fter Nietzsche's death, Franz Overbeck confirmed the
claim of Adolf Bau mgartner, reported ly N ietzsche's favorite stu d ent, that
he borrowed The Ego and Its Own from the Basel University library on
July 14, 1 874, "on N ietzsche's warmest recommenda tions. " l S Ida Over
beck also reported that Nietzsche once mentioned his appreciation of
Stirner, but then retracted his statement fea ring another accusation of
plagiarism . "Forget it," he told her. "I d i d not want to mention it at all." 1 6
Fu rther, there is circu mstantial evidence that N ietzsche may have d i s
cussed Stirner with his early mentor, Richard Wagner, who was certainly
fami liar w ith Stirner and knew the anarchist M i chael Bakunin very well.
N ietzsche was also friends with the condu ctor Hans von Bu low, Cosima
Wagner 's first husband. Bulow was a great a d m irer of Stirner, probably
knew him personally, and even worked with John Henry Mackay to place
a memorial plaque a t Stirner 's last residence in Berlin. Nietzsche and von
Bu low held long conversations in Basel in 1 872, exchanged gi fts, a nd were
friendly at least until 1 889. The suggestion is that N ietzsche learned about
Stirner from one of his strongest supporters in the a rts. There is also some
newer research on the " relationship" between Stirner and Nietzsche that
argues that Eduard Mushacke, the fa ther o f one of Nietzsche's school
friends, had been a close friend of Stirner. N ietzsche apparently d evel
oped a friendship with the "old Mushacke." The conversations between
the two reportedly generated Nietzsche's " initial cri sis" that led to his
study of Arthur Schopenhauer and, presumably, an ind ividualist turn
informed by, or inspired by, Stirner. 1 7
Many anarchists a n d Stirnerites fel t invested i n the controversy be
cause, if Nietzsche was influenced b y Stirner, the lack of acknowledge
ment amounts not only to the unfair marginal ization of Stirner, but is also
a backhanded vindication of his ideas. Even though Stirner h i m sel f i s a
m inor figure in the history of philosophy, the argu m ent goes, he had more
influence through Nietzsche's philosophy than previously thought. For
their part, the Nietzscheans typically d i spel any a rg ument or evidence of
an influence in order to maintain the i mage o f their master's originality. It
is important to emphasize that N ietzsche d oes not quote, debate, nor ref
erence Stirner anywhere in his books or letters . M oreover, the evidence of
plagiarism is either nonexistent or extremely nebulous; the accu sations of
plagiarism and the assertions o f influence a re based on perceived simi
larities in ideas. Although the young N ietzsche wrote during a period in
which Stirner's work was largely ignored, i t is hard to believe that he
wou ld knowingly appropriate Stirner's work thinking that scholars
would not discover any deception. Plagiarism is an extremely unfair ac
cusation to level against Nietzsche since there i s n o study that provides a
side-by-side comparison of the idea s and passages that were supposedly
appropriated from Sti rner.
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ANTAGONISTIC FOUNDATIONS
If there a r e significant parallels in t h e thought of Stirner a n d N ietzsche, i t
should be possible to i d entify similarities in the methodological and theo
retical frameworks they developed . I f Stirner d evelope d a dialectical ego
ist critique of modernity, then N ietzsche should have comparable v iews
on the dialectic, egoism, and modernity. This is far from the case.

Nietzsche and the Dialectic
From a methodological standpoint, if Nietzsche had been significantly in
fluenced by Stirner, he should have used the dialectic to examine history,
society, and knowledge. It is true that Socrates, Hegel, and Feuerbach ap
pear prominently in N ietzsche's writings and that he had a complex per
spective on all three. However, Nietzsche was clearly an enemy of the dia
lectic. His comments on Socrates, Hegel, and Feuerbach are ambivalent, at
best. He respects Hegel's German nobility and he likes Feuerbach's atheism
and humanism. But he hates Hegel's efforts at systemization, and mocks his
emphasis on what humans are becoming instead of what they are. None of
Nietzsche's positive comments on the three dialecticians has anything to do
with the dialectic. The differences between Stirner and Nietzsche are the
sharpest in their perspectives on Socrates and the dialectic.
Like N ietzsche, Stirner is critical of the Socratic dialectic, but unlike
Nietzsche, Stirner objects to the incipient humanism i n Socrates' thought.
Stirner argues in The Ego and Its Own that Socrates' creation o f ethics de
stroyed the particularity o f individuals promoted b y the Sophists. So
crates elevated an ideal concept of the universal human being. S tirner
appreciates that the Socratic dialectic is subversive because it counter
poses human subjectivity, or individual reason, to the prevailing ratio
nales for social control; the Socratic dialectic unleashed critical thought
against the fixed ideas of ancient G reece and antiqui ty generally. The So
cratic d ialectic promoted "a higher presupposition" in both thought and
society because it challenged the prevai ling ideas of antiquity and the le
gitimations o f aristocratic domination.
N ietzsche views Socrates as decadent, not progressive, precisely be
cause he subverted G reek culture, especially the nobility and beauty idol
ized by the aristocracy. The Twilight of the Idols includ es Nietzsche's most
hostile comments on Socrates and his dialectic. To begin with, Socrates
was born in the lower social orders, part of the " rabble" whose "ugly" and
"monstrous" face reflected a "monstrous" soul. His " d issolute character, "
"anarchic instincts," a n d resentment toward t h e aristocracy combined to
forge the dia lectic into a weapon that undermined a uthority and d iscred
i ted preva iling values. " [T]he stuperfetation of the logical and that barbed
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m a l ice wh ich d istinguishes him" are a lso evidence of Socrates' decadence.
Prior to Socrates, the dialectic was repud ia ted i n G reek cu ltu re and poli
tics. In the hands of the Sophi sts, it was regarded a s "a form of bad man
ners, one was compromised by it. Young people were warned against it.
And all such presentation of one's reasons was regarded w ith m i strust."
Socrates made the dialectic respectable; he m a d e it a legitimate compo
nent of pedagogy and civic d iscourse. He was a "bu ffoon" who managed
to get h i m self taken seriously. In so doing he undermined au thority be
cause i t became necessary for the state and the aristocrats to provide
"reasons" or justifications for thei r commands; a u thority began to crum
ble because the acceptance of the legitimacy o f commands became depen
dent on the rabble. 1 8
Socrates' attack on authority and the aristocracy was too much for Ni
etzsche. "What has first to have itself proved is o f little va lue. Wherever
authority is still part of accepted usage and one does not ' give reasons' but
commands ." 1 9 Nietzsche correctly assesses that the dia lectic enables the
"rabble" to (a) challenge their masters at least on an intellectual level and
(b) interpret history and society in a manner that encou rages the over
th row of cultural and political elites. Socrates' use of dialectics is the ex
emplar of both . As one of the oppressed, Socrates uses dialectic, irony,
contrad iction, and conflict as means of expressing resentment towa rd the
priv ileged classes and fostering the revolt of the rabble. H i s dia lectic is a
ferocious "knife-thrust" into the thought of his opponents. Dia lectical
logic enables Socrates to take revenge on the aristocrats, conquering them
and the culture they created . The dialectic i s really a weapon that is used
in political conquest.
As a dialectician one is in possession of a pitiless instrument; with its aid one
can play the tyrant; one compromises by conquering. The dialectician leaves it
to his opponent to demonstrate he is not an idiot: he enrages, he at the same
time makes helpless. The dialectician devitalizes his opponent's intellect. 20
As a political weapon, the dialectic generates m istrust, it encourages
doubt, skepticism, undermines certainty. I t even p romotes d i strust of in
stinct and p rerational behavior. Dia lectics themselves are rarely a viable
route to knowledge. They are not convincing and they do not settle ques
t ions about knowledge, l i fe, or h istory. Dialecticians, like Socrates, are
easy to refute and have no lasting effect on d iscourse. At its best, the dia
lectic is onl y an "expedient," or a "last-ditch weapon in the hands of those
who have no other weapon left."21 Dia lecticians, l ike Socrates, assign a
prominent role to reason in history and in everyd a y life. Nietzsche is un
happy with that, preferring that individuals and n a tions be gu ided by
their "instincts." He admonishes us that
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The harshest daylight, rationality at any cost, life bright, cold, circumspect,
conscious, without instinct, in opposition to the instincts, has itself been no
more than a form of sickness, another form of sickness - and by no means a
way back to " virtue," to "health," to happiness . . . . To have to combat one's
instincts - that is the formula for decadence: as long as life i s ascending, hap
piness and instinct are one.22

Nietzsche rejects everything about the dialectic tha t Stirner embraces,
believing that it challenges a uthority, instinct, and habit, the historical fet
ters on individual thought and action. For Stirner, the dialectic is essential
to the person's judgment and i ntentionality, their ability to assert owner
ship, or to appropriate and consume life, property, and power. D i alectic is
essential to self-enjoyment.
Nietzsche's Egoism
A nother important d ifference is apparent in the nature of the egoism of
Stirner and N ietzsche. Like Stirner, Nietzsche clearly advocates for ego
ism and offers a n organized criticism of altruistic moral ity in s everal of
his books. At times, he d escribes himself a s an "immoralist," perhaps
ironically, and applauds the contemporary value of independence, self
interest, feeling "responsible for what one intends," and having "pride in
ourselves."23 B oth Stirner and Nietzsche are extremely critical of a ltruism,
sel f-denial, and self-renunciation, but Nietzsche's egoism was not b a s ed
on a notion of ownness. Instead, it emerged out his inversion of the trad i
tional ethical fram ework that includes notions of good and evil, and ex
ternal measures o f virtue . His egoism inclu des a consideration of the in
herently selfish or self-interested nature of human action, and the logical
and psychological problems associated with altruism . Nietzsche's egoism
and critique o f morality is certainly a radical departure from not only a l
truists, but also those egoists who found morality on hedonic or utilita r
ian grounds. In opposition to Stirner and his progeny, Nietzsche does not
advocate for the abolition o f morality in favor of any form of ownness,
self-ownership, or individual subjectivity. F urthermore, N ietzsche argues
in favor o f the use of external standards to assign value to the choices and
actions of individuals. Nietzsche challenges traditional conceptions of
morality, particularly the antagonism between self-interest and self
sacrifice. He a rgues that the self-interested actions of noble souls a lso
serve greater purposes. N ietzsche intends to reinvent or reconstruct
morality based on more heroic values.24 Unlike Stirner, he does not coun
terpose morality with egoism, nor does he see morality as inherently
inimical to the individua l .
Nietzsche's egoism i s defined b y three important points. First, morality
poses a significant philosophic problem, but it is a cul tural necessity. The
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natu re of moral ity and its uses can only be understood through i ts inver
s ion; that i s, by upending how people tra d i tional l y understand its con
cepts and purposes. Mora lity is necessary not because the "evil wild
beast" inside humans needs to be constrained b y cultural prescriptions of
good and evil, but becau se, as tame animals, the people who populate
modernity "are an ignominious spectacle and require moral d i sgu ising."
The "European disguises himsel f in morality because he has become sick,
sickly crip pled animal, who has good reasons for being ' tame,' because he
i s almost an abortion, an imperfect, weak and clumsy." Amoral fierce
beasts do not need any mora l d isgu ise, they simply act and recogn ize that
it is their p ower, not their right that matters. It is the tame, the gregarious
a n i ma l, the timid, med iocre modern human being that must "dress up"
its mediocrity, anxiety, and ennui w ith morality.25 The mass of humani ty,
what N ietzsche ca lls "the herd," legitimates and dramatizes its weakness
and med iocrity through moral ity. Ultimately, morality has little to d o with
u n i versal notions of right and wrong. It d oes not constrain human a ggres
sion or the passions. Instead, it i s a marker that separates the herd from
exceptiona l individua ls, the overhumans; it d i fferentiates the masters
from the slaves . Each social category is marked b y its own morality. The
most important function of egoism in N ietzsche's philosophy is to legiti
mate the sense of the overhu mans that they are special, not bound b y the
"prejudices" and rules that govern ordinary human behavior.
Second, N ietzsche's rejection of a ltruism is no less adamant than Stirn
er 's but it has a different goa l . In Beyond Good and Evil N ietzsche says, "the
feelings of devotion, self-sacrifice for one's neighbor, the whole moral i ty
of self-denial must be questioned merc ilessl y and taken to court. " 26 In The
Gay Science, he unequivocally states that selflessness "has no value either
i n heaven or on earth; the great p roblems a l l dema n d great love, a n d i t is
only the strong, well-rounded, secure spirits, those who have a solid ba
s is, that are qualified for them."27 H e makes clear that self-renunciation
characterizes particu lar types of individuals and that i t i s a fact of l i fe that
some will dominate and others submit.
I see in many men an excessive impulse and delight in wanting to be a func
tion; they strive after it, and have the keenest scent for all those positions in
which precisely they themselves can be functions . . . . Such beings maintain
themselves best when they insert themselves in an alien organism; if they do
not succeed they become vexed, irritated, and eat themselves U p . 28
It is not necessarily a matter of virtue or ethics that some persons trans
form themselves into dominant creatures and subordinate others. It i s
s i m p l y a matter of necessity a n d nature. Mora l i ty, benevolence, and altru
i sm, therefore, are a matter of perspective, "according as the stronger or
the weaker feels benevolent."29 Third, N i etzsche's egoism d i fferentiates
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between noble and petty actions, and argues that the value and, therefo re,
the interests of some persons are more important than others.

The value of egoism d epends on the physiological value of him who pos
sesses it: it can be very valuable, it can be worthless and contemptible. Every
individual may be regarded as representing the ascending or descending line
of life. When one has decided which, one has thereby established a canon for
the value of his egoism. If he represents the ascending line his value is in fact
extraordinary - and for the sake of the life-collective.3D
If the person represents the "descending development, decay, chronic
degeneration," she or he has l ittle value and shoul d not be able to sponge
off of the "well-constituted." The qualities of individuals, and the egoistic
choices that individuals m ake, have value according to the "canon" d efined
by "ascending life." Thus, for Nietzsche, noble actions and the actions of the
noble serve both the interest of the individual actor and a larger social and
h istorical purpose, the ascending line of the "life-collective."31
From a Stirnerite point of view, the problem with Nietzsche's egoism is
that it includes an assum ption of an external standard, or a " canon of the
ascending line of the l i fe-col lective," that should be used to measure no
bility or pettiness of actions and the importance of individuals. What is
this canon and where did it come from? How can individuals know if
their actions are noble o r petty? How can they know w hich individuals
are more important than others? Nietzsche's supposition of a " canon of
the ascending l ine of the life-collective" is nothing more than what Stirner
would call a "spook." It is a humanly constructed fiction that i s attributed
the appearance of an external, constraining, and absolute yardstick to as
sess the value of actions and persons. It fundamentally contradicts Stirn
er 's notion of egoism since own ness opposes the application of any exter
nal measure of value to the person's quali ties or action s . Individuals are
the total ity, they are not part of some m ystical life-collective. Individuals
are unique; they a re w i thout "norm." Stirner 's critique of self-renunciation
was based on his judgment that all forms of external measurement con
tradict ownness . It i s impossible for individuals to own their l i ves, minds,
and bodies if they renounce their ability to assign meaning and value to
themselves, to others, and to objects in the external environment, i n favor
of some externa l canon . Egoism, ownness, the affirmation of self, entails
an absolute rejection of external measures of meaning and value.
Nietzsche's Critique o f Modernity
Stirner and N i etzsche are both resolute enemies of modernity, but they
define modernity d i fferently and oppose it for different reasons. Stirner
equates modernity with the domination of individual thought and action
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by hu manist i deology. For Stirner, modernity is not a condition of nihil
ism nor a void of meaning. It is a condition in which the h u m a n rei gns
s upreme. Moderni ty, the hegemony of the human as an ideal form was
rooted in the universalist ethics created by Socrates and evolved ou t of
Christianity, empiricism, and the political, social, and h umane forms of
l ibera l i s m . Modernity was ful l y totalized in Feu erbach's atheism which
el evated "Man" to the status of the su preme being. For Stirner, the prob
lem of m odernity is not the absence of meaning or value, but the i m posi
tion of externally constructed meanings and va lues that inhibit individu
a l s fro m con tributing to the symbolic environment they inhabit.
Nietzsche also assigns atheism a pivotal role in m odern ity: modernity
arrives as soon as humans announce "the d eath o f god ."32 But in Nietz
sche's thought, atheism or the proclamation that "god is dead" does not
mean that humanity becomes the new s u preme being. Humans confront
a void that has been fi lled by a secu la rized, humanitarian Christiani ty, an
especially decadent and weak slave m ora l i ty. Modern ity i s devoid of
meaning and value. Persons experience the nihilism of modernity. The
concrete manifestations of the nihi listic condition of modern ity are ev i
dent in all social institutions, including the democratic state, the economy,
the chu rch, and marriage. All are decadent, lack m eaning, and too wea k
to regenerate or defend themselves. Mod ern societies, particu larly in the
West, have lost the "instincts" that a re necessary to make social institu
tions strong and prosperous. The "modern spirit" inclu des a concept of
" freedo m " that encou rages persons to live for today, to live very fast, and
to live irresponsibly. Thi s concept of freedom is a symbol of

decadence. At

the root of the problem of modernity is the loss of authority or the rise of
the instinct of

decadence. If there is n o meaning, there can b e no au thority.

And if there i s no au thority, no one w i l l ing to profess or d pfend socia!
institu tions, there can be no meaning. The quali ties that define social in
stitutions are
despised, hated, rejected: whenever the word " au thority" is so much as
heard one believes oneself in danger of a new slavery. The decadence in the
valuating instincts of our politicians, our political parties, goes so deep that
they instinctively prefer that which leads to dissolution, that which hastens
the end.33

It is im possible to reverse this degeneration from the inside. Modern
social institutions cannot reform or save themselves. The degeneration
has to p roceed, step by step further into

decadence. It is, of course, chal

lenged from the outside by N ietzsche's reconstruction of mora lity. Nietz
sche's ind ividualism was based on the phi losophic conflict between mas
ter and slave moralities, an antagonism that mimics but actually inverts
H egel's lordship-bondage dialectic. In N ietzsche's view, human actions
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must be assessed in terms of their proficiency, the "master mora l ity," and
not their intentions, the "slave morality." History and culture for Nietz
sche are narrations in time and space of the conflict b etween the m aster
and slave mora lities. This i s p a rticularly important in modernity, because
humanly constructed moralities are a l l that are left since the "dea th of
god." For Nietzsche, the master morality reflects all that i s nobl e, strong,
and powerful, while the slave morality reflects all that is weak, cowardly,
timid, and petty. The m aster morality challenges the

decadence of moder

nity, while the slave morality hastens it.
In Nietzsche's thought, the creative energy in history and society is
provided by the masters, the exceptional individuals, who intend to im
pose noble values on a restive populace. This di ffers d ramatically from
dialectical theory in which the creative energy in history and society is
generated by the servant seeking recognition as an equ a l, or an autono
mous subject. Historically, the master morality i s reflected in the will of
stronger persons, groups, and nations who impose their will, ethics, eco
nomics, and politics on others. The concept of the "will to power" is the
basis for understanding human motivation and, ultimately, the formation
of social institutions. Humans struggle to impose their will on the world
and, inevitably, on other people. The "will to power" is important in the
social developm ent of humanity since it eventually results in the over
coming of a l l that is human - the creation of the

Ubermensch, or the over

human, a being who transcends the weakness of modernity and the slave
morality. N i etzsche v iews humanity as merely a bridge between beasts
and the

overhuman.

There is a type of parallel of the major concepts in the assault on moder
nity by Stirner and Nietzsche. The

unique one and the overhuman are images

of a subject that has overcome the alienation inherent in the person's subju
gation to the external mediation of thought and behavior in history and
culture.

OWllness and the will to power are both principles of thought and

action that guide the subject'S opposition to alienation in history and cul
ture. The

union of egoists and the master morality are both images of the un

fettered subject interacting with others who also reject the alienated confor
mity of modernity and who act to transcend existing relationships, roles,
and expectations. Of course, these parallels are not evidence that Stirner's
writings had a significant influence on Nietzsche, nor are they evidence
that the two philosophers articulate the same or similar critiques of moder
nity. Stirner certainly rejected any notion that the creative energy in history
and society is provided solely by the masters who control the polity, econ
omy, and culture. Stirner also rejected the notion that the goal of history,
society, or individuality is the imposition of any type of morality, slave or
master. Moreover, Stirner's writings lack any sort of assertion tha t the "will
to power" is the dynamic principle or the driver of individual behavior,
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although the acquisiti on and consumption of power are elements of own
ness. Nor wou ld the

overhuman be anything more than what Stirner would

r i d icule as a spook or fixed idea that functions only to den igrate and control
the thoughts and aspirations of individuals.
The i m p ortance of a discussion that d i ssociates the two phi losophies is
manifest in the fact that the most s i gn i fi cant in terp reta tion and appl ica
t i on of Sti rner in political theory tod ay is based on the highly i m probable
a ssertion that N ietzsche "was clearly influenced by [Sti rner] . " J4 The prob
lem is that Stirner is still interpreted through the lens of N ietzsche's cri
tique o f m oderni ty, even by those who want to establish Stirner's relevance
to contemporary soci a l and political theory!
Both N ietzsche and Stirner shou l d be understood o n their o w n terms;
neither should be interpreted through the lens of the other 's thou ght.
Sti rner 's relevance today can be esta b l i shed only by a clear understanding
of his i d ea s, not his i deas filtered through a N ietzschean perspective. An
articulation of the simi larities and d is s i m i larities in the i d eas of Nietzsche
and Stirner has m ore importance than the debate over Stirner's d i rect in
fluence on Nietzsche. The interest in d i scu ssing the qu esti on, beyond the
va lue of historical accuracy, is in d issociating, not conflating, the two phi
losophies; the two critiques of modernity are not the same. Th i s study o f
Sti rner focuses o n the notion of "ownness," and i t s deriva tives - the

The Ego
and Its Own. These concepts are the standards it uses to assess Stirner's
u n i que one and the union of egoists - as the central concepts i n

infl u ence on Tucker, Wa lker, and Marsden. The same i d eas, or any s i m i l a r
derivation o f them, s i m p l y do n o t a p p e a r i n N ietzsche's writings. Thi s is
not a cri t icism of N ietzsche, nor an assertion that one philosophy i s supe
rior to the other; it is simply a recogni t i on that the two are very d i fferent.
Whatever the strengths of N ietzsche's egoism , and wha tever its parallels
with Stirner 's egoism, a rendering of the d i fferences b etween (a) the over
human a n d the uniqu e one, (b) t h e w i l l to p ower and ownn ess, and (c) the
master morality and the union of egoi sts, helps definitively d i ssociate the
thought of Stirner and Nietzsche. It thereby augments an u n d ersta n d i ng
of Stirner's revolt against modernity.

THE UNIQUE ONE MEETS THE OVERHUMAN

N ietzsche's concept of the

Ubermensch or overhuman i s easily one of the

most recognized ideas in his thought. However, it actually plays a small
and somewhat vague role i n the entirety of his philosophy. N i etzsche's
definition and characterization of the overhum a n is a lso very l i mited. The
overhum a n is discussed with any depth only in

Thus Spoke Zarathustra.35

The overhuman is a problematic concept for understanding of Stirner and
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his influence, because it has been associated with the unique one. The
same body of l iterature that intends to establish Stirner as Nietzsche's
predecessor, also tend s to see the overhuman as a poetic restatement of
the unique one. In a d dition, a significant number of the scholars who ar
gue that there are p rofound differences between Stirner and Nietzsche,
also see para llels between the unique one and the overhuman, arguing
that the concepts are similar egoist reactions to both humanism and mo
dernity.36 But these efforts are specious, even with the scant and ambigu
ous information N ietzsche provides about the overhuman. About all that
Nietzsche says about the overhuman is that it (a) is a collective concept,
not a reference to an individual; (b) is devoid of the timidity, cowardi ce,
and p ettiness that frequently characterizes modern human b eings, espe
cially those in leadership positions; (c) aspires to warrior values of great
ness and nobility; and (d) acknowledges and relishes the fact that l ife is
risky and adventurous .37 What appears to matter more than the specific
qualities of the overhuman is the rationa le for its coming, and what hu
mans must do to prepare for it.
In

Ecce Homo,

Nietzsche d iscusses the inspirations and fru strations he

experienced as he wrote Thus

Spoke Zarathustra,

thus creating the concept

of the overhuman . When his health permitted in the spring and w inter of
1 881, N ietzsche woul d wa lk in the mornings from Rapallo on the Italian
Riviera, where he was living, to Zoagli amid the pine trees . In the a fter
noon he woul d walk along the bay from Santa Margherita to Portofino. It
was on these walks that the concept of Zarathustra "as a type" came to
him, or, as he put it, " overtook me." To understand Zarathustra as the
prophet of a great change, he suggests that one must review his concept
of "great health," which he initially elaborated in

The Gay Science.

"Grea t

hea lth" is an acknowledgement, an appreciation, and a frustration with
the intellectual journey toward discovering new goal s, new values, new
means, and new idea ls, particularly those pertaining to human beings
and their actions. The beautiful views of the Mediterranean contrasted
sharply with his ill health, shaking Nietzsche with a profound agony that
became a metaphor for his disgust with the values and archetypes of mo
dernity. N ietzsche claims insight because he suffers deeply but still ap
preciates beauty and majesty.
After such vistas and with burning hunger in our science and conscience,
how could we still be satisfied with present-day man? It may be too hard
but it is inevitable that we find it difficult to remain serious when we look
at his worthiest goals and hopes, and perhaps we do not even bother to look
anymore.38

Nevertheless, Nietzsche looks at "modern man." He finds the va lues,
hopes, and l ives of modern humans inadequate. When we first meet the
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hero in the early pages of Thus Spoke Zarathustra, he has emerged from the
cave in the mountains where he has spent the past decade in isolation. He
is now a transformed human, overburdened with the wisdom that he
wants to bestow and distribute until the wise are once again "glad of their
folly" and the poor are once again "glad of their riches." H e encounters a
holy man as he descends but he soon parts company, astonished to l earn
that the holy man has not heard that "god is dead." He comes to a crowded
m a rket in a town and dramatically announces the coming of the overhu
man, tel ling the crowd that the overhuman is to the human what the hu
man is to the ape. His appeal to the mob in the market is that the greatness
in humanity, or in themselves, is foun d in the efforts of persons to lay the
foundation for the arrival of this being, or ideal, that transcends the hu
man.39 "What is great in the human is that it is a bridge and not a goa l: what
can be loved in the human is that it is a going-over and a going-ullder."40
Zarathustra says that he loves the humans who sacri fice themselves for
the ea rth so that it will one day belong to the overhuman. He loves those
who "will" their "going under" so that the overhuman may live, and those
who prepare a home with animals and plants so that the overhuman will
have a home with the resources needed to live. Zarathustra's initial message
is not only to announce the coming of the overhuman, and the overcoming
of the human, but to instruct his audience in what they need to do to pre
pare the way for the life of the overhuman and the death of the human. This
preparation involves both a "going-over" the bridge that is humanity and
a "going-under " so that the human will " live no more." Individual human
beings are not the overhuman and neither is Zarathustra. Zarathustra is the
"herald of the lightning from the dark cloud of the human," and the light
ning is the overhuman. Zarathustra's task is to rally the humans to be m ore
than themselves by contributing to the arrival of the overhu m c m . Nietzsche
tells us directly that Zarathustra is the promoter of a cause, which is the
arrival of the overhuman, and he demands the sacrifice of the thoughts,
feelings, and activity of individuals to the cause, so that they can be part of
something that is more than themselves. Their purpose, the m eaning of
their lives, the goal they should set for hum anity is to assist in the creation
of something better than themselves .
As the "herald of the lightning," N ietzsche speaks through Zarathustra
about the failu res, limitations, and inadequacies of human beings, encour
aging and applauding their "going under, " their sacrifice, in favor of the
overhum a n . He counterposes the overhum a n with "the l a s t human," a n d
warns his audience about the final, m o s t despicable humans . The last
humans are despicable because they have abandoned all interest i n tran
scending the human. They no longer understand or seek to understand
love or creation. They have made the earth small and petty. They have
contrived happiness. They no longer challenge them selves, but seek only
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comfort, warmth, and a little pleasure. They do not even realize how d e 
spicable they a r e . But there is s t i l l some "chaos" within t h e souls of h u 
mans a n d Zarathustra will exploit this chaos, work with the "higher hu 
mans" to bring about the overhuman. To make way for the overhu man,
the human and all of the products of human folly must be overcome.
Zarathustra critiques the " new idols," but this is not the critique of d i alec
tical egoism .
The state is especially singled out for Zarathustra's wrath because i t i s
the imp lacable enemy, not of the unique one, but of "peoples and herds"
who have a faith and serve the cause of life. The state is the annihilator of
peoples; it rules by the sword and generates a "hundred desires" in peo
ple, while "moderate poverty" should be praised. Where peoples, tribes,
cultures still exist, they despise the state as an abomination against cu s 
toms a n d morality. The state creates i t s own concepts of good and evi l,
and undermines traditional notions of customs and rights. The state gen
erates superfluous, unnecessary persons who clamor for equality, rights,
and material desiderata . It separates people from nobler values o f duty,
honor, and struggle because its reason for being is to provide security,
rights, equality, and freedom from materi a l deprivation. Only where the
state ends is where the overhuman begins.41 Zarathustra assails the po
l itical products of equal ity and individual rights in a similar manner.
Humans are not equal and never will be. The deception of equality gener
ates nothing but petty resentment and a desire for revenge; the deception
of equality represses nobility. The overhuman will not bring equality nor
individual rights, but a clash of rich and poor, the high and low so that
life can overcom e itself again and again. "And becau se it needs the heights
it needs steps and opposition among steps and climbers! To climb is what
l ife wills, and in climbing to overcome itself."42
Nietzsche's critique of politics and society is not oriented toward the
overcoming of the individual's alienation from self, nor toward the indi
vidual's assertion of ownership of thought, behavior, and property. His
critique is oriented toward the coming of the overhuman. Nietzsche's as
sault on the state, cu lture, religion, and science does not establish any sort
of compatib ility with Stimer either in form, content, or purpose. Nor does
it make him an anarchist or atheist. Nietzsche attacks authority in order to
recreate it. Nietzsche attacks the human abstraction, the human essence, in
order to make way for the overhuman, a new abstraction, a new essence.
The state, cu lture, religion, and science must go so that there is no com
petitor for the attention, trust, loyalty, and adulation due to the overhu
man. Nietzsche's Zarathustra wants to ra lly the mob so that they can sac
rifice themselves, effecting the transition to the overhuman. He is not
rousing the rabble so they can make the internal and external changes
needed to appropriate and consume their own lives. God and the state
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must d ie, and so must the human, but this is so the overhuman can l ive. It
i s significant tha t Stirner not only counterposed the state in the abstract to
the egoism, the "I," of the unique one, but he attacked the state in its spe
cific historica l and ideological manifestations: the Greek, Roman, Ch ristian
Germanic, libera l, socialist, and humanist. I n each case, he outlined the
s pecific form of opposition of the state to the egoism of the individual,
extracting from each form the antagonism between the "cause" of the state
and the "own ness" of the person . Sti rner's critique of cultu re, vi rtu e, reli
gion, and science has a similar trajectory: the historical and ideological
facts are opposed to egoism, the " I," and the unique one. They a re eventu
a l ly rela ted back to the opposition between the externa l "cause" and the
ownness of the person. Stirner's critique of the a bstraction - god, state, and
humanity - was based on a n objection tha t the essence su pplanted the rea l,
concrete ind ividual. The overhuman is a n abstraction, an essence, a spiri
tu a l idea l . It is another cause that is " m ore to m e than myself."
Zarathustra proclaims the downfall of moderni ty, conventiona l values,
a n d the bi rth of a new era with a new m ora l ity and a new view of great
ness that ord inary humans cannot envision, m u ch less achieve. Zara thu s
tra a ttacks individual humans for what they a re, how they l ive, what they
value, and what they aspire to become. They a re dispa raged because they
do not fit the spiritual ideal of the overhuman. He announces the dea th of
god, but does not attack the superna l a n d mystical expressions of human
thought because he knew i t wou l d destroy any notion of the supernatural
d i gn i ty of humanity as the precursor of the overhuman. He wants to re
suscitate the superna tura l and the mystical so that the overhuman is
greeted with awe and admiration. As a supernatural and mystical being,
the overhuman dominates the passions a n d lesser values. The overhuman
forms his or her own character

ab

novo,

valu ing creativity above all else.

The overhuman accepts that l i fe is hard, that injustice occurs, but chooses
to l ive without resentment or any form of pettiness. The overhuman is not
motivated by everyday commerce, the necessity of meeting everyday
n eeds, but by the opportunity for greatness and nobility.
The overhuman is the a lternative to both god and humanity. Unlike
god, the overhuman is not perfect. Unlike humani ty, the overhuman em
braces perfection as a life-goal . The overhuman struggles for perfection in
a worl d without inherent meaning and without absolute standards. There
is no meaning in life except the meaning that persons give their l i fe. There
are no standards other than those people create. Most humans - the last
humans - settle for petty values and d o not a ttempt to surpass the medi
ocrity and cowa rdice of modern l i fe. To raise themselves a bove meaning
lessness, mediocrity, and cowardice they must cease being merely human,
all too human. They must be harsh on themselves and each other. They
must be d isci plined to endure deprivation w i th joy. They must become
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creators instead of remaining mere crea tures. Nietzsche says tha t suffer
ing strengthens people and prepares them to overcome mediocrity and
coward ice.43 Harshness, su ffering, and discipline are important because
there is no other way to prove one's worth or to transcend modern values.
The death o f god is an opportunity, not a lament, because a world w ithout
god demands that humans transcend themselves. Perfectibility or im
provement is the task of the overhuman made possible and necessary by
the death of god . The overhuman demands more of self than human be
ings. The overhuman welcomes difficulties and duties in contras t to hu
mans who demand nothing special, who seek only comfort and sa tiation,
and fail to push themselves toward perfection.44 The overhuman accepts
the risks, terrors, and deprivations inherent in living, but values l i fe with
out hesitation. The existence and vocation of the overhu man is danger
ous. Danger reveals the destiny of persons; those who accept and confront
danger transcend humanity and modernity, those who refuse to confront
it are condemned to extinction .45
Other archetypes of " m odern man" are equally problematic in N ietz
sche's concept of the overhuman. Those who idolize the protection and
security provided by the state, those who idolize a cquisition and con
sumption, and those who refuse to challenge the Christian ideal of hu
manity are " worms," "mere animals," "mechanical robots;" collectively,
they are a "herd ." N ietzsche's criticism of modernity is a protest against
the weakness, comp lacency, and fake civility of Christian humanism be
cause it imposes a distorted image of what human beings can be. He d e
mands the transcendence of humanity and m odernity that will negate the
entirety of Christian humanitarianism . Modern human beings must be
transcended by the overhuman. The only hope is that the "higher men,"
those humans who can still despise themselves, as Nietzsche did during
his walks along the Italian Riviera, will recognize the need for a transcen
dence, and assist the being who can impose some meaning on the pur
poseless existence of humanity.46
The "humanity" that Stirner targeted was rooted in Christianity, but it
was not a Christian idea; it was the atheist idea of Feuerbach and Bauer.
Stirner's conflict was not with modernity as a catalog of human failures
and inadequacies, it was a fight with modernity as a social system that
dispossesses persons of power and property, a culture and ideology that
infuse the world with spooks, and a form of cognition and everyday be
havior that converts persons into ragamuffins who welcome the i r dispos
session. The unique one is not the overhuman and does not transcend the
human. The unique one is the practicing egoist, the individual hu man
being who owns his or her life, thoughts, and actions.
There is no external, overarching purpose for humans. There is no exter
nal, overarching meaning. Purpose and meaning are created, destroyed,
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recreated, and ignored by persons continually. Nietzsche is bothered by the
death of god and the lack of inherent meaning in life. He wants it recreated
in the form of a new being and a new morality. For Sti rner, god was not
dead but resurrected as humanity. Humanity is the supreme being of m o
derni ty. Stirner objects to the impositi on of meaning and purpose by culture
and social institutions. Individuals can determine for themselves what mat
ters in their lives. They can appropriate and consume what they fin d mean
i ngful. Self-libera tion is not a matter of discovering prefabricated meaning
or waiting for the overhuman to provide it. Perfection and im provement
are not measures of liberation, they are external images of how people
should live, think, and behave. Ownness is a quality or the act of determin
ing for oneself what images one will use to live; dialectica l egoism is the
philosophy of living without externa l measures of value, meaning, or pur
pose. It challenges the notion that harshness is better than gentleness, tha t
d u ty is better than choice, that necessity is better than freedom, that perfec
tion is better than imperfection. Stirner did not seek a new m oral ity, a new
spi ritual ideal, nor a new, improved version of human collectivities. He did
not dispa rage persons; he d isparaged social systems, the state, and "the
d om inion of mind" for what they do to persons. Stirner rejected all super
nal and mystical essences . In

The Ego and Its Own,

humanity is a "spook."

The overhuman is also a spook .

THE WILL TO POWER AND THE WILL TO ACCUMULATION
Ni etzsche's use of different approaches in his writings has been both ap
plauded and criticized. The applause typically comes from scholars who
find that his mixture of organized, systematic argument with poetry a n d
ep igrammatic free association to be innovative a n d a p leasant break from
more turgid nineteenth century philosophic prose. Moreover, it is also
a p plauded as a stylistic manifestation of his antimodernity.47 N ietzsche
himself said that he mistrusted "systematizers." The "will to a system" or
efforts to create organized philosophic statements b ased on an identifi
able and coherent methodology "lack integrity. " 48 Other scholars warn
that the expression of his thought in hundreds of aphorisms creates a fa lse
sense that there is no continuity or integration of his ideas, and, thus,
there is really no way to resolve his many apparently contra dictory state
ments. As Kaufman argues, while Nietzsche seems direct and clear in his
individual statements, even these must be interpreted in the context of the
totality of his writings .49 It is problematic to d iscern N ietzsche's i nten ded
meaning even in the concepts that recur in his writings . N ietzsche's
method tends to encourage softening the boldness and originality of the
concepts such as the overhuman and the will to power.
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The problem of interpretation is not unique to Nietzsche, of course. The
whole point of scholarship on classical political theory is to articulate the
meaning of a theorist's ideas and defend it based on judgments about the
totality of his or her work and the context in which it was written. N ietz
sche's disdain for systemization makes it critical to acknowledge that his
diverse approaches are part o f the context and present some challenges in
interpretation and comparison. Consequently, major Nietzsche schol ars
debate the role and importance of the "will to power " in the entirety of
his thought. Some suggest that it is the notion that undergirds all o f his
thought; others suggest that this unnecessarily overstates its role and im
portance.50 I f the goal is to compare Nietzsche to a writer like Stirner, it is
helpful to cons ider the position that the will to power is one of Nietzsche's
signature concepts because o f its perceived parallel w ith the notion o f
ownness. The concept of t h e w i l l t o power appears in Ni etzsche's notes as
early as the late 1 870s, but it makes its first appearance in a publi shed
work in

Thus Spoke Zarathustra.

In Walter Kaufman's view, the will to

power is the centra l idea i n Nietzsche's philosophy. What d istinguishes
Nietzsche's early work from his " fina l philosophy" is the inclusion o f the
will to power which eliminated all of the d ivergent tendencies in his early
writings and reduced them to "mere manifesta tions of this basic human
drive."s1 As i t appears in his mature thought, Kaufman indicates that the
will to power provides a principle that helps to unify or to provide some
cohesion to N ietzsche's philosophy.
Nietzsche is fond of u s ing the phrase "the will to . . . " In addition to " the
will to power" and "the will to a system," he also speaks of "the w i l l to
truth," "the will to deception," "the will to overcome," "the will to serve,"
"the will to master," " the w i l l to suffer," "the will to live," and "the w i l l
to deny reality." The " w i l l to power" appears with such regularity i n h i s
writings that N ietzsche gives the impression that it is a core idea that
helps integrate or bind whatever integration or cohesion exists in his phi
losophy. The book that bears the title

The Will to Power affirms the centra l
The Will to Power was actu

ity of the concept in an ironic and indirect way.

ally assembled and published posthumously by Nietzsche's sister based
on manuscripts he left behind. Several sections of the book discuss the
will to power. Some N ietzsche scholars do not regard

The Will to Power to

be among his most important books. The fact that the assembled materials
were entitled

The Will to Power,

not by Nietzsche but by the executors of

his literary estate, is nevertheless a testam ent to the perceived importance
of the concept in his work.52
It is also an indication of the perceived importance of the role of the will
in overcoming humanity and modernity in his philosophy. Significant dis
cussions of will and the will to power appear in

light of the Idols, The Anti-Christ,

Beyond Good and Evil, Twi
Thus Spoke Zarathustra.

and, his masterpiece,
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Beyond Good and Evil Nietzsche arguably provides the greatest depth in
BetJond Good and Evil is a critique of the

his discussion of the will to power.53

concepts of truth and mora lity as they appear in philosophy at the end of
the nineteenth century. It also outlines the basic elements of N ietzsche's
critique of modernity. The first part of the book a ttacks two facets of phi
losophy: (a) the "prejudices of philosophers, " or the practice of presenting
their di scoveries as absolute, objective truth; and (b) the tendency to frame
philosophic problems in terms of opposites, such as "good" and "evil."
N ietzsche argues that such concepts may not be opposites at all, or that they
are only "foreground estimates" of a "higher and more fundamental value
for life." The pretense at obj ectivity and absoluteness i n philosophy i s sus
picious because "all phil osophers" are "not honest enough in their work,
a l though they all make a lot of noise when the problem of truthfulness is
touched even remotely." Philosophic methods pose a s rational, objective,
pu re, "divinely unconcerned dialectic" and purport to produce "truth,"
when their efforts are really assumptions, hunches, inspirations. Philoso
phy "baptizes" prejudices as truths, or it converts the subjective pronounce
ments by philosophers into positive truths that have an aura of objectivity
and absoluteness. Nietzsche predicts that "new philosophers" and "new
psychologists" will unmask this problem and begin to acknowledge that
their d iscoveries are really reflections of the type of people they are. They
will critically examine the practice of isolating opposites and increasingly
focus on the discovery of underlying essences.
The "new philosophy" and "new psychology" w i l l admit that all thou ght
and all human action seek to create the world in its own image. They will
d iscover that philosophy is a "tyrannical drive" or a "spiritual will to
power" to impose an image on the world. The "will to power" underlies all
life, even science, philosophy, and art. Every living th ing, including the
scientist, the philosopher, and the artist, seeks " above all to discharge its
strength - life itself is will to power."54 Prior to Nietzsche's articulation of
thi s idea, the claim goes, the hedonistic philosophers who preceded him
expressed egoism in terms of self-preservation. But self-preservation is only
one "indirect and most frequent results" of the w i l l to power. The will to
power is the more fundamental, more important concept that includes, but
transcends, self-preservation. Part of the problem i s that the will itself i s not
well understood, but Nietzsche says that i t has physical, intellectual, and
emotional dimensions that comprise a totality. The w i l l is a complex of
sensations " away from" one object and "toward" a nother object. It is a "rul
ing thought" that directs attention, interest, and value; and an "affect of
command" that requires obedience. "A man who wills commands some
thing within himself that renders obedience, or that he believes renders
obedience."55 The will has a duality of commanding and obeying which are
deceptively synthesized in the concept of "1."
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The idea of will also includes an assumption, which is often fal s e, that
will and action are the same: that the act of willing produces or is l inked
to an intended outcome. The person who wills something tends to believe
that the objective consequences of the action she or he desires a r e
grounded in t h e w i l l . T h e "freedom of the w i l l " is the l a b e l that persons
p lace on the positive feel ings that acts of will enabled them to overcome
obstacles . The person wills and the external world obeys. F reedom of the
will is the delight one experiences in being a successfu l commander.
H ence, the notion of power, command, and m astery are inherent in the a c t
of will ing; command and obed ience a r e inherent in human action,
thought, and feeling. For N ietzsche, the "I" is the label that individua l s
p lace o n the act o f will ing, including a l l o f the disregarded, erroneou s
conclusions, and false evaluations of the will.
Nietzsche says that the will i s n o t only a psychological concept, i t i s a n
important p a rt of the study of ethics or "the doctrine of the relations of
supremacy under which the phenomenon of ' life comes to be."56 As a
moral concept, the "doctrine of the will to power " means several things:
(a) it is the universal driver of individual behavior; (b) there is a hierarchy
of value, or a "supremacy," of what the person wills; and (c) it structures
socia l relationship s .

T h e Will t o Power as the Source of Behavior
In Th us Spoke Zarati1us tra, Beyond Good and Evil, and The Will to Power,
Nietzsche clearly establishes the idea that the will to power is an absolute,
universal driver of hum a n behavior. The concept makes its first a p p e a r
ance in his published work in Thus Spoke Zarathus tra when the hero pro
claims the w i l l to power a s the one and only force in the cosmos tha t
motivates a l l human activities and underlies a l l life. He says, "Where I
found the living, there I found will to power," and "Only where Life is,
there too is will: though not will to life, but - so I teach you - wi l l t o
power ! " 57 I n Beyon d Good and Evil, Nietzsche tells us that t h e worl d when
"viewed from the inside," according to its " intelligible character," is the
"will to power" and nothing else.5 8 The will to power is not always man
ifest in the same way, but it does have common characteristics: it is the
basis for the overcoming of the self and it a lways entails command and
obedience. The w i l l to power can be expressed in

II

a thousand and one

goals" in as many nations, as Zarathustra says. This moral rel ativism,
however, is both an opportunity and a problem for Zarathustra . The di
vergent exp ressions of the will to power in individuals, social institutions,
and cultures means that it is a lso the basis for the overcoming of the hu
man and for the coming of the overhuman. Zarathustra distinguishes
between an "ancient will to power " that is concerned with defining good
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and evil, or establ ishing once and for a l l absolute moral strictures for hu
man behaviors, and "the will itse l f, the w i l l to power," the life-will, wh i ch
is always overcom ing itsel f.59 Thi s " other w i l l" that Zarathustra p romotes
is oriented to the coming of the Overhuman.
The will to power inclu des both command and obedience. It enta ils
both mastery and control . "What persu a d es the living so that it obeys and
commands, and in commanding still practices obed i ence?"60 M u ch of
Zarathustra's d iscussion about the will to power has to do with i n d i v i d u 
als "overcomi ng" themselves, achieving m o re, a c t i n g more nob ly, subor
d i nating the i r passions to princi p les, obeying i nternal commands to act
more responsibly. Bu t, there is al so a threat that if they fa i l to " overcome"
what they a re, an external force w i l l see that they do. "All tha t is l i v ing is
someth ing that obeys. And this is the second thing: wh oever cannot obey
himself w i l l be com manded."61 In

TIlliS Spoke Zara th ustra, N i etzsche re

veals that the will to power has a very specific contribu tion to human
existence: it ma kes sel f-overcoming possible and, therefore, helps pave
the way for the overhu man. The will to power is a universal d river o f
u nth i nking behavior and t h e life force, b u t it i s a lso a dynam i c that must
be reined in. It is unl ikely that individual humans, left to their own de
vices, w i l l ever succeed in control l ing the w i l l to p ower. They need to
overcome their human inadequacies and either assert mastery over their
drives, o r som ething l i ke the overhu man w i l l do it for them .

The Will to Power as the Standard of Value

What humans will reflects who they are and what they value. N ietzsche
places the ascetic s pirit at the top of his h ierarchy of va lues. The ascetic
sp irit includes self-mastery, self-control, and the subordination of the pas
s ions and w h i m s to more important goals. The ascetic ideal gives mean
ing to suffering, or it demonstrates that su ffering and deprivation are
noble because they make i t possi b l e for some humans to achieve great
ness.62 The saint, artist, and philosopher are the most valuable human
beings because they are the most powerfu l . They are the most powerfu l
because they are w i l l ing to deprive themselves of comfort, prosperity, and
security for nobler pursu its. For N i etzsche, a sceti c self-torture, or self
deprivation, is the source of the greatest possible feeling of power, and
therefore ranks at the top of his moral h ierarchy. At the bottom of the scale
is the uncultured barbarian who, torturing or depriving others, demon
strates no self-mastery and, consequently, is the least powerfu l . Since Ni
etzsche equa tes quantitative degrees of power w ith forms o f behav ior,
power is the measure of value and the standard of m ora l ity.63
The ascetic spirit poses a conundrum for the individual: in the quest for
perfection, self-mastery, and self-control, one can never have too much
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power. In The Antichris t, N ietzsche says that the good is " [ a ] 1 I that heightens
the feeling of power, the will to power, power itself in man." The bad i s " [a ]
II that proceeds from weakness." A n d happiness is " [t]he feeling tha t p ower

increases - that a resistance i s overcome." What matters is not contentment,
satisfaction, and enjoyment of self, but "more power." Humans should not
value peace, but war because it inures persons to hardship, deprivation,
and danger. Morality and standards of human value must change in order
to recognize fully the role of the will to power in human life.

Man has one terrible and fundamental wish; he desires power, and this im
pulse, which is called freedom, must be the longest restrained. Hence ethics
has instinctively aimed at such an education as shall restrain the desire for
power; thus our morality slanders the would-be tyrant, and glorifies charity,
patriotism, and the ambition of the herd.64
In contrast to the decadent values of Christianity, proficiency matters
more than virtue because the measure of the human is the m a stery of self,
not compliance with an external code of behavior.65 The w i l l to power
must be the most important human value because " life itself [is] instinct
for growth, for continuance, for accumulation of forces, for power: where
the will to power is lacking, there is decline" and decadence.66 Any hier
archy of values really turns out to be a quantitative scale of how m u ch
power the individ u a l has. Morality is the will to obtain more power. The
will to power, therefore, is not just the fundamental dynamic that s truc
tures hu man sensations, thoughts, and feelings, it is the assurance that
"more power," or the infinite accumu lation of power, i s the most impor
tant human value, even transcending freedom and life i tself.67
The Will to Power and the Self-Other Relationship
To what extent does the will to power pertain to power over other people?
Some Nietzsche scholars downplay the implication that the concept refers
to power over people. Their a rgument is that the will to power really re
fers to self-development, mastery over self, or personal strength and effi
cacy in the worl d . This line of thinking suggests that N ietzsche d i d not
intend the will to power to refer to pol itical power. Instead, he supposedly
presents i t as a psychological hypothesis about the underlying force that
motivates humans toward achievement and greatness in their lives . These
positive outward expressions of the will to power are possible because,
inwardly, individuals sublimate their desires, exert self-control, and focus
their energy and skill toward the accomplishment of goals they have cho
sen. For instance, Nietzsche praises Caesar primarily for his self-mas tery,
or his com mand of self; his mil itary and political conquests resulted from
his ab ility to control his passions and manage his opportunities produ c-
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tively. The will to power does not mean, first and forem ost, that there is
an innate drive in humans to subordinate others to their will. Instead, it is
a combination of sensations, thoughts, and emotions that push individu
als toward significant accomplishments made possible by self-m astery.
The w i l l to p ower is a universal driver of human behavior, but it does
not gu a rantee universal resu lts. Some individuals and some efforts suc
ceed in sel f-mastery and, thus, ach i evements and greatness; others do not.
Those who achieve great things do so by con trolling frustra tion and refo
cu sing their energy and talent on important goa l s . They apprecia te the
su ccess and accomplishments of others. Those who cannot achieve will
ei ther obsess over their fa ilures and become resentfu l toward those who
succeed and accomplish great things, or they w i l l continue their quest for
perfection, striv ing to accumu late more p ower. The will to power is ini
tially about self-development, a quest for perfection, and the individua l's
efforts to have an impact on the world, or to gratify sel f through an ac
compl ishment. It also means that the acquisition of p ower becomes the
person's primary objective: "the straight look that fixes i tself exclu sively
on one a im, the unconditiona l eva luation that ' this and nothing else is
necessary now."'6 8 The drive to accumulate m ore power has consequ ences
not only for the self, but for others.
The will to power is about mastery or control of all that is externa l
world to the will. As far as the individ u a l is concerned, the person's pas
s ions and physical being are external to his or her convictions and choices.
These must be subord inated to the nobler warrior values N ietzsche iden
tifies. There are no boundaries that restrain the will to power or the p er
son's mastery over external ity. The lack of limits means that the will to
power is limitless; its legitimate purview extends beyond mastery of the
self and the body, it extends to the person's interaction with oth PfS .
We exercise our power over others by doing them good o r b y doing them
ill - that is all we care for! Doing ill to those on whom we have to make om
power felt; for pain is far more sensitive means for that purpose than plea
sure: pain always asks concerning the cause, while pleasure is inclined to
keep within itself and not look backward. Doing good and being kind to
those who are in any way already dependent on us (that is, who are accus
tomed to think of us as their raison d'etre): we want to increase their power
because we thus increase our own; or we want to show them the advantage
there i s in being in om power - thus they become more contented with their
position, and more hostile to the enemies of om power and readier to con
tend with them.69

While the will to power initially refers to the individual's mastery of
self, it does not stop there. It has a social component. Nietzsche clearly
means that the will to power exists among the p owerful and a mong the
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powerless. The implication is that the "powerful" and " powerless" both
want power and that they d i ffer in terms of how much they have. Power
and powerlessness are relative terms based on an externa l measure of
how much power individuals possess. Power is also based on the m a s tery
of others, not just the mastery of oneself. Zarathustra reveals a s much
when he says, " even in the will of one who serves I found a w i l l t o be
m aster " and " [t]hat the weaker should serve the stronger, of this it i s p er
suaded by its w i l l, which woul d be master over what is weaker s ti l l : this
p leasure a lone it d oes not gladly forgo."7o Power has a n external measure:
the power of one over another.
The will to power is directed toward mastery, command, and obed i ence
in regard to the individual's relationship with self and in regard to the
individual's relationship w ith others . It is important to acknowledge that
the will to power has a socia l dimension to it. N ietzsche states in several
places the idea that some persons are more powerful than others and that
individuals seek to have power over others. He even states that the will to
power is expressed in institutionalized power relations, particularly i n the
state. From a Stirnerite point of view, there is no sham e in this. Certa inly,
one of the aspects of ownness is the will to power, although Stirner d oes
not use that phrase. Stirner i s also quite clear on the p oint that the effort
to impose one's will on the world and on other people is inherent in l i fe
and important if individuals are to own themselves . Marsden developed
this idea most forcefully a mong the intellectuals influenced by Stirner.
In Stirner's thought, ownness cannot be reduced to N ietzsche's notion of
the will to power. Ownness is also a "will to property" and a "will to self
enj oyment." The owner or the unique one not only seeks the acquis i tion
and consumption of p ower, mastery over self and others, but also the ac
quisition and consumption o f property and self-enjoyment. The unique one
rejects the idea that the individual must pursue the infinite accumulation of
power or the ceaseless pursuit of perfection in any form . Stirner 's critique
of capitalism included the objection to the prohibition on consuming and
enjoying products, time, and achievements. Accumul ation of property or
power for the sake of accumulation is anathema to the unique one. What
matters to the unique one is the consumption of l i fe, objects, time, and rela
tionships with others . Power and property are not ends in themselves, but
are tools for the individual's self-enjoyment. As such, they are subordinate
to the person's ownership. N either power nor property has a status that is
autonomous to the person's act of ownership. The will to self-enjoyment
imposes limits on the will to power and property. The infinite accumulation
of power and property negates the consumption and enjoyment o f life.
Stirner's concept of ownness contradicts Nietzsche's notion of the a scetic
spirit. Nietzsche would likely consider the pursuit of property and self
enjoyment as barbaric and uncultured. The unique one is unimpressed
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because, in opposition to Nietzsche, ownness means that the person rejects
the external imposition of any scale of values. The meaning and value of
property and cu lture is a task for the individual to work out. Any attempt
to equate Nietzsche's notion of the will to power with Stirner 's ownness
inevitably d istorts one or both of these ideas.

NIETZ SCHE'S REVO LT AGAINST MODERNITY
Perhaps one of Nietzsche's most important philosophic contributions is
h i s notion of "nihilism ." Nihilism is a solemn and d angerous word which
i m p l ies a threat to both individual experience and the collective life of
persons. While human ism, or the supremacy of the human, was the start
i n g point for Stirner's egoistic rebell ion, nihilism is the starting point for
N i etzsche's rebell ion aga inst modernity. N i etzsche describes nihilism as
the "gruesome guest" that is the primary descriptor of modernity. Nihil
ism has social and cu ltural characteristics, as well as historical origins. It
also has implications as ind ividuals attempt to navigate and interpret
their everyday experiences .
Cultural ly, nihilism refers to a circumstance in which the "highest val
ues are losing their value." Morality is in doubt. I t is the " downfall of the
moral interpretation of the universe" and a resistance to the attribution of
moral qualities to the external worl d . It is a cond ition in which there i s no
answer to the question: "to what purpose?"71 From the perspective of the
ind ividual, nihilism is a sense of purposelessness and meaninglessness, a
sense that things lack value and make little sense. As N ietzsche describes
modernity in The Will to Power, " We have ceased from attaching any
worth to what we know, and we dare not attach any m ore worth to that
with which we would fain deceive ourselves - from thi s antagonism there
is a process of dissolution."n Nihilism is the notion that there are no val
ues and n o purpose. It also includes the idea that there is no certainty in
knowledge; nothing is really known. There i s n o truth, no purpose, and
no standard of value. Consequently, the strong and powerful are the arbi
ters of truth, purpose and value.

That there is no truth; that there is no absolute state of affairs - "no thing in
itself." This alone is nihilism, and of the most extreme kind. It finds that the
value of things consists precisely in the fact that these values are not real and
never have been real, but that they are only a symptom of strength on the
part of the valuer, a simplification serving the purposes of existence?3
Nihilism is the theory and practice of expunging truth, purpose, a n d
v a l u e from culture, society, and individuality. Ultimately, nihilism is the
condition i n which moral val uations themselves are reduced to condem-
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nations, morality is " the abdication of the will to live." 74 N ihilism i s the
rationale for

decadence,

the logic of modernity. Nihilism is not mere pes

simism since the latter is disillusionment with specific circumstances .
Nihilism is a much more serious disillusionment; it is disillusionmen t
with the world a n d existence as such,?5
Nietzsche identifies two historical sources of nihilism : Christianity and
science. Christianity is a source of nihilism because its faith in a m a n who
became a god invited a disdain for the material world people inha b i t i n
favor of a w o r l d of fictions. Christian morality i s nihilistic because i t de
grades human beings as they really exist and celebrates humanity a s a
fantasy. In Christianity, the d i gnity of human beings is established by god .
Christianity, therefore, creates an "overevaluation" of humanity that w i l l
have disastrous consequences.
The time is coming when we shall have to pay for having been Christians
for two thousand years: we are losing the equilibrium which enables u s to
live - for a long while we shall not know in what direction we are traveling.
We are hurling ourselves headlong into the opposite valuations, with that
degree which coul d only have been engendered in man by an overvalua
tion of himself.76

Christianity made faith in god unstable, it disrupted the "equilibrium
which enables us to live," because it equated god with a man. The contra
d iction of Christianity is that it demands faith in a man who became a god,
but its morality demeans real men! How can people be expected to m ain
tain their faith in the divinity of a demeaned being? Christianity prompted
nihilism because it unwittingly undermined faith in the absolute.
Faith in god was replaced with faith in science and reason. Science and
reason attempt to refute religious myth with facts, but they prove t o be
another body of myths and prej u dices that also denigrate the human. In
some ways, science is worse than Christianity, or it is more importa n t than
Christianity in laying the foundation for nihilism. Science underm ined
the d ignity religion attributes to humanity by arguing that human exis
tence is an accident; the purposelessness and meaninglessness of human
existence is inherent, it is built into the cosmos. The scientific and rational
theft of human purpose and value only reinforces and contributes t o the
negation of human dignity tha t resul ts from the projection of human
p ower onto god ,?7 Science and reason also have epistemological d imen
sions that contribute to nihilism and

decadence. Kant destroyed

the fu nda

mental unity in scientific and rational inquiry by forever separa ting the
noumenal and phenomenal worlds, the "thing-in-itseI£" and the " thing
as-experience." N ietzsche knew that the philosophers following Kant,
inclu ding Hegel, coul d not reconcile the noumenal and phenomenal
worlds except by reconstituting faith as the bridge between the two . With
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the nou mena l and phenom ena l a li enated forever, the va lue of human life
wou l d be measu red "accord ing to categories wh ich can only be applied
to a pu rely fictitious world ."7 8 Science and reason can only tell us things
about the phenomena l world, the world created by science and reason .
Religion and science both leave human beings without access to knowl
edge about the world they inhabit.
Nihilism has earth ly, societal, everyday causes and consequEnces as
wel l . I t a ffects all social insti tutions and all forms of human intera ctions.
N ihilism is the social and cu ltural rea lity of m odernity. Its socia l and cul
tural traits include:
1. Phi losophy and the natural sciences become characterized by theo
ries and m easu res that reinforce pu rposelessness, unintentiona l
causality, m echanism, conformity to natural law;
2. In poli tics, individuals aban d on beliefs in their own rights and in
nocence. Falsehoods ensu re order and encou rage worsh ip of tempo
rary regimes and causes;
3. In political economy, slavery is abolished, as is every possibility of a

" redeeming class," that can justify authority and order;
4. In history, human experience is reduced to fatalism and Darwinian

concepts of natural selection in which success and fa ilure are as
sumed to occur by chance;
5. In culture, all attempts at reconciling reason and faith are abandoned;

6. In psychology, "biographies can no longer be endure d ! " Individual
qua lities no longer matter; character is regarded as a mask; and
7. In a rt, romanticis m i s regarded with repugnance and beauty i s rede
fined as pessim istic "truthfu l ness."79
Among the social causes of nihilism is the lack of a "higher species"
whose power and charisma woul d "uphold our belief in man." The " infe
rior species," which N i etzsche parenthetically identifies as the "mass" or
the "herd," forgets its "modesty, and inflates its needs into cosm i c and
metaphysical values." The mass, the herd consequently vulgarizes all life,
tyrann izing over exceptional individuals, so that even these persons lose
belief in themselves and others.so Ind ividuals are confronted with three
basic choices about how they adapt to the d ecadence. First, they can seek
some sort of earthly solution to the problem of life in a social movement
that promises the "final triumph of truth, l ove, justice, socialism, equality
of persons." Second, they can recommit themselves to the fiction o f self
renunciation, d isplay contempt for desires and the ego, elevating altru
ism, self-sacrifice and the denial of w i l l above a l l other possible values.
Third, they can recommit themselves to a metaphysical interpretation of
their lives whi ch attributes divine guidance to their experiences. This op-
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tion, of course, largely encourages the church to meddl e i n a l l aspects o f
the life of the individual .8]
Nietzsche recognizes that the second and third options are, in modernity,
fantasies . They are merely adaptations that hold little possibility for indi
viduals or groups to respond to nihilism in any way that helps them regain
a sense of dignity, meaning, or purpose. The first option, however, is a thor
oughly modernist response that, consequently, attracts many adherents. It
is best typified by socialism and socialist movements. But N ietzsche con
demns socialism in no uncertain terms primarily because it prolongs the
artifice of nihilism through slogans like "progress," "justice," and "equal
ity," which are destined only to generate more disillusionment.
It is disgracefu l on the part of socialist-theorists to argue that circumstances
and social combinations coul d be devised which would put an end to all vice,
illness, crime, prostitution, and poverty. . . . [T] hat is tantamount to condemn
ing life . . . a society is not at l iberty to remain young. And even in its prime
it must bring forth ordure and decaying matter. The more energetically and
daringly it advances, the richer will it be in failures and in deformities, and
the nearer it will be to its fall . Age is not deferred by means of institutions.
Nor is illness. Nor is vice.82

The theories that attempt to lay a rational or scientific basis for social
ism, such as sociology, are themselves only exercises in deca dence. " [ A ] l l
o u r sociology is a proof of t h i s proposition, a n d i t has yet t o b e reproached
with the fact that it has only the experience of society in the p rocess of
decay, and inevitably takes its own decaying instincts as the basis of so
ciological judgment. " 83 The theory of equality, compliance, and d isposses
sion is itself flawed and antilife. To possess and to wish to possess more
is growth, or life itself. "In the teaching of socia lism 'a will to the denial of
life' is bu t poorly concea led: botched men and races they must be who
have devised a teaching of this sort."84 The socialist movement is a tyr
anny of the superficial, the envious, the meanest, and " most brainless." It
is "the logica l conclusion of 'modern ideas' and their latent anarchy." The
"democracy" and collectivism it promotes produces a genial form of pa
ralysis that prevents any sort of accomplishment at all. It is an institu tion
alized political movement that ignores or displaces the values of equal ity
and j ustice in favor of order and compliance. People follow it, but not for
the nascent reasons that attra cted them. Socialism and other movements
like it, are "a hopelessly bitter affair: and there is nothing more amusing
than to observe the d iscord between the poisonous and desperate faces of
present-day social ists - and what wretched and nonsensical feelings does
not their style reveal to US!"85
Socialism is the apex of modernist adaptations to nihilism. It is a theory
and movement that expresses the slave mora lity most clearly in the mod-
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ern era, insisting tha t persons are perpetually oppressed, inheren tly vic
tims of external circumstances. The " longing for freedom, the instin ct for
happiness, and the subtleties of the feeling of freedom" a re inefficacious
senti ments and politica l "banners" that fa i l to produce changes in people's
lives, but which also express an a l ternative vision of morality. However, it
is a vision of "the good" that is rooted i n resentment and envy. It encour
ages invid ious comparisons with others and p romotes hostility toward
those who have more. It is an angry lament that individuals cannot mas
ter their own lives and experiences, a " vengeful cunning of im potence."
The slave morality insists that persons cannot live their lives w ithou t in
tervention by external agents. Socialism entails a moral d emand that
"strength not show itself as strength, that it should not be a desire to over
come, a desire to throw down, a d esire to become master, a thirst for en
em ies and resi stances and triumphs." "The good" that the sl ave morality
p ro m otes is a weak, diffident creature " who harms nobody, who does not
a ttack, who does not requite." Socia l ism's critique of ca pitalism is a fun
damenta lly disgraceful moral d irective that seeks reprisals against the

su ccessfu l, intend ing to tame the "beast of prey." Sh

As Nietzsche sees it, socialism, democracy, religious humanitarianism 
a l l forms of the slave morality - are not viable alternatives to nihilism and
modernity. They are expressions of nihilism and modernity. Nihil ism can be
understood as potential ly indicative of the final and complete dissolution of
individua lity and culture; a complete downfa l l and an aversion to existence;
a backward-looking rationale for decadence that implies noth ing abou t the
future. It can also be understood as a recognition of degeneration and also
a commitment to an altered way of life, or a forward-looking clarion for
individual and cultural renewal . Zarathustra never states whether he came
to pronounce the end or a new beginning. In all probability, Nietzschp's
thought is both. It offers insight into yesterday and tomorrowP

The

Will to

Power makes it clear that Nietzsche d oes not celebrate nihilism. In fact, he
recoils in horror at what nihilism means and what it portends for individu
als, culture, and society over the impending two centuries.
I teach people to say Nay in the face of all that makes for weakness and ex
haustion. I teach people to say Yea in the face of all that makes for strength,
that preserves strength, and j ustifies the feeling of strength . SS

Thus Spoke Zarathustra encourages

those who woul d destroy traditional

values and relationships, but Zarathustra intends to clear the way for the
overhuman and the new values and relationships it will bring. N ietzsche's
encouragements to accelerate the destruction of traditional values and
relationships is only intended to accelerate their replacement w ith new
values and relationships. The nihilism of m odernity will be replaced with
something else. Zarathustra wants to destroy in order to make things bet-
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ter, to reverse the decadence inherent in Christianity, socialism, democ
racy, and modern science. Does N ietzsche provide us with any guidance
about what is to replace nihilism or how this change is to occur either at
the level of individuals or at the cultural level?
One suggestion Nietzsche offers is a return to the "master morality," or
at least an attempt to recapture a sense of the values of nobility.89 Nietzsche
says that in all of his studies of morality in human history two basic types
appear with regularity - the master morality and the slave morality. The
master morality or, as Nietzsche also calls it, the noble morality, is not the
morality of modernity. It is hard for people to empathize with the master
morality in modern culture and "hard to dig up and recover" because it has
been discarded for so long. Nietzsche's writings are replete w ith references
to the warrior values of strength, endurance, severity, and nobility. Initial
references to the values of nobility or to the "noble soul" appear in Human,

All Too Human and Thus Spoke Zarathustra. More detailed discussions of the
master morality are included in Beyond Good and Evil and The Genealogy of

Morals.90 The master morality dominates when the ruling group of aristo
crats has the ability to impose a definition of "the good" on individuals and
society; the master morality is the ideology of the "aristocratic common
wealth." When this happens, the "exalted, proud states of the soul are ex
perienced as conferring distinction and determining the order of rank."91
Unlike the slave morality, the master morality is value-creating. The mas
ters themselves, or the noble souls, determine what is valuable. They judge
value and purpose. They do not need external approval or intervention. The
noble morality does not pretend to apply ethical standards universally. It
rejects all categorical imperatives. It emphasizes the importance of reciproc
ity, but this only applies to peers. Noble souls may behave as they please
against "beings" of a lower rank and against everything alien. Noble souls
are beyond " good and evil" and they reject any sort of valuation that deni
grates their success, excellence, strength, and courage. Noble souls have
nothing but contempt for "the cowardly, the anxious, the petty, those intent
on narrow utility; also for the suspicious with their unfree glances, those
who humble themselves." The master morality is the world view, or the
"fundamental faith," of aristocrats. It glorifies itself and the social groups
associated with it. The domination of culture by Christian ethics for the past
two thousand years makes it extremely unlikely that any social group
would pursue a return to the master morality. Humanity is too far gone.
The other suggestion N ietzsche offers is that ind ividuals can adopt
"ascetic ideals." In The Genealogy of Morals, Nietzsche not only charts the
historical development of the master and slave moralities, he identifies
the thoughts and actions of the "ascetic priest," an archetype of a sceticism
who individually adopts the values of strength, heroism, and self-mastery.
Nietzsche describes this asceticism as "severe and cheerful continence
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w ith the best will, belongs to the most favorable conditions of supreme
s pirituality."92 In opposition to the "hubris and godlessness" of moder
nity, the a scetic priest seeks to impose on l i fe a definite set of virtues that
includes modesty, valuation, courage, severity, integrity, and seriousness.
The ascetic priest fights for his existence against those who deny these
ideals, knowing that "the ascetic ideal springs from the p rotective instinct
of a degenerating life."93 The ascetic idea l is something of an apparent
paradox since its purpose is to protect l i fe in a degenera ting set of circum
stances through the artifice of self-denial, deprivation, and sacri fice for a
higher ideal. The ascetic ideal is a paradox only at the level of appearance.
The ascetic priest denies life, or the robust enjoyment o f life, i n order to
preserve its value aga inst the weakness and antilife thoughts and behav
iors of the slave morality. The ascetic priest keeps the concrete elements of
the master morality alive in a hostile cultural environment.
L6with concludes his study of nineteenth-century philosophy with the
observation that Nietzsche's notions of a scetic ideals demonstrate that he
never really provided a philosophic alternative to the bourgeois-Christian
world; he never really outgrew the Christianity of his childhood . The as
cetic ideal, Nietzsche's individualist response to modernity, "is an avowed
substitute for religion; no less than Kierkegaard's Christian paradox, it is an
escape from despair: an attemp t to l eave "nothing" and arrive at
"something."94 Regardless of N ietzsche's relationship to Christianity, he
rejects only one form of morality: the weak, unctuous, s lave morality he
associates with Christianity, socialism, democracy, and modernity. In con
trast to Stirner's sharp admonition against the external measurement and
assessment of the thoughts and behaviors of unique individuals, Nietzsche
does not reject morality in its entirety. He does not reject the measurement
of the thought and actions of individuals against external yardsticks. He
rejects the decadent form of morality that defines modernity. He despises
its apologists. Beyond the ascetic ideal, he does not provide much of an a l
ternative. He remains spiritual in his opposition to modernity.
Stirner opposed all forms of externa l measurement with ownness. He
opposed the prevailing collectivist notions about revolution and political
change because they are only the instru ments of humanism. He provided
an alternative vision that suggests how individuals can l ive their l ives in
opposition to modernity and all externally imposed morality. Stirner recog
nized that the disobedience of large numbers of individuals can produce
the collapse of social and cultural systems. Stirner's egoist insurrection is
also a form of revolutionary thought that seeks the overthrow of m odernity,
or "the dominion of the mind ." Despite all of his dissidence and approval
of egoism, Nietzsche's philosophy never really provides a vision for the
same sort of alternative. He wants to overcome nihilism, not the "dominion
of mind." This is a radically different task. For Nietzsche, " [ a ] l l the sciences
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have from now on to prepare the way for the future task of the philoso
phers: this task understood as the solution of the problem of value, the de
termination of the order of rank among values."95 Nietzsche advances a
type of insurrection a ga inst modernity, but it is not an egoist challenge to
the power and authority of fixed ideas. It is not an egoist argument for in
dividuals who intend to reinvent their lives. Nietzsche's goal is to replace
one set of fixed ideas w ith another. Nietzsche offers a prepackaged array of
virtues to those who accept his critique of modernity and the slave morality
responses to it. Stirner and N ietzsche d iffer at a very fundamental level in
what constitutes modernity and why it is a problem . As a result, they d i ffer
radically on the options open to persons who intend to assert ownership
and control over their bodies, minds, and selves.
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Dialectical Egoism: Elements
of a Theoretical Framework

S

ince the end of Dora Marsden's career as an egoist writer, the scholar
ship on Stirner largely fai l ed to examine

The Ego and Its Own as an in

dependent and coherent theoretical statement that contribu tes to the
analysis of modernity. The tendency is to interpret Stirner a s a marginal
figure in the origins of Marxism, particularly since the Stalinists elevated
Marx and Engels's critique o f Stirner in

The German Ideology a s absolute

truth. What is missing in the scholarship on Stirner is an effort to interpret
his thought a s an organized theoretical framework. This is due in part to
Stirner himself and the basic concepts in his thought, which emphasize
the uniqueness of persons and thei r interpretation of the sociohistorical
context. Unlike Marxism, functionalism, postmodernism, and existential
ism, Stirner's dialectical egoism never developed a social or academic
m ovement intending to p ropound its ideals and promote itself a s a social
cause. Any attempt to develop dialectical egoism as a social or academic
m ovement is contradictory to Stirner's p rimary goal of elevating the ideas
and interests of individuals above the conceptual plane of social institu 
tions, movements, or " causes" of any sort.
The idea that dialectical egoism is a "cause" is inherently contradictory.
This helps to explain why Stirnerite w riters such as James L. Wal ker, Dora
Marsden, and Benjamin Tucker were more interested i n d ifferentiating
their views of the world from others, than were in building conceptual
edifices or theoretical bridges with competing view points.! Stirner and
his intellectu a l progeny were a fter a type of personal and socia l transfor
mation, but the purposes underlying the writings of these egoists, not
surprisingly, are highly idiosyncratic. The dia lectical egoist writers did
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not intend to create a mass movement b a sed on Stirner's work. They sim
ply enjoyed the act of articulating a heterodoxical perspective on society,
individual ity, and nature. Other persons were not discouraged from com
ing along, but they were not especially encouraged, either. Dialectical
egoism is unl ikely to attract a dherents in academia or i n popu lar culture
i n the same way that grand theories have in d iscip lines l ike sociology,
pol itical science, and economics.
It i s possible to extract the basic theoretica l ideas from the writings of
Stirner, Tucker, Walker, and Marsden to comprise a theoretical perspec
tive ca lled "d ialectical egoism." The chapter breaks rank with other
ana lyses of Stirner that argue that his thought is too personal and idiosyn
cratic to constitu te a theoretical framework that is helpfu l in understand
i ng modernity. Chapters 2 and 3 d emonstrate that Stirner 's thought is
rooted in the many issues that concerned Hegel and the Young Hegelians.
Chapters 4 through 7 demonstrate that there were certainly d ifferences,
b u t also many com mona li ties in the writings of Stirner, Tucker, Wa lker,
and Marsden can that be used to understand a variety of individual, so
ci al, and historical phenomena. D i alectical egoism can never be the same
sort of theoretical and social movement as Marxism, functional i sm, or
postmodernism . Nor can i t ever offer the same sort of grand theorizing,
system building, or hypothesis testing as these other perspectives. Never
theless, the egoist thought of Stirner and his intellectua l p rogeny has the
basic elements of a theoretical fram ework that comprises a d istinct analy
sis of modernity, including:
1. A concept that situates the person, or unique ego, i n a sociocu l tural
context, that includes the internal and external challenges confront
ing an individual's a ssertion of ownness;

2. Five basic methodological precepts that orient the analysis of Stirner
and his intellectual p rogeny; and
3. An approach to political and cultural criticism tha t employs the use
of both immanent and transcendental critique.

T H E BASIC ELEMENTS OF A THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

In contemporary political and social theory, dialectical methods are al
most universally associated with Marxism and Critical Theory w ith their
emphases on class struggle, historical d eterminism, and the conquest of
s tate power by a political elite. The received wisdom i s that the genius of
Marx and Engels superseded all previous conceptions of the dialectic and
i m prisoned it w ithin the fortified boundaries of Marxist thought. How
ever, i t is a gross distortion to reduce the ful l range of dialectical inquiry
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to Marxism and its variants. The dialectic potentially informs many theo
retical perspectives, inclu d ing egoism and individualism . Dialectical ego
ism is especially interested i n (a) the use of the dialectic as the primary
methodological tool, stripped of its Marxist and Hegelian constraints; (b)
a critique o f the state a s an obstacle to individual fr(;edom; (c) a concept
of ownness and self-ownership as the political, cultural, and economic
goal of inquiry; and (d) the notion that the individual constitutes a total
ity, or the irreducible unit, that potentially confronts organiza tions and
others intending to appropriate his or her p ower and property. Dialectical
analysis transcends antagonisms between specific socia l classes, and can
be applied more broadly to include conflicts between the market and the
state, cultural ideals and socia l practices, and self and other. Dialectical
analysis includes a conviction that there is no

terminus to the historical

p rocess, that social reality is multidimensional, and tha t humans d o not
know all there is to know. Dia lectical methods aim at the demoli tion of
externally imposed constraints on individual action and thought, which
Hegel encapsulated in his notion of the " free subject."
5tirner was the only student o f Hegel who articulated a philosophy that
was both antistatist and anticollectivist, with the possible exception of
Karl Schmidt. H owever, " freedom" and "l iberty" are important concepts
throughout the entirety of Hegel's philosophy. The young Hegel was ve
hemently antistatist and commented early in his career that "the state
must be abolished" because it inevitably treats persons a s though they are
cogs in a machine, regardless of the form it takes in any particu l a r his
torical context. Hegel correctl y assessed early in his career that the state
was anathema to the " free subject." While his view of the state changed,
Hegel's dialectic purports to d iscover the process in which freedom is
made actua l in the wor l d . In

The Science of Logic, Hegel refers to the dia

lectic as the "self-bringing forth of liberty." He also states that " [o]nly that
which i s an object of freedom may be called an Idea," which means that
the standard for a ssessing the validity of knowledge i s not its correspon
dence to an inert "out there, " but its contribution to human freedom and
individual liberty.2 It is pertinent that the young Marx, having discovered
the p roblem o f a lienation in the Hegelian dialectic, stated tha t "the indi
vidual is the social entity," which hardly p refigures his so-cal led m ature
and collectivist p osition that social classes are the primary s ocial a ctors .
Marx abandoned a critical facet of the Hegelian dialectic, when he de
cided to view human liberation in terms of collectivities.
Dialectical social theory should be freed from the Marxian shackles that
are used to understand it. The prevai l ing collectivist and statist interpre
tation of dialectics reflects little more than the power that socialist and
humanist ideology wield today in shap ing the limits of knowledge and
constraining individuality and alternative socia l form ations. Dialectical
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egoism is a theoretical fram ework that is interested in how dialectical
thought can help foster and promote egoist, individualist, and antistatist
ideas. I t therefore challenges the domination of contemporary pol itica l
thought by col lectivist and statist concepts and goals. The intent is not
simply to reveal the dialectical foundations o f thought and society. It is to
a rticu late dialectical egoism a s a n integrated p olitica l philosophy that is
d istinct from other political perspectives, but every bit as comprehensive
i n its dep iction of the problems o f political legitimacy and human devel
opment. In the case of Stirner, the a rgument for a dialectical egoist frame
work b ecomes clear as long a s Stirner's thought is not understood as
merely "anti-Hegelian." "Dialectica l egoism" is an appropriate moniker
for Stirner's thought. Its Hegelian moorings were demonstrated in chap
ters 1-3 and its thoroughgoing egoism signals both a rela tionship with,
and a departure from, other expressions of individualist and libertarian
thought. Dialectica l egoism is a s pecific form o f ind ividualism and anti
sta tism defined by Max Stirner and his intel lectu al progeny.
Dialectical theory is strong in its interpretation of conflict, a l ienation,
and the struggle for freedom, even though some its adherents promote
politica l domination. Egoist theory is strong in its defense of individuality
and cha llenge to authority and political domination, even though some of
its contemporary proponents are uncritica l of capitalism. Both egoism
and dialectical analysis purport to be philosophies o f freedom . Both as
sign l iberty and the self a centra l role in philosophy and politics. An opti
mal ou tcome of a conversation between dialectica l analysis and egoism
o n modernity is a vision of individuality and society freed o f d omination
and the collectivist reduction o f persons to abstract political and social
categories. The dialectical egoist vision o f the individual's relationship to
society, cu lture, and polity bears a significant resemblance to Hegel's con
cept of the "free subject" and Stirner's concept o f the "unique one." Both
concepts describe the self-conscious, self-determ ining individua l . The
anti-utopianism of Hegel and Stirner are based on an objection to the im
position of a rationally concocted plan o n individuals and society by po
litical or cultural elites.

Individuals and Social Organization
Stirner u nderstood the egoistic philosophy he worked out in The Ego and
Its Own a s a critique o f modernity and a s a continuation and fulfillment
o f the Hegelian dialectic. Consequently, dialectica l egoism o ffers the best
o pportunity for an improved interpretation of Stirner and the articulation
of a social theory that envisions individua lity and society freed of domi
nation b y modernist ideology and the social system i t legitimates. Dialec
tical egoism offers a theoretical framework that includes a trilevel model
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o f the interaction between individuals and social organization. It opposes
the isolation and abstraction of one level from the others and emphasize s
t h e impact o f each level on t h e others. T h e three levels include the (a) t h e
thought a n d action of individuals as expressed in everyday life, (b) the
role of culture and ideology in shaping individual thought and action, as
well as resistance to culture and ideology, and (c) the macrolevel political
and economic structures, includ ing the forms and uses of institutional
ized coercion and the control of property.3
At the base of Stirner's model of the relationship of persons to social
organization is the perspective o f the everyday experience, the cognition
and behaviors of the individual. It is the individual's perspective on his or
her everyday experiences, including the sense of ownership or a lienness
o f one's thoughts and action. The focus is on the importance of individua l
a n d interpersonal thought and behavior that promote or challenge mo
dernity and a lternatives to it. It attempts to capture how the person navi
gates everyday l i fe in the modern period.
Stirner's concepts o f ownness and the unique one a re the most sign i fi
cant concepts of dialectical egoism for this level of analysis. Stirner's
work was oriented toward an understanding of how persons coul d pro
tect their autonomy and d ignity, acquire power and property, and enj o y
self by confronting humanist ideology and t h e social system that s u p 
ports it. Neither Stirner nor his intellectual progeny o ffered a recipe for
thinking o r behaving w ithin varying social contexts. What mattered to
the dialectical egoists was the person's ownership of mind, self, and body
so that they can freely choose their thoughts and behaviors. D i alectical
egoism is the theory and practice of individual opposition to preexisting
formulae for thought and behavior whether these come from the state,
the church, or the school. There are no extant, external measu res that
provide the person with d efinitive guidance abou t thinking and acting.
What matters is the individual's assertion of ownership of their thoughts
and actions, which requi res the negation of alien and externa l ideas.
Tucker, Walker, and Marsden each contributed to Stirner's egoism
through their articu lation of the antagonism of the unique individual to
"moralism" or the imposition o f an external morality on the thoughts o f
persons. Tucker objected to the imposition of morality on individuals,
whether i t originated through the state or through l ess institutional
mechanisms in society. Walker's egoist thought is particu larly helpfu l by
differentiating the thought and action of individuals, and those of "com
posite individualities," or social institutions and large-scale organiza
tions. Marsden used concepts such as "the lean kind," "emb argoism,"
and "raga m u ffinism" to identify the situations in which persons are d e
prived of their self-ownership. Stirner used the concept o f the ragamuffin
as the archetype that negates the unique one.
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Sti rner 's dialectical egoism entails a forcefu l analysis and critique of
modernity at the personal level. In Stirner's formu l ation, "nothing i s more
to me than myself." Dialectical egoism attacks every cu ltural construct
and socia l fact that has an external existence and coercive impact on the
person. Dia lectical egoism interprets all political, cul tural, and ethical
codes as antithetical to the self-ownership of the individua l . Individuals
in this theory do not act morally or im morally, ra tionally or irrationally,
legitimately or illegitimately. Morality, rationality, and legitimacy are all
external concepts that function as forms of i deological social con trol. Per
sons simply act. What matters to dia lectical egois m is not whether the
individual i s ethica l or rational, but whether the individual is sovereign,
whether the indivi dual "owns" the act. The free subject in Stirner's view
is the unique one, the sovereign individual who is not constra ined by
natural law, political authority, cultural norms, religion, or fictitious moral
codes. Dialectical egoism deconstructs concepts s u ch as god, humani ty,
morali ty, and authority into specters or spooks created and imposed by
others. All such fi ctions d issolve into the u n i que one who recons tructs
everyday life through willed or intentional relationships with other indi
vid uals. The unique one is the implacable enemy o f all ideas that seek to
impose external meanings and behavioral patterns. Modernity is the the
ory and practice of the systematic d ispossession of p ower and property
from individuals. I t is a sociohistorica l formation that reduces persons to
ragamuffins. Dialectical egoism is its opposite: the theory and practice of
resistance to ragamuffin ism.
At the midlevel o f Stirner's analysis is a focus is on the elements of cul
ture and ideology that promote, perpetuate, or cha l l enge the structure of
social relations in the modern perio d . In many important respects, this
l evel is the primary animus of d i alectica l egoism . Stirner: Tu cker; Walker,
and Marsden each articulated a critique on the cul ture and ideol ogy of
modernity. Stirner, particularly, attacked social liberalism and humane
l iberalism in all of i ts various expressions, while Tucker, Walker, and
Marsden tended to direct their critiques toward morality and specific
political ideologies, such as capitalism and socialism. Each of the fou r
thinkers also examined the interaction between the person and culture to
understand how social systems are able to cultivate com pliance and sub
ordination to authority. Stirner and Marsden d eveloped the notion of the
"ragamuffin" as the archetype individual who cheerfully surrenders
ownness, or accepts dispossession as appropriate and just i n response to
cultural demands that individuals think of themselves as components or
p arts of a collectivity. The ragamuffin is not only forcibly d ispossessed of
p ower and p roperty, but gleefu l l y abandons the boundary between self
and cul tu re, uncritical ly adopting prevailing values and meanings as his
or her own.

Dialectical Egois m
Stirner's critique of culture and ideology in
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grounded in his notion of the idee fixe, the fixed idea. Dialectical egoists
are primarily concerned with the power that abstractions acquire in the
social process, particularly when they became tools of the church, state, or
other institutional authorities. Stirner vehemently objects to the philo
sophic promulgation of abstract terms such as "humanity," "nation,"
" class," and " race" as though these are real actors in sociohistorical dra
mas. For Stirner, these concepts are reifications, alienated thoughts, used
by the state and its functionaries in academia and the church to browbeat
individuals into submission to the goals and values of externa l "causes."
F ixed ideas are l ittle more than anthropomorphisms that structure
thought and behavior in the direction of essences and abstractions. They
are spooks that Stirner and his colleagues challenged at the psychological,
cultural, and political levels.
At the most macrolevel Stirner's model of the relationship between the
individual and social organization is viewed from the perspective o f po
litical and economic structures, processes, and institutions. At this level,
the focus is on the mechanisms of institutionalized coercion that impose
a structure of power in and control of resources.
Benjamin Tucker directed much of his theoretical work at this level of
organization through his critique of the emergence and development of
monopoly capitalism . Tucker recognized that a new form of capitalism had
developed - a fusion of political and economic power that institutiona lized
class inequalities. The monopoly form of capitalism posed newer chal
lenges to the egoists and individualist anarchists who believed that free
dom is dependent upon the individual's ownership and control of the
means to their survival. Monopoly capitalism was comprised of four mo
nopolies - banking, land, trade, and intellectual property. The rise of mo
nopoly capitalism ensured the fusion of the state and the economy. It was
rooted in the contradictions of political, social, and humane liberalism, but
it was a new form of political economy. Stirner already attacked the contra
dictions of "free competition" by observing that the liberal, absolute state
sets the parameters on competition, determined who could compete, and
identified the legitimacy of exchange and the ownership of property. Free
competition was not really free. Instead, it was a transitional political
economic form that had a tendency toward monopoly, particularly as po
litical liberalism was superseded by social and humane liberalism . Tucker
articulated the "totalized" form of monopoly capitalism. Stirner, Tucker,
Walker, and Marsden realized that monopoly capitalism could not be ef
fectively challenged by the form of monopoly proposed by socialists, com
munists, and humanists, where all human activity occurs is subordinate to
the state and the collective. The various collectivist responses are only alter
native forms of monopoly. They represent the consummate fusion of the
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state and the economy. Since Stirner's original articulation of the fusion of
state and economy, more destructive forms of this fusion of the political and
the economic have emerged: Soviet Communism, Nazism, Corporate Stat
ism, and Islamo-Fascism. Stirner should be credited with being one of the
first critics to recognize that the European and American social systems did
not opera te as described by the classical political economists.
Stirner's dialectical egoist critique entails the notion that modernity, the
/I

d ominion of m ind," is a sociohistorical form comprised of personal, cul

tural, and political economic dynam ics. Ownness and individual freedom
are dependent upon the person's challenge to control at each level. Stirner
was very critical of capitalism, particularly the legal obstacles to " free
competition," He rejected natural law and natural right as the source of
individual freedom. The appeal to natural law and natural right mystified
the fact that individual rights must b e a sserted; rights are nothing without
the power to impose them on others. The unique ego, the concrete asser
tion of right, is the enemy of the state. Individuals who own their m inds,
selves, and bodies can never be the compliant subjects that governments
attempt to cultivate. Marsden recognized that the antagonism between
the individual and the state was absolute and that i t coul d never be re
solved; the individual would forever confront institutionalized political
au thority as an enemy that seeks his or her dispossession of power, prop
erty, and sel f-enjoyment. Walker and Tucker responded to the antagonism
through the promotion of anarchism as a theoretical and practical move
ment to eliminate the state. Both envisioned a future in which people
would be able to create social structures based on voluntary contract, not
force nor implied contracts . Both were considerably more optimistic
about the elimination of government in society than either Stirner or
Ma rsden, who viewed the unique one a s permanpntly opposed to the
state and a l l col lectivities, except perhaps those that are directly chosen by
persons. Neither Stirner nor Marsden made anarchism a central category
in their thought; both expressed a conviction that society cannot be recon
structed a t the macro level without reconstituting p olitical authority in
another form, thus generating new forms of opposition.
Stirner 's statement of uncompromising egoism is not anarchism, but it is
a type of antistatism that rejects all political systems because they necessar
ily entail the imposition of political authority in some form. All political
systems require some limitation on the self-ownership of the individual.
Self-ownership or ownness means that the p erson can freely pursue activi
ties and relationships unimpeded by the state or any other collective forma
tion. Stirner argues for the reconstruction o f self through the unique one
and the reconstruction of society through the union of egoists, the freely
chosen relationships formed by individuals who own their thoughts and
actions. The dialectical egoist opposition to modernity is a reflection of the
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individual's resistance to political authority in any form and a rej ection of
political and economic p rocesses that place individuals into categories
against their will. The reduction of persons to collective identities, whether
it follows fro m political, social, or humane liberalism, is domination a n d
control. It h a s no legitimacy for t h e dialectical egoist. The unity of Stirner's
egoist framework can be expressed in shorthand by referencing the concept
of ownness, which implies a mutual dependence and reinforcement of in
tellectual, moral, and political freedom, an appropriation of mind and self
by the person. Resistance to modernity means insurrection against raga
muffinhood, humanist ideology, and monopoly capitalism.

Five Methodological Precepts
The second i mportant element of the dialectical egoist critique of modernity
is a set of five methodological principles that can be identified in the writ
ings of Stirner, Tucker, Walker, and Marsden. The basic methodological
ideas of a dialectical egoist approach to the critique of modernity include:

1 . The individual is the totality.

While the analysis of the individual's relationship to culture and society
includes each of the three levels, these are not equal in i mportance from
an a dvocacy point of view. For the dialectical egoist, the individ u a l is the
totality, not culture and not the state. Culture and politics constitute the
context in which the individual l ives, thinks, and acts. Ultimately, culture
and political l i fe are created, maintained, and transformed by individuals
acting and interacting. The thinking and acting subject i s the foundation
of any reality that humans create, modify, and experience. From a d i alec
tical egoist point o f view, all social constructions, such as culture and the
state, exist because of the activity of individuals or groups. What sepa
rates dialectical egoism from other forms of political thought is the pre
cept that ownness i s what drives the behavior of persons . It is a lso the
goal or telos of inquiry. Ownness is the concept that describes the indi
vidual's appropriation of social constructions as his or her own, serving
purposes assigned b y the individual. It is the activity of the unique one to
overcome a l i enation. The union of egoists is Stirner's view of the recon
struction of social life in a "dis-al ienated" and "de-reified" form . I t i s not
an end in itself, but a tool for individuals to achieve their own end s .

2 . Conflict i s inhere n t in t h e everyday experience of persons.

Dialectical egoism is a study of the conflicts and antagonisms in thought
and social p ractice generated and experienced by individuals. Prevailing
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social theories, politica l ideologies, and socia l structures a re replete with
tensions. From a dialectical egoist point of view, p a ramount among these
a re (a) the conflict between the power of the state and the liberty of the
individual; (b) the conflict between the prevailing abstractions, valu es,
and meanings in cu lture and the person's struggle to define rea lity for
self; and (c) conflict among persons and groups for desiderata.
Physical coercion and ideological control are d ynamics that con front
the person on an ongoing basis. Persons are born into a society that in
tends to im pose its physical and mental dom inion . Individuals, particu 
larly, tend to resist constraints on their behavior and to assert ownness.
Egoistic chal lenges to institutional ized force and fraud typify l ife. There
is no escape from these confl ict. As Stirner pointed out, some matters
must be settled in the war of each against a l l . As Ma rsden a rgued, conflict
i s necessary, important, and valuable because it puts the zest in l i fe.

3 . Life is processual.
Much of Stirner's objection to modernity i s b a sed on the notion that real
ity cannot be fixed or final ized, even though individuals and groups at
tempt to "fix" ideas. Modern ity is the "dominion of mind" wh ich at
tempts to subordinate life to thought, or to substitute individual experience
for fixed ideas. Historically, each new "higher presupposition" viewed
itself as the

termin us to history. This tendency is an illusion based on the

assumption that new conflicts and cha l lenges w i l l not emerge. Human
experience must be understood a s a p rocess.
Stirner understood that both history and everyday l i fe are processes in
which cul ture and society change. The major historical change Stirner
analyzed was the broad transformation from antiquity to mod ern i ty. He
a lso examined the transformations that took p l ace w ithin m odernity, most
notably the emergence of the three forms of libera l i s m . No form of society
or interaction is permanent. Society and culture are not fixed; they are in
flux, constantly challenged and potentially changing. Even unions of ego
ists arise, change, and dissipate. Thus, any form of inquiry informed by
Stirner and his progeny is not p articularly concern ed with the discovery
of eternal laws and universal order in human existence. Instead, it is the
search for the sources of, and obstacles to, ownness.

4. The behavior of persons is indeterm inate.
A dialectical egoist analysis of theory and society is also committed to a phi
losophy of knowledge that disputes the idea that human experience can or
must be understood according to the assumptions and procedures to the
natural sciences. Dialectical egoism differs from other many other perspec-
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tives by not only allowing for indeterminacy in history and freedom in hu
man behavior, but by making these the goal of inquiry and action. Dialectical
egoism rejects the view that persons are the eternal victims of sociohistorical
forces they cannot surmount. Persons have the ability to reason, to choose
their own behavior, and to act on the basis of their convictions. The behavior
of individuals cannot be reduced to the behavior of natural phenomena. Sci
entism is the ideological effort to interpret the thought and action of indi
viduals using mechanistic or natural science models. Stimer recognized that
persons interact with each other and learn from each other. He recognized
that they attempt to coerce each other. But he repeatedly rejected implications
that their behavior is determined by society, culture, or biology. Dialectical
egoism stands in opposition to determinism of any type.

5. Inquiry appropriates and challenges the world.
The dialectical egoist analysis of individuality, theory, and society is comm it
ted to the notion that there is an inextricable relationship between the ob
server and the object under study. The important epistemological assump
tion is that scholars and intellectuals cannot be extricated from the objects
they seek to understand or change. They cannot adopt an external relation
ship to the objects they study. There is no dualism or separation between
scholarship and the world it studies. Stirner, the student of Hegel, under
stood actuality as the nexus between the objective and the subjective, the
in-itself and the for-itself. He ridiculed Descartes, Kant, and empiricism for
building conceptual barriers between the subject and the object. The study
of an object is an act of egoism. It is a self-interested effort to understand
oneself, to appropriate the object, and to expand one's power, property, and
self-enjoyment. The dialectical egoist analysis of modernity is an effort to
confront and challenge the fixed ideas and social structures that define it.
These methodological precepts suggest that there are common ele
ments in the approaches that Stirner, Tucker, Walker, and Marsden used
to understand individuality, history, and society. They are principles that
are helpful in understanding Stirner 's critique of modernity. An egoist
critique of modernity includes elements of dialectical methods in order to
ensure that the understanding of these processes is grounded in the reali
ties of human thought and action. It also includes the idea that egoist in
quiry resists the practice of subordinating individuals to authority and
their identities to abstract social and political categories.

Dialectical Egoism: Two Forms of Critique
The third element of a dialectical egoist approach to the study of moder
nity is the recognition that Stirner and his progeny were primarily inter-
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ested in advancing critiques of mora l ity, cu l ture, and pol itics . They ad
opted two discernible forms of critique: immanent and tra nscendental .
Imm anent and transcendental critique attempt to identify the confl icts
and contradictions between thought and real ity, theory and practice, the
in-itself and the for-itself. Both are methods of subverting au thori tarian
and collectivist social formations, as well as the legitimations tha t hel p
p rop them up. The estrangement of thought from reality is a ubiquitous
interest in dialectica l analysis. In egoist analy sis, the interest in al ienation
tends to be focused on the negation of individual liberty in either social
thought or social p ractice. Dialectical egoist thought proceeds from the
standpoint of both immanent and transcend ental critique.
Much of radical social thought is a form of immanent critique, ulti
mately derived from Hegel's a ttack on Kant's separation of thought from
the object of cognition. Immanen t critique is a rguably the core of dia lecti
cal analysis . It has been used by a variety of theorists, including Hegel,
Ma rx, and Stirner. It is a form of d i a l ectical analysis focused on the con
trad ictions that arise from social facts . It requires the ana lyst to first un
derstand how a social system defines or understands itself. It then com
pares and contrasts this presentation of self with the real ities of the socia l
system . Immanent critique is u ltimately concerned with the extent to
which there is a match or mismatch between what a social system says
about itself and how it actually operates. Phenomenal appearances, or
ideological claims, about a social formation often mystify the thing-in
itself. With immanent critique, the fa lse correspondence of the ideal and
the real is elaborated a method of social analysis, but it has an historical
or a political meaning as well : to make the ideal a reality, or to elimina te
the false correspondence between societal goals and societal realities .
"Imm anent critique attacks social real i ty from its o w n strmdpoint, but at
the same time criticizes the standpoint from the perspective of historical
context."4 Immanent critique proceeds by contrasting the phenomenal
appearance of a social formation with the in-itself reality. I t is further
elaborated by the writer or scholar by turning the i deological claim int(l a
tool to transform the in-itself reality, to make the fact fit the claim .
Stirner u sed immanent critique frequently. His analyses of the contra
dictions of free competition and freed o m of the press are probably the
best examples of his use of immanent critique, although it also appears in
his analyses of rights and libera lism . As far as Stirner was concerned,
capitalism was a flawed economic system because the phenomenal ap
pearance as a system of " free enterprise" or "free competition" was con
tradicted by the "in-itself" fact that i t operated freely only to the extent
that the state allowed. Competition or trade is not really free as long as the
state has the power and authority to determine who can compete and
under what conditions competition can occur. I t i s not really free as long
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as the state can determine what can be exchanged and under what condi
tions exchanges can occur. Stirner's goal was to unmask the false a p p ear
ance, chal l enging state intervention. A similar problem a ppears w ith
" freedom of the press." He reasoned that the p ress is not real l y free a s
long as it is the state that defines what freedom is, and a s long a s the s tate
has the power and authority to determine what can and cannot be printed .
Neither an economy nor a press can be free if rights are conferred by the
state. Stirner argues that if the economy and the press were real l y free,
any role of the state in the economy or the press wou ld be irrelevant. As
Stirner's own experience in nineteenth-century Prussia demonstrated, the
freedoms of the press existed at the caprice of the state. In Stirne r 's v i ew,
a free press is a press that o p erates external to the state, or regardless o f
the state. Advocacy for economic freedom a n d for freedom o f t h e press
must also be advocacy for social space that is free of the p ower o f the state.
Stirner was ruthless and unrelenting in his critique of modernity and the
constructions o f humanity, G od, and history p revailing in his time. His
critique of ideology consistently reveals the human and social base of
m aster concepts, such a s humanity.

Transcendental critique i s also concerned with contractions and antago
nisms in thought and practice, but it proceeds d i fferently from immanent
critique. This approach proceeds by the theorist first a rticu lating va l ues,
principl es, or standards that guide the analysis, and then contrasting
these with the p ractice or realities o f a social formation. In this case, the
standards are those articu l a ted by the theorists, not by the social forma
tion. Transcendental critique is something of a departure from the imma
nent critique. Many politica l theorists use transcendental critique. Hegel's
philosophy pointed toward the Absolute Idea, which turned out to be the
dialectical method . Marx's historical materialism was directed toward the
concept of " p raxis" as the absolute standard of a ful l y human existence.
The political purpose of transcendental critique is a lso to promote a
closer match between thought and existing social practice. As the facts of
a particular sociohistorical formation depart from the qualities of tran
scendental concepts, these thinkers believed they had a basis for a critique
o f theory and society. For Stirner, the matter is somewhat different, but he,
too, identified transcendental standards for assessing the extent to which
individuals are unique, or the extent to which they "own" their l ives and
behaviors. Stirner's three major ideas - ownness, the u nique one, and the
union of egoists - are a l l examples of transcendental concepts or stan
dards. Unlike notions o f " free competition" and " freedom o f the p ress"
they did not emerge from social practice, but were developed b y Stirner
himself and u s ed by him and his colleagues to a ssess social and historical
realities. Moreover, each o f the three concepts could be applied to a vari
ety of sociohistorical environments. They have a something of a " tran-
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scendental" qual ity to them since they a re standards to be used in a cri
tique of antiqui ty as well as modernity.
Stirner 's notions of ownness, the unique ego, and the u nion of egoists
are as close as dialectical egoism can get to a transcendental critique.
Sti rner's critics argue that he was inconsistent in his treatment of th e
u nique one and the union of egoists as transcendental concepts since his
whole phi losophy is built on an opposition to behavioral i deals of any
sort. Stimer responded to these critics, as d iscussed in chapter 1, by point
ing out that he n ever stated or implied any specific content in the thought
or action o f the unique one or the union o f egoists. That is to be worked
out by i n d ividuals. Egoists, unique ones, a re characterized by the struggle
for "ownness" in the individual's relationship with self and the individu
al's relationship with others . Stirner argued that this i s a marked contrast
to the transcendental concepts in other political theories.

STIRNER AND THE PROBLEMS OF MODERNITY
As these three elements ind icate, dialectical egoism can be employed to
ana lyze a wide range of social, cul tural, and social-psychological phe
nomena. Dialectical egoism potentially informs stu d i es of politics, eco
nomics, theory, race, gender, and sexuality, contributing to the knowledge
base in these fields. This study is modest i n scope because i t is interested
the basic theoretical elements of dialectical egoism. The three elements of
d i alectical egoism are drawn from the writings of Stirner and his progeny,
but they can also serve as a framework for other inquiry into egoistic re
sponses to the ideology and social relations of m odernity.
Arguably Stirner's m ost important contribution i n the history of ideas
i s his unique description of modernity and the problems i t poses to indi
viduals and social relations. It i s distinct from Marxism, postmodernism,
conservatism, and neoliberalism w hich variously define the p robl em of
modernity as how to respond to one or a combination of challenges that
include: (a) reconciling individual freedom and community as an increas
ingly complex amalgam of social institutions continues to proliferate; (b)
overcoming the exploitation of one social category by another in an envi
ronment that is increasingly sophisticated in applying the technologies of
social control; (c) recapturing a sense of meaning and fulfillment in the
midst of mass disillusionment w i th contemporary culture and politics;
and (d) balancing individual freedom and political authority in an his
torical period characterized by a predatory state and a culture ori ented
toward the absolute collectivization of social p roblems.5
For Stirner and his progeny, the primary problem o f modernity is the
"dominion of mind," or the domination of thought and action b y the ab-
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stract and collective categories of "humanism ." Dialectical egoism a ppro
p ri ately stand s in opposition to the major theoretical perspectives on
modernity b y adamantly opposing humanism as an analytical concept
and political good. The most important lesson Stirner teaches i s that as
l ong a s "humanity" or any other collective construct functions a s a hege
m onic image, neither god nor liberalism nor ideology are dea d . Dialecti
cal egoism intends to contribute to the efforts by individuals to l iberate
themselves, to assert ownership over their lives, thoughts, and actions . In
"modern times," its attack is directed against humanity as the "supreme
b eing" and the reduction of persons to ragamuffins. Despite its many
problems and shortcomings, dialectical egoism offers a radically d i fferent
path to pursue individual freedom from those that have been sanctioned
in the modern world . I t s opposition to the d ispossession of the power and
p roperty of persons makes it worthy of serious study and discussion, es
pecially in an historical period in which individuals are confronted by
predatory governments and corporations.

NOTES

1 . Walker and Tucker differed from Stirner and Marsden in their advocacy of
anarchism. However, neither Walker nor Tucker envisioned any mass movement
or grand theoretical scheme to advance their ideas, although Tucker was a strong
supporter of labor.
2. See G. W. F. Hegel, "The Earliest System-Programme of German Idealism,"
in The Hegel Reader ( 1 796 or 1 797; repr., Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 1 998), 28. It
turns out that even in the mature system of Hegel, the dialectic proves itself as the
only absolute. Its telos is self-conscious self-determination, the content of free
dom. See the Science of Logic ( 1 8 1 6; repr., Amherst, MA: Humanity Press, 1 969),
824-44.
3. I am indebted to the scholarship of Chris Matthew Sciabarra for help with
conceptualizing a multilevel framework for understanding the relationship of the
individual to culture and social organization. Sciabarra developed his framework
out of studies of Ayn Rand and Murray Rothbard in Ayn Rand: The Russian Radical
(University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995) and Total Freedom:
Toward a Dialectical Libertarianis m ( University Park: Pennsylvania State University
Press, 2000). Sciabarra's work is also valuable because it, too, demonstrates that
dialectic can be applied to more individualistic political positions.
4. Robert J. Antonio, "Immanent Critique as the Core of Critical Theory: Its
Origins and Development in Hegel, Marx, and Contemporary Thought," British
Journal of Sociology 32 ( 1 981 ): 330-4S. Also see John F. Welsh, After Multiculturalism:
The Politics of Race and the Dialectics of Liberty (Lanham, MD: Lexington Books,
2008), 1 94-200, for a discussion about immanent and transcendental critique.
S. Pauline Rosenau, Pos tmodernism and the Social Sciences: Insights, Inroads, and
In trusions (Princeton, Nl: Princeton University Press, 1992), 138-66.
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