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Max Stirner: “The Peaceful
Enemy of All Constraint”

A DIALECTICAL EGOIST EXAMINES MODERNITY

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.! 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, Stéphen Mallarmé, and Lérinc Szabd. Stirner was one of the
philosophic sources that shaped the novels of B. Traven and Ernst Jiinger,
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 Lowith
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 anar-
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chism, psychoanalysis, existentialism, and postmodernism. In many im-
portant ways, Stirner intellectually demolished both the right and left-
wing interpretations of Hegel’s thought, as well as the philosophic
foundations of liberalism. He also offered a radical alternative to social-
ism and communism. Stirner’s dialectical egoist critique is not usually
part of the polite discourse of academia and mainstream 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.? Stirner’s thought has enjoyed sev-
eral brief revivals in culture, politics, and scholarship since it originally
rocked the political 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
either accept or completely expunge the argument of The Ego and Its Own
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 Stirner’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 Own. En-
gels did not always express the antipathy toward Stirner that appears in
The German Ideology. Soon after The Ego and Its Own 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 journalists and Young Hegelian philosophers who were early as-
sociates of Marx and Engels in 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.
Mary, as it turned out, had other ideas.>

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 theorists? What
are the important theoretical problems in his writings? What relevance, if
any, does he have today?

Much of contemporary social 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
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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 Stirner’s Dialectical
Egoism: A New Interpretation is based on the idea that Max Stirner must be
understood first and foremost 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 Hegel, founded the philosophy presented in The Ego and 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 with both antiquity and modernity. In
opposition to the Hegelians, liberals, 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 insightful
critics of mass democracy, liberalism, socialism, communism, humanism,
and scientism. In each case, he was primarily concerned with uncovering
the collectivist and statist dimensions 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 to 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. Nietzsche was also an individualist critic of modernity, but was
probably not significantly 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 array 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.b 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 and Its Own.
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. 1806 was a
year of considerable social disorganization in Bayreuth and the entirety of
West Prussia because of the Napoleonic Wars. 1806 was the last year of
Prussian rule, which was replaced by the domination of Napoleon.
Schmidt’s parents were likely married in 1805 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 1810. 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. However, 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 youth in un-
troubled joy and strength? Or were they already made melancholy by the
shadows of some kind of conflict?”

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.
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As Mackay documents, Schmidt passed the exam and was granted a
qualified facultas docendi. Although “none of the examiners had any doubt
about his unusual talent,” this was not “a splendid result.” Regardless,
Schmidt became qualified to teach.

From April 1835 to November 1836, Schmidt obtained an unpaid posi-
tion teaching Latin at the Royal Realschule in Berlin. It eventually became
obvious that he was unlikely to obtain a teaching position at either a state
university 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 daughter of his land-
lady, in December 1837. Mackay characterizes the marriage as “quiet,
harmless, and dispassionate.” Unfortunately, Agnes Clara and her prema-
ture baby died in childbirth on August 29, 1838. Soon thereafter, Schmidt
resumed his former life as a withdrawn independent scholar. In October
of 1839, he obtained a salaried position at a well-regarded and well-
funded private school for “young ladies” from upper-class families. The
school was owned and administered by a Madame Gropius. It focused on
languages, literature, and the humanities. Schmidt taught courses in Ger-
man, the history of literature, and European history. He taught at Ma-
dame Gropius’ school for young ladies until unexpectedly, at least to his
employer, resigning in October 1844.

Schmidt’s resignation from Madame Gropius’ school was prompted not
by any particular dissatisfaction with his employment, but by two impor-
tant, somewhat veiled, transitions that occurred in his life from 1842 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 Europe. Through his writings and
the political discussions with other radicals from 1842 to 1844, Johann
Caspar 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 1840s, a disparate group of young men began to meet infor-
mally almost every evening in a wine bar called “Hippel’s” on the
Friedrichstrasse close to the University in Berlin. Very little unified this
group of journalists, teachers, artists, poets, musicians, and activists, but
they all were very critical of the political and economic circumstances of
Germany at the time and, to a greater or lesser degree, they were alli 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 1841.
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 Essence 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.®

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 Stirner. In the drawings, Stirner 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
Stirner” 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 drinking 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.!0

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, Stirner met a young woman through their mutual affilia-
tion in “The Free.” Marie Ddhnhardt 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. Stirner married her on October
21, 1843, in a comical anticeremony that mocked more traditional, religion-
centered matrimonies. While Stirner 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.!!

FROM THE EARLY WRITINGS TO THE EGO AND ITS OWN

In addition to his participation in the discussions at Hippel’s and his
failed marriage, Stirner became a serious writer in the early 1840s. He
initially became a correspondent for two regional newspapers, the Rhein-
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ische Zeitung and the Leipziger Allgemeine Zeitung. He also contributed to
the Telegraph fiir Deutschland and the censored Berliner Monatsschrift. He
published over thirty articles in these papers that touched on issues per-
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, censorship 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.

In January 1842, Stirner published in the Telegraph fiir Deutschland a re-
view and commentary on Bruno Bauer’s satirical The Trumpet of the Last
Judgment over Hegel, the Atheist and Antichrist: An Ultimatum.'? 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 could 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 discredited 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 and 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 reli-
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 divine 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 would 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.'?

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
Stirner entitled, The False Principle of Our Education, or Humanism and Real-
ism. The False Principle is a critique of the two philosophic orientations on
pedagogy and curricula in Germany in the 1840s: humanism, which em-
phasizes understanding the past with the intent of producing detached,

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 and 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 become.
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.!®

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.!¢

The essay expresses the core of 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 modern 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.

Stirner 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 Own, 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 Own 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 upon 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. In Prussia, the book was banned before Christmas. The ban remained
in Prussia throughout the nineteenth century.”

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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of a new time of thinking and living. But the immediate reception of The
Ego and Its Own was diverse. 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 caused, 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
would 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.!8
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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 and
inconsequential himself. While his essays on Bauer’s Trumpet, The False
Principle of Our Education, Art and Religion, and the “Liebestaat” contain
significant hints about the elements of his dialectical egoism, The Ego and
Its Own is the sum and substance of 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 Own 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 The Ego and Its
Own, so that the contributions and gaps in the existing literature about
Max Stirner can be identified.

CRITICAL PERSPECTIVES ON STIRNER
AND THE EGO AND ITS OWN

The commentary and scholarship on Stirner can 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 Own 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 René
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 by other radical Hegelians, such as Ludwig Feuerbach,
Moses Hess, and Karl Schmidt.

Feuerbach took an immediate interest in Stirner’s work, obtaining a
copy in the fall of 1844 and publishing a brief and focused review entitled,
“The Essence of Christianity in Relation to The Ego and Its Own.” It ap-
peared in the second 1845 issue of Wigand'’s Vierteljahrsschrift.’® 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,
one-sided and falsely defined.” Feuerbach attacks Stirner on several
points, but he appears most upset by Stirner’s argument that The Essence
of Christianity 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 really do not describe human beings. Feuerbach responds in his com-
mentary on The Ego and Its Own that the exaggerated or idealized qualities
arise only because they pertain to an exaggerated or idealized subject, that
is, god. When the idealized qualities are brought down to earth through
the recognition of what “god” really is, 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.? 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. Stirner collapses all reality into the “for-
itself,” or the pure assertion of the individual. Like Christianity and all
philosophy preceding socialism, Stirner’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 Stirner attacks the abstrac-
tions of others, he creates new ones. Stirner’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 Stirner that were based
on collectivist constructs. Feuerbach defended his notion of the universality
and commonality of human beings against Stirner’s defense of the particu-
larity of individuals. Hess objected to Stirner’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 Stirner 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.?! Schmidt’s treatise paral-
lels The Ego and Its Own in interesting ways, including mimicking Stirner’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 Stirner, 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 Stirner than the other crit-
ics of The Ego and Its Own. Certainly, Stirner’s work provided Schmidt with
a springboard to advance his own individualist response to Hegelianism.

Schmidt makes many concessions to Stirner in his discussion of the in-
dividual, concurring with many aspects of Stirner’s critique of Feuer-



Max Stirner: “The Peaceful Enemy of All Constraint” 19

bach’s humanism, as well as his critique of socialism and communism.
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 Stirner, Schmidt says that the individual is not an idea. It does 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.”?? 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, Stirner’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 Stirner apparently never responded directly to Schmidt, he
did respond to some of the attacks on The Ego and Its Own in an essay
titled “Stirner’s Critics,” which appeared also in 1845 in the third issue
of Wigand'’s publication Vierteljahrsschrift 2% Stirner 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. Stirner argues that it makes little sense to argue that god is
an exaggerated, idealized 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 divine 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-
tion of religion because it intends to transform the human into the divine.
It can only do this by mystifying what humans actually are. The mystifi-
cation uncritically creates a fictional species—“Man” —and destroys the
particularity or individuality of persons by reducing them to an abstract,
idealized category. Hess and Szeliga evince a similar problem because
both seek the dissolution of the particularity of individuals in favor of
either political or philosophical categories. Both object that the “unique
one” is an empty phrase, without content. Stirner responds that, of course,
the phrase is without content because it was developed for analytical pur-
poses. It is the person, the individual, not the phrase, who provides the
content through his or her thoughts and actions. Hess has trouble under-
standing the distinction between the unique one and humanity, or a social
class, because he seeks the disciplining of persons in the collective battle
for communism. Szeliga has trouble understanding this because, like
Feuerbach, he seeks the disciplining of individuals for the collective battle
against Christian orthodoxy. Extrapolating from these responses, one can
imagine Stirner’s response to Schmidt. Unlike the unique one, it is
Schmidt’s individual that is without content because it is “for” nothing
and is defined by nothing. Schmidt’s vacuous critique of Stirner signaled
the end of Young Hegelianism as a philosophic movement.

Stirner and the Marxists

In terms of numbers of adherents, political influence, and the power of
received wisdom, the most important commentary on The Ego and Its Own
is, by far, that rendered by Marx and Engels. The lengthy polemic that
Marx and Engels aim at Stirner in The German Ideology was preceded by a
much more sympathetic, balanced, and analytical discussion that was
part of a letter Engels sent to Marx in November, 1844.2¢ Engels suggests
that Stirner’s “one-sidedness” can be refuted with a few simple “plati-
tudes” that demonstrate people will eventually become communists “out
of sheer egoism.” Engels also recognizes that “the noble Stirner” must be
taken as a point of departure in the emergent Marxist critique of capital-
ism. Communists must “adopt such truth as there is in the principle” of
Stirner’s dialectical 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 beings, not mere
individuals. . . . Stirner is right in rejecting Feuerbach’s “man,” or at least the
“man” of The Essence of Christianity. . . . If, however, the individual is the true
basis, the true point of departure, for our “man,” it follows that egoism —not
of course Stirner’s intellectual egoism alone, but also the egoism of the
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heart—is the point of departure for our love of humanity, which otherwise 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 of
The Ego and Its Own, Stirner’s work is something of a breakthrough for the
emerging socialist resistance to the “prevailing stupidity.” Marxreplied to
this letter with one of his own sometime between November 18, 1844, and
January 20, 1845, but his response has not been recovered.? Presumably,
Marx’s response suggests why the nature of the reaction to Stirner differs
so dramatically in The German Ideology.

The deference that Marxists, critical theorists, postmodernists, and
poststructuralists confer on Marx’s assessment of Stirner in The German
Ideology is a fascinating study in the clout wielded by 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 The
German Ideology 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?” 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 The
German Ideology 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-
mentation, and vituperative political commentary. Moreover, the manu-
script was poorly edited and formatted, replete with repetitious arguments,
choppy paragraphs, and tables and comparisons that are neither labeled
nor referenced in the text. It contains syllogisms that use abundant equa-
tion symbols that are not explained in a narrative form. It is not too dif-
ficult to understand why the manuscript was published only after the
death of Marx and Engels by The Marx-Engels Institute, the purveyor of
ideological purity in Stalin’s Russia. The German Ideology was not a fin-
ished or polished manuscript. Indeed, it was rejected for publication at
least once and left by Marx and Engels to the “gnawing criticism of ro-
dents.” 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 discernible method that undergirds the critique he offers of his philo-
sophic adversaries. “On the Jewish Question” is an interesting early essay
that explores why “political emancipation” is insufficient to liberate
groups dominated by various forms of racial and ethnic prejudice and
discrimination. Marx argues that political emancipation must be supple-
mented by a revolution in social relations. His Critique of Hegel’s “Philoso-
phy of Right” explores many of the contradictions in Hegel’s conception of
sovereignty and political legitimacy. The Economic and Philosophic Manu-
scripts of 1844 includes discussion of many 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 immanent and transcendental critique. The process
in each begins with an effort at a faithful elaboration of the arguments of
Bruno Bauer, Hegel, and the classical political economists, highlighting
the prominent values or goals each intends to promulgate. It then draws
out the implications of their thought for social 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 understood in their species being, a form
of transcendental critique.?’

What is especially remarkable about The German Ideology, from a meth-
odological standpoint, is that there is precious little in the way of either
immanent or transcendental critique, a marked departure from these
other early publications and manuscripts. In the discussion of Stirner in
The German Ideology, Marx includes many isolated quotes from The Ego



Max Stirner: “The Peaceful Enemy of All Constraint” 23

and Its Own, but 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
Manuscripts, but he did not. The reader of The German Ideology is left with
little more than a critique that assails Stirner for (a) not adopting 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.30
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.”3! 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.

Stirner 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 1844, the same
year that Marx wrote the celebrated essay on alienated labor in his Eco-
nomic and Philosophic Manuscripts of 1844 and Stirner published The Ego
and Its Own, the Danish philosopher Segren 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



Max Stirner: “The Peaceful Enemy of All Constraint” 25

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.3

The religiously oriented existentialists who followed 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.3® 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 philosophicjourneys.
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
institutionalized 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.”3 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 revolutionaries. 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 Tenth 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 self-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 Jung, 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.3”

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.3

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 dcfeated
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, The Great Anarchists:
Ideas and Teachings of Seven Major Thinkers, which originally appeared in
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1894, several scholars and intellectuals attempted to subsume a discus-
sion of Stirner’s ideas under the broader 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 macrolevel 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 Its Own first available in English.3° Eltzbacher was a
German jurist 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 Anarchists, Eltzbacher sought
“scientific” knowledge of anarchism through a review of the ideas of
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 property, 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 precepts, should take place of the State.”° 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 organized movement favorable
to the lower classes. Eltzbacher does not discuss or develop Stirner’s cri-
tique of alienation 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 supporting roles.

George Woodcock’s classic study of anarchism reveals a similar prob-
lem.* 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 Anarchism: 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
superficiality of its discussion of the individualist anarchists. In addition
to the scant treatment he gives Stirner, Woodcock dispenses with the en-
tire tradition of individualist anarchism in America in two pages that
completely fails 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 Own, 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 dialectic nor Stirner’s understanding of modernity. He mistakenly
credits Marx with having published Stirner’s essay The False Principle of
Our Education and seems certain that Nietzsche 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
Stirner 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
1890s. 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 Godwin 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.#

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.”® 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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relationship. It says nothing about the dialectic or the nature of critique
that Hegel and Stirner both employed. It is apparent early on in his dis-
cussion that Clark is interested above all in making the case for social
anarchism as the political ideology that is most appropriate for dealing
with the problems of the late twentieth century. He says,

Anarchism is the one major political theory which has attempted to synthe-
size the values of negative and positive freedom into a single, more compre-
hensive view of human liberty. In its emphasis on community and 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 ridicules collectivist reifications such as “soci-
ety’s labor” and the conflation of collectivist concepts like “community”
and “equality” with “self-realization.” For Clark, the biggest issue in the
study of Stirner’s egoism is whether Stirner can be legitimately called an
anarchist. Clark cannot reconcile the issue because he knows that Stirner
is both an enemy of the state and the collectivist utopia that “social anar-
chists” want to impose on individuals and society. Stirner critiques mo-
dernity. Clark thinks the big issue is the conflict between liberal capital-
ism and communism. Most significantly, perhaps, Clark refuses to
engage in a conversation about Stirner’s notion of ownness. Clark under-
stands that Stirner differentiates freedom and ownness, but he does not
develop the notion of ownness. Without explanation, he argues that
Stirner is not clear about the relationship between freedom and ownness.
He discusses at length Isaiah Berlin’s distinction between positive and
negative freedom, but does not discuss how Stirner’s concept of ownness
relates to or differs from either type of freedom.#® Clark attempts to out-
line what Stirner might mean by freedom. But, what is ownness in
Stirner’s writings? Why is Stirner interested in it? Why is it more impor-
tant in Stirner’s work than either negative or positive freedom? 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 failure 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 stateless society where property is owned in common, and the
mob sets the moral agenda.
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Stirner and the Academics

Stirner has also 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 existentialists. Stirner
hasbeenincluded in important studies of the history of ideas, particularly
in the nineteenth century. He has been the focal point of studies that
sought an understanding of his egoism by relating it to, and differentiat-
ing it from, other thinkers and philosophical tendencies. He has also been
studied as an important thinker in his own right with an interest in un-
derstanding the meaning, origins, and context of his thought.

Karl Lowith includes an extensive discussion of Stirner in his survey of
the development of German philosophy in the nineteenth century, From
Hegel to Nietzsche: The Revolution in 19th Century Thought.* Lowith was a
student of Heidegger and was primarily concerned with the decline of
classical German philosophy in the nineteenth century, particularly as it
undermined the religious foundation of philosophy and provided the
opening for the reconstruction of philosophy rooted in atheism and nihil-
ism. Hegel and Nietzsche occupy the beginning and end points of a pro-
cess that produced the philosophic transcendence of religion and the de-
struction of the Christian foundation of disciplined inquiry into nature,
society, and individuality. While his influence was not as significant as
that of Marx or Nietzsche, Lowith argues that Stirner was an important
part of this “revolution” because The Ego and Its Own heralded the reduc-
tion of inquiry and knowledge to the “self-revelation of the individual.”
Stirner also appropriated the notion of “man” or “humanity” on behalf of
the individual. The agenda of The Ego and Its Own is the “systematic de-
struction of the divine and the human.” Feuerbach and the young Hege-
lians had certainly pursued the “death of God,” but Stirner challenged the
notion that the domination of individuals by fixed ideas could be achieved
by elevating other universal ideals or abstractions, such as “humanity” or
“society,” to the status of the divine. In doing so, Stirner eliminated not
only the distinction between what is divine and what is human, but also
the distinction between what persons are “intrinsically” and what they
are “accidentally.”#

It is unfortunate that Léwith’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. Léwith
does not include in his discussion a consideration of the more positive or
affirmative 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 that the philosophic
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elevation of collective abstractions in society, coupled with violent, authori-
tarian political regimes, can wreak upon persons and society. Léwith 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
divine 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 life-world, from a description of Stirner’s philoso-
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 nihilistic 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 Nihilistic
Egoist Max Stirner.*8 Paterson’s book on Stirner is noteworthy for several
reasons. First, during the so-called revival of Stirner during the 1970s,
Paterson produced the only comprehensive study of Stirner in English.
Second, Paterson differs from other writers 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 faults, Paterson’s treatise is at 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 is horrified by its total
atheism 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 by The Ego and Its Own that he de-
votes most of the book to dissociating Stirner from all other philosophic
positions he considers acceptable or legitimate, including Marxism, anar-
chism, existentialism, and even Nietzsche’s individualism. Paterson is
also somewhat unique in his assessment because, unlike Clark and
Lowith, 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 is founded
on a judgment of Stirner’s insanity, but seeks to establish the psychologi-
cal character of Stirner through an analysis of his writings. To be 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.”#® Paterson, an education professor
who postures himself as an expert in clinical psychoses, argues that only
a deranged man could produce a book like The Ego and Its Own. The “di-
rect and lucid” argument in The Ego and Its Own is sufficient evidence of
derangement. While he does not clearly identify himself as partisan, Pat-
erson’s study makes no pretense at objectivity or even interest in 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.’ His book, Horrible
Workers, is a study that uses Emile 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 all “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 deluded 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 does
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 1970s and
1980s, 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.”>!

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
that Hegel began in the Phenomenology of Spirit. Stepelevich argues that
there are three principles that clearly establish Stirner as a Hegelian and
the ultimate outcome of Hegelianism.5? 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 “L,” 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 nexus
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.>3 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 imposenew 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.>*
Newman is not really interested in Stirner as an independent thinker, but
only as he helps solve problems in contemporary political theory. Stirner is
importantbecause 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 analysis and critique of modernity. Newman tends to drop
“egoism” and “ownness” out of the analysis 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
and culture of modernity. Thus, Max Stirner’s Dialectical Egoism can be un-
derstood as a contribution to the conception of Stirner as a “proto-post-
structuralist” thinkersince 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 Max
Stirner: His Life and Work. It is difficult to understand how these writers,
none of whom are trained psychotherapists, can arrive at claims of “para-
noid schizophrenia” through the extant information about Stirner him-
self. Also, 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 analyze Nietzsche’s
psychological problems and his work? Should every analysis of theory be
reduced to a psychological profile of theorist? What, then, are the root
pathologies that help explain, say, the hostility that Marx, Paterson, and
Nielson direct toward Stirner? Psychological reductionism is not the best
approach for understanding the theorist.

Second, with the exception of the work of Newman, the literature pays
insufficient attention to Stirner as a theorist of modernity and critic of
ideology. It is curious that all other commentators, friend and foe 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 forignoring 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 process
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 process,
and the tendency of contemporary scholars to shy away from challenging
Marx. Fortunately, Stepelevich provides an example of scholarship 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 theunique 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 werethe 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 Foucault,
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 ]. Martin’s account in Men
Against the State, 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: READING
STIRNER AS A DIALECTICAL EGOIST

his chapter provides an overview of Stirner’s discussion of the rise of

modernity, the problems it presents, and opportunities for a philo-
sophic and practical break from it. The chapter (a) discusses the ideas
Stirner presents in the preface and the first part of The Ego and Its Own, (b)
outlines the basic elements of 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 culminates in Stirner’s argument that the humanism or “humane
liberalism” of modernity destroyed the old gods, but created a new su-
preme being: “Man.”

The Ego and Its Own is organized into three major sections. The first
section is a brief preface titled, “All Things Are Nothing to Me.” The
preface is followed by a lengthy section titled, “First Part—Man.” The
first part comprises two chapters. The first of these is a short chapter
titled “A human life,” which discusses, at the level of the individual, the
processes of developing critical thought and an egoist view of the
world. The second chapter in the first part is titled, “The Men of the Old
Times and the New.” This chapter includes Stirner’s discussion of the
transition from antiquity to modernity, and the social and philosophic
tensions within the modern world. The first section of this chapter dis-
cusses the organization of The Ego and Its Own, and some basic points
that are helpful in understanding Stirner as a dialectical egoist theorist
of modernity.
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The second part comprises three chapters. The first is a description of
his 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
unique and cannot be reduced to the categories imposed by collectivist
movements and philosophies, without seriously damaging them as per-
sons. The final chapter is a glimpse of the person who emancipates self
from movements and philosophies that externalize 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
discussion 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-
titude of political ideologies and movements that demand the allegiance
and submission of the person to their values, perspectives, and interests.
The individual’s claim that she or he also 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 ubiquitously defined as “patriotism” and “hu-
manism,” but the interests, avarice, and needs of the person are defined
as “egoism.” Stirner begins with the assertion that the person’s values,
perspectives, and interests are more important than the assertions and
demands by the external agents or “causes.” He vows to fight external
demands and redefine his life as his own cause.

Stirner’s signature slogans, “I have founded my affair on nothing!” and
“Nothing is more to me than myself!” are actually translations of, and
clear references to, lines in Goethe’s 1806 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
fulfillment through avarice, sexual conquests, wanderlust, fame, and
military glory, only to find disappointment and emptiness at the achieve-
ment of each. Far from despairing, the narrator joyfully anticipates the
closing statement in the preface and the last line in Stirner’s book, “Noth-
ing is more to me than myself!”



Humanity —the New Supreme Being 47

So now I call my calling naught!
The world’s all mine that comes unsought!?

Stirner’s reference to Goethe’s poem is 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 ¢spouse 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 preface is an initial effort to
deconstruct the ideological claims of social movements for the allegiance
and submission of individuals. Stirner articulates this theme as the recur-
rent message throughout 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 Lowith and Paterson interpret Stirner’s signa-
ture slogan in the preface as evidence of his nihilism and solipsism.? This
is a misrepresentation of Stirner that is based on the studied avoidance of
his discussion in both the preface and core of the 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 external causes are everything and
that the person is nothing. The person is the “creative nothing” that is the
source of meaning, purpose, and allegiance. The person can withdraw
meaning, purpose, and allegiance from the external cause. While this does
not mean that the external cause disappears into “nothingness,” it does
mean that the person can become his or her own cause.

External, institutionalized causes are “nothing” because the egoist re-
jects the claim that social movements and organizations have the sole
right to structure 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-
tutionalized “causes” that claim to be everything, relegating the person to
“nothingness.” The philosophy that Stirner propounds in The Ego and Its
Own is unabashedly egoist, but it is unlike the nominalist and atomist
forms of egoism that appear in 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 its
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 is 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 Own is replete with Hegelian concepts and problematics:
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 in Hegel’s
work, particularly from the Philosophy of History, Phenomenology of Spirit,
and Science of Logic.* Stirner not only adopts facets of Hegel’s view of his-
tory, he organizes The Ego and Its Own after 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. The Ego and Its
Own 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 1840s. 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, The
Essence of Christianity, in 1841. 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.’ 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 objectify its ideal qualities in religion
could 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 Bakunin appropriated the
arguments of the humanists, applied them to the analysis of class inequal-
ity. Each concluded that communism, or socialized humanity, was the
means to create the humanist paradise. The Ego and Its Own ridicules these
notions, but it is tied to the philosophic discourse of the period.

In his critique of Feuerbach and the young Hegelians, Stirner does more
than adopt the rhetoric of Hegelianism. He also adopts the dialectic as a
method of argumentation. He does not use the thesis-antithesis-synthesis
waltz that is frequently but erroneously thought to be the formula for the
Hegelian dialectic. Stirner consistently discusses the conflicts, tensions,
and contradictions within social formations and ideologies as a means of
understanding their instability and tendency to change into a new form,
or a “higher presupposition.” The Ego and Its Own focuses on the transcen-
dence of social formations by newer forms that both negate their prede-
cessors and carry with them emergent conflicts, tensions, and contradic-
tions. Stirner is masterful at the use of immanent critique, a dialectical
method that contrasts what a social 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 transcendental critique, which opposes the content of a
social formation or ideologies with a standard or principle.® In Stirner’s
case, social formations and ideologies are often contrasted with the quali-
ties of the unique ego, his interpretation of the “free, thinking subject,” the
phenomenological goal of the Hegelian system.

Additional evidence that Stirner’s egoism is firmly entrenched in, or
related to, the Hegelian system is found in his use of the concept of
“spirit,” or “geist.” For Hegel, Feuerbach, and the young Hegelians, the
concept of “spirit” has meaning that goes far beyonc. 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 Weltgeist, the thought or spirit of the world or an em-
pire that has global reach, and Zeitgeist, the thought or spirit of an his-
torical period. For Stirner, 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.” Stirner was very critical of the tendency of Feuer-
bach and the young Hegelians to speak of spirit and essence as real or
material entities, and not just concepts created by intellectuals and theo-
logians. For Stirner, 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.”

Stirner’s dialectical approach to modernity includes his practice of
shifting levels of analysis to provide a view of phenomena in their full
context. Stirner’s summation and critique of modernity includes three
distinct levels of analysis. At the first level, Stirner provides summaries of
the conflicts and contradictions in political economy. Following Hegel’s
philosophy of history, Stirner is particularly interested in the characteris-
tics of “world historical” societies or empires. He describes the political
economies of such nations and how their “spirit” is promoted 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 as 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 of 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.? 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 inhow persons contrib-
ute to their own subordination as well as how they emancipate them-
selves from alienated and oppressive environments. Stirner’s egoist cri-
tique is thoroughly dialectical 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.
Stirner 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 “1” 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 Fgo 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.®

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’sdialectical 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.’® He nowhere expresses the belief that
persons are completely helpless to defend themselves or unable to resist
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-
dentupon 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 antiquity 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 in
that it includes a conception that societies pass from one form to 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. Stirner introduces his
Hegelian methodology in The Ego and Its Own by opening his analysis
with a section that contrasts the culture and 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 1820s." 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 process sets the stage for
his critique of modernity, 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-
torical 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 constraints. All cultures, nations, and
historical periods are subject to his critique of fixed ideas and social pro-
cesses that alienate the individual from self. The fixed ideas of all socio-
historical formations are antithetical to the unique ego.

In the case of the Hegelians, socialists, and communists, the discussion
of the stages of historical process had the effect of elevating the present
over the past. Some of these formulations drew parallels between societal
development and individual development, following social evolution
from childhood to maturity. Or, they argued that one historical period
positioned a particular social class for societal leadership and control.
These schemas of historical change usually entailed the idea that any one
historical period was superior to its predecessors. 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
distinct historical periods that include the Oriental, the Greek, the Roman,
and the Christian. In Hegel’s studies, historical development culminates
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 is an object of freedom may be
called an Idea.” The principle driving social change in Hegelian thought
is progress “of the consciousness of freedom” and the actualization of
freedom on earth.’2 The true content of history is the “realization of the
self-consciousness of freedom.” The purpose of the study of history is to
recognize that the replacement of one social form by another is progress
toward the realization of freedom.

The historical schematic that Stirner discusses 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 with the disclaimer 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 making 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 preeminence of the cultures of
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Egypt and North Africa. The early period of antiquity represents a time of
dependence of humans on nature and the collectivity, particularly in
spirit, culture, and 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 historically 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 absorbed,
or effectively challenged, by the “me.” In antiquity, individuals are pro-
foundly dependent on the external world, including nature and the social
collectivity, both materially and symbolically. The autonomy and resis-
tance of individuals to culture, society, and authority is difficult in an
historical context in which nature dominates survival and social life. In
antiquity, the “I” bows to the “truth of the world, mundane relations, and
the natural ties of blood.”13

As Stirner’s analysis shifts to later periods of antiquity, including the
ascendance of the Greek and Roman cultures, he focuses on the domi-
nance, permanence, and immovability of institutionalized patterns of
thought and behavior. Individuals in these cultures begin to differentiate
themselves from others and nature, but social institutions promote and
enforce habitual, routine, and uncritical behaviors. In the later periods of
pre-Christianity, such as 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 historical period elevated “moral habituation,” or
the subordination of 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 regulates and rules him
any longer.” The person’s negation by society, alienation from others, and
combat against the world ends in heaven. Heaven is the place 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 it, “[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 was characterized by the domination of indi-
viduals and societies by nature, or the harsh, material, physical realities of
the world. But everyday life was supported by a spiritual world that of-
fered a respite from nature. The conflict between the practical necessity of
extracting food, clothing, and shelter from nature, and the nether world
of spirits, ghosts, and specters, was replicated in philosophic and reli-
gious discourse. Stirner argues that the antagonism between the practical-
orientation of humanity’s interaction with nature, and the fantasy inher-
ent in its interaction with spirits and the heavens, was expressed in the
conflict between the Sophists and Socrates. Both the Sophists and Socrates
undermined the domination of society and individuality by the folk
spirit, or ideology, of Greek culture. The Sophists offered ideas and teach-
ings that had practical significance as persons attempted to meet their
material needs, or pursue 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 pursue one’s particular goals and interests in everyday com-
merce. Even their aphorism, “Man is the measure of all things” affirms a
type of particularity or individuality. It is a notion that right is merely the
ability of the person to meet his or her needs in a materialist and com-
petitive environment.

Socrates is significant in historical dialectic because he founded ethics
in opposition to the sensual, materialist, realist, and practice-oriented
philosophy of the Sophists. The Socratic dialectic helped lay the founda-
tion for the transition from antiquity to modernity. For Socrates, it was not
sufficient for individuals to pursue commerce, enjoy 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 direct individual or particular
interests with a concern for the “true,” the “good,” and the “just.” Persons
must be “pure hearted.” While the Sophists cultivated the understanding,
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 judgment against
tradition and prejudice. Socrates certainly threatened social order and
political authority because he encouraged his students to challenge the
objectivity of received wisdom with subjective reflection on “the good”
and other transcendent concepts.

Stirner agrees with Hegel that Socrates subverts antiquity, but for a dif-
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



Humanity — the New Supreme Being 57

undermine antiquity because he destroyed the separation between the
material and spiritual worlds. The material world must be subordinate to
the spiritual 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 transcendent ideas,
such as “justice,” and away from particular, subjective pursuits. The
“good life” entails living according to transcendent ideas about 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 historical significance is much broader, according to
Stirner, because he also helped subvert antiquity in its entirety by promot-
ing the infusion of the corporeal world with ideas, specters, and ghosts.
Socrates contributed to the destruction of the boundaries between the
material and the spiritual.

The conflict between the sensual orientation of antiquity and the 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 Jesus. Ulti-
mately, faith in the divinity of Jesus, not his corporeality, mattered to the
Christians, again subordinating the material to the spiritual. A similar
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
cultivation of, “wisdom,” knowing how to live in this life, or managing
tragedy and finding value in a physical world. The Stoics and Epicureans
gave preference to everything private, personal, and sensual. They di-
rected their philosophies toward the individual’s encounter with a physi-
cal world that offered both pain and pleasure, tragedy 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-
nity. 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 are reduced to thought. Modernity is the “dominion of the mind.”
Modernity boasts about its historical victory over antiquity,

I have struggled until I won my ownership of the world. It has ceased to be
overpowering, unapproachable, sacred, 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.!

What distinguishes the world of antiquity from modernity is that the
former generated and made peace with the existence of spiritual beings,
while the latter wrestled to understand and dominate them. The ancients
created spirits, built the heavens, and established a détente with them.
They did not storm the heavens or challenge the basic constructs inherent
in religion, culture, and ideology. The ancients did not seek to eliminate
the boundaries between the earth and the heavens. They interpreted their
place in the cosmos as dictated by nature.

So antiquity finishes with the world of things, the order of the world, the
world as a whole; but to the order of the world, or the things of this world,
belong not only nature, but all relations in which man sees himself placed by
nature.’s

The “inheritance of antiquity” is a material or corporeal world that lies
dead and despised at the feet of the moderns. It is 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, but the world cannot fool the spirit or the mind. Modernity is
spiritual freedom. The spirit is unchained, it is above the bonds of nature,
emancipated, supernal, and free of the physical world.

In contrast to antiquity, the prevailing ethic of the modern period is
creation, innovation, and change, “to wreck all customs in order to put
new and better customs in their place.” Thus, the moderns are preoccu-
pied with “storming the heavens,” dominating nature, and overthrowing
old regimes, beliefs, and norms to install new regimes, beliefs, and norms
that reinforce the dominion of spirit or the mind. Hence, as antiquity 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 in spirit, thought, and mind. With
the rise of Christianity, especially, the social world is infused with spirits,
and life is subordinated to a spiritual cause.
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Stirner alleges that each transformation in the movement from antig-
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 antiquity. However, they reconstruct both in
the form of new spirits and new causes. Stirner prefigures his challenge
to modernity by asking, when will humans at last really find themselves?
When will they finally annihilate the supreme being and heaven? When
will the search for the “immortality of the soul” change to the “mortality
of the mind?”16

Stirner does not limit his description of the rise of modernism with
comments on religion. Instead, he extends his critique into a discussion of
critical philosophy, which is clearly directed at Hegel, the Young Hege-
lians, and, especially, Feuerbach. The philosophy of Hegel, 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 philosophy of Hegel and Feuerbach. In 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, subordinating life to them.

Stirner concludes his discussion of the ancients and the 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 destined to govern society, culture, and ideology. The
function of philosophy, science, and religion in the modern world is to
promote and fix eternal and absolute concepts. Thus, scientific and moral
laws serve the new supreme being.

Stirner’s historical dialectic includes the notion that macrolevel social
movements, causes, regimes, and ideologies challenge, attack, and super-
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sede old, decaying social formations. Marx and Engels attacked Stirner
for his “idealistic” analysis that ignored a materialist analysis of history
based on class conflict. Stirner’s analysis of the rise of modernity includes
a concept of class conflict. He understands and appreciate the role of “ma-
terial” social dynamics. Stirner’s analysis is multidimensional and multi-
tiered. It includes both “idealist” and “materialist” dimensions. It exam-
ines these at the macrolevels of politics and economics, a midrange level
of culture and ideology, and a microlevel of cognition and interaction in
everyday life. Stirner emphasizes philosophy, culture and prevailing
ideas, but he recognizes that ideas have social and historical importance
because they are imposed on society and individuals by causes, move-
ments, and institutions. Ideas enter into society and history. They become
a material force through the practical actions of human beings.'”” His
analysis of the rise of modernity is focused on the process by which tran-
scendent or generalized concepts dominate social life.

Like Hegel and Marx, Stirner presents a broad “hierarchy” of historical
periods that provides some detail to his discussion of the transition from
antiquity to modernity, specifically, the rise of the Christian and European
nations and the dissolution of the Egyptian-African and Chinese-Asian
empires.’® Stirner rejects the notion that historical change, the transcen-
dence of one regime by another, entails the realization of freedom or soci-
etal progress of any type. Modernity is not superior to antiquity and it is
not abenchmark in humanity’s perfection or a presumed march to utopia.
Stirner is critical of the ancients, the moderns, and the incipient postmod-
ernist thinkers he encounters. Stirner is also suspicious of the facts taken
as history, and the historical method itself. The historical method helps
articulate his critique of “fixed ideas” and identifies the qualities of “own-
ness” and the unique ego. It is difficult to find in his discussion any asser-
tion or implication that any one regime, race, culture, or historical period
is superior or preferable to another. His discussion of the transition from
antiquity 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 egoism. 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 argues in The Ego and Its Own that Ludwig Feuerbach and Bruno
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 alienation they believed was inherent in the Christian
worldview. 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 alienation 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 it subordinates life,
nature, and the person to “the dominion of the mind.” To the ancients, the
world was a realm 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 fulfillment through a synthesis of both the material and the spiritual.
The Protestant Reformation was a pivotal event in the evolution of mo-
dernity because it promised a “warm-hearted” humanism, a universal
love of humanity, a consciousness of individual freedom and dignity, and
a “consciousness of itself and its covenant with people.” But the “warm-
hearted” humanism of Protestantism negates the affection and warm
heartedness for the corporeal person with “hide and hair.” It favors a
“pure” theoretical love for humanity. The affection for individual persons
is “treason” against the pure, theoretical love of humanity in Christianity
and humanism. The “pure warm-heartedness” of Protestantism, Christi-
anity, humanism, is warm hearted toward nobody in particular, “it is only
a theoretical interest, a concern for man as man, not as a person.” The
individual, the person, the physical entity, is repulsive to humanism in all
forms because it is not the abstraction: humanity.!®

What finally defined 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. Humanism 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 anthropology. 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 of the imagination—a
perversion, a distortion.” All division of the divine and the human, or sepa-
ration of the divine and the human, must be abolished in favor of the “true
identity” of human being, or the unity of the human nature with itself.”2
In Christianity, the most advanced form of thought in the modern period,
faith in the divinity of Jesus binds people 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, is “the darkness in which faith
shrouds itself; the predicate is the light which first illuminates the intrinsi-
cally dark subject.”?! The method of critical or speculative 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 predicate. It is there-
fore inevitable that at one moment I lose the thought of love, at another the
thought of God.?

The problem with Christian love, for Feuerbach, is that it is a “particular,
limited love” that does not abolish the distinction between “Christianity
and heathenism.” Its “particularity is in contradiction with the nature of
love, an abnormal, loveless love.” Christian love is love mediated by God,
the external supernatural being, and the social institutions erected to im-
plement his word on earth. True love, however, needs no special title or
authority, and it needs no external mediation. It is the “universal 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 Feuerbach’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.”?? Feuerbach and the Young Hegelians be-
lieved that the nature of God and faith is “nothing else than the nature of
man placed out of man, conceived as external to 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.”?* 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 significant 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 discard religion. In-
stead, he clutches, in despair, at the “total substance of Christianity,”
dragging it out of heaven to make humanity appear as God. Feuerbach
still yearns for the “other world” of religion. 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 an essence or to a species. Feuerbach has really created a false
dichotomy because Christians tend to think of the supreme being in both
kinds of “otherworldliness, the inward and outward.” The “Spirit of
God” also “dwells within us,” according to the Christians. Like the “Spirit
of God,” the essence of humanity, “dwells in heaven and dwells in us; we
poor things are just its ‘dwelling,” and force it to move to us bag and bag-
gage, then we, its earthly apartments, will be badly overcrowded.”?

What difference does it really make if Feuerbach humanizes the divine
and mystifies the human by recreating the supreme being as 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 is not the
person. It is different, 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, uncanny, enchanted, haunted
by essences and spirits. As humanity becomes spiritualized, it also becomes
sacred. The sacred is always alien, uncanny, strange, and unfamiliar. The
essence of “Man” or humanity “reaches beyond every individual.” 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.
Human 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
universal, 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 search for
essences and foundations. The basic methodology of humanism is to
search for the essence by first separating and degrading the “misappre-
hended appearance” to a “bare semblance,” “a deception,” “empty ap-
pearance,” or “deceitful appearance.” The concern of philosophy and
science is not with the world of appearance but with 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 methodology 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 as 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. Stirner argues that for the humanists, this “higher
essence,” the truth of humanity, calls forth a mutual reverence if it is rec-
ognized as such. If the “higher essence” is not recognized, the mutual
reverence is not forthcoming. Individuals appear as merely “perishable
bodies” to each other. When the “higher essence” is mutually recognized,
persons do not actually recognize, respect, or revere each other, but only
the “higher essence” that is hidden within them.

In humanism, “Humanity” or “Man” is the truth within persons. Their
physical existence is a mere “mortal veil” that covers the truth and must
be exposed as mere “deceitful semblance.” For Feuerbach, “Man” was a
universal, a general truth, not a particular individual. For Marx, “class”
was the universal, 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 universal 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,’
itis uncanny through and through, it is the wandering seeming-body 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.”?”

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 subjectand the divine the predicate, but they succeeded only in creating
anew 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 itself.” 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.”?8 Stirner says that the humanists, although
they have thrown off Christianity, still retain the “dogma of faith” because
of their belief in morality and moral commandments. Morality is the new,
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eternal, absolute, unassailable body of ideas that structures human
thought and behavior, generally backed by the power of the state to en-
sure compliance. Individuals are expected and coerced to submit to the
external, objective, sacred, and reified requirements for human thought
and behavior. In the place of free inquiry and critical, independent
thought, 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 as a machine that eschews
free thought in favor of sacred concepts and fixed ideas. Modernity recon-
structs determinacy and eschews indeterminacy and creativity.

In advanced modernity, the humanists no longer say “God is love.”
Instead, they say “love is divine.” Love for the essence of “Man,” which
is operationalized in everyday life, is the basis for transforming social
relations and recreating a post-Christian social order. The emphasis on
morality transforms, but also recreates the rationale for obedience to au-
thority. In antiquity and the earlier periods of modernity, submission to
authority was largely based on a sacred duty to obey the almighty, super-
natural deity. In the latter periods of modernity, when science and ratio-
nalism began to challenge Christian hegemony, “morality” became the
standard of truth and value in social relations. In the post-Christian era,
individuals are expected to subordinate their judgment and 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 sacrilegious thoughts and behaviors. Moral com-
mandments proffered by elites in the state, the media, the 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 is ac-
tually the new piety. Fanatical loyalty to humanist spooks replaces fanati-
cal loyalty to the spooks of religion. Abstract love is the legitimation for
submission 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 life as morality, and moral-
ity is the piety of humanism. Just as 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 rhetoric of science, rationalism, and
secularism. They are nevertheless equivalent 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 “built into” the landscape of life awaiting
discovery 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
nature 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.? Reification is 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 ideas as necessary determinants of the thoughts and behaviors of
individuals. But reification is also an outcome of the choices of individu-
als if they submit to societal demands that they serve causes or ideals that
are more important than their feelings, thoughts or desires. It is a renun-
ciation of self, or a renunciation of the person’s ability to participate in the
organization of his or her life. Subsequent to the person’s decision to sub-
mit to a fixed idea, the person renounces ownership of the goals, values,
and aspirations that structure his or her behavior; they cease to be the
property of the person. The person claims, perhaps in bad faith, that they
no longer belong to him or her. Self-renunciation is an alienation or es-
trangement of thought and value in which persons view their goals and
behavior, as well as those of other persons, from a “foreign” or external
standpoint that surveys and despises the “impure” motives and actions of
human beings. Anticipating somewhat Ayn Rand’s notion of altruism,
Stirner equates self-renunciation with “unselfishness,” or he identifies
self-renunciation as one dimension of unselfishness or altruism.3¢ 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 acquire a “stubbornness” and become the master of the person.
Self-renunciation, unselfishness, is the process of dissolving the self as a
competent, autonomous entity capable of making decisions, acting 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 difference between those feelings and thoughts that are “one’s
own” or “aroused in me,” and those that are “imparted,” “imposed,” and
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“dictated” to the person. The latter are feelings and thoughts that are
propounded by social institutions in the interest of ensuring submission
to authority and maintaining social order. Stirner uses the examples of
education, religion, politics, and culture 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
political authorities.

Who is there that has never, more or less consciously, noticed that our whole
education is calculated to produce feelings in us, instead of leaving their
production to ourselves however they may turn out? If we hear the name of
God, we are to feel veneration; if we hear that of the prince’s majesty, it is to
be received with reverence, deference, submission; if we hear that of moral-
ity, we are to think that we hear something inviolable.®!

Self-renunciation is fostered by social institutions. It entails an inverted
relationship between the individual and the object of thought and behav-
ior. The object becomes the subject. The person becomes the predicate. In
the socialization process, the person loses the ability to create or to par-
ticipate in the creation of knowledge. The person is relegated to the role
of “learning,” or fixated on an inert external object. The person is reduced
to passively observing, knowing, or fathoming the object, instead of dis-
solving, using, 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 or to “lay aside.”

The process of socialization, or any interaction between the person and
the social institution, 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 nature 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 alien, 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 as 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. Subsequent to phi-
losophy’s ascent to the apex 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.”3? Science,
however, eventually supersedes philosophy in establishing its form of
consciousness as absolute. Thanks primarily to the work of Descartes, sci-
ence becomes the most modern form of thought. It began with absolute
doubt, crushed consciousness to mere atoms, and rejected everything that
mind and thought cannot legitimate as valid.3* 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 mind lives, its life is the true life. The work of
Hegel only reinforces Descartes and the worldview of modernity on this
point. Hegel tells us in the preface to the Philosophy of Right that only the
actual is rational and the rational is actual. Thus, reason, mind, and spirit
is infused into everything real. Everything—nature, society, and individ-
uality —becomes reason, mind, and spirit, even the worst thoughts and
behaviors of individuals. Only the thought lives, everything else is dead.
Nothing lives and nothing is real except the ghost, the essence, the
thought. In Hegel’s thought, reason is victorious and all must serve it.3

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 rules
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 challenge, but it
has been secured by the ideologies and activism of philosophers, scien-
tists, public intellectuals, and by institutionalized forms 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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and 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 that Feuer-
bach and his colleagues among “The Free” made no break with moder-
nity. “The Free” did not transcend modernity; they are merely the “most
modern” of philosophers.

“Liberalism,” for Stirner, is the most advanced expression of modernist
thought. It is the political, economic, 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
Hegelian notions of mind and spirit are infused throughout politics, cul-
ture, and society. Liberalism is a philosophy and social movement that
ensures that people are primarily governed by morality, conscience, and
the dominion of mind, not merely through physical coercion. Stirner ar-
gues that liberalism’s primary political and ideological function is to dis-
credit and obliterate the remaining elements of religion, and to ensure
that the “sacred” is a quality of the human. The agenda of liberalism in-
cludes the following principles:

The human must replace the divine;

The natural must replace the sacred;

The political must replace the ecclesiastical;

The scientific must replace the doctrinal;

Measureable, a posteriori concepts must replace a priori concepts; and
Eternal, natural laws must replace “crude dogmas.”

ARSI IR o

The initial agenda of liberalism was pursued through political move-
ments and changes, particularly the American and French Revolutions
and reforms in Europe that created constitutional government and demo-
cratic participation. Liberalism, the philosophic form of advanced moder-
nity, 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 arises
again as the absolute state; (b) to social liberalism, the theories and move-
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 well. First, it entails shared cultural beliefs that emphasize a
compliant, productive morality, and the notion that the state is the
dominant social institution, excluding 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 revolutionary
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-
viduals should be represented.

2. The state is the absolute arbiter of rights and, thus, should be a com-
monalty of free and equal citizens, all enjoying the same rights.

3. Sovereignty is based on majority rule, which is operationalized
through the mastery of the majority 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 general
interest.

5. Each citizen devotes self to the welfare of the whole, or the state, and
thus, each person dissolves into the state making the state’s welfare
his goal and ideal.

Political liberalism intended to make the commonalty the heir to the
privileged aristocracy within the state and achieves this goal by asserting
dominance over all other social institutions, including religion, and over
civil society and individuals. In political liberalism, personal freedom
means “freedom from persons” or the securing of each individual from
other persons. In theory, the law alone commands. While “individual
liberty” was the professed goal of the liberal state, the evolution of politi-
cal liberalism ensured only the subordination of the person to the state, a
consequence of the Thermidorian Reaction that 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 political liberalism. It
is the first robbery of modernity. The state appropriates the right and
power of persons to make decisions about their own 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 social
classes or estates, class inequalities do not disappear. 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 liberalism. Political liberalism is the
theory that justifies and promotes the ascendance of the bourgeoisie, as
well as the dispossession of the proletariat. Stirner observes that the cul-
tural and political systems work against the laborers. In the realm of cul-
ture, Stirner argues that class inequality is legitimated in a society that
believes that possession reflects moral 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 according to
the “consideration” bought by the class that has money. In the early stages
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 according to its value; it is “exploited.”
It is the enemy of the bourgeoisie and will rise against it and political lib-
eralism. Three years before Marx and Engels published The Communist
Manifesto and seventeen years before Marx published the first volume of
Capital, Stirner writes, “the laborers have the most enormous power in
their hands, and, if they once become thoroughly conscious of it, nothing
could withstand them.””3> Stirner suggests that the laborers have to regard
the product of labor as theirs, stop the system that devalues them, and
enjoy the product of labor as theirs. Stirner concludes that the state of
political liberalism rests on “the slavery of labor.” If labor resists the liberal
state and becomes free, the state is lost.

Social Liberalism

Theliberal state is inherently unstable because of the contradiction between
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 equal 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 MosesHess, William
Weitling, and Pierre-Joseph Proudhon were particularly important 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 property.
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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
class 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, Stirner 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 individual
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. For Stirner, 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. Stirner says that this is achieved
through the impoverishment or pauperization of all. Property is taken from
individuals and surrendered to the ghostly society.

Humane Liberalism

Humane liberalism is the label Stirner gives to the humanism or “critical
philosophy” of thinkers like Feuerbach and Bruno and Edgar Bauer. In
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the progression of modernist or liberal thought, Stirner identifies humane
liberalism or “criticism” as the “highest presupposition,” or the apex and
most advanced, predictable outcome of modernism. Humane liberalism
is the target of all of the criticisms Stirner leveled against humanism,
Feuerbach, and the young Hegelians in earlier sections of The Ego and Its
Own, including the forms of alienation and reification that appear inher-
ent in humanism. In Stirner’s view, humane liberalism is the “truth” 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.3”

Stirner says that “state and society do not suffice for humane liberalism,
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 liberals, the
social liberals took away property and free trade, as well as autonomy. But
the social liberals, 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 asks, “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 person and become common and general thoughts,
values, and opinions. Self-will and property were appropriated 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 is necessary to the humane liberals to annihilate
self-ownership, subjectivity, and particularity. The persistence of egoism,
subjectivity, and particularity means that individuals could choose to
worship some other god than “Man” or humanity. Egoism, subjectivity,
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and particularity undermine “reason” and must vanish before the lofty
“idea of humanity.”

Humane liberalism is therefore an advancement or an improvement
upon political liberalism and social liberalism, at least in the minds of the
modernists. Humanism, however, retains both the power of the state and
the social appropriation of property in order to ensure that economic and
social interaction become “purely human activity” through the coercive
power of social institutions. Humanism, “issuing the summons to man to
be ‘human,” enunciates the necessary condition of sociability: for only as
a man among men is one companionable. With this it makes known its
social object, the establishment of ‘human society.”’38

Humane liberalism offers the complete, total victory of modernity
because it discredits and removes from politics, culture, and daily life
everything that separates or differentiates persons. It eliminates all indi-
vidual prerogatives and justifications for distance from others or “hu-
manity.” If the individual seeks to retain even one right or prerogative
that is not a general right or prerogative, she or he is castigated as an
“egoist.” With humane liberalism pauperization or ragamuffinism is
thorough and complete. The person is thoroughly dispossessed by mo-
dernity, subordinate to its political and economic systems, as well as its
culture because all private enclaves have been eliminated. Humanity
becomes the supreme being as far as the everyday experiences of indi-
viduals is concerned. Political power, economic activity, and cultural
reproduction occur in its name. With the triumph of humane liberalism
over political and social liberalism, modernity has runs its course, be-
cause there is little else it can appropriate from individuals. It occupies
all social space and progressively and inexorably annihilates the ves-
tiges of the ego, the self, and the subjective.?®

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 “ownness,” “the owner,” and “the unique one”
as the conceptual bases for the egoist opposition to modernity.
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Ownness and Modernity:
The Political Meaning
of Dialectical Egoism

THE METHOD AND CONTENT OF DIALECTICAL EGOISM

he point of departure of 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 entrée 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.”?

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 Stirner’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.?

Stirner’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 Stirner, 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. Stirner’s concept 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.?

The Ego and Its Own is a sharp attack on religion, political authority, and
the philosophies of Stirner’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 The Ego and
Its Own that we can have certain knowledge only of the unique individ-
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ual. The uniqueness of the individual is the quality that each must culti-
vate to provide meaning for his or her life. The 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.
The 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.*
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  know how to possess myself.”> 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. The 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. They must,
therefore, be free to choose self-denial. They must be free to choose to be
a servant of the righteous. Freedom 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.® 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 liberalism, 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 liberalism, 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 notimply 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-
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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 type 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 keys
off of the notion of property that Hegel develops in the Philosophy of Right.
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.? 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.
The 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 everyday, practical activities
entail a variety of means, including but not limited to legal or political
means. Ownness is a revelation of what a personreally is. It refers to what
the person really values and enjoys, 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 everything that is valuable and meaningful, as
far as the person is concerned. Unlike freedom, ownness is a reality, not a
dream, which challenges and destroys the lack of freedom by eliminating
the ways in which individuals create and contribute to their own subor-
dination.!'® Ownness removes the obstacles to self-enjoyment and self-
fulfillment that persons blindly accept. It places them in a position to
confront the obstacles imposed by others.

Stirner says 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 myself, 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.” There 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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begin 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.!!

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 revolutionaries 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.”’? It is out 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 aspirations, 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 inauthentic
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 liberation.
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 dependent 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 useful to him 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 are 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 dimensions of 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.”® 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 if 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 of 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 virtue since “virtue”
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conjures images of external and fixed strictures on individual thought
and behavior.* 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-
dividual 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. Life 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
without model. All social, cultural, and political categories, including ra-
cial and cultural identities, are abstractions irreducible to the material
reality of the real, living individual.

The individual thinks and acts within a context that is both external and
constraining on individuals.

That such a society diminishes my liberty 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
enjoy absolute liberty. But ownness I will not have taken from me. And
ownness is preciscly what every society has designs un, precisely what is
to secure to its power.!

He says that it is absurd to argue that there are no external forces that
are more powerful than the might of the individual. What matters is the
attitude and action that the person takes toward them. While 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-
determination. 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 life 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 Wolff published a more recent study of ethics
and politics that develops an argument for anarchism based on Kant’s no-
tion of “moral autonomy.” Godwin, 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.!6

At 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-
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chism he espoused. In Anarchy, State, and Utopia, Robert Nozick also made
the case for self-ownership as an ethical necessity and a precondition for
the minimalist state he envisioned as a libertarian alternative to both an-
archism and statism.!”

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 Stirner, 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.'?

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 is a
form of conviction that has a visceral, active, willful undergirding involv-
ing the entire being of the person: body, mind, 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 terminus 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 of modernity and ownness suggest that human be-
ings have an inherent capacity to resist both direct and indirect forms of
domination, or they suggest that there is some aspect of human beings
that cannot be 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 or un-human seems to have at least three meanings in Stirn-
er’s egoism. First, 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 is
essential and what is not, what matters to 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; it is 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, Stirner 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 of 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” outside 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.®

Stirner’s unique one accepts the label “egoist,” but he no longer accepts
the criticism, loathing, and derogation implied by religious, liberal, social-
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ist, and humanist critics. From the notion of the un-man or the un-human,
Stirner begins to develop his concept of the unique one who not only
embraces egoism as descriptive of his rejection of the collectivist con-
structs of modernity, but also rejects the measurement or comparison of
self with the human, the humane, and the unselfish. The egoism he ar-
rives at is not merely a negative response to Christianity, liberalism, so-
cialism, and humanism, it is a reconstruction of rebellion that is founded
on the uniqueness of the individual. Stirner’s egoism rejects the notion
that any aspect of the person can be discarded as “un-man” or “un-
human” based on measurements, norms, or 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-
lectical reconstruction of the ego or the self. Modernist thought fails to
capture the totality of the person. The un-human is transformed into the
unique one through the assertion that the person is unique and, thus,
without any valid norm 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 are based on
the search for homogeneity, not diversity, not individuality. The events or
individuals who exist or behave outside specified standard deviations on
the probability curve areanathema to the canons of modernist philosophy
and science. The deviations, the outliers, or the residuals that do fit neatly
within modernist paradigms or statistical models must be either mysti-
fied as irrational or unexplainable. Or, they are ignored because they fall
outside acceptable confidence limits on the probability curve. Thus, the
phenomena that Sigmund Freud attempted to categorize in the “Id” 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.2® For Stirner, however, the un-human does not im-
ply aggression or irrationality; it only implies what is discarded or mar-
ginalized by humanism and modernist forms of thinking. Ownness does
not imply aggression or irrationality; it only implies that persons establish
boundaries against ideologies and social systems that seek to destroy the
differentiation between mine and thine, I and Thou, self and other.

Nor does the unique one imply aggression, irrationality, or 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. First, the unique one is based on the idea that
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the person has an autonomous, objective existence, a life and a self that
are neither idealized nor alienated. The unique one’s life and self are not
just ideas created by any sort of 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 property that the person can choose to alienate,
but not the unique one. The unique one is an objective being, but also has
a consciousness and will that assert ownership over his or her life and
self. The unique one has both an in-itself and a for-itself reality. As Stirner
says, “l am [myself] not merely in fact or being, but also for my conscious-
ness, the unique.”?

Second, the unique one is not a goal and has no calling and no 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, consume it,
squander it, or dissolve it. Living is ongoing action of consuming the time,
energy, body, and property available to the person. The challenge that the
person faces is not finding, discovering, or receiving a destiny concocted
by others, but to decide how to live “oneself out.”

Those whoare 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 procure
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.”2

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 dissolve one’s life on an everyday basis. In the one case,
the person has a goal, a calling, and a destiny cultivated and imposed by
a powerful other intended to fulfill an idealized essence. In the 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.” However,

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.?



94 Chapter 3

Third, Stirner insists that 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 promote a normalization, commonality,
and homogeneity that reduces persons and their behavior to the lowest
common intellectual and behavioral denominator. The ideals of religion,
philosophy, and science are not uplifting and do not inspire persons to be
more than they are, happier than they are, smarter than they are, and
more powerful than they are. The contrary is true, they browbeat persons
into aspiring to be less than they are. But the unique one resists the mod-
ernist reduction of persons to abstract categories. “Look upon yourself as
more powerful than they give you out for, and you have more power;
look upon yourself as more, and you have more.”?* The unique one is not
a tool or vessel of ideas or gods, and refuses to exist for the development
of humanity, a nation, a social class, or a race. Instead, the unique one
“lives himself out, careless of how well or ill” ideologies, causes, or move-
ments will fare as a consequence. Stirner taunts, “What, am I in the world
to realize ideas?”?® 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
other spiritual, ghostly, self lives in me.2¢

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
among 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 as the state, he was also critical of
society. He believed that macrolevel concepts of a nation or society tend
to impose constraining and depersonalizing beliefs and identities upon
individuals. Society subjects individuals to a plethora of constraints that
undermine the person’s free choice and, consequently, ownness and
property. In concert with many other social theorists, Stirner thus pos-
ited a fundamental conflict and opposition between society and the in-
dividual. But unlike other theorists, Stirner saw no need to reconcile the
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two, or to resolve the contradiction in favor of society or a presumed
reciprocity between society and the individual. In the social contract
theories of Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and
modernist sociological theories of George Herbert Mead, Charles Hor-
ton Cooley, and C. Wright Mills, the relationship between the individual
and society is conceived as a reciprocal exchange in which both the per-
son and society are allegedly 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 Rousseau, the social
contract assumed a chaotic and violent state of nature in which indi-
viduals risked assault, theft, and death because of the absence of insti-
tutionalized coercion that is sufficiently powerful to prevent interper-
sonal violence and theft. The deal between the individual and the
society is that the state protects the person from internal and external
threats and the person submits to the power and authority of the state.?”
Of the three, only Locke attempted to create a social contract that main-
tained some semblance of individuality and protection of the individual
from the state. Hence, the right to life, liberty, and property. Hobbes’s
notion of Leviathan 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 fundamental social
problem was also how to create and maintain social order. The early soci-
ologists such as Auguste Comte and Emile Durkheim believed that order
was the outcome of an authoritarian social system populated by compli-
ant, malleable individuals who were not only subservient to the state but
amenable to management by other social institutions and the values pro-
moted by a scientific culture.?® 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 as an
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 about the meaning 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 as new entrants
participate in it. Their contractual relations are as fluid but no less binding
since they persist as shared “understandings.” 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 history. Mills, of course, became a Castroite. The foundation of
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his authoritarian reconstruction of sociology is the placement of “society”
on the same conceptual plane as the individual.?*

In the case of each of these political and social theorists, the social 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, structure, 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
contra omnia, but a structured, institutionalized, collectivized existence in
which state, society, and culture predate the birth and interaction of the
person. For Stirner, society is the state of nature. It is nonsense to speak of
a contract that no one living ever agreed to. It is nonsense to 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 preexisting
and powerful institutional controls over language, thought, and behavior.
Human beings do not “enter” into society as an equal partner with inter-
actions 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
between the individual and society as a conflict over ownership or own-
ness, and not as much over the constraints on the person’s liberty imposed
by Leviathan or the General Will. Of course, individual 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 appropriate 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.3

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 distinction clarifies that the
egoist or the unique one is not the isolated, nihilistic 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, Stirner identifies the “union of egoists,” which
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may constrain the liberty or negative freedom of individuals, but it is
primarily characterized by ownness or the self-ownership of 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 is their
creation, product, and property. The union of egoists is Stirner’s concept
of a willed, voluntary, for-itself social relationship that is continuously
created and renewed by all 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 relationships
with others. The relationship of the individual to self, participating in the
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.3!

Stirner’s view of ownness, self-ownership, and the unique ego structure
his understanding of social relationships, critique of society, and the coun-
tersociety or counterculture he suggests with the notion of the union of
egoists. What specifically characterizes the union of egoists is not the
“measure of liberty” it would offer, but the characteristic thatits members
would keep only themselves “before their eyes” and not view the organi-
zation as a “sovereign power” 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 grounds 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 relationships and organizations based on ideology, or
abstract concepts such as justice, love, mercy, pity, and kindness, with the
union of egoists based on ownness, enjoyment, and selfishness. Unlike
other forms of property, he argues that the union of egoists demands reci-
procity because desiderata 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 affect the outcomes of interaction. In other types of organizations,
the person is at a disadvantage from the start. For example, how does the
person obtain kindness, love, mercy, pity, or justice in an organization
based on those principles? How does one obtain kindness or love, or any
other form of desiderata that cannot exist on the basis of reciprocal ex-
change? The production and exchange of kindness, love, or justice is en-
tirely at the discretion of others. These are gifts that are provided 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 help, my misery, my suffering. What can
I offer him for his assistance? Nothing! I must accept it as a present.3

It is only in the union of egoists that the individual has some control or
ability to affect the outcomes of others in the organization. It is only
within the union of egoists that the needs of individuals can be met in a
reciprocal, voluntary manner.

You bring into a union your whole power, your competence, and make your-
self count; in a society you are employed, with your 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 undutifully 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 your
own; the society consumes you, you consume the union.”3

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 social 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 preex-
isting serving the interests of the reified organization or an elite within it?
Further, whatsort of 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 external and
constraining entities that place 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 his 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 RIGHT:
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 powerful 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, Stirner
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 prerogatives 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 all, 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 absolute 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 otherlords 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 “rightful titles,” and without whose warrant
nothing 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-
als 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 established order” are quite
naturally, and with equal right, brought to bear: right against right, where of
course one is decried by the other as “wrong.”3¢

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.”?’
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As human right is always something given, it always 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 among 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.3

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 illusion, a spook unless there is the power 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.”3°
There must be a deliberate and physical assertion of right for it to exist or
to matter. It must be appropriated or taken by the person. The state de-
clares and asserts foreign rights that may or may not free or nurture 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-
peting 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 sole arbiter of right and desiderata. 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 servitude 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
which 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.”4? 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 matter, 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.”#

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 freedom 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 distrib-
ute is their “own” and what they “will,” instead of being the result of
constraints and dictates of some external 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 Stirner says, “the press does not become free from
what I am not free from.”#2 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 press, in-
cluding its contents, is the property 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.*3 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. Stirner 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 arbiter 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.

Stirner 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 press. The struggle for the freedom of the press
is one component of the broader struggle for individual freedom and
dignity which includes an insurrection against the ability of the state to
intrude into the behaviors of persons and groups.

Stirner makes a similar argument in his analysis of economic competi-
tion. When Stirner was writing The Ego and Its Own in the early 1840s, 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-
talist” 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 Communist Manifesto, which was first published in 1848. It was not
until Marx published the first volume of Capital in 1867 that the term
capitalism was used to describe an economic system.* Although Stirner
does not use the term “capitalism,” he describes the economic system he
calls “free competition,” which would later be called free market or
“laissez-faire capitalism.” He examines free competition from his dialecti-
cal egoist perspective. Since he is interested in the role of the state in social
life, he poses the question, “is free competition 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
throughout Europe and North America. The most significant change that
occurred with the overthrow of the feudal state was that governments be-
came 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 with 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 middle classes, or 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 propounded 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.”4

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 of
some and failure of others is due to the competence and motivation, or
personal qualities of the individuals competing. The image is that all
forms of bias are 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 of 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 critical 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 of
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 property
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 ultimately 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 state 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,”
because many individuals lack the things for competition.4

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
manufacturers 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 in order to receive more.#”

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 benefit from me, ex-
ploiting me, turning me to account, using me up. . .. It wants me to be “its
creature.”8

Fourth, the quality of life and labor, the quality of goods and services,
is cheapened when the motivation for production is profit, and not excel-
lence or the enjoyment of one’s activity. Stirner contrasts egoistic labor, or
activity that is enjoyable and meaningful to the individual, with labor 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 of 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 best than the intention to make it
as profitable, as productive, as possible.”4° 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 accumulation 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 “valuelessness” 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. They 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 sym-
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 says 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.”*
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Stirner’s critique of democratic liberalism, socialism, and communism
extends to his views on revolution, rebellion, and change. Fundamental to
his perspective on political organization and change is the argument that
revolution and rebellion, 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. Revolution 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-
turning of social conditions, and the rearrangement of society. The time
and talent of revolutionaries are consumed with the design and struggle
over the appropriate 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 conditions.
Rebellion or insurrection also produces the transformation of established
social conditions, but it differs from revolution 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 with 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 established order collapses on its 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. “I no longer humble myself before any
power, and I recognize that all powers are only my power. All powers that
dominate me I then reduce to serving me.”5!
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Stirner’s dialectical egoism conceives all political systems to be social
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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TUCKER’S ENCOUNTER WITH THE EGO AND ITS OWN

Max Stirner is unique among theorists of modernity because of his
refusal to theorize about the reconstruction of a social order 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 of the
unique one and the implications it has for social relationships described
in the union of egoists. Stirner’s detractors from Marx to Camus to Pater-
son founded their critiques of dialectical egoism on Stirner’s anathema
toward social reconstruction. They attacked his resistance to positing al-
ternatives or extracting the societal consequences of his critique of 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 would 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 dialectic in
The Ego and Its Own. Stirmer 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, property, 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 unique oneis
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 conformism of modernity, is the clear implication that dialectical ego-
ism likely produces the domination of some individuals by others.

Stirner makes statements that imply the domination of some people by
others, but he makes other statements in the discussion of the union of
egoists that emphasize reciprocity among unique egoists. He makes still
other statements indicating that even unique egoists must accept con-
straints on their liberty required by their interaction with others. Stirner
expresses considerable empathy in The Ego and Its Own for the condition
of human beings in “modern times,” especially workers, children, and
victims of governmental abuse. If his dialectical 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 culture, polity, and economy
of modernity? The Ego and Its Own is either ambiguous 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 it does not, promoting instead
a new vision or sense of social relationships, just as it develops a new
concept of individuality in the unique one. The issue may be reduced to
the question, is dialectical egoism a philosophy that promotes anarchism,
or is it a philosophy that promotes archism? Stirner’s thought either en-
dorses the anarchist notion that individuals cannot legitimately dominate
others, or it endorses the archist idea that they can.

The nineteenth- and twentieth-century intellectuals and writers who
incorporated 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 is substantively anarchist, and others
conclude that it is substantively archist. Benjamin R. Tucker was one of the
intellectuals who was greatly influenced by Stirner’s egoism. Tucker de-
veloped a form of individualist anarchism that blended elements of
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American individualist thought and European socialism with Stirner’s
egoism. The Tucker-Stirner relationship has not been fully explored. Eltz-
bacher included 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 State, and dis-
cusses the transition of American individualist anarchism to egoism.
However, he does not develop any discussion of how Stirner affected
Tucker, or the points of agreement between the two writers. Wendy McElI-
roy includes a chapter in her book on Tucker and Liberty that describes the
conflicts between the anarchists who argued in favor of natural rights and
those who favored egoism. She does not outline Stirner’s influence on
Tucker nor the points where Tucker departs from Stirner.!

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 as the political economy of Adam Smith and John Stuart
Mill. In his youth, he was greatly influenced by the socially conscious
preaching of William ]. Potter, the minister of the Unitarian church his
family attended. From the age of twelve Tucker was an avid reader of
Horace Greeley’s New York Tribune. 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 read and ab-
sorbed the works of the French protoanarchist Pierre-Joseph Proudhon.
The confluence of these strong personalities, combined with 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 an 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 1877, 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
and Engineering Magazine. He is primarily important for his writings and
publication of Liberty, the individualist anarchist newspaper he edited
from August 1881 to 1907. Liberty attracted contributions from many im-
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
developed 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 doctrine 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 Own in 1903, which Tucker considered to be one of the
most significant accomplishments of his career.

I 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
and responses to letters to the editor of Liberty. He assembled many of
these into an 1897 volume titled, Instead of a Book by a Man Too Busy to Write
One. Instead of a Book is actually subtitled A Fragmentary Exposition of
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 sources
and implications of anarchism and the state socialism of Marx. Tucker
wrote “State Socialism and Anarchism” for the North American Review
shortly after the Haymarket riot in Chicago in 1886. However, the essay
never appeared in this publication. Tucker published it in Liberty in 1888
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 anarchist 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 archist interpretation of The Ego and Its Own in favor of
the anarchist 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.® 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.

BENJAMIN TUCKER AND THE PHILOSOPHY OF 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, drink, wear, or do. Nor does the an-
archistic scheme furnish any code of morals to be imposed upon the indi-
vidual. “Mind your own business” is its only moral law.®

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 Own. 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 Measure 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.” 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.’

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.!0 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 property, which Proudhon called “possession,” is the logical ex-
pression of the labor theory of value. The second form of property was not
legitimate, according to Proudhon, because the means of production repre-
sent the heritage of materials and techniques accumulated by many gen-
erations and because they require 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 is the right of “using and abusing” that
legitimates the “irresponsible domain of man over his person and his
goods.” It is little more than a form of theft. The means of production must
be owned collectively and each person must enjoy the product of his labor.
The private ownership of the means of production is what Proudhon meant
by his famous epigram, “Property is theft.”!

Following Warren and Proudhon, Tucker claimed that all legitimate
forms of property, the pivotal category in his individualist anarchist eco-
nomics, 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 possession 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 of 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 of all titles to such products which he
may hold by virtue of free contracts with others.?

Further, the individualist anarchist view of property, “concerns only
products. But anything is a product upon which human labor has been
expended, whether it is a piece of iron or a piece of land.”’3 Tucker credits
Adam Smith as the original source of the principle that “labor is the true
measure of price.” Tucker was critical of Smith 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 of
private property identified by Proudhon, but he argued that capitalism
negates both. The standpoint of the procapitalist political economy of
Smith is the description of society as it is, dominated by the financial, in-
dustrial, and commercial classes, and not “as it should be, and the discov-
ery of the means of making it what it should be.” The goal of individualist
anarchism is the deconstruction 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 Socialism and Anarchism,” Tucker argued that nine
logical deductions could be derived from the work of Warren and
Proudhon:

1. The “natural” wage of labor is its product;

2. This wage, or product, is the only “just” source of income or wealth,
excluding gifts and inheritance;

3. Those who derive income from any other source “abstract” 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 usury” and
are different methods for levying tribute for the use of capital, or
different forms of exploitation;

6. Capital is nothing more than “stored-up labor” which has already

received its full compensation and, thus, its use by others ought to

be gratuitous;

The lender of capital is entitled to only its return and nothing more;

8. The only reason that bankers, capitalists, and landlords are able to
exploit labor is because they are supported by legal privilege or mo-
nopoly; and

9. The only way for labor to secure its entire product, or natural wage,
is to destroy all forms of monopoly.'*

N

Profit, rent, and interest are forms of usury; taken together they define
capitalism as 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 forms of value or wealth that are derived from the inequitable
exchange of labor and capital. Individuals cannot legitimately assert own-
ership over land or natural resources, except those which they directly
occupy and use. The legitimate ownership of property refers solely to the
products of human labor. Equitable commerce is founded on the equiva-
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lent exchange of labor notes as currency that represent a consistent stan-
dard of time that an individual spends working. In the individualist an-
archist formulation, unlike that of contemporary 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 would impose it on individuals and society as a fixed
idea that could not be challenged or overturned. Warren also knew that it
did not describe economic life but sought to impose it as a commandment
on artificial communities in the hope that it would spread outside of the
social 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 unnaturai?

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 are 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
are 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 intuitively superior. The characterization of the labor theory
of value as the expression of the “just and natural” wages of labor posits it
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 dif-
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 contradictions
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 readers
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-ownership
or sovereignty of the individual which Tucker refers to as “the law of
equal liberty” or “the principle of equal liberty.” “State Socialism and
Anarchism” is an important essay because it is the only organized state-
ment by Tucker that summarizes the basic philosophical principles that
underlie his writings. The initial philosophic opposition that Tucker
develops in the essay is between “authority” and “liberty.” Tucker iden-
tifies the two as divergent principles that can be used to organize human
activities. Tucker argues that anarchism and state socialism are both
forms of socialist thought that emerged out of Adam Smith’s notion that
“labor is the true measure of price.” Tucker says that the labor theory of
value is a significant advance in social theory because it grounded eco-
nomic value and all notions of social justice in the practical, everyday
activities of humans. Anarchism and state socialism took radically dif-
ferent paths in their efforts to use this idea as a lever to change society.
The state socialists, who by the 1880s were primarily Marxists, argued
that labor could only receive the full value of its product in the frame-
work of a social system in which all productive property is owned and
controlled by the state. In turn, the state must be dominated by 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 of the state. Among other things, persons should be
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allowed to determine the value of labor autonomously, or outside the
structure of a government.

The problem with authority is that it is universally “invasive” of the “self-
jurisdiction of the individual within a voluntary society.” Tucker’s primary
intent was to help establish society as a voluntary association, or a society
by contract, in which individuals could act freely without intrusion by the
state.’® 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, wear, or do.”'¢ Tucker supports free trade and ar-
gues for the elimination of all monopolies, which is essential to eliminating
all forms of exploitation that occur in everyday life. It only when persons
are secure from both force and fraud that they are free. Tucker uses the term
“liberty” to imply that individuals have access to the tools and materials
that enable them to produce or earn a living. “State Socialism and Anar-
chism” closes with Tucker quoting Ernest Lesigne’s statement that contrasts
state socialism and anarchism:

One says:

The land to the State.

The mine to the State.

The tool to the State.

The product to the State.
Theother says:

The land to the cultivator.

The mine to the miner.

The tool to the laborer.

The product to the producer.'”

The idea of liberty means that the individual enters into contracts vol-
untarily, is a member of only those associations she or he has joined vol-
untarily, lives in a noninvasive environment free of monopolies, and has
access to nature and the technology to produce.

Tucker intends to promote a Stirnerite point of view on questions per-
taining to rights. He says that anarchists “totally discard the idea of moral
obligation, of inherent rights and duties” and that “so far as inherent right
is concerned, might is its only measure.”'8 In order to articulate the prin-
ciple of equal liberty, he must modify Stirner’s egoism. Although Tucker
was influenced by many concepts of self-ownership 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, be-
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.”!® The notion of equal liberty 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 an absolute or first
principle 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 infuses the notion with the rhetoric of rights, in-
cluding the concepts of duty and compulsion. People have “a duty to
respect other’s rights, assuming the word ‘right” to be 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 liberty on “the distinction between invasion and resis-
tance, between government and defense.” He uses the term “invasion”
to refer to the “line inside of which liberty of action does not conflict
with others’ liberty of action.” Persons have the right to resist invasion
and to defend or protect their personal liberty. As Eltzbacher phrases it,
“The individual has the right to repel invasion of his sphere of action.”
Tucker proposes that the law of equal liberty be given some teeth
through the creation of “defensive associations” that would act coer-
cively on behalf of the anarchistic principle of equal liberty, prohibiting
and demanding redress for invasive acts. As far as Tucker is concerned,
defensive 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
restraining a criminal.!

Equal liberty implies a universal moral or political claim that individu-
als have a right 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 boundary of the individual’s freedom and
helps define the meaning of self-ownership or the sovereignty of the indi-
vidual. Equal liberty, therefore, is a universal or generalizable form of
self-ownership that certainly goes beyond Stirner’s focus on “my power,”
“my property,” and “my self-enjoyment.” Equal liberty has an objective
and collective form since no individual can be excluded from it, or exempt
self from it. Equal liberty assumes that there is some external, knowable
standard to assess the “equality” of liberty, or the behavioral boundaries
between and among persons. There must be some standard that can op-
erationalize the meaning of invasion and defense. Otherwise, how do
persons know what constitutes liberty, invasion, and defense? Without an
objective standard equal liberty is merely a restatement of the war of each
against all. Otherwise, competing defensive associations are likely to chal-
lenge each other’s actions to enforce equal liberty. How do persons know
when people have equal liberty? Tucker’s concept also implies that there
is some sort of social agent who can legitimately mediate and enforce
what constitutes equal liberty, or what constitutes appropriate boundaries
demarcating what people can and cannot do.

Tucker argues that equal liberty and anarchism logically entail each
other. It is apparent in his discussion that equal liberty is a tool to recreate
the self-other relationship outside the domain of 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 equal liberty 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 protect and de-
fend the liberty of individuals? It is difficult to differentiate Tucker’s an-
archism from the arguments of other philosophers who argue for a
minimalist state to protect the rights and liberty of individuals.

Perhaps more significant from the standpoint of Tucker’s methodology
is how he discovered that equal liberty is either a first principle or a moral
absolute. Where did it come from? Why is it 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
principles or moral absolutes were derived from a philosophy of natural
rights. The rights of persons and their duties to others were thought to
emanate from God, or were inherent in the nature of human beings. Later
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individualists and libertarians 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, rights implied by
equal 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 liberty 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
aright based in social convention, but it is the only social 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 ability 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 many 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 socialists led by Marx and the anarchists led by Proudhon and
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Warren. Tucker traces the similarity to the mutual recognition that labor
does not receive the full value of what it produces. The two movements
differ dramatically in how they would 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,” socializing the means and outcomes of produc-
tion. The mutualists or individualist anarchists like Tucker, Proudhon,
and Warren, also envision a social transformation, but one that would
destroy, not seize, state power and, thereby, destroy the monopolies that
produce class inequalities. Theoretically, the outcome of the individualist
anarchist destruction of the state would be a society based on voluntarism
and cooperation in which no one would have any special privileges, but
all would compete and cooperate as they pursue their individual inter-
ests. All forms of possession and economic value would be based on use,
not titles or privileges conferred by the state.

Unlike the Marxists and other state socialists, the individualist anar-
chists do not believe that 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 believed 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 of production.” But all prices
do not fall to the cost of labor because there is only a one-sidedness to
competition under capitalism. Historically, the capitalist class successfully
manipulated legislation to provide an unlimited 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
supplying capital,” “keeping the rate of interest on money and of house-
rent and ground-rent as high as the necessities of the people will bear.”?3
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 of capitalism because it 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 of his cri-
tique of capitalism.
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The right to cooperate is as inviolable as the right to compete;

The right to compete involves the right to refrain from competition;
Cooperation is often a method of competition;

Competition is always a method of cooperation;

Each is a legitimate, orderly, noninvasive exercise of the individual
will under the law of equal liberty; and

6. Any man or institution attempting to prohibit or restrict either, in
any way, is an enemy of liberty.2

G W=

Tucker argues that the banking or money monopoly was the most sig-
nificant form of 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 holding cer-
tain kinds of property, of issuing the circulating 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 prices of goods, —the
first directly, and the second and third indirectly.”? Tucker’s argument
appears somewhat archaic in the United States today largely because of
the role of the Federal 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 price
for loans in the form of 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 associations 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 essential of a competitive market.?”

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 1843 to 1873 that attacked the
presumption that the power to print money does not entail the right to
enforce its universal acceptance and use, nor does it preclude alternative
forms of currency.?® In 1843, Spooner published Constitutional Law Relative
to Credit, a pamphlet that argues that the right of banking and issuance of
promissory notes is as much a natural right as any other effort to earn a
living. The effort by the government to suppress competition in banking
and credit is as foolish as the idea that government should prohibit compe-
tition in agriculture and manufacturing.?’ In his 1861 pamphlet, A New
System of Paper Currency, Spooner writes that neither the federal govern-
ment nor state governments have any authority under the Constitution of the
United States 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,
credit, or banking. In his view, federal law that prohibits, limits, or regulates
private commerce in these areas has the effect of conferring special privi-
leges for both making contracts and for avoiding the responsibility of
them.3® Spooner’s analysis of the illegitimate role of government in cur-
rency, credit, and banking influenced Tucker’s analysis greatly because it
illuminated the ability of the government to generate and protect class in-
equality through the extraction of surplus value in the form of interest.

Both Warren and Spooner provided an important theoretical founda-
tion for Tucker’s critique of the banking monopoly, but he was enor-
mously influenced by the banking reformer William B. Greene on mone-
tary theory. Greene was a graduate of West Point and Harvard Divinity
School. He served in the campaign against the Seminole Indians in Florida
during 1817-1818. Unlike Warren, Spooner, and Tucker, Greene was not a
lifelong theorist and activist for individualist anarchism. He only adopted
anarchist ideas during the last decade of his life. He was astonished at the
economic collapse that occurred during the Great Panic of 1837, which
has been called America’s first great depression. The Great Panic of 1837
was initiated by the collapse of the real estate market and the failures of
banks across the country. Estimates are that as many as 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 unemploy-
ment and depression 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 appeared in several 1849
issues of the Palladium, a newspaper published in Worcester, Massachu-
setts. Greene’s articles were originally published in book form under the
title Equality in 1849, and appeared again later that same year in a revised
form as Mutual Banking.3!
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Greene argues in Mutual Banking that monopolistic forms of banking
were actually exploitative of workers, artisans, farmers, and other bor-
rowers because governmental control of currency and credit 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. Further-
more, the banking monopoly was able to artificially inflate the price of
gold and silver because their legal designation as 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 monopoly 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 of 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 drive 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.3?

In response, Greene proposed a form of mutual banking in which land,
not gold or silver, would serve as the basis for currency. Individuals be-
came members of 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 expenses 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 stability, uni-
versality, and clarity as a means of exchange. More than anything else,
Greene argued that the mutual bank would be a financing solution for
workers, artisans, and farmers, the class of Americans who were margin-
alized and exploited 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
demand; and mutual banking operates, not directly oh supply and demand,
but to the diminution of the rate of interest on the medium of exchange.3?
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Tucker believed that the core of the problem with monopoly banking
was the interest, or unearned wealth, that banks were allowed to appro-
priate from borrowers. Moreover, despite its deleterious consequences
for individual liberty and free competition, interest had become an es-
sential feature of monopoly capitalism. Interest is made possible by the
“denial of liberty” or exercise of state power in banking which deprives
individuals and associations of the right to issue promissory notes as
currency and forces all but bankers to “pay tribute to the holders of this
privileged property.”3

In many respects, Tucker keyed off of the analyses by Warren, Spooner,
and Greene, integrating the critical features of their analyses. He also of-
fered some new elements to the individualist anarchist critique of finance
capital. Tucker understood the importance of an economy based on
money. He argued that money is essential to prosperity and economic
development since its universality facilitates the division of labor, ensur-
ing that society can rise above mere barter. Under monopoly forms of
capitalism, the right to lend money is monopolized by government-
authorized banks that use the law to limit competition and exclude alter-
native, mutual, or free banking. The problem, then, is that governments
monopolize the right to determine legitimate forms of exchange, who can
exchange, and the rates of exchange. Although money has no inherent
value except for its symbolic representation of capital, it acquires material
value because the state compels its use and, thus, forces people to accept
it as the measure of the real value of 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 usury because it signi-
fies that the lender forcibly extracts surplus value from the borrower; thus
creating class inequalities. The banking or money monopoly produces
and reproduces class inequalities because it defines the medium of ex-
change, limits who can participate in exchanges, and supports the exploi-
tation inherent in interest, especially through the maintenance of 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 guided by individualist anarchist principles that would
destroy the banking monopoly to allow voluntary and mutual forms of
exchange and banking, among other things. According to Tucker, the an-
archist overthrow of the state and destruction of monopoly banking
would enable “thousands of people” to go into business who were previ-
ously deterred because of artificially high interest rates. Presumably,
banks would be able charge for the cost of doing business, but they could
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not charge for the use of capital. The positive consequences would be that
(a) interest rates will fall because banks could take personal property and
other forms of promissory payments as collateral, (b) wages would go up
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 would be able to borrow at “less than one percent.”3>

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 significant
tool of class domination. Tucker based his critique of rent and the 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 1849 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 disorganization 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 that
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.3¢

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 Social Wealth and in the arti-
cles published in Liberty 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 cultivate 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 “the non-owning users to pay tribute to the non-using owners as
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a condition of 