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Ido not want the liberty of men, nor their equality; I
want only my power over them, I want to make them
my property, material for enjoyment.

— Max Stirner, The Ego and His Own

Part One: An Overview

Introduction

The Ego and His Own (1844)' was
written by a middle-aged Berlin school-
teacher using the pseudonym Max Stirner.
Johann Kaspar Schmidt, the man who
would be Stirner, had studied under Hegel
as ayouth, and he was a regular attendee at
a philosophical debating/drinking society
also frequented by Marx and Engels, and
others in the circle sometimes called the
Young (or Left) Hegelians. Stirner’s book
has been influential, if somewhat quietly, in
many philosophical, artistic, and anti-sys-
temic traditions. Most importantly for us,
it has influenced individualist anarchism,
and therefore anarchism more broadly. In
2017, Wolfi Landstreicher published a new
translation from the original German into
English. When people talk about “egoism”
they are basically talking about this book
and its devotees.

Its influence is a strange thing. Very
few anarchists I know have read it. Almost
every anarchist has read writers who

1 DerEinzige und sein Eigentum, also translated as
The Unique/Individual and Its Property. Unless
otherwise stated, any page citation is to Max
Stirner, The Ego and His Own, trans. Steven T.
Byington (London: Verso, 2014). In quotations,
italics are Stirner’s, while underline emphasis
is my own.

thought Stirner was awesome and brought
aspects of The Ego and His Own into
their ideas (e.g. Emma Goldman, Renzo
Novatore, Alfredo Bonanno). For many
years, I thought of Stirner as a name that
carried some weight, a serious thinker, in
some way a part of our tradition, someone
we respected, but whom I hadn’t read,
and I couldn’t really explain what his deal
was. Becoming more aware of egoism’s
content, as well as the mark and measure
of its influence, The Ego and His Own
has come to seem more and more like a
central text for currents in anarchism that
I oppose (individualism, nihilism, trying-
to-change-things-makes-you-a-statist-ism?,
etc.). Wherever some anarchist wants to say
that society (of any kind) is a prison, or that
revolution is an inherently authoritarian
pursuit, or that using the word ‘should’ is
an assault on their wild freedom, Stirner is
there.

2 One of the worst parts of contemporary anar-
chism is the argument that revolution is bad
because it tries to achieve a different world, i.e.
to change things, whereas insurrection is great
cause it doesn’t try to make anything different.
I had thought that this was a bit of underdevel-
oped foolishness that we would grow out of,
by slowly overcoming the Cold War ideology
that revolution is synonymous with Stalinism.
Unfortunately, it appears its roots are deeper
and more explicit than I imagined; Stirner lays
it out quite clearly (295 -6).



Criticizing this text is a struggle.
It’s an old book; not a tome, but hardly
concise. Repetitive, contradictory,
piss-poor reasoning wrapped in fair-to-
middling and often ambiguous prose, it’s
got it all. We find within it arguments that
consistency is bondage, and that reason
and truth are meaningless illusions.?
This book encourages the principle that
you can simply ignore the implications,
antecedents, and interrelations of ideas
you like, if these connections aren’t to your
liking. Stirner also has a habit of shifting
abruptly between his own voice and the
voice of people he completely disagrees
with. Many instances are contextually clear
enough that 90% of people would read it
with the same understanding. In many
other instances, though, it's ambiguous
and that’s how you get people claiming
that Stirner was a capitalist and that he
was an anti-capitalist, a communist and
an anti-communist, and every other damn
thing plus its opposite. Personally, I think
he has no serious ideas about political
economy (et al.) whatsoever and so just
semi-ambiguously snarks in a bunch of
different directions.

My point is that it’s really hard, once
you're acquainted with the book and the
scene, the egoists, to write a straight-
forward critique, and not get pulled
in many different directions, trying to
respond to what Stirner says, the contra-
dictory thing Stirner also says, and the
various egoist defenses of each of these

3 I, however, find inconsistency and contradic-
tory reasoning to be emblematic of problems in
said thought. I will, therefore, draw attention to
contradictions within Stirner’s work, for both
this reason, and to head off the fanboys who
will try to argue against my points by pulling
out quotes where Stirner says the opposite. I'm
aware.

things. For example, The Ego and His Own
contains the most racist prose I have ever
read in the original (as opposed to say,
reading a book about fascists that quotes
some of their racialist trash):

[W]hen you are at the point of drowning,
you like a Negro as rescuer as well as the
most excellent Caucasian—yes, in this
situation you esteem a dog not less than
aman. (191)

Iftheheaven-storming men of Caucasian
blood throw off their Mongolian skin,
they will bury the emotional man under
the ruins of the monstrous world of
emotion. (62)

The history of the world, whose shaping
properly belongs altogether to the
Caucasian race, seems till now to have
run through two Caucasian ages, in the
first of which we had to work out and
work off our innate negroidity; this was
followed in the second by Mongoloidity
(Chineseness), which must likewise
be terribly made an end of. Negroidity
represents antiquity, the time of depen-
dence on things (on cocks’ eating, birds’
flight, on sneezing, on thunder and
lightning, on the rustling of sacred trees,
and so forth); Mongoloidity the time of
dependence on thoughts, the Christian
time. (59)

If I had before me Jews, Jews of the true
metal, I should have to stop here and
leave them standing before this mystery
as for almost two thousand years they
have remained standing before it, unbe-
lieving and without knowledge. But as
you, my dear reader, are at least not a
full-blooded Jew— for such a one will not
go as far astray as this—we will still go
along a bit of road together. (22)

Stirner is racist. He believes it is both
true that caucasians are superior to other
races and is rightly so. He believes that the
ways in which things should change is by
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caucasians becoming more caucasian.* Yet
even stating basic facts like these, I can
hear the chorus: ‘Race is a spook [so Stirner
couldn’t have believed in it]!’; ‘That’s out of
context!” (it’s really not); ‘That’s a standard
metaphor of 19th century Europe and thus
it’s unfair to criticize Stirner in particular
for itP’; ‘What about page 227?!".> T hear
Wolfi making the laughable and baseless
conjecture that all this “Mongoloidity”
thing is just one big dark joke, since
actually, secretly, Stirner is a Taoist!®

4  Although, apparently, “Improving and reforming
is the Mongolism of the Caucasian, because
thereby he is always getting up again what
already existed—to wit, a precept, a generality,
a heaven,” (62) but that get us into the whole
‘Stirner is consistently inconsistent’ thing.

5 Meaning these oft-cited lines: “Ridiculous is he
who, while fellows of his tribe, family, nation,
rank high, is—nothing but ‘puffed up’ over the
merit of his fellows [...] Neither of them puts his
worth in exclusiveness, but in connectedness,
or in the ‘tie’ that conjoins him with others, in
the ties of blood, of nationality, of humanity”
(227). I see your page 227 and raise you the
fact that a “German Union” is a possible and
desirable thing for Stirner (215) and that “the
Nationals are in the right; one cannot deny his
nationality” (228). Not to mention that those
lines so often quoted are followed immediately
by the vapid Stirnerian quibble that “there is
to be found a vast difference between pride in
‘belonging to’ a nation and therefore being its
property, and that in calling a nationality one’s
property” (227, emphasis mine). This opens
wide the door for the many racists and nation-
alists who have enthusiastically incorporated
Stirner and egoism (e.g. Kevin Slaughter, the
publisher of Wolfi’s 2017 translation of Stirner,
or Ezra Pound, or Julius Evola, or Keith Preston,
or...).

6 On the basis of Stirner studying philosophy in
university, attending a philosophical debating
society, and being famous exclusively for pub-
lishing philosophical works in philosophy cir-
cles to be read by and defended from fellow
trained enthusiasts of philosophy, Wolfi

Each of these responses demands
a response in turn (you’ll notice that I've
already failed to restrain some replies to
them). I don’t think it’s possible, however,
to present all sides: my reading of the
text, plus alternative readings that have
textual support (because of Stirner’s many
self-contradictions), plus ways people read
the text that have no reasonable textual
support (e.g. Stirner was anti-racist, or a
Taoist, or de Acosta’s “We are all Unions
of Egoists” thing”), as well as my critiques
of these varied and contradictory posi-
tions. I will instead try to present an overall
summary of the book, including a couple
ideas about how this book might have
come to be written, followed by a deeper
look at Stirner’s critique of the State. Then
a bunch of egoists will tell me that 'm an
idiot who’s completely misunderstood the

concludes that actually Stirner is not a philoso-
pher, but someone who has completely rejected
philosophy. In contrast, on the basis that
Stirner never quite manages to give any content
to the Self (Einzige) on which he has anchored
his thought—which is seen as a tremendous
parallel to the indescribable Tao, despite ‘the
name for the Unnameable’ being a pretty stan-
dard mystical/theological construction in
Christianity as well—and “buddhist, taoist,
and other Eastern writings were available in
Germany at the time,” Wolfi proposes that
Stirner might be a Taoist. See his Introduction
to The Unique and Its Property (Baltimore:
Underworld Amusements, 2017).

7 DeAcosta, How the Stirner Eats Gods. This zine is
just... not at all a good summary of what Stirner
says. Much of it reads like de Acosta liked
Spinoza but Stirner had more chic so he just
put Spinoza in Stirner’s voice. I fail to see the
point in advancing an idea that many people
have articulated in many ways—i.e. that the
self is not a coherent, unified thing, correlating
1:1 with the individual human body—in the
jargon of someone (i.e. Stirner) who has based
his entire thought on the coherence of a dis-
crete, indivisible, Unique, individual self.



text. My hope is not that anyone who has
read this book and then began describing
themselves as an egoist and acting based
on its ideas will change their mind,
but rather to trouble egoism’s place in
anarchism.

A Brief Summary

Throughout The Ego and His Own,
Stirner makes near constant use of a
simple dialectical method. While, at its
most interesting, dialectical method
means recognizing that change is a
constant, and that we can only come to
understand things as both products and
producers of change, it is often grossly
simplified into three linear steps. First,
there is a thing; second, the overcoming
of the thing; third, the overcoming of the
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overcoming of that thing. This is also
rendered as ‘thesis, antithesis, synthesis’
or as ‘the thing, the negation of the thing,
the negation of the negation’. Stirner’s
arguments almost always fall into this
structure. More specifically, he uses many
different analogies or parables to represent
one specific crude dialectical construction:
realism —idealism —egoism, or ‘egoism
in the ordinary sense’— ‘involuntary
egoism’—‘true egoism’. That is to say,
preoccupation with the world of things,
overcome by and transformed into a
preoccupation with the world of spirit/
mind/ideas, which is in turn overcome
by and transformed into true egoism, i.e.
concerning oneself only with one’s self and
relating to the world as an owner. Here are
various other ways he renders this same
construction:

Thesis Antithesis Synthesis
Realism Idealism Egoism!
Egoism in the ordinary Self-denying egoism True egoism!
sense
Negroes Mongols Caucasians!
Ancients Moderns Future Men!
Child Youth Man!
Catholicism Protestantism Godless Egoism!
The uneducated The educated The true (educated) egoist!
Absolute State Liberal State The Union of Egoists!
Greeks Christians Egoists!
English philosophy German philosophy f)ﬁflr(l) esroilt)eh(};!anti—’)
Jews Christians Egoists!

For Stirner, the world and its people —
being, for the most part, in the 2nd stage
of the dialectic—are caught up in a world
of abstract concepts and ideas, especially
or achetypically or foundationally, the
concepts of “Good” and of “Man.” For him,

people are “possessed” by these “spooks.”

This is one of the central concepts
of Stirner’s thought. A spook—at the
risk of defining undefined and flexi-
bly-used terms—is a concept, principle,
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or idea that has become “sacred.”® That
is, it has become separated from actual
persons. Stirner makes full use of the way
that anything expressible in language, or
thinkable in thought can, by that fact, be
rendered as a concept, and therefore an
alien spook. This frequently happens in the
form that other people become the concept
of other people, and therefore a spook.
The concept, rather than being “owned”
or used by persons, has come to stand
above and to dominate them. Stirner uses
the post-Christian, atheist sensibilities
of his audience (the Young Hegelians and
their acolytes) to argue that concepts being
championed as the overcoming of God —
like humanism, communism/socialism,
critical philosophy—are really just God
in new forms. That is to say, they still are
based upon the elevation of abstractions
that do not actually exist to a position of
domination over actual people.

8 This is another central concept for Stirner, as
for many of his larger-looming contemporaries.
See, for example, Marx and Engel’s The Holy
Family (“holy” and “sacred” being two trans-
lations of heilige) which critiques the Young
Hegelians, a scene at which much of Stirner’s
critique is also aimed, as well as being a scene
of which all three authors were in many ways
participants. Or crack open your Society of the
Spectacle, and read the Chapter I epigraph from
Feuerbach’s The Essence of Christianity (one of
the major Young Hegelian works, which both
M&E and Stirner critique): “illusion only is
sacred, truth profane. Nay, sacredness is held to
be enhanced in proportion as truth decreases
and illusion increases, so that the highest
degree of illusion come to be the highest degree
of sacredness.” Or back up a couple pages
(again, in the nearest-to-hand copy of Society of
the Spectacle) and read Hegel saying “...in the
case where the self is merely represented and
ideally presented, there it is not actual: where
it is by proxy, it is not.” Stirner is by no means
the stand-alone, out-of-nowhere, unparalleled
luminary that egoists imagine.

“Spook” and “the sacred” are joined
by the “fixed idea” and the “Cause” as
ways in which people are “possessed.” The
fixed idea, or l’idée fixe, was a cutting-edge
early 19th century pop psych term used to
pathologize anarchists and other revolu-
tionaries and rebels. In its use to pathol-
ogize and depoliticize those it labels, and
distance them from ‘normal’ people, the
fixed idea had a similar function to that of
‘radicalization’ today.

The Unique Individual, der Einzige,
represents, in Stirner’s program, the over-
coming of these spooks, of this possession,
and the achievement of his dialectic’s third
stage: true egoism, self-ownership.

Stirner also mounts a critique
of freedom and those who pursue it.
In contrast, he presents his concept
of “Ownness.”” For various reasons,
freedom is not the pursuit of the egoist,
but rather ownness, because, “Being free
from anything—means only being clear
or rid. [...] Freedom is the doctrine of
Christianity. [...] Must we then, because
freedom betrays itself as a Christian
ideal, give it up? No, nothing is to be lost,
freedom is to become our own, and in the
form of freedom it cannot” (145). Much
of Stirner’s argument here boils down to
presenting “freedom” as negative freedom,
freedom-from, and contrasting that with
positive freedom, freedom-to, which he has
renamed “ownness.” “‘Freedom lives only
in the realm of dreams!” Ownness, on the
contrary, is my whole being and existence,
itis I myself. Iam free from what I am rid of,
owner of what I have in my power or what I
control” (145).1° This distinction between

9 Eigenheit, also translatable as ‘particularity’ or
‘peculiarity’.

10 This is a good example of Stirner’s ambiguous
writing style. He often speaks in another’s voice



positive and negative freedom, however,
was already well-established in Stirner’s
circles—and even if not made distinct,
nowhere in Europe was freedom purely
defined as a riddance. It’s unclear why he
would define freedom so narrowly, except
so as to make space for his New Concept,
“Ownness.” The restrictive definition of a
common concept, followed by new jargon
given for the space created thereby: it’s a
classic move of the careerist intellectual.

These remarks on freedom also
intersect with another aspect of Stirner’s
thought that crops up in several places
(while also being contradicted in many
others). Attempts to change social condi-
tions are causes, which have us working
for something outside of ourselves, and
therefore being possessed by a fixed idea.
“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. To
be free is something that I cannot truly will,
because I cannot make it, cannot create it:
I can only wish it and —aspire toward it, for
it remains an ideal, a spook” (145). Thus,
freedom is thrice dismissed as merely free-
dom-from, as a spook, and as an expression
of “Mongolism,” i.e. trying to make things
better.

Ownness, in contrast to what Stirner
calls freedom, is a move of consciousness,
a reunderstanding of one’s situation as
opposed to a changing of that situation.
This distinction is centrally important to
understanding what Stirner’s thought is
and is not.

As occurs in individualism as a

without using any kind of quotation mark, let
alone any explanation of who he imagines to
be speaking, while here he appears to be using
inverted commas around something he himself
thinks — “‘Freedom lives only in the realm of
dreams!’” —quoting no one.

An Anarchist Critique of Stirner & Egoism

broader current, Stirner slides between
two extremes: ethical individualism, where
respect for the individual and for individu-
ality is the fundamental term of an ethical
system; and an amoral solipsism, where
I am all that matters and nothing has any
value except insofar as it (or she, he, they,
etc.) has value to me." That is to say, the
subject in Stirner’s thought is at some
points the Individual, of which there are
many, while at others it is “I” alone, i.e.
Stirner himself. In between these extremes
Stirner often tours through a ‘moderate’
position of aristocratic elitism; here, it
is not existence, nor life, nor sentience,
nor humanity," but rather true egoism, or
self-ownership that entitles one to recog-
nition as a person, or subject. Stirner’s
Einzige is defined by its incomparability
to any Other: the attack on any proposed
commonality between persons is one of
the book’s main thrusts. At the same time,
Stirner writes wistfully of the recognition
which true egoists give to each other’s
uniqueness.

At no point does Stirner ever try to
understand the world. At all. At every
single point where Stirner is ostensibly
talking about the world as it actually
exists, he is generally doing a bad crib job
from a half-remembered 1830s German
undergrad. I hope most people would

11 The ungainly hybrid of the two extremes,
present in Stirner but also cropping up else-
where among individualists, says that everyone
gets along best when everyone pursues only
their own self(ish) interest. Adam Smith made
the most (in)famous attempt to explain how
this could be true.

12 Here, I'm not meaning the ‘concept of
humanity’ that Stirner spills so much ink pre-
senting as being the foremost opponent of a life
well-lived, but just membership in the human
species.
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recognize right away that in no way is he
ever actually talking about Africa (you
know, like an actual vast place with actual
history where actual people actually live
and lived). In fact he’s just talking about
Africa because and how Hegel did."* His
history of Europe is also trash. It is, in the
first place a history of European philosophy
(because he can’t escape Idealism), not
Europe (let alone ‘civilization’ or ‘Man’),
and it’s a bad one at that. It goes like this:
‘there were these Greeks [bad summary of
Ancient Greek philosophy] and then Jesus
came along and that made Christianity and
then the Reformation happened and then
there was Hegel and now meeeeeeeeee!’
His ‘historical’ remarks about the French
Revolution also have only the smallest of
intersections with the French Revolution
as an actual historical event (both involve a
character named Robespierre...).

The Ego and His Own begins and ends
with a Goethe quote that is translated in
two ways: more literally as “I have based
my affair on nothing,” or in a less direct
rendering, by Byington, Stirner’s first
English translator, “All things are nothing
tome.” Wolfi, in the introduction to his new
translation, proposes a reading of the book
as a whole that amounts to this: ‘The point
of the book is the first and last lines, I have
based my affair on nothing, and everything

13 “Africa is the country of the childhood of history.
In defining the African spirit we must entirely
discard the category of universality. Among the
Negroes consciousness has not yet reached a
firm objective existence, as for example God,
law, in which man would have the perception of
his essence... thanks to which, knowledge of an
absolute being is totally absent. The Negro rep-
resents natural man in all his lack of restraint.”
— Hegel, Philosophie der Geshichte.

I take this point and this quote from Marx and
Engels, The German Ideology (Amherst, NY:
Prometheus Books, 1998), p. 183.

in between is a piss-take of a bunch of ridic-
ulous nonsense.” This echoes for me the
response to Stirner’s racism that says: ‘It’s
obviously a weird 19th century metaphor,
not an actual portrayal of non-European
persons and societies.” At a certain level, I
guess I agree. It is ridiculous bullshit based
on nothing, and yes, it is Europeans talking
about European ideas of the concept of the
African, that doesn’t actually successfully
interact in any meaningful way with Africa
or Africans. But I'm not convinced that
Stirner is in on the joke. I think he believes
what he says.

In sum, here are some things that
are consistently said—and occasionally
contradicted —that I think are the central
claims and arguments of The Ego and His
Own:

+ Each consciousness is abso-
lutely Unique and incomparable;
equality is therefore meaningless
and a spook. People are not equal,
nor should equality be pursued.

« To each Unique belongs
whatever they can appropriate
to themselves (their property);
whatever cannot be brought under
your power is not yours and does
not deserve to be. This includes
relations of domination (the slave
who cannot secure their freedom
does not deserve it; there is nothing
wrong with a master who can
enslave people doing so).

« There is no right and wrong.
That which is, is; that which can be
done, can be done. That which does
not exist should not be pursued.

e Social interaction should be,
and fundamentally is, a struggle



for power by each (individual) party
over and against every other. The
victor is always right.

e Also, somehow, we are all
imprisoned by the State/‘society’
and this is unfair.

« Instead of a State, or society, we
should existin a “Union of Egoists,”
formed only of egoists giving their
full, free consent at every moment
to participate. In the union, every-
one’s Uniqueness and property
is respected and egoists pool
their strength in order to ensure
respect for their all being treated
as equally Unique. They mutually
ensure respect for each other and
their property, while somehow, at
the same time, everyone is relating
to everyone else all the time as
someone to which nothing is owed
and everything can and ought to
be appropriated to oneself at any
opportunity.**

14 Yup, it’s an incredibly ridiculous and self-con-
tradicting position that recreates the bourgeois
state from scratch in Stirner’s mind and ter-
minology. It’s the point where Stirner’s radical
total critique— “prison society!” —gets sown
back into his fundamentally conservative out-
look (people only deserve what they already
have; any attempt to change this is a sign of
the dreaded fixed idea, yet another possession
by the sacred). Your local egoist gets rock hard
just hearing the words “union of egoists”; it’s
their answer to every anarchist critique and it’s
totally vapid.

An Anarchist Critique of Stirner & Egoism

Where is this coming from?
Why did this book get written?

Take One:

A German youth named Johann,
enraptured by the beauty and apparent
power of ideas and of thought—to which
I suspect many of the people reading this
can relate—enrols at the university. As
Bakunin, as Marx, as so many of his contem-
poraries, he is astounded by the brilliance
of that leading light of German Idealism,
G.W.F. Hegel. Idealism and the dialectic:
everybody’s doing it. Concepts are rolling
around creating History. Johann’s whole
world revolves around Spirit, true infinity,
the concept, aufheben. After 25 years of this,
Johann is a middle-aged schoolteacher
who has struggled to find consistent work
in that field, let alone as the brilliant
lecturer he believes he could be. His main
pasttime is being a wallflower at a debating
club with some of his generation’s greatest
philosophical minds. Philosophy is his
whole life. His first wife dies shortly after
their marriage. His second wife, Marie
Ddhnhardt, with whom he lived while
writing the book and to whom he dedi-
cated it, would later describe him as “a very
sly man whom she had neither respected
nor loved” and their three years together as
“more of a cohabitation than a marriage.”"*

Somewhere along the way, it occurs
to him that the phenomenology of spirit
might not be the most significant part
of existence. A dispiriting (ha!) thought,
but wait! Mightn’t this be a sign of his

15 Leopold, David, “Max Stirner”, The Stanford
Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2015 Edition),
Edward N. Zalta (ed.), https://plato.stanford.
edu/archives/fall2015/entries/max-stirner/.
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exceptional genius—the kind so many of
us are always, somewhere in the back of
our minds, convinced we might be? In true
Hegelian fashion, he has fought his way to
the back of Hegelianism and overcome it
with the startling realization that people
are more real than concepts! And Johann
may just be the realest of them all!

The end result of this sly man and
his sad life'® is a book that can’t find the
clarity to state its central point (and if it
had it would have saved us all a lot of time
and trouble): our lives are completely and
overwhelmingly dominated by abstract
concepts which don’t actually exist or have
any power over us. One more time: all the
problems in our lives and the world are
caused by imaginary things that can be

16 Although save some pity for Marie, who not
only had to live with the guy, but gets written
up in The Ego and His Own as a pious bumpkin
who only experiences a modicum of life and joy
when Stirner fucks her (54 -5), and then due to
a probably unrequested dedication, gets shat
on by pretty much every commentator, pro or
con. The 1892 and 1962 introductions both
feel the need to assert or repeat the claim that
she couldn’t possibly have comprehended this
incredibly brilliant book, despite her being a
regular attendee of the same debating club, Die
Freien,before her relationship with Johann-Max
began. Marx and Engels get after her too, with a
bunch of shitty, derisive snark about a “Berlin
seamstress.”

I will not be getting into Stirner and gender
in this piece, choosing instead to focus on his
remarks on the State. I will simply state that
while I have encountered many people who
understand Stirner to have radical and sub-
versive gender politics, I do not at all agree. I
think these are based on decontextualized mis-
readings of the text, where it is not simply an
application of the egoist formula to a problem
which the text does not confront: gender is a
spook, and one overcomes gender oppression
by insisting on one’s Uniqueness and therefore
the inapplicability of any gendered analysis or
action to oneself.

overcome by ceasing to believe in them.
Talk about basing your affair on nothing!

Yes, it’s that classic one-two punch
of dangerously vacuous and consis-
tently popular ideologies: we are deeply
oppressed, horribly victimized, but we also
have all the power and so overcoming our
hardships is simple and easy because our
enemies are so weak as to be negligible.
Like the white supremacy/victimhood
narrative. Like ‘Our country is the greatest
country in the world and we will be again!’
Like the progress narrative whereby History
(or another Righteous Judge) will sweep
away our enemies and bring us the good
life, despite our present misery.

In fact, though, Johann was so uncon-
vinced by his ability to overcome these
spooks by ceasing to believe in them
that, in addition to publishing under a
pseudonym, Max Stirner, he includes in the
text assurances to the censors that he advo-
cates no kind of sedition. He also quit his
job before the book came out to avoid the
controversy. His contemporaries slagged
it off, much of what seems like rigour
and sweeping insight to later readers was
obvious to his contemporaries as lazy cribs
from Hegel and their undergraduate days.
Marie left him. He made a little money
translating Adam Smith and Jean-Baptiste
Say. He died of a sickness at 49."7

Take Two; Or, How does someone
come to believe something as manifestly
untrue as “Defend yourself and no one
will do anything to you!” (182)?

Stirner had many things in his life
that didn’t work out the way he would have
liked, but we can presume that his only
experience of actual oppression, of being

17 Allbiographical information is from Wikipedia.



confined into a social role of being inferior
and controlled—as with many non-ra-
cialized, non-proletarian men—was that
of childhood. Childhood, in our society, is
oppression (which manifests, of course,
very differently with different relationships
to race, gender, and class). What makes it
quite particular is that most people pass
out of this form of oppression within their
lifetime.

It is common for European cultures to
understand the self-assertion of boys of a
certain age as marking their transition into
adulthood, and therefore a relative or total
cessation of the indignities of childhood.
That is, most men have had the experience
of overcoming structural oppression and
disempowerment by simply asserting
themselves. Not only does this ease or lift
the imposition of childhood upon us, it is
generally celebrated and rewarded with the
powers and privileges of both adulthood
and masculinity.

For example, I once had an instructor
in a class teaching a manual skill-set.
Early in the class, he told the story of
his own teacher, who at a time of high
stress kept getting into my instructor’s
business, nit-picking, harassing, and pres-
suring. Eventually, my instructor reached
a breaking point and told his teacher to
‘Fuck off!” His teacher immediately backed
off and left him space to finish his work.
When my instructor started giving me shit
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in a high pressure situation (“Why aren’t
you done yet? What’s taking so long?”), I
knew that the same test/lesson was being
applied to me and promptly told him to
‘fuck off,’ to the same positive effect. For
me, and for him, it was true, in those situ-
ations, that simply defending ourselves
would stop what was being done to us.

That is to say, the basis of Stirner’s
egoist ideas could perhaps be summed
up as, ‘Well, I was able to overcome
social oppression by asserting myself,
so clearly what is needed to overcome
social oppression is nothing more, nor
less, than self-assertion.” Indeed, Stirner
repeatedly uses ‘coming of age’ as both an
example of self-assertion and a parable of
egoist practice in general. For example:
“Behave as if you were of age, and you are
so without any declaration of majority;
if you do not behave accordingly, you are
not worthy of it” (155). What is missed is
an understanding that the reaction to a
young man’s self-assertion is socially-de-
termined. Women and girls, for example,
and particularly women of colour who
attempt the same forms of self-assertion
are, on the contrary, likely to have their
self-assertion met with harsh negative
consequences, rather than reward. This is
not by any means to say that self-assertion
is necessarily bad, just that the claims of
Dr. Stirner’s Quick-Fix Cure-All Tonic are
wildly inflated.

Part Two: Stirner & the State

Without Stirner’s vociferous critique
of the State, it’s unlikely he would have
had as much influence among anarchists
as he has. So let’s look at it more closely.
Stirner objects to the State primarily on

three bases: it takes away his freedom, his
property, and his individuality, which for
Stirner includes his ability to command
and dominate others. He also says that
egoism has nothing to do with freedom,
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attempting to change the world, recog-
nizing others as uniquely valuable in their
own right (individuality), or guaranteeing
anyone else’s property. Yes, there are
contradictions. His proposal for engaging
the State, which he repeatedly claims will
function to abolish it, is to ignore it, to
pursue one’s own interest rather than what
is moral or right, to unthink it, and to “sin
against” it (78). He is not an anarchist and
he does not have anything significant to
offer anarchists, because his objections to
the State are not our objections to the State,
his conception of the State is not the actual
State which we confront, and his praxis
for abolishing the State is useless, even as
demonstrated in his own life.'® Further,
his proposal for a non-State form of social
organization —the Union'*—is bankrupt.
It does not address our concerns, does not
meaningfully differ from the State, and is
deeply self-contradictory to the point of
meaninglessness.

What Is the State?

In analyzing society, we must always
be on guard against reification (that is,
rendering something concrete which is

18 My point here is not that because the State was
not abolished in their lifetime, an historical fig-
ure’s views on praxis and struggle should be dis-
carded. Rather, if someone says “all I have to do
is X and the State will be abolished,” then our
observance that X failed (and fails) to abolish
the State invalidates the claim.

19 Wwolfi finds it desperately important to point out
that the word translated as Union has nothing
whatsoever to do with anything as embarass-
ingly passé as a labour union. Meanwhile,
Stirner describes, positively and prescrip-
tively—not to mention contradictorily, hypo-
critically—over several rambling pages (252-3
is the heart of it) the basic form and function of
alabour union as if he were inventing it.

not, e.g. treating a social relation as if it
were an object). We talk about the State as
a thing that acts on people as a shorthand,
but we must never forget that that it is a
shorthand. The State is a complex matrix
of social relationships, relations among
persons. This is not, of course, to say that
it is a simple relationship, on the level of a
dialogue, which could simply be ended by
any party.

Stirner manages to play both
extremes. On one hand, he describes
the State, in the most patently absurd
contract-theorist fashion, as something
created in every moment by the consent
of the people bound by it. “Let us then
hold together and protect the man in each
other [...] a fellowship of those who know
their human dignity and hold together
as ‘human beings.” Our holding together
is the State, we who hold together are the
nation” (89). “One looks for the fault first in
everything but himself, and consequently in
the State, in the self-seeking of the rich, and
so on, which yet have precisely our fault to
thank for their existence” (108, underline
emphasis mine), because “the master is a
thing made by the servant” (181).2

20 A deeply foolish rendering of the basic fact that
‘being a master’ does not describe a character-
istic of an individual, but their place in a social
relation. Hegel is still the primary reference in
European philosophy for this concept, and it is
still referred to as the “master-slave dialectic”
because of his discussion of it in the “Lordship
and Bondage” section of The Phenomenology of
Spirit. Once again, Stirner is not only ripping
off his old professor, but he’s missing the point
while he does it, consciously or not, by denying
the relational element. Stirner cannot see a dia-
lectical creation of persons through their rela-
tionships (which is actually the point of Hegel’s
writings on the subject), and here, as elsewhere,
insists on articulating every relationship as
being between one subject, and the subject’s
creations, objects, or property.



This togetherness is appalling to
him. “What is called a State is a tissue and
plexus of dependence and adherence; it
is a belonging together, a holding together,
in which those who are placed together
fit themselves to each other, or, in short,
mutually depend on each other: it is the
order of this dependence” (207, underline
emphasis mine). And yet “Certainly no
objection can be raised against a getting
together; but so much the more must one
oppose every renewal of the old care for us,
of culture directed toward an end” (226,
emphasis mine).?* Also, “it is not another
State (such as a ‘people’s State’) that men
aim at, but their union, uniting, this ever-
fluid uniting of everything standing” (208,
underline emphasis mine).

On the other extreme, the State is
described at many other points in Stirner’s
work as a completely autonomous force
that acts above and upon all humans. It has
a will of its own which is not the will of any
person. “The State [...] protects man not
according to his labor, but according to his
tractableness (‘loyalty’) —to wit, according
to whether the rights entrusted to him
by the State are enjoyed and managed in
accordance with the will, that is, laws, of
the State” (105, underline emphasis mine).
“[T]he State betrays its enmity to me by
demanding that I be a man, which presup-
poses that I may also not be a man [...] it
imposes being a man upon me as a duty.
Further, it desires me to do nothing along
with which it cannot last; so its permanence
is to be sacred for me” (165, underline

21 And yet, as Stirner says again and again, “a
union you utilize [...] a union is only your instru-
ment” (293). Utilize for what? Instrument to
what? An end. Stirner’s State and Stirner’s
Union are subject to no essential difference.
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emphasis mine).”> “Own will and the State
are powers in deadly hostility, between
which no ‘eternal peace’ is possible”
(181).2 In this mode, the State is not a
coming together of “men,” but a separate
will which acts upon them.

Stirner writes with great vitriol about
the State, but with no clarity. He cannot
even decide which common, misleading
simplification of the State to use to char-
acterize it and so it remains presented as
two mutually-contradictory falsehoods:
the mass consensus of the social contract
fable, and an inhuman God, acting in its
own interest, to which all humans are
subjugated.

The State & Morality

Along with being both nothing more
than the coming together of persons, and a
completely autonomous force that subjects
all persons equally (we’ll get to this alleged
“equality” under the state), Stirner also
describes the State as something entirely
dependent upon and reproduced through

22 How is it not true that Stirner’s Union, or even
his whole system, “betrays its enmity to me by
demanding that I be [an egoist], which pre-
supposes that I may also not be [an egoist...] it
imposes being [an egoist] upon me as a duty”?

23 Although this is true, says Stirner, between any
two own-wills. The tone of this quote is certainly
one of “permanent conflictuality” that may res-
onate with those of us who identify the State
as something with which they have a conflict
endable only in triumph of one or the other.
However, this is also Stirner’s conception of
how any two persons interact. “[Blecause each
thing cares for itself and at the same time comes
into constant collision with other things, the
combat of self-assertion is unavoidable. Victory
or defeat—between the two alternatives the
fate of the combat waivers” (3) is on the very
first page of the very first chapter.
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morality.

Morality is incompatible with egoism,

because the former does not allow

validity to me, but only to the Man in me.

But if the State is a society of men, not

a union of egos each of whom has only

himself before his eyes, then it cannot

last without morality, and must insist on

morality. (165)*
Let us not get drawn too far into the
tortuous arguments about how the State
so unfairly “allow[s] validity” to the wrong
aspects of Stirner (‘I'm not a goth, Mom,
I’'m a wiccan!’) but rather make some brief
comments on morality.

It's unclear what Stirner means by
morality. Given his advocacy for relating
to the entirety of the world as only one’s
property, rather than as a complex web of
relationships, it’s arguable that for him
morality is the inverse of this, an attempt
to deal between persons as relations,

24 “The correct thing...” (224, emphasis mine),
“Every people, every State is unjust towards
the egoist.” (201, underline emphasis mine).
Morality runs throughout this book. I find
nothing wrong with that, besides hypocrisy.
Just get over the fact that we, as human beings,
care about what people around us do, and that
it’s valuable to be able to talk about the effects
of people’s behaviour in an anticipatory way. I
have yet to encounter someone railing against
morality who does not also engage in it, prob-
ably because if you truly have no opinion about
what other people (or you) should or should
not do, you’re not spending time writing or
talking to people about what people do. Indeed
an egoist defense of morality is pretty easy,
and occasionally touched on: if I can shape
other people’s behaviour to my liking by using
morality, of course I—self-owned Einzige that
I am—will use it. And if other people (‘ego-
ists’) will keep their hands from me if I keep my
hands from them, then I recognize therein my
advantage in keeping my hands from them, and
thereby multiply my power. Congratulations!
You've arrived at incredibly basic social skills
only through 19th century philosophy jargon.

rather than as a struggle for dominance.
That said, he often seems to chafe at the
ways morality is used as a form of control.
At some points he claims that an actor’s
selfishness renders their behaviour irrevo-
cably outside the bounds of morality (278).
On the other hand, when he castigates
the morality of vaguely-defined others, he
makes no attempt to discern where their
interests lie, and while identifying morality
as nothing more complicated than a form
of social control, he (quite rightly) points
out that people obey because of their
self-interest (278). Morality cannot both
function by, and be annulled by, self-in-
terest. Selfishness cannot both purify
actions of any taint of morality and be the
means by which morality operates.

Morality is one of those frustrating
words that is complicated, variously under-
stood, and vaguely or not at all defined,
but which is generally written about as if
it was simple and commonly understood.
What does seem to be agreed is that it is
a big part of our lives, and so ought to be
engaged. This ends up producing a lot of
vague, but strident prose. Stirner identifies
morality as the foundation of the State, and
many are the anarchists who would say
that morality is one of the things anarchist
struggle seeks to destroy (or ‘should’ seek
to destroy). But the definitions are slippery,
and hard lines on shifting terrains should
give us pause.

My preferred definition of morality,
which feels more consistent with varied
usages and also the most useful for the
purposeful engagement with the world
which I believe in, is this: Morality is
reflecting on interactions with others in
order to shape those interactions moving
forward. It is as old as our species (at
least), and includes, or is included in,
every interaction any of us has ever had.



It encompasses every statement or query
about how we should behave, every use of
“should,” in fact, from the most categorical
to the most nuanced and situational, from
the most authoritarian to the most liber-
tarian. To have an opinion about how one
should behave or how others should behave
towards you is to be moral. We are not for
or against morality, because morality is not
good or bad (or whatever terms in which a
value judgement may be framed: anarchist
or authoritarian, cool or not cool, “egoist”
or “sacred”), but is simply the name we give
to the process by which we decide what is.
The problems with Stirner’s remarks
on morality are both that they misunder-
stand a very common and omnipresent
aspect of our lives, and that they attempt
to discard what is in fact an indispensable
part of human existence: discussing how
we ought to live together. While many
would argue that dispensing with morality
in no way disrupts our ability to discuss
how we ought to live together, I can only
say that this has not been my experience.
I have found the anti-morality position
to be far less an effective instrument for
disrupting the incursion of authoritarian
moral codes into anarchism and much
more so a convenient way out of any conver-
sation that any particular anarchist does
not wish to have to have (an opting-out
which can, in fact, defend authoritarian
ways of living together). It was the often-re-
peated experience, over many years, of
having certain sorts of anarchists react to
any uncomfortable conversation about
human behaviour and interaction as that
great bogeyman Morality that has led to me
to unabashedly reclaim it. I much prefer
arguing against authoritarian moralities as
wrong, immoral, rather than twisting myself
into knots trying to justify the idea that “you
shouldn’t have sex outside of wedlock”
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is morality, but “you shouldn’t have sex
without consent” is not. I also think it is
helpful to remove the aura of confusion
around anarchists who argue that being
against snitching or rape is “morality”
and therefore not anarchist because “it
is forbidden to forbid.” In the end, what I
want is for us to be able to keep having this
conversation about how we should and
shouldn’t live together. This conversation
is the basis for our ability to shape new
worlds to share. I find that conversation
far easier to have if we don’t have to make
elaborate concessions to those who insist
that saying “if you did , that would be
wrong” is identical to being the State.

A much more thorough look at these
questions can be found in “Anarcho-
Nietzscheans and the Question of
Anarchist Ethics” in this volume.

Stirner’s Three Principal
Problems with the State

Stirner’s objection with the State can
broken down into three categories: i) it
makes everyone equal (both in the sense
of equality and in the sense of sameness,
commonality, lack of individuality); ii) it
makes us unfree; and iii) it takes everyone’s
property. There are two general problems
with these objections. First, Stirner
completely contradicts himself on all three
points. It is his opinion that people are
inherently both unequal and unique, and
that this is a fact that no State has changed;
that freedom is not in any sense the goal;
and that property is that which one can
secure for oneself and that therefore any
‘property’ of which you are deprived by the
State is simply not your property. Second,
these are not at all what is wrong with
the State. With the possible exception of
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the point about freedom. Stirner and I,
however, mean quite different things by
freedom so it’s hardly a point of accord.

Let’s look at each of these in more
detail.

1) The State Makes Us Equals:
Ummm... What?

Stirner hates the State because, in his
mind, it makes everyone equal. He claims
that “Political liberalism abolished the
inequality of masters and servants: it made
people masterless, anarchic” (132-3) and
means that as an argument against liber-
alism. This sentence is a great example of
his Idealism, of the way he cannot perceive
(or perhaps is unconcerned with) the
difference between writing ‘persons should
be equal’ and actually making those people
equal. But it also expresses his allegiance
to domination. Anarchists are not liberals
precisely because we know that liberal-
ism’s words about equality and freedom
are nothing more than that, that they are
at best a nice story and at worst a lie we
are told to stifle our resistance. We are not
liberals precisely because, unlike Stirner,
we know that liberalism has not “abolished
the inequality of masters and servants” and
that it is in fact a barrier to the “masterless,
anarchic” lives we want to live.

He sneers at this egalitarian world
that he thinks exists because enough
liberals have written that it ought to. “No
more distinction, no giving preference to
persons, no difference of classes! Let all be
alike! No separate interest is to be pursued
longer, but the general interest of all. The
State is to be a fellowship of free and equal
men, and every one is to devote himself to
the ‘welfare of the whole,” to be dissolved
in the State, to make the State his end and

ideal. [...] So then the separate interests
and personalities had been scared away [...]
and before [the State] all were equal; they
were without any other distinction—men,
nothing but men” (90-91). Under the
State, Stirner claims, “we are all of us right,
and —equal—one worth no more and
no less than another,” and this is why he
opposes it (94).

Stirner sees the right to dominate as
an essential expression of the individual’s
uniqueness.” Therefore, his critique of the

25 Stirner claims that he doesn’t believe in
“rights.” His critique is that he doesn’t care at
all about “rights” but only about “power” (92).
He repeatedly derides those who would claim
a “right” which they do not have the ability to
bring about through their own power. All that
goes out the window markedly when Stirner
talks about the State, where suddenly Stirner’s
inability to do things, his lack of power is no
longer his own fault, but suddenly something
wrong in the State. “Right” is a common tool
in describing the discord between what we are
able to do and what we ought to be able to do.
I therefore think it fair to use the language of
rights in describing his critique of the state,
as he uses the language of right to describe his
solipsistic egoist ethics (173, 279), or when he
describes Chinese serfs as not “having a right to
[freedom]” (175).

This is not to say that there is not a legitimate
critique of rights. A ‘right’ is a word that we use
in two overlapping, but distinguishable ways.
First, to talk with each other about our relation-
ships with each other, about our expectations
and responsibilities to each other. What'’s cool
and what’s not cool. A moral right. Second, as
a piece of law that functions to maintain con-
trol and in many cases to deprive us of the exact
thing which it purports to guarantee. A legal
right. We mustn’t fail to distinguish between
these two things, between a State-made legal
right, a mechanism of State control, and a way
of talking between friends, neighbours, or com-
rades. We have to be able to tell the vast differ-
ence between a State telling you that you have
a right (or that someone has a right against
you) and, say, a person with whom you share



State for suppressing individuality, which
individualist anarchists are more likely to
reference (although some pro-hierarchy,
pro-domination individualists still call
themselves anarchists though they have
no right to the name), falls in lock step
with his absurd claim of the State’s equal-
izing nature.”® He says that “the State has
no regard for my person, that to it I, like
every other, am only a man, without having
another significance that commands its
deference” (93).” And yet while having
“no regard” for the individual, “The State
always has the sole purpose to limit, tame,
subordinate, the individual” (211). We see
this confusion about whether the State
cares insufficiently or excessively about
the individual even within a single page:
“How individuals get along with each other
troubles [the State] little,” but also, “[T]he
State cannot endure that man stand in a
direct relation to man” (237).

As stated above, Stirner means “equal”
in two distinct ways. Individualist anar-
chists are likely to emphasize his criticism
of equal in the sense of the same, thereby
depriving them of their beloved individu-
ality. But let’s be clear that Stirner means it
also in the sense of horizontal, or non-hier-
archical. For Stirner, as is the case with so
many in the individualist pantheon, (dis)

community or struggle arguing that you have a
right (or that someone has a right against you).
Our inability to distinguish between two dispa-
rate uses of the same word is a recurrent weak-
ness of our analysis.

26 By no means is Stirner alone in thinking this.
The fact that he has this misconception in
common with many others of very different
political outlooks makes it no less an evident
falsehood.

27 Being treated like a man by the State is terrible,
whereas being treated like an object by an
egoist is friggin’ rad!
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similarity and (in)equality, individuality
and the ability to dominate others, are
understood as the same thing. Yet anar-
chists, if the word is to retain any modicum
of meaning or merit, want a world with
neither masters nor slaves. Our objection
to the State—the precise opposite of
Stirner’s—is that the State creates, repro-
duces, and defends relations of domi-
nation, not that it abolishes them. I mean,
this anarchic, masterless coming together
of equals in pursuit of the welfare of all is
literally my goal as an anarchist!

Stirner was aware that masters and
slaves still existed as he wrote. He takes
time to explicitly state his non-oppo-
sition to these relations (although quite
possibly he only talks about them because
Hegel does, and not at all in reference to
any actual, real-world relations). So if we
are to seek out some kind of consistent
thought, the best we can do is that when
he talks about the State, he does not mean
the actual thing, but the Utopian and
completely imaginary idea of the State in
the mind of a tiny group of 19th century
philosophers, which never did and never
will exist in reality. Yet, he doesn’t object
to it on the grounds that it is an outrageous
fantasy with no relation to the actual form
and function of the State, an ideological
smokescreen for the interests of the bour-
geoisie, created by those whose job it is
to craft such myths... No, Stirner objects
on the basis that he wants to be able, as a
Unique individual, to dominate others.

People who describe themselves as
anarchist (or communist) egoists tend
to ignore or endlessly twist and massage
and justify what I have said above in order
to find some acceptable basis for placing
Stirner in the anarchist tradition. Wollfi,
for instance, states that “all rulers are
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ruled by the system of ruling,”?® which is
silly. First of all, it has no direct basis in
Stirner (whose thought clearly influences
the construction). Over and over again,
Stirner rails against any principle which
would hold the individual back from doing
anything within their power. Second, the
problem with the whole “spook” argumen-
tation is that it means nothing more than
something which is immaterial, which
everything expressible in language is, even
if only insofar as it thereby is both signifier
(a mere spook!) and signified. Until these
ideas get some depth and complexity,
rather than just being the jargon in which
egoists insist on articulating their morality,
they don’t help us to make clear assess-
ments of our world and possibilities, nor
to communicate with each other about
our ideas. One could just as easily talk
of being ‘ruled by the sacred Cause of
rulerlessness.’”

Indeed, Stirner says that he would
rather be beaten down by the force of a
dominating ego than constrained by a
powerless spook, i.e. that it is better to be
ruled by a ruler than ruled by the sacred
Cause of rulerlessness. Specifically, he
favourably compares being completely
dominated and overpowered by an egoist
opponent to being “scolded” by social

28 Wolfi Landstreicher, “An Open Letter
Concerning a Witch-Hunt” July 17, 2017,
https://anarchistnews.org/content/
open-letter-concerning-witch-hunt.

29 As Marx and Engels put it: “[S]ince every object
for the ‘ego’ is not only my object, but also my
object, it is possible, with the same indiffer-
ence towards the content, to declare that every
object is not-my-own, alien, holy. One and the
same object and one and the same relation
can, therefore, with equal ease and with equal
success be declared to be the holy [i.e. sacred, a
spook] and my property” (The German Ideology,
314).

mores (197). Surely someone who has
left these spooks behind should care
nothing for this scolding, should feel no
constraint from other beings, which are
nothing more than his property? Surely
such “things are nothing to” him? Surely a
true egoist, having no such “fixed idea” or
“Cause” which blinds him to the present
with visions of the future should be so
concerned with how things ought to be,
but only concern himself with where and
how he gets on best? And so, Stirner, do
you get along best beaten to the ground
and bent to the will of an egoist? Or tsked
at for rudeness by moralists? Further, in
this same paragraph he refers wistfully, in
classic Stirnerian self-contradiction, to the
imaginary egoist who besets him as “his
equal.”

As in all of his objections to the State,
this complaint of enforced equality runs
directly counter to everything he has to
say about right and power. While Stirner
repeatedly bemoans, over and over and
over, all the things the State does to him
or prevents him from doing, he also
repeats, ad nauseam, that people have no
right to anything they do not already have,
anything that they cannot secure with their
might and will. So what right has he, under
his system, to a distinction and inequality
which he cannot secure by his will and
power?

If the State has taken anything from
Stirner, it was nothing to which he had any
legitimate egoist claim. He says “The State
does notlet me come to myvalue” (237), but
when anyone else voices a concerns about
the State or society, he has nothing but
contempt. “One is not worthy to have what
one, through weakness, lets be taken from
him; one is not worthy of it because one is
not capable of it” (249). “If they could have
it, they would have it,” he says, in round



dismissal of all who fight for what they lack
(128). “Have Chinese subjects a right to
freedom?” Stirner ponders. “Just bestow it
on them, and then look how far you have
gone wrong in your attempt: because they
do not know how to use freedom they have
no right to it, or, in clearer terms, because
they have not freedom they have not the
right to it. [...] ‘What you have the power to
be you have the right to.” I derive all right
and all warrant from me; I am entitled
to everything that I have in my power”
(175). More specifically, when it comes to
his own pocketbook, he rails against the
State which pays him less than he feels he
deserves (68). But for the rest of us, says
Stirner, everything is as it should be: “you
have as much money as you have — might;
for you count for as much as you make
yourself count for” (248).

Anarchists who identify with egoism
are also likely to point to the following
lines, the beginning of which I quoted
above:

Political liberalism  abolished the
inequality of masters and servants: it
made people masterless, anarchic. [...]
Now masterlessness is indeed at the
same time freedom from service [...] But,
since the master rises again in the State,
the servant appears again as subject.

(132-3)
Their argument is likely to be that Stirner’s
point is not that we are actually masterless,
but that we are all now subject to the
same master, the State. But this—again,
Idealism—is to confuse myth, romance,
and justification for actual social rela-
tions. It is like missing the irony in that
old chestnut, that “In its majestic equality,
the law forbids rich and poor alike to sleep
under bridges, beg in the streets and steal
loaves of bread.”?** We are not equal under

30 Anatole France, The Red Lily (1894).
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the State, nor equally subject to the State,
whatever their various Declarations say.

2) The State Restricts Our Freedom
(But the Stirner Don’t Mind)

“But] am free in no State.” (210)

Unlike most of Stirner’s other objec-
tions to the state, I don’t disagree as such.
The State does make us unfree. This is
one of the problems with it, no doubt.
The problem here is not that the simple
claim is wrong, but that what Stirner
means by freedom is not what I, nor anar-
chists generally, I think, understand by
freedom. It’s also not really even a genuine
egoist objection to the State; consider
his comments about the State making us
unfree in the context of his other remarks
on freedom. When Stirner says “freedom”
he refers to something that can never be
achieved and that should not be pursued,
as we discussed above in relation to his
discussion of “Ownness.” “[I]n reference
to liberty,” Stirner writes, “State and union
are subject to no essential difference”
(288). When anarchists say that the State
makes us unfree, we refer to constraint,
confinement, and coercion. When Stirner
does so, he means that under the State we
are not “rid of everything” (288), nor will we
ever be, even in the best of circumstances,
as Stirner and I both agree. However, I
am not under the impression that I say
anything of much import in stating such
banal truisms, nor do I think that the best
of circumstances would actually involve
being “rid of” more things.
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3) The State Prevents Stirner From
Making You His Property

The third pillar of Stirner’s objection
to the State is that it prevents him from
having property. To unpack this, we’ll have
to look at what he thinks property is, how
and why Stirner’s (completely ahistorical
and unrealistic) conception of the State
prevents people from having property, and
then sketch out some brief remarks on a
more truly anarchist and more relevant
understanding of property.

Stirner’s understanding of property
is that of a relationship between a person
and a thing, wherein the person exercises
complete control and domination.

Nevertheless, property is the expression
for unlimited dominion over somewhat
(thing, beast, man) which ‘I can judge and
dispose of as seems good to me.’ [...] What
I have in my power, that is my own. (234)

[Llet me claim as property everything
that I feel myself strong enough to attain,
and let me extend my actual property as
far as1entitle, that is empower, myself to
take. [...] [W]hat I want I must have and
will procure. (239)

The “thing” in this relationship, as we see
above, can be not only a thing, but a “beast”
or a “man” as well. It can also be any idea,
or action, of another, or even (despite
Stirner’s occasional claims to oppose any
division of the Self) any part of oneself
which can be perceived as distinct from the
Self—your thoughts (239), your feelings
(273), your leg (146), and so on. Stirner’s
whole system could be summed up by

saying that anything which is not the Self*!
can only either possess you (be sacred, holy,
a fixed idea, which is bad!) or be possessed
by you (be your property, be owned by you,
which is good!).??

With regards to the action of any other
person, and as an attempted alternative to
morality (although it still prescribes a right
way of behaving towards others) Stirner
says: “the correct thing is that I regard it
either as an action that suits me or as one
that does not suit me, as hostile or friendly
to me, that I treat it as my property which
I cherish or demolish” (224, underline
emphasis mine). The goods of others also,
Stirner claims as his property, for they,
“the sensuous as well as the spiritual, are
mine, and I dispose of them as proprietor,
in the measure of my—might” (230). Well,
at least until his remarks on the Union,
wherein each egoist’s property is, instead,
“secure” (241).

Not just the actions and goods of
others, but these people themselves are to
be claimed as property by the egoist.

[Llet us seek in others only means and
organs which we may use as our property!

31 And sometimes even including one’s Self: “My
power am I myself, and through itam I my prop-
erty” (171).

32 As ever, one could produce contradictions to

this, or invent them ‘as an act of egoist love,’

as the egoists like to say. One I will draw atten-
tion to is his rumination on the Right Action if
one is an egoist slave, wherein it is claimed that

“owning” oneself somehow prevents one from

being possessed. Stirner uses this as an argu-

ment against freedom, and so perhaps doesn’t
notice its relation to his remarks about property

(where it is of no concern how your possessions

understands themselves, but only whether you

have control over them). The common thread,
of course, is the foregrounding of conscious-
ness. As ever for the Idealists, one’s ideas about

a situation are the most important factor.



Aswe do not seeour equals in the tree, the
beast, so the presupposition that others
are our equals springs from a hypocrisy.
No one is my equal, but I regard him,
equally with all other beings, as my prop-
erty.® [...] For me no one is a person to
be respected, not even the fellow-man,
but solely, like other beings, an object
in which I take an interest or else do not,
an interesting or uninteresting object,
a usable or unusable person. (291,
emphasis mine)

When Stirner says no one, he means no one.
“My love is my own only when it consists
altogether in a selfish and egoistic interest,
and when consequently the object of my
love is really my object or my property”
(274). To erase any confusion, he immedi-
ately clarifies this relationship. Speaking
specifically of his “love” but in a general
form which applies to all egoist relation-
ships (which is to say, property relation-
ships), he says, “I owe my property nothing,
and have no duty to it, as little as I might
have a duty to my eye” (274). If you find this
sweet, because, as Stirner goes on to say,
“if nevertheless I guard it with the greatest
care, I do so on my own account,” (274) I
urge you to consider the disparate rates at
which men murder the objects of their love,
for exactly the reason that they consider
that person theirs, as compared to the rates
at which men gouge out their own eyes.

If T have one goal with this essay it
is that statements like these ring in your
mind whenever people call themselves

33 Recall, that Stirner refers positively to a state of
equality between two opposing egos, who meet
as “equals” (197). I would also argue that his
remarks about a child “prefer[ring] the inter-
course that it enters into with its fellows” (286)
and the repeated affirmations of the satisfac-
tion of egoists relating to each other as egoists,
are arecognition of commonality, of something
shared between persons who are, in some basic
sense, equal.
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egoists, or positively refer to Stirner. These
are the summations of his ideas: “I do not
want the liberty of men, nor their equality;
I want only my power over them, I want
to make them my property, material for
enjoyment” (297).

The egoist’s quest (“the correct thing”)
is to protect, preserve, and extend one’s
property, one’s power and domination.
Stirner objects to the State because it
attempts to mediate this relationship, that
it therefore deprives the egoist of property
by being the guarantor of property.

Under the dominion of the State there

is no property of mine. [...] Through

property, with which it rewards the indi-

viduals, it tames them; but this remains

its property, and every one has the

usufruct of it only so long as he bears in

himself the ego of the State, or is a ‘loyal

member of society’; in the opposite case

the property is confiscated. [...Property]

is mine by virtue of God and law only so

long as— the State has nothing against

it. [...] ‘the State,’ is proprietor, while the

individual is feofee. (235-6)
This, as we have said, is one of his primary
complaints against the State, despite his
ruminations on property: “What I have
in my power, that is my own. So long as I
assert myself as holder, I am the proprietor
of the thing; if it gets away from me again,
no matter by what power, as through
my recognition of a title of others to the
thing—then the property is extinct” (234,
emphasis mine). Therefore, either he has
the property or he does not. The State, by
definition, deprives him of nothing which
is actually or rightfully his.

Stirner contrasts this situation with
two contradictory egoist alternatives: the
war of all against all, in which no property
of another is ever respected; and the Union
of Egoists, in which one’s property is
secured. He states his two positions many
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times, but at one point he says them one
after another: “If men reach the point of
losing respect for property, every one will
have property, as all slaves become free
men as soon as they no longer respect the
master as master. Unions will then; in this
matter too, multiply the individual’s means
and secure his assailed property” (241).

If for some reason we are unclear
on whether “losing respect for property”
grants everyone property, the analogy to
slavery should make the worthlessness
of this Idealist construction perfectly
clear. Slavery is not secured by slaves
“respect[ing] the master as master” (you
fucking asshole) but by beatings, chains,
rape, the holding of loved ones as hostages,
etc., etc. Slavery, like all property relations,
is, at its base, not maintained by “respect,”
as an Idealist philosopher’s pie-in-the-sky
approach would have it, but by terror,
bondage, and violence—by material
relations of force. Please see also the
discussion above regarding Stirner’s claim
that defending yourself means no one will
do anything to you (which of course implies
that those who have been harmed must
have failed to try and defend themselves).
This is why Stirner’s ideas (and those of so
many others) are, at absolute best, deeply
limited: Ultimately, it is not the way we
think about the situations we face in this
world that is the problem, but the situa-
tions themselves. While changing the way
we think about the situations we face is
almost always a necessary precondition
for acting to change them, this is not what
Stirner is saying.

Furthermore, the mythic Union’s
“secur[ing]” of property (or as he says on
page 292, “Property is recognized in the
union”) follows the exact same reasoning
he uses to say that the State deprives him
of property. Presumably, because we have

once again reached a conservative peak
in Stirner’s oscillating positions. We have
seen Stirner objecting to the State on the
basis that its guarantee of property means
that it, rather than the individual, is the
true proprietor. Now, Stirner, to whom
the securing of one’s property is of the
utmost importance, says that there can
be no egoist objection to egoists coming
together in agreement to recognize, secure,
and defend each other’s property. They
are simply “multiply[ing] the individual’s
means” (241)! If it is the Union that secures
property against the will of an egoist, which
is the only thing against which the property
could be secured, as we will discuss below,
then the logic that Stirner uses against the
State applies to the Union just as well.

Let us look further at what securing
property through collective agreement
means, and how that pairs Stirner defining
the Union as something immediately
dissolvable by any egoist. Securing or
recognizing property means classifying
property according to ownership and then
preventing by some means that ownership
changing except by proper means (which
would have to be something other than
‘whoever can take it, does’, because in that
case the Union’s recognition or securing
is irrelevant, meaningless). If an indi-
vidual, as an act of egoist will, musters
their strength and is sufficiently powerful
to obtain the desired property but for the
Union, then they would simply dissolve
the Union. That is, a Union either secures
and recognizes property and therefore is
not the substance-less pure-agreement
which can be dissolved at any time which
it is described as being— “As long as there
still exists even one institution which the
individual may not dissolve, the ownness
and self-appurtenance of Me is still very
remote” (201)—or it does not secure



property. Indeed, we can dispense with
any claimed power, value, or meaning of
the Union with the same method. Can this
power play a meaningful role in the egoist
war of all against all? If so, is it not being
used against an ego? Can this ego dissolve
the Union and thereby dispense with the
alleged power mustered against him? If
the answer is ‘No,’ then it’s not a Union. If
‘Yes,” then this power is nothing.

We can be habituated to thinking of
property as a relation between persons
and things, in which the property-holder is
entitled to use or dispose of their property
in any way they see fit. This is an example
of reification. This way of understanding
the property relation goes back to Roman
law, which defined property, dominium, in
precisely this way. For a tool, for example,
to be my property means, we often think,
that I can use it or throw it on the ground
or smash it to pieces, and that this choice
involves no other persons. This is the
common-sense understanding of property
which gets us through the day. A moment’s
thought, however, shows us that this is
absurd. A tool and I cannot have a rela-
tionship. If there are no other relevant
persons, it is nonsensical to say that it is
its condition as my property that means I
can use the tool. I either can or can’t; it’s
not a question of whether or not the tool is
my property. Property is always a relation
between persons, expressed through things.

Relationships among persons
expressed as expectations and obliga-
tions among said persons about objects
(e.g. who is allowed, under what circum-
stances, to make what use of a certain
object) have existed in every human society.
To call all of these relations “property”
is, in my opinion, absurd, or at the very
least, tremendously unhelpful. There is
however no need, as everyone involved in

An Anarchist Critique of Stirner & Egoism

this discussion (me, you, and Stirner) has
a common understanding of what property
specifically and socially means (not that we
agree, necessarily, but that we exist within
these relations and must understand them
in order to navigate capitalist society).
We all exist under a relatively continuous
European tradition of property law. Its
central function, to the point of margin-
alizing all others, has been, since well
before Stirner’s birth, to create, defend,
and reproduce property relations as the
means of compelling labour from those
who lack property, for the benefit of those
who have property. Roman dominium, a
relation between a person and a thing in
which the person has absolute power and
use of the thing, comes to be seen as an
ontological baseline (‘this is just how it is’),
with law acting as a series of restrictions
and structurings, which make that right of
use conditional.** This is precisely Stirner’s
view of property. He sees nothing wrong
in property, nor in property as a means
for profit (or ‘realizing one’s value’ as he
prefers it), but rather only in restrictions on
the ways in which he may use his property.
These ‘conditions’ or ‘exceptions’,
however, are the actual content of
property relations in our time and place
and in Stirner’s. The concept of absolute
power —to do with a thing as you please,
without concern for your relations with
any person—is a deliberately reproduced
fantasy. It has no meaningful existence

34 Property was articulated in this way by the
Romans—and this also harmonizes with
Stirner’s use of it— because of the centrality of
slavery. I said above that a person and a thing
cannot have a relationship. The exception
is when a person has been made into a thing
through enslavement. The connection between
our understandings of property, Roman law,
and slavery come to me from David Graeber,
Debt (Brooklyn: Melville House, 2011).
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in any human society, and functions in
our capitalist society only to mask the
function of actual property relations (the
reproduction of class society) and to give a
human narrative to the pursuit of endless
accumulation, which draws one asymptot-
ically closer to the ability to be unbound by
any relational obligation at all.

That is, the dominium fantasy, which
is Stirner’s as well as that of capitalist
‘libertarians,’ sees the problem of property
as the State-imposed restrictions which
hamper a property-holder’s ability to do
with a thing as they please. The actual
problem with property relations is that
they impose misery, degradation, and
death on the vast majority of sentient
beings, through outright dispossession
or through conditional access to means
of life (through wage labour, marriage, or
other forms of work). In Stirner’s fantasy,
the State prevents him from having property
as is his right as a Unique. In actual fact,
property is a set of relations, enforced by
the State, that functions to keep us under
control and working to keep the flow of
wealth moving upwards, so that the vast
majority might suffer immeasurably while
good things accrue to the powerful.

I am, of course, speaking as a proud
member of the “ragamuffin crew” (108)
who wishes to see the abolition of property,
and who, contrary to whatever certain
self-described ‘egoist-communists’ think,
Stirner spends so much of his book
mocking and dismissing.*

35 “If the Communists conduct themselves as rag-
amuffins, the egoist behaves as proprietor. [...]
Property, therefore, should not and cannot be
abolished; it must rather be torn from ghostly
hands and become my property” (241). The
word that’s being translated as “ragamuffin”
here is “Lump(en),” a smear used primarily
against anarchists and other wretched rebels

He Has Based His Praxis on Nothing

Thus far, we have looked at Stirner’s
basis for his unkind words about the State
and how that compares with our own
reasons for being anti-State. We should
never take for granted that hatred for the
State represents an essential affinity with
anarchist politics. For historical reasons,
our tradition has tended to strongly
emphasize our opposition to the State.’
This emphasis, as well as things about the
social composition of our milieux, can lead
us to assume that an anti-State orientation
is not only the most important part of anar-
chist politics, but a unique contribution of
anarchists. Nope: lots of people hate the
State, or talk like they do, and this is not
always an expression of their ‘innate rebel
spirit’ or whatever.

But what about praxis? Resistance?
A way forward? Maybe Stirner is like a
mirrorred image of the Marxist tradition.
While Marx and Marxists have had a lot
to offer in terms of articulating a critical
analysis of the State and aspirations for its
abolition, their tradition has at the same
time been consistently dominated by a
strategic engagement with the State that
has not only completely failed to achieve its
hopes for the liberation of the oppressed,
but has succeeded in creating its own
distinct nightmares of oppression and
exploitation. Perhaps Stirner pairs a poor

for a long, long time, most famously by Marx.

36 Anarchists have generally articulated our pol-
itics in dialogue (rhetorical or direct) with
state-optimists, generally of the liberal and
Marxist variety. Our critiques of the state-pessi-
mist or state-negative expressions of reaction-
aries like capitalist ‘libertarians’ or, you know,
Max Stirner, are underdeveloped.



analysis with valuable strategic insights?

Alas, no.

Predictably, given his sneering
dismissals of ‘trying to change things’—
which, given his whining about how the
State prevents him from this-and-that are
not rooted in a consistent dedication to
this principle, but are merely coping mech-
anisms for dealing with a sense of power-
lessness and a lack of ideas familiar to
many of us — Stirner doesn’t have anything
to offer us in terms of a way forward against
the State. He argues that the State, like all
“spooks,” can simply be recognized for
the harmful falsehood, and disbhelieved,
unthought, sinned against, as long as one
is a true egoist, in possession of will and
ownness.

When he says that “the State can be
really overcome only by the impudent
self-will” (139), he does not mean that
will is a characteristic necessary for the
complex and difficult tasks which we might
in sum call ‘overcoming the State’ (or revo-
lution). He means that “impudent self-will”
is not only “necessary” but sufficient, and
uniquely so, to the accomplishment of
such an overcoming. That is, we do not
change our attitudes in order to overcome
the State; rather, in so changing them the
State is, Stirner thinks, overcome. “[F]
rom this moment State, Church, people,
society, and the like, cease, because they
have to thank for their existence only the
disrespect that I have for myself, and with
the vanishing of this undervaluation they
themselves are extinguished” (265).

Unfortunately, as the historical record
shows, Stirner failed to extinguish the State
and Church through his affirmations.*”

37 “Because I [care nothing for being] good
enough, I'm smart enough, and doggone it,
people [are my property]!”
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We have seen his awareness of this
failure in his consciousness that his book
would be subject to State censorship.
The Ego and His Own includes perhaps
the first instance of the attempt to make
a legal disclaimer look tough, as well as
some explicit justification for it. Ak, but
if I make it past the censors, by changing my
writing to make it past the censors, because I

wanted to get past censors and not because I

fervently believed in their righteous cause of

censorship, I have won! My dude, this is how
censorship, and repressive law generally,
works, not how you overcome it.

In his remarks on censorship, and
elsewhere, we see the second, and contra-
dictory, egoist ‘anti-’State praxis. Try to

get what you can out of it. He generalizes

his remarks about gaming the censors
by censoring yourself in order to get past
them. He argues that as long as you follow
laws, or do anything at all really, out of a
sense of self-interest, the title of true egoist
is yours and you are not only free from the
State, but bringing it down.

Top three reasons this is bullshit?
One, it hasn’t ever had any effect. Never,
nowhere, has the State been weakened
or pushed back, let alone abolished, by
the pursuit of individual self-interest.
Self-interest is how laws work. Do this
or we hurt you. Never has fervent dedi-
cation and loyalty superseded fear of
consequences as the primary reason for
obedience — neither in terms of subjects’
behaviour, nor in terms of what is sought
by the State.

Two, Stirner and I agree about this.
Remember? “[T]he State does not count on
our credibility and love of truth, but on our
interest, our selfishness” (278).

Three, Stirner believes that everyone,
everywhere, always has and always will
do nothing but pursue self-interest, that
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egoism is a basic part of our nature.* The
narrow window of our accord has closed.
If this is how everyone is always already
behaving, how is this an effective strategy
against the State? It’s not, because Stirner
is not after an effective strategy against
the State, but rather his own self-interest.
Meanwhile, the State owes its entire exis-
tence to its ability to mobilize and carry
out harm to those who act against its
purpose (social control and the repro-
duction of class society). No conception of
cold individual self-interest, which refuses
all notions of sacrifice and dismisses all
principles as mere “spooks,” has a chance
of overcoming the State’s ability to incen-
tivize obedience.

In the dialogue Stirner carried out
with critics of The Ego and His Own in the
pages of a philosophy quarterly, he argued
that the Union of Egoists is not something
that could come into being, but rather
something that already exists, everywhere
friends decide to go to a bar together, for
example. This poses the much-vaunted
Union as not much at all, much less than it

38 Which raises the whole ‘So why’d you write this
book?’ question. ‘Well, see, everyone’s always
already an egoist, but it’s better (somehow) if
they consciously recognize this fact.’ Stirner can
offer no evidence as to why this would be true.
He gets caught up in the back-and-forth, nev-
er-acknowledged, flip-flopping contradictions.
Everyone’s already an egoist. But not a true
egoist cause they act for spooks like ‘a better
world’ or ‘other people’. They should be true
egoists, conscious egoists, like me! Everything’s
fucked up cause nobody has the courage to be
a true egoist! But, of course, if somebody can
get things for themselves through things like
the State and the Church, nothing wrong with
that. And I don’t even care what other people
do, anyway, cause I'm only concerned about
myself. Just like everybody else, cause we’re all
already egoists. So everything’s as it should be.
Unparalleled genius, I tell ya.

is often made out to be in the book. It also
reveals the utter shallowness of Stirner’s
critique. Stirner can’t see the State, or ‘soci-
ety,”* in friends going to a bar. We can see
a similar shallowness in the book, where
he defines “civil society” as “the sphere of
‘egoism’s’ activity” (89).

More often, and pretty consistently in
The Ego and His Own, the Union of Egoists
is portrayed as an irreconcilable alternative
to, and an “annihilation” of, the State, as
opposed to friends going to a bar together,
which happily coexists with the State.* The
point is not that only that which negates
the State has value, but that the forming
of a Union of Egoists is not an anti-State
praxis, even in Stirner’s own description at

39 Like many since, Stirner uses ‘society’ as a
sloppy catch-all term for ‘the bad stuff’, a total
critique that unites all things and critiques
them negatively and dismissively. This dulls
our analysis by using a tidy shortcut which both
dismisses things of value and prevents us from
seeing, in a nuanced way, the interrelations
between what we value and what we oppose.
Everything must be sorted between ‘society’
and ‘not society’ so we fail to see the objects
of our critique in what we love, and the cracks
in what we oppose through which good things
may still shine.

40 “Therefore we two, the State and I, are enemies.
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.”(165, underline
emphasis mine.) Note how “utilize”, “trans-
form into my property”, and “annihilate” are
treated as synonymsa. As anarchists, the differ-
ence between ‘utilizing the State’ and ‘annihi-
lating the State’ is rather important to us. Also
as anarchists, we ought to be appalled by the
reduction of all relationships between persons
to property relations, a core principle of Stirner,
and never to forget, when an egoist tries to
pretty it up, that for Stirner “property” is synon-
ymous with “use” and “annihilation.”



times.

Conclusion

Stirner’s conception of the State as
a community-minded egalitarianism, a
coming-together, a concern for the way
one’s actions affect others is probably
his worst legacy in anarchism. Caring for
people outside of yourself; valuing them
for their own reasons as opposed to their
mere usefulness; relating to the ideas
and actions of people that do not have
power over you—fellow anarchists, for
example —as something you are allowed to
criticize on the basis of its effects on your
shared community: these things are not the
State and they do not reproduce the State.
There is a gigantic difference between a
community and a State. If you can’t tell
the difference, your analysis will be weak,
if not irrelevant, and your praxis is likely
to be off-base, if not actively harmful. Not
only that, but once you begin to lay out a
positive vision of living together —because
humans need each other like we need air,
water, and food—if you haven’t distin-
guished community and State, you’re likely
to reimagine, recreate, and fail to avoid the
things that make the State our enemy.*

The State is not a bad idea thatyou can
just unthink. It is prisons, and the social
relations that put people in them. It’s guns,
and the social relations that determine
their use. It’s the things upon which
humans depend for survival, and the social
relations which structure how these things
are distributed: by whom to whom, by what
means, under what conditions. We have to
stop pretending that anarchist goals can be

41 See all the overlap between what Stirner hates
about the State and what he describes as fea-
tures of the Union.
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accomplished using the techniques of The
Secret.

Properly anarchist goals, our
long-term  visions, are qualitatively
different from anything an individual can
do as an individual, and the abolition of
the State is one example. Any individual
can take some form of action against the
State. A whole bunch of individuals can
take such actions. But the abolition of the
State is something that no individual, or
even a bunch of individuals acting as indi-
viduals, can achieve. We sometimes hear
the argument that if a significant enough
number of individuals attack, they could
abolish the police. This is only true if we
ignore the complexity of shifting social
dynamics. As is often missed by the
implicit argument behind the slogan ‘it’s
easy to attack,’ the ease and effectiveness
of attack are related to the social meaning
of attack. Abolishing the police is not a
matter of sufficient numbers of (easily)
broken windows or burnt cars; it is a matter
of the creation of a social force (whose
activity almost certainly includes, among
other things, destruction of infrastructure)
powerful enough to abolish the police and
oriented towards that end. The imminent
or actual creation of such a social force is
definitely going to change the conditions
of our actions, including the ease of attack.

There are no easy answers because,
in a cruel joke of existence, our conscious-
nesses are situated at a level that cannot
directly make the oh-so-necessary systemic
changes. Each of us is like an individual
gut microbe trying to affect digestion.
Straight-up lies, like that self-respect
extinguishes the State—as comforting an
illusion as it might be, given what we’re up
against—must be abandoned. Yes, let us
multiply our force by uniting together with
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clarity of purpose and vision, with a dedi-
cation and a desire to grow a power that
helps us build and shape new worlds for
us to live in. Egoism and rigid self-interest
are obstacles —rather than, as some anar-
chists would argue, the necessary precon-
ditions —for such a force.

Against der Einzige.
Against sein Eigentum.

For collective liberation
and anarchic masterlessness.

*
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I want all of us to imagine a future
where our relations to each other, and
the rest of the world, are more free. By
freedom, I mean social relations in which
it is possible to reflect on our relation-
ships in order to decide how we want to
change them, and therefore to be able to
change ourselves. Despite the prevalent
worldview that assumes our existence is
fundamentally individual, I believe that
life on this planet is fundamentally based
in our relationships with one another. It is
in this context that we should imagine our
freedom.

One important starting point is that
we cannot be more free by having fewer
connections or fewer responsibilities. This
is an attempt to have freedom through
alienation. When we exist in a world of rela-
tions that hurt and dominate us, alienation
from those relations may appear to be a
kind of liberation. However, if we do not
fight for our relations of domination to be
replaced with relations of freedom, then
the underlying situation has not changed.
By domination, I mean social relations of
enforced control and hierarchy in which
some benefit at the expense of others.

A second important starting point is
that we cannot be more free by dominating
others. Relations of domination are the
opposite of relations of freedom and can
never make us more free. We fundamen-
tally exist through our relationships, and I
will be using the term interdependence to
describe this reality. This is why, in the long
term, we will be free together or not at all.

I want anarchists to think more about
the long term implications of our choices
and struggles. It is easier to think about
the shorter term ethics of our choices - the
consequences that are easier to predict and
anticipate. However, it is also important to

attempt to anticipate these consequences
further into the future, on a scale that
spans beyond our species and unfolds
over decades and centuries. As humans we
should negotiate how we relate to ourselves
and other forms of life based on conse-
quences that are far beyond our lived expe-
rience as individuals. I think that anarchist
ideas have important insights to contribute
to this long-term ethical evaluation.

In this text, I start by describing how I
see our existence in terms of relationships
as opposed to discrete individual units.
I look sideways at the Rotinonhseshd:ka
(Haudenosaunee, or Iroqois) and the
Quakers and how their struggles for
freedom in parallel to anarchists can
provide some insights into what it looks
like to make our relationships more free
in a context of interdependence. I then
consider the history of life on earth, and
the place of our interdependence in the
longer emergence of complexity in the
universe. In the context of this longer
narrative, I use the concept of capacity to
explain how anarchists can relate to power
while still rejecting domination. I then
explore the concept of domination further
using the example of plants and pharma-
ceuticals to argue that freedom involves
a diversity of capacities, and we must be
vigilant against differences in capacity
being a context for the reproduction of
relations of domination. Finally, I focus
on the concept of freedom itself. I argue
that it is made possible by our capacities
to make choices about our relationships,
but that more capacity does not mean
our relations are more free. Specifically,
although relations of domination can be
a source of great capacity, domination
cannot be a basis for relations of freedom.
I conclude by returning to the future and



discussing some of the implications that
this perspective has for the choices we
make as anarchists.

My emphasis on relationality and
interdependence, as part a vision for the
future where all forms of life are more
free, is influenced by my peripheral partic-
ipation in Kanien’keha:ka (Mohawk), and
Mi’kmagq sovereignty struggles. I relate to
these struggles from the social position
of a white settler with the politics of an
anti-colonial anarchist. My politics are
anti-colonial because I push for a struggle
against relations of colonial domination
which are backed by powerful state and
capitalist forces. I understand the presence
of these forces of domination on this
continent to be the driving forces of colo-
nization and genocide of Indigenous
peoples on Turtle Island. The possibility of
sharing this anti-colonial perspective with
Kanien’kehd:ka and Mi’kmaq sovereignty
struggles has been an important basis for
connecting with them. Through these expe-
riences I have learned of their worldviews
that emphasize the importance of relation-
ality and interdependence. As anarchists I
believe that there is much that we have to
learn from anti-colonial struggles that have
centuries of history on this continent, and
many shared bases on which to fight for
similar kinds of futures.

The Reality of Interdependence

The story that humans primarily and
fundamentally exist as individuals is pretty
central to the european philosophical
traditions coming out of the enlight-
enment, such as liberalism and anarchism,
which emerged in conjunction with capi-
talism a few hundred years ago. This story
takes certain aspects of our existence

that do partially operate on an individual
level —our direct sensory perception and
neural cognition—and positions them as
the only criteria for defining how we exist
as humans. I agree that our individuality
is a part of how we exist. I also think that it
is important to highlight how, as humans,
we are also defined by social and ecological
interdependence with each other and the
rest of life on the planet.

I grew up and for the most part
continue to live within a euro-settler
cultural context in which individuality
is a fundamental assumption, a part of
reality that we know implicitly and take
for granted. It is difficult to think outside
of this framework because it defines our
social and cultural context in profound
ways. One of my intentions with this text
is to try describing our world, and how
we should relate to it, in ways that break
with this assumption of the individual.
This assumption supposes that the funda-
mental unit of our existence is as indi-
viduals, and that outside of this we have
relationships through our external inter-
actions with other fundamentally distinct
units. Instead, I want to blur the conceptual
lines that define the limits of our indi-
vidual existence. This allows us to think
about our relationships as being founda-
tional threads that weave together a web
of our existence both as individuals, and in
all the ways we exist beyond our individu-
ality. This means that our relationships are
not just external interactions, they are also
inside of us, composing how we exist in the
world. This shared-existence-through-re-
lationships is a core part of what I mean
when I talk about interdependence.

Interdependence defines how we exist
as humans, and with life more broadly.
All of the things that we want and need —
from food and shelter to communication
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and love—happen through relationships
that make us who we are. It is also very
important to recognize these relations
are not always positive. All of the things
that anarchists seek to destroy, such as
patriarchy, capitalism, and states, are
also forms of interdependence. Yet, our
struggles for freedom must be understood
in this context. We can be free within inter-
dependence, and not despite it. Freedom
from interdependence is embedded in the
false notion of the discrete individual, and
the capitalist lie that we can live beyond our
ecological and emotional bases of support.
Both of these lies are tied to systems of
domination such as white supremacy and
patriarchy, which are all about spreading
the ideological kernel of human domi-
nation; the idea that some humans are
worth more than others. The current world
system attempts, in certain partial ways, to
make these lies appear to be true, and in
the process attempts to destroy and distort
so much of what life is and could become.

Even though relations of domination
have such a significant role in how human
interdependence is currently organized,
there are also significant ways in which
we still have relations of freedom. What
could it look like for interdependence to
be heavily based on freedom rather than
on domination? Trying to imagine these
possible futures is an important task for
anarchists who want to make those possi-
bilities real. In this process, it can be very
valuable to look at parallel traditions of
struggle that are not anarchist, but have
important history in relation to our context.
Learning from these other traditions can
give us insights that help improve our own
thinking and practice.

With this in mind I will briefly discuss
the understanding of interdependence that
is expressed through the Rotinonhseshd:ka

greeting, the Ohen:ton Karihwatehkwen,
which translates into english as “the words
before all else”. It is also known in english
as the Thanksgiving Address. The language
of the Kanien’keha:ka is Kanien’kéha, and
I will try to use it for words that I know
come specifically from Rotinonhseshd:ka
culture. I do not speak Kanien’kéha, but
when possible I think it is important to
refer to these concepts in one of the original
languages from which they emerged. I
will also look to the Religious Society of
Friends, or Quakers, for whom the theo-
logical concept of “the inward light” has
been an important basis for their partici-
pation in struggles for freedom, such as for
the abolition of chattel slavery beginning
as early as the 1680s. Although I will
look at these other traditions as separate
from anarchism, it is also important to
recognize that there are individuals within
the Rotinonhseshd:ka and the Society of
Friends who are also themselves anarchists
and these affiliations, ideas, and identities
are not inherently mutually exclusive.

Ohen:ton Karihwatehkwen

The Ohen:ton Karihwatehkwen is
a description of the different forms of
life on earth and how they relate to one
another and should be appreciated, and is
often recited at the opening of meetings
or events. I had heard it recited many
times, in english and in Kanien’kéha,
before realizing the significance it has
for the Rotinonhseshd:ka worldview and
the importance of the interdependence
of life. My comprehension was helped by
reading versions that have been written
down in english. I recognize that it would
be much more convenient for the reader
if I could quote an english version of



the address here, but I am not going to
do that for two reasons. First, as it is the
literally called “the words before all else,”
if I were going to quote it, I would have
done so at the beginning of this article, or
this zine. Second, without knowing very
well the cultural context of the Ohen:ton
Karihwatehkwen, I am uncertain if and
how it would be appropriate for me to
quote it this way.

I leave it to the reader to find one
of the many english versions that are
available on the internet, which I provide
links for below.! I encourage readers in
this language to reflect on the subtle and
important ways in which the meaning of
the words changes in both translation
across languages and cultural contexts,
as well as the change from a dynamic oral
recitation to a static written document. It
is important to prioritize oral versions of
the address, spoken in the languages of
the six nations of the Rotinonhseshd:ka
confederacy. For those of us who do not
speak these languages, there is a video of
language teacher doing visually-supported
recitation of the address in Kanien’kéha,
with a textual explanation of how some of
the words can be translated into english.>

For the purposes of discussing the
Ohen:ton Karihwatehkwen in this text, I
will quote a secondary analysis that has
been done of the political significance
of the address in terms of how it relates
to the complexity and interdependence

1 “Ohen:ton Karihwatehkwen,” Mohawk Council
of Akwesasne, 2015, 1-2, http://www.akwe-
sasne.ca/wp-content/uploads/mcareports/
MCA-Annual-Report-2013-2014_2014-2015.pdf

2 Karonhyawake Jeff Doreen, Thanksgiving
Address, Mohawk language, video, 2:22,
May 30 2013, https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=YynklnrHUFE

Making Our Relationships More Free

of life. Specifically, Carol Cornelius, an
Oneida/Mahican scholar, summarizes the
Thanksgiving Address in the following way.

The world view expressed in the
Thanksgiving Address recognizes the
complex interdependence and interrela-
tionship to the earth, nature, and human
beings. It specifies the duties assigned to
each of the elements of the natural world
and duties of human beings regarding
each of those elements. It expresses an
attitude of appreciation and respon-
sibility in an interconnected whole.
Equality is expressed in the interdepen-
dence of all that was created. There is
no separation between human beings
and the natural world; all are equal and
interrelated by kinship terms.?

Although this analysis of the address
does not mention freedom explicitly, the
equality that it is describing is seems to me
to be very related to the relational freedom
that I referenced earlier. Ethical equality
between all forms of life (including
between humans) is an ideological foun-
dation for relations of freedom because it
contradicts an ideological foundation for
relations of domination: that some forms
of life are inherently more valuable and
should benefit at the expense of others.
This equality, in a context of interdepen-
dence, means that our relationships come
with responsibilities to those we relate to
(and that those relationships and those
responsibilities therefore make us who
we are). However, equality does not mean
that those responsibilities are the same
for all of us. We all have different respon-
sibilities depending on our capacities,
our relationship context, and our social
and ecological positions. I want anarchist
ethics to be able to help guide us in figuring

3 cCarol Cornelius, Iroquois Corn in a Culture-
Based Curriculum (Ithaca, NY: State University
of New York Press, 1998), 79.
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out how to relate to one another in ways
that live up to our central responsibility to
make our relationships more free.

In thinking about this question
in the ecological terms of how humans
relate to other forms of life, the Ohen:ton
Karihwatehkwen can be an important
reference point. This is especially the
case for those of us living in the parts of
Turtle Island where the Rotinonhseshd:ka
confederacy has been active as a non-state
international political organization
informed by this interdependence-based
worldview for more than 850 years.!
It is important for those of us coming
out of european cultural traditions to
not romanticize the traditions of the
Rotinonhseshd:ka and other Indigenous
peoples. Like any other people, they have
their own internal divides and conflicts
over important ethical and political ques-
tions, which they continue to navigate into
the future. While not romanticizing, it is
also important to acknowledge the ways in
which Rotinonhseshd:ka society has been
much more egalitarian and horizontally
organized than the european societies that
carried out genocidal colonization over the
past five hundred years. I believe that there
are important shared bases for struggle to
be found between the general beliefs and
ethical foundations of anarchists and those
of the Rotinonhseshd:ka confederacy.

Inward Light

It was while researching the early
history of anarchists in relation to

4 Bruce E. Johansen, “Dating the Iroquois
Confederacy,” Akwesasne Notes News Series vol
4, #3 &4 (1995): 62-63. Accessed May, 2018.
https://ratical.org/many_worlds/6Nations/
DatingIC.html

slavery in the transatlantic context that I
encountered the long history of Quaker
involvement in slavery abolition and other
struggles against domination. I don’t have
much personal experience of struggle with
Quakers, so most of what I am saying about
them is based on historical research. As a
dissident christian movement arising out
of the rebellious period of the mid-1600s
english civil war, Quakers are arguably an
ideological older cousin with anarchists.
They shares some roots and commonal-
ities with the earliest anarchist ideas as
articulated by radical english intellectuals
like William Godwin during the french
revolution more than a century later.®

Since early in their history, Quakers
have opposed domination in ways that have
aligned them with important struggles
for freedom. For example, in 1688 dutch-
german Quakers who had recently settled
in the english colony of Pennsylvania wrote
an internal petition making an ethical
argument against slavery and presented
it to their local Quaker meeting. This was
the first written record of non-slave oppo-
sition to slavery on Turtle Island, and it
was the beginning of Quaker support for
slavery abolition that continued to grow for
the next hundred years. By the time of the
american independence war, Quakers had
internally banned the owning of slaves,
and were publicly advocating for abolition
and supporting liberated slaves.® Many
Quakers were also very involved in illegally

5 Wikipedia contributors, “Enquiry Concerning
Political Justice,” https://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/Enquiry_Concerning_Political _
Justice (accessed April 2018).

6 Wwikipedia contributers, “1688 Germantown
Quaker Petition Against Slavery,” https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/1688_Germantown_
Quaker_Petition_Against_Slavery  (accessed
April 2018).



hiding and transporting people as part of
the underground railroad.”

What is it that made Quakers
different from most other christians who
accepted and defended slavery? Central
to the Quaker version of christianity is the
concept of the inward light, which argues
that the truth of god can shine on to every
person and influences their conscience
to reveal what is right and wrong. This
inward source of ethical truth is related to
the Quaker rejection of priests as a source
of religious authority, as well as the belief
that the light is everywhere, including
among people who are not christian.? This
fundamental ethical equality of all people
is consistent with leadership of women
in the early Society of Friends, against
the very patriarchal norms in the rest of
christianity.®

It is not difficult to imagine how the
ethical equality that seems to accompany
their belief in the inward light of all people
would lead Quakers to oppose slavery and
other forms of domination more quickly
and consistently than other christians.
The friends are more similar to anarchists
than most other christians, but there are
still obviously major philosophical and
practical differences. One of the major
practical ones is that most Quakers are
committed pacifists However, even as

7 Wikipedia contributers, “Quakers in the
Abolition Movement,” https://en.wikipedia.
org/wiki/Quakers_in_the_abolition_move-
ment (accessed April 2018).

8 Wikipedia contributers, “Inward Light,”
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Inward_light
(accessed April 2018).

9 Wikipedia contributers, “Quaker views on
women,” https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/
Quaker_views_on_women (accessed April
2018).
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pacifists, the Quakers who wrote the 1688
petition that I mentioned earlier argue
that violent uprising of slaves against their
owners would be justified, and they chal-
lenge slave owners to ask themselves if
Black slaves have “as much right to fight for
their freedom, as you have to keep them as
slaves?”'® Similarly, for the two years prior
to their attempt to spark an insurrection
against slavery through their armed raid
on Harper’s Ferry in 1859, John Brown
and his fellow insurgents lived and trained
on land owned by Quakers in Springdale,
Iowa." Despite their pacifism, at least
some Quakers recognized, and possibly
supported, the role of violence in the
struggle for the abolition of slavery.

As I'm sure John Brown and many
abolitionist Quakers would agree, the
most important part of the struggle against
slavery came from Black people fighting for
their own self-emancipation. This struggle
has continued to deeply define life in this
part of the world. Much more recently,
anarchists in the United States have artic-
ulated a revolutionary abolitionist politics
that seeks to continue the struggle against
the systems of domination that have
continued in different forms since the
formal abolition of chattel slavery after the
US civil war.”

10 Francis Daniel Pastorius, “Quaker
Protest Against Slavery in the New World”
(Germantown, PA, 1688), page 2. Accessed
April, 2018. http://triptych.brynmawr.edu/cdm/
ref/collection/HC_QuakSlav/id/10

11 wikipedia contributers, “John Brown (aboli-
tionist),” https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_

Brown_(abolitionist) (accessed April 2018).

12 Revolutionary Abolitionist Movement, Burn
Down the American Plantation: Call for a
Revolutionary Abolitionist Movement (United
States, 2017), https://kuwasibalagoon.org/
assets/bdap.pdf.
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Both the Quaker theology of the
inward light, and the Rotinonhseshd:ka
worldview of equality and kinship of
all life as expressed in the Ohen:ton
Karihwatehkwen, share a common ethical
basis for equality and interdependence.
For Quakers this extends to all humans,
and for the Rotinonhseshd:ka it also
extends further to other forms of life. In
both cases, this ethical equality is a basis
for opposing domination in our relation-
ships, and struggling for freedom. For me
these are important reference points, both
philosophically and in histories of struggle,
for anarchists to ground an understanding
of how we want to change our relationships
so that more freedom is possible.

Capacities of Life

In order to understand how we can
be free, and to understand how to fight
domination, we need to clearly understand
the ways in which life has different capac-
ities in the world. By capacity I mean all
the different ways in which we can affect
each other and the world around us. This
is intentionally a very broad and generic
concept that covers all of the specific
activities that are carried out by life. This
includes things as old as finding food and
protecting ourselves, and as new as global
supply chains to produce electronics. As
I will argue below, capacity is also not
a concept that should have an inherent
value judgment attached to it. It includes
our most beautiful capacities to love and
empathize with one another, as well as our
terrible capacity to devastate large parts of
our world using nuclear weapons.

Despite all of their differences, a
commonality shared by all of these forms
of capacity is that they are made possible

by knowledge we learn about the world
around us. The most basic way that all life
does this is through the information stored
in genetic material about how an organism
will relate to its environment, which is
passed on through reproduction. Amongst
animals there is also cultural knowledge,
which is learned from lived experience
and can then be socially passed on to other
animals. This transmission of cultural
knowledge seems to be most significant for
mammals with large brains and complex
social organization, specifically primates
and cetaceans (whale, dolphins and
porpoises), but it also seems to be present
to more limited degrees in other animals
such as smaller mammals, birds, fish and
even insects."

Humans have become capable of
acquiring and transmitting cultural
knowledge to an extent that far surpasses
any other species on the planet. This has
been made possible through complex
language and oral traditions, and it
has been accelerated by writing and
very recently by computerized storage
and processing of information. These
knowledge techniques have made it
possible for our species to learn about our
world, and therefore use our capacities to
affect it, in ways that far exceed those of any
other life on the planet.

Our capacity to interact with the
rest of the universe is not even limited to
this planet. We have been able to observe
in detail, and minimally interact from a
distance, with other places in our solar
system. We are able to extensively observe
and study from a very large distance some
things that are happening elsewhere in our

13 wikipedia contributers, “Animal Culture,”
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Animal_culture
(accessed April 2018).



galaxy and the rest of the universe. Most
of these capacities have been very recently
acquired by humans over the course of
the past few hundred years. On earth,
our capacities to impact our world have
been especially apparent in the past many
decades of human history during which
such large quantities of fuel have been
burned that we’re dramatically shifting
average global temperatures. During the
same period, our ecological impact is also
resulting in a mass extinction of species on
a scale that has only happened a handful of
times since life began on the planet.

However, these  biosphere-wide
impacts by humans are not unique to the
past few hundred years. Humans have had
significant ecological impacts on most of
the planet over longer time scales as well.
For example, over the past fifty thousand
years, human activity (likely hunting) on
various continents and islands seems
to have been one of the primary factors
in the extinction of many larger species
of animals (megafauna).”* The main
difference between historical and present
human ecological impacts is that the
global extinction of most megafauna took
many thousands of years, and now we are
having even larger impacts over the very
quick span of centuries. Humans in our
current biological form have existed on
the planet for approximately the past two
hundred thousand years. Based on this
timeline, it is clear there is an acceleration
happening in our capacity as a species, and
that it is primarily based on culture rather
than genetics.

Going even further back in the history
of life, humans are not the only form of life

14 wikipedia contributers, “Megafauna,” https://
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Megafauna  (accessed
April 2018).
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that has had planet-wide impacts. Around
two and half billion years ago, cyano-
bacteria became the first life on earth to
produce oxygen through photosynthesis
(another example of an important capacity
of life), resulting in a dramatic increase in
the oxygen levels in the atmosphere and
the first mass extinction event of all of
the bacterial life that could not survive in
an oxygen rich environment.” This is an
example of how other forms of life have
also had the capacity to change our planet
in very significant ways, but those changes
took place over time scales of many
hundreds of millions of years.

There has clearly been a trend of
life increasing its capacity to change our
context, and also it seems as though that
trend has been accelerating. Life, and
humans as a part of it, are gaining more
capacities more quickly as time goes on;
capacities both on this planet and, increas-
ingly, off of it as well.

Complexity in the Universe

Ongoing processes of genetic and
cultural learning create more complexity
of life, which then increases our capacity
to affect the world. This increase in the
complexity and capacities of life can be
understood as a continuation of a broader
trend of increasing complexity in the
universe that precedes the emergence of
life as we know it, stretching back many
billions of years. Organic (carbon-based)
molecules have been becoming more
complex a lot longer than life has existed
on this planet. Complex organic mole-
cules, the building blocks for life, existed

15 Wikipedia contributers, “Great Oxygenation
Event,” https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Great_
Oxygenation_Event (accessed April, 2018).
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prior to the formation of the earth, and are
found in large quantities throughout the
solar system and elsewhere in the galaxy.
It is possible that the early stages of life
on Earth began prior to the formation of
the planet, and possibly even prior to the
formation of the solar system five billion
years ago. The galaxy seems to have been
around for more than ten billion years,
which means that the materials that
came together to form the solar system
we currently inhabit would have been the
remains of solar systems that existed for
billions of years prior to our own.**

This understanding of the ongoing,
environmentally-based, learning process
that results in ever increasing complexity
and capacity of different forms of life is
inspired by a specific approach within
genetics which attempts to measure the
functional genetic complexity of different
species. Functional genetic complexity
refers to the amount of the total genetic
material of a species that encodes the
functions of each organism and, therefore
give it capacity in relation to its context.
The measuring of functional genetic
complexity provides a way of evaluating
more precisely the differences in genetic
complexity between different species for
the purpose of estimating the rate at which
this complexity is increasing over time as
more complex species emerge from evolu-
tionary change. The authors of this genetic
analysis argue that there is an accelerating
increase in the complexity in the universe
that has been going on for at least 10
billion years, and that it seems likely that
the emergence of life occurred prior to the

16 Wwikipedia contributers, “List of Interstellar
and Circumstellar Molecules,” https://en.wiki-
pedia.org/wiki/List_of_interstellar_and_cir-
cumstellar_molecules (accessed April 2018)

formation of the Earth."”

Most of the history of life and the
universe that I have described so far is a
narrative based on simplified fragments
of various scientific theories in cosmology,
biology, and genetics. With this narrative
as a point of departure, it is relevant to
more speculatively consider the ethics of
possible relationships within a much larger
and older interstellar ecology, of which life
on earth is only one part. If our capacities
as humans continue to increase in a way
that continues the ongoing expansion of
our knowledge of the universe beyond the
Earth, the likelihood of us encountering
life elsewhere increases. If this encounter
does happen, it will be a first step towards
having a more direct understanding of
our place in the interstellar ecology of our
solar system and beyond. The responsi-
bilities that go along with those relation-
ships will shift from being hypothetical
speculation to very real political questions
that we should then take as seriously as we
currently should be taking our relation-
ships with life on this planet.

I am curious about what this increase
in complexity and capacity will look like as
it unfolds into the future: for humans, for
earth, for life and whatever else is out there.
I believe it is a process that may temporarily
slow down, or change forms, but I do not
think that it will not stop. It has become
increasingly clear in recent decades that
humans have enough capacity to destroy
ourselves and a lot of other life on the
planet. Even in this worst case scenario,
it seems certain that complex animal life
will continue on earth and likely in other

17 Alexei A. Sharov and Richard Gordon “Life
Before Earth,” eprint arXiv:1304.3381 (March
2013). https://arxiv.org/abs/1304.3381



places as well.’® Based on the examples of
increasing capacity of life that we can see
from billions of years ago up until recent
decades, it seems likely that, whatever
forms life takes, it will continue to become
more complex, learn more information
about the world, and thus have more
capacities to affect it.

Returning to the equality
that is expressed in the Ohen:ton
Karihwatehkwen, I do not think that the
increasing complexity, knowledge, and
capacities of life that I have described
above have inherent ethical value. Humans
are no more valuable than other forms
of life simply because we have more
complexity and knowledge of the world
around us, nor is there any inherent
ethical obligation for us to seek out more
knowledge or capacities. This is important
to emphasize because it is common in
the euro-settler context that I inhabit to
consider capacity to be inherently good.
This is the logic of a hierarchy of life in
which humans are the top because we are
the most important, most valuable form
of life, and everything else is below us
and, therefore, naturally available for us to
dominate. I would counter this narrative
with one in which human capacity, just as
all of the capacities of life that have come
before us, are outcomes of a longer process
of increasing complexity and capacity in
the universe. This increasing complexity
is occurring independent of any choices
about it by humans or other life forms and
is therefore not directly a basis for making
ethical evaluations. However, our choices
about what we do with this capacity once it

18 Giorgia Guglielmi, “This is what it would take
to kill all life on Earth,” Science (July 2017).
https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2017/07/
what-it-would-take-kill-all-life-earth
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is available to us does have very important
ethical implications, and this is what I
want to discuss further.

Risks of Domination

Whereas life’s tendency towards
complexity and increased capacity is inev-
itable, domination is not. This is a key
starting point for any anarchist discussion
of domination, because a greater capacity
does not inevitably translate to domination
over other life. The notion that domination
is necessary for increased capacity to be
possible is part of a colonial-capitalist
and patriarchal logic that sees our rela-
tionships as a means to an end: that the
only way to have capacity in the world is
to extract, exploit, and profit from others.
This is obviously not true. This false colo-
nial-capitalist and patriarchal logic is
mirrored in some ways by a primitivist (and
sometimes anti-civilization) critique of
human capacities, which argues that our
increases in capacity (whether it is through
electricity, or agriculture, or language)
necessarily result in relations of domi-
nation. I want our struggles to embrace a
diversity of capacities, and reject all forms
of domination. This means that it is a grave
mistake to conflate capacity and domi-
nation with one another.

As 1 have described above, life
continues to become more complex. In the
process, new capacities emerge alongside
ones that had existed previously. These
differences in capacity do not necessarily
translate to relations of domination. This
is an important component to anarchist
struggles against domination: figuring
out how to live in ways that do not result
in domination even though differences in
capacity exist. Central to this challenge is
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that anarchists must clarify for ourselves
the difference between capacity and
domination. Our language around this
discussion in english is often confused by
the word “power” which is used to refer to
both concepts, sometimes with the modi-
fiers power-to when referring to capacity
and power-over when referring to domi-
nation. Another variation on the language
around this discussion has been the
anarchist sticker slogan “we love power
and hate authority.” I prefer the terms
“capacity” and “domination,” but none-
theless, wanted to connect to these other
terms in order to provide reference points
for how I'm using these words.

I want to use the example of plants,
medicine, and pharmaceuticals to demon-
strate some of the ways in which capacity
and domination are very different but
still relate to one another, how a diversity
of capacities is important, and how it is
especially important to fight domination
in the context of relations across differ-
ences in capacity. This is an important
example because the medicines that many
of us need are a very clear and unavoidable
relation of interdependence. In some
cases, pharmaceuticals are literally keeping
us alive and are primarily available through
state and capitalist production and distri-
bution channels. In discussions that are
seriously considering how to end states
and capitalism, the question of pharma-
ceutical supplies can understandably often
become very conflicted and emotional. As
anarchists who are seriously considering
revolutionary change, it is important for us
to carefully think through these kinds of
questions.

I am using the term capacity to refer
to a very broad range of things, from
the ecological transformations enacted
by different forms of life on earth over

billions of years, to the different ways
in which humans make medicines for
ourselves. This rejection of domination
between different forms of capacity also
applies to struggles against the relations
of domination inherent in ableism. This
connection is especially important to high-
light in a francophone context in which
ableism usually translates into french as
capacitisme. Differences in mental and
physical ability are also differences in
capacity, and therefore can be, and often
are, a context in which relations of domi-
nation are particularly intense. As with all
other differences in capacity, this does not
need to be the case. Differences in ability
should be a basis for ways of life that are
interdependent with us all through rela-
tions of freedom and self-determination.
This is yet another way in which we must
break from dominating norms that
attempt to enforce certain ways of life at
the expense of others.

The cultivation of plants is a very
different way of relating to medicine than
the production of pharmaceutical drugs.
As both the cultivation of plants and the
production of pharma drugs are based on
our knowledge of the world, this example
illustrates different forms of capacity. For
the use of medicinal plants, this knowledge
comes out of long relationships to specific
ecologies and has been a capacity of
humans for at least tens of thousands of
years. For pharmaceuticals, it is based on
a detailed understanding of biochemistry
which seems to have only emerged in the
past two hundred years. In general, phar-
maceuticals are able to have more intense
and controlled impacts (for better and
worse) on our bodies and our relationships
than plants, and in this way they give us
more capacity.

Plant medicine and pharmaceuticals



are both valuable capacities for humans,
and should co-exist, just as different ways
of life and worldviews that are often asso-
ciated with these differences in capacity
should also co-exist. Just because pharma-
ceuticals can have more potent or specific
health impacts doesn’t mean that they
can or should replace plant medicine. On
the other hand, the emergence of human
capacity to make pharmaceuticals in the
context of industrial capitalism (and other
relations of domination) does not mean
that the production or use of pharma-
ceuticals inherently requires relations of
domination. I want us to fight for a world in
which these different ways of life, traditions
of knowledge, and forms of complexity can
thrive on their own terms, and our rela-
tionships can benefit by the very different
things that different human cultures and
other forms of life all have to offer.
Pharmaceutical = companies also
use Indigenous and other traditional
medicinal knowledge to identify chemical
compounds in plants as part of the
research and development of drugs.”® In
theory, there are ethical ways that this
kind of research collaboration for phar-
maceutical development could be carried
out. The differences in capacity between
humans who have biochemical knowledge
for producing pharmaceuticals and
humans who have ecological knowledge
and relationships with medicinal plants do
not inherently lead to domination between
these humans. If such a collaboration were
to happen freely, it would be an example of
how relations between different humans

19 Daniel S. Fabricant and Norman R. Farnsworth,
“The Value of Plants Used in Traditional
Medicine for Drug Discovery,” Environmental
Health Perspectives, vol. 109, sup. 1 (March
2001). https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pme/arti-
cles/PMC1240543/pdf/ehp109s-000069.pdf

Making Our Relationships More Free

with different forms of capacity can be
beneficial. Unfortunately, this is definitely
not what is happening. The same very
powerful (both in terms of capacity and
domination)  state-capitalist-patriarchal
system that backs and benefits from the
pharmaceutical industry is also behind
attacks on the land, culture, and survival
of Indigenous peoples around the planet,
often in order to carry out industrial
extraction projects. This is domination in
its clearest form: greater capacity being
used to destroy other forms of life while
simultaneously extracting from them.

Those who would seek to reform the
systems of domination lament the loss of
biodiversity that could have been so bene-
ficial for pharmaceutical research and
argue for conservation efforts. As anar-
chists, we should know that the under-
lying problem goes deeper than this, to
the relations of domination that structure
the parts of society that are destroying that
biodiversity in the first place. It is often a
colonial myth that there are “pristine” or
“wild” parts of the biosphere that should
be conserved. The areas that are given
these labels have often been inhabited
and heavily influenced by the presence
of Indigenous people for thousands of
years. One part of a rejection of all domi-
nation, including colonization, would be
to recognize and support the freedom of
Indigenous peoples to live their ways of
life on these lands, and for them to make
their own future based on their culture,
capacities, and worldviews. This is freedom
we all should have. In contexts defined
by the intense relations of domination
of genocidal colonization, it is an espe-
cially important freedom for Indigenous
peoples.

With knowledge of the world that
humans learn, and the greater capacities
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that this makes possible, we should always
focus on the responsibilities that go along
with that capacity. Specifically, we must
be vigilant that we do not use that capacity
to enact relations of domination across
new differences of capacity that have been
opened up. As the nightmares of the past
centuries clearly demonstrate, initiating
relations of domination is frequently an
option available to us and one that we must
always strive to reject.

The horizon of freedom that we must
keep trying to move towards is one in which
there are a multitude of forms of capacity
that exist and flourish in very different
ways, and despite the vast differences in
capacity between these ways of life, domi-
nation is not the basis for how we relate.

Possibilities for Freedom

As we exist through our relationships,
freedom is our ability to change those
relationships and, therefore, to change
ourselves. Freedom becomes possible
when we are able to understand our context
(which includes ourselves and our relation-
ships), reflect on it, and change ourselves
based on those reflections. Depending
on how we are able to understand our
context (that is, depending on our capac-
ities) different kinds of freedom become
possible for wus. As discussed above,
through the flexibility and self-reflection of
cultural knowledge, humans have capac-
ities to make more choices about how we
relate to our context than other animals.
Similarly, most animals are able to make
more choices about how they relate to
their context than other forms of life such
as plants. As our capacities give us more
scope for choosing how we will relate to the
world, there become more ways in which
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we can be free in those relationships.

Just as certain kinds of capacity are a
precondition for the possibility of freedom,
the same is also true of domination. If an
organism or a species is just going to react
to the world around it and has no capacity
to change what that reaction will look
like, then it is not meaningful to ethically
evaluate those actions in terms of how
they produce relationships of freedom or
domination. For example, the first mass
extinction on Earth killed off large numbers
of oxygen intolerant species and was
caused by millions of years of oxygen-pro-
ducing photosynthesis by cyanobacteria.
Obviously cyanobacteria have no alter-
native to photosynthesis or ability to make
choices about it. It is the only way that they
exist and survive, and have no possibility of
doing anything else, so the consequences
of that behaviour cannot be meaningfully
evaluated in ethical terms.

On the other hand, humans have a
wide range of capacities that allow us to
understand and change our behaviour (that
is, to change our culture and our forms of
social organization), and the consequences
that we have on those around us. For this
reason, it is definitely relevant to ethi-
cally evaluate the human contributions to
unusually high levels of species extinction
in recent centuries.” We have an ethical
responsibility as humans to try to change
how we are relating to the rest of life on
the planet so that we are not continuing
to kill off other forms of life. These extinc-
tions are only one very clear part of what is
a much larger context of human relations
of domination with other life on the planet,
which is also very related to domination

20 Wwikipediacontributers, “Holocene Extinction,”
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Holocene_
extinction (accessed April 2018).



between humans as well.>* For example,
the destruction of entire ecosystems by
capitalist industrial developments, over-
exploitation, and planet-wide human
impacts such as increasing carbon-dioxide
levels, is also part of colonial domination of
Indigenous peoples that depend on those
ecosystems for their physical and cultural
survival.

Freedom and domination both
depend on us having capacities to be able
to make choices about our behaviour as
opposed to just reacting to our context.
However, having the capacity to reflect
and make choices does not mean that we
are doing it. We are not free by default, we
enact our freedom through the process of
continuing to learn about our context, our
relations and ourselves and then reflecting
on this knowledge to make choices about
how we want to behave. It is possible to go
through our lives, and through our history
as a species, reacting to the world as it
exists around us without actively trying to
change it in significant ways. This is often
how we live, and in the long term it has had
and will continue to have negative conse-
quences for us all because it allows our
relations of domination to continue rein-
forcing and reproducing through our lives.
For example, in my context (and much of
the world) the gender roles and relations
that organize our lives and identities are
heavily based in long histories of patriarchy
through which cis-men like myself have
power over everyone else. To understand
and change these relationships through
feminist and other anti-patriarchal

21 1 think that it is important to consider how
an anarchist perspective on interdependent
freedom would relate to the genetics of other
forms of life, especially in relation to domesti-
cation of life by humans, but I'm not going to
attempt to explore those questions here.
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struggle is an important example of
freedom in action and requires not acting
based on how our world of domination is
pushing us to act.

To recap what I mean by domination,
it is the kind of relationships in which
control of some by others is used to extract
capacity. It also involves competition for
obtaining positions of dominance and to
avoid being dominated. These kinds of
relationships don’t happen by accident, or
because certain people are inherently evil.
It is a way of relating that coerces others
into relating in the same way. And there are
clear benefits to domination: the capac-
ities of another form of life can be very
lucrative when redirected and controlled to
a particular end. This can take many forms
and go by various names—extraction,
exploitation, commodification, oppr-
ession, enslavement, theft (whether
or not these particular activities enact
domination depends on the context of
power and ethics in which they are taking
place). Whatever it is called, it usually has
substantial benefits for those who are
carrying it out. These benefits can defi-
nitely be a basis for more capacity for those
in a position of domination.

A current example of this is the US
empire using its geopolitical domination
of large parts of the globe to advance its
political-economic interests, and spending
billions of dollars on research and devel-
opment of military capacity in an attempt
to maintain this position of superiority.
We must reject domination on an ethical
basis despite its narrow benefits, because
it will hurt other people and forms of life
that we have relations with and therefore
responsibilities towards. To the extent that
we exist in relation to those other forms
of life, from a broader and longer-term
perspective domination is ultimately going
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to be harmful even if it does provide short-
er-term benefits. Furthermore, although
greater capacities for some (at the expense
of others) can result from relations of
domination, an increase in capacity is not
the same as being more free, and becoming
more free is unlikely to be possible in a
context where the majority of our relations
are relations of domination, especially in
the longer-term.

It is important to recognize the ways
in which we are made less free by relations
of domination even when we are benefiting
from them. The US military is arguably one
of the greatest concentrations of capacity
on the planet at this time. It is also a major
force for relations of domination on a
global scale, and therefore despite all of
that capacity it is not going to result in rela-
tions of freedom. Not for the soldiers and
bureaucrats who are within the military,
nor for the citizens of the empire who
receive indirect economic benefits from
its deployments of organized violence.
Certainly, there are no relations of freedom
being enacted for the hundreds of millions
of people who have been targets of that
violence.

Some may argue that the actions of
the US military could make the ruling class
beneficiaries of US empire more rich and
powerful, and therefore able to change
themselves however they like. However, we
should not forget this is the same military
that has come very close in the past to
destroying large parts of the planet in a
global nuclear war and could do the same
again in the future. This deadly confluence
of domination and capacity is a direct
threat to the well-being of even the most
privileged on the planet. Furthermore,
this class of capitalist elites and other
higher-level decision-makers are heavily
involved in competition and other patterns
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of domination with one another, and
winning or losing at these games is very far
from relationships of freedom.

In some cases, opportunities for
enhanced capacities must be rejected in
the interest of freedom. For example, the
Zapatista rebels of southern mexico are
very strict about not accepting or partic-
ipating in any state social programs
because they recognize how these are used
for political control and assimilation. This
means foregoing access to state controlled
healthcare, education, and other basic
necessities, which is a very difficult choice
for people who are poor and oppressed.
Over the decades of their rebellion, they
have instead opted to slowly build their own
autonomous services and capacities that
can centre their own Indigenous languages
and worldviews and put into practice their
revolutionary commitments against the
domination of their communities by colo-
nization, capitalism, patriarchy, and as
they call it, the “bad government.”** As with
everything else, this has not been done in
isolation. It has been made possible in part
by through relations of solidarity and inter-
dependence they have built with others
struggling for freedom around the world,
including many anarchists.

To bring a pertinent example from
science fiction into this discussion, in the
novel Lilith’s Brood by Octavia Butler, the
Oankali are an extraterrestrial species that
are naturally capable of perception and
manipulation of genetic material. Based on
their genetic perception of humans, they
describe us as having two contradictory
characteristics: first, an old and deep

22 1t is worth noting that the Zapatistas are not
anarchists, and they have their own autono-
mous “good government.” I still think there is
alot anarchists can learn from their struggle.



tendency towards hierarchical behaviour
and domination that is ultimately self-de-
structive. And second, they see a powerful
intelligence that has emerged more
recently in humans and can make many
good things possible, but too often ends up
at the service of domination. The Oankali
conclude that unless we can change
ourselves so that our intelligence no longer
gets used for hierarchical purposes, then
we will inevitably destroy ourselves.

Their description of our intelligence
corresponds in many ways to what I mean
by capacity. Similarly, their conclusion
that we must change ourselves so that our
capacities are not used for domination is
also very similar to the anarchist politics
and worldview I am trying to articulate.
However, there is one significant difference
in what I am saying: I strongly believe
that human relations of domination are
not inevitable due to genetic or any other
deterministic factor. In other words, I
believe that humans have the capacities to
change ourselves, especially socially and
culturally, in ways that make it possible for
us to reject domination. We have a capacity
for freedom, and this is at the core of what
we are trying to do as anarchists, to act on
this freedom so that our relations can be
transformed to be more free. Even with
thousands of years of domination behind
us, that does not determine our future. We
must use our amazing capacities and intel-
ligences to fight for our relations to be free
and to live up to the responsibilities that
we have to each other and the rest of life.
This freedom will allow so many different
worlds and capacities to flourish in the
ruins of domination.
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To Conclude

What I am saying here doesn’t change
in dramatic ways the things that anarchists
are already fighting for, but I do want it to
contribute to a shift in how we think and
talk about those ongoing struggles. We
should be seeing our existence more in
terms of our relationships and thinking
about the responsibilities that go along
with these. I want us to be open to learning
from other traditions of struggle that may
be different from our own in important
ways but still share a common basis for
shared goals. I want us to keep at the fore-
front of our ideas the basic ethical equality
of all humans as well as other forms of
life, while also recognizing that we have
different responsibilities within these
different kinds of relationships. Looking
at where we come from as life on earth has
implications for where we are going, and
how we might relate to life on and off of
this planet. I want us to embrace all of our
very different kinds of capacity, while being
very clear with ourselves about the differ-
ences between the capacities that make
us who we are, and the relations of domi-
nation that we must always reject. Finally,
I want us to live up to our full potential for
freedom as humans. We have the capacity
to change how we relate to each other and
the world, to end the domination that has
been such a harmful part of life for far
too long. That is the future we must move
towards, and we have important choices to
make about how to get there. ¢
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