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argument, the motto of anarchism, would crystallize in its American counterpart
in the proposition that “taxation is theft”, which does not directly target private
property but openly challenges state power. According to Spooner, the nature of
a crime must be determined essentially by its violation of natural law; it cannot be
argued that acts that are supposedly criminal according to positive laws become
criminal merely by violating man-made (arbitrary) laws. People live in peace as
long as they fulfill the principles of justice, but whenever one of these principles is
violated, they are driven to war. And they will inevitably be at war until peace is
restored.
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AfterStirner’sdeath,Americanindividualistanarchistsbeganpublishingand
distributinglibertarianliteraturefromanorganizationcalledTheNewEnglandFree
CultureForum.LedbyamannamedEzraHeywood,theForumadvocatedforfree
love,freespeech,freeland,andfreethought,andheldweeklymeetingsinseveral
cities.HeywoodandhisfellowForummembersdidnotcallthemselves“individu-
alistanarchists,”buttheywereessentiallyindividualistanarchistswhoadvocated
foradecentralizedsocietywheregovernmentinterventionwasminimizedandthe
freemarketwasallowedtoflourish.LikeStirner,HeywoodandtheForumwere
criticalofcapitalismandbelievedthateconomicexploitationwasjustasharmful
asgovernmentoppression.AlthoughTheNewEnglandFreeCultureForumwas
smallandshort-lived,itplayedanimportantroleinthedevelopmentofAmerican
socialmovements.

BenjaminTucker,bornin1854,wasanAmericanindividualistanarchist.His
mostimportantventurewasthemagazineLiberty,whichhestartedin1881and
sharedhisideaswithdifferentwriters,whichceasedpublicationin1908.Hebe-
cameoneofthemostimportantfiguresofAmericananarchismbyinterpreting
Proudhon’santi-marketanti-capitalisminadifferentway.Hewasthefirstperson
totranslateMaxStirner’sbookTheUniqueandHisPropertyfromGermanintoEn-
glish.Histheoryofthefourmonopolies,includingthelandmonopoly,themoney
andbankingmonopoly,thecustomsmonopoly,andthecopyrightmonopoly,isone
ofhismostimportantideas.Helaterabandonedtheindividualistmarketanarchism
ofProudhonandSpooner,toadoptStirner’segoisticanarchism,whichcreatedcon-
fusionintheLibertycircle.In1908,hisentirecorpusofbookswasdestroyedina
fire,afterwhichhewenttoFrancewithhiswifeanddiedinMonaco.Inanarchist
circlestoday,itisarguedthathisideasmayhaveconstitutedapreliminarystepin
thesynthesisofanarcho-capitalism.Thisideamaybetrue,especiallyconsidering
thatRothbardexplainedthathewasinfluencedbySpoonerandTucker.TheAmeri-
canlibertarianwriterBenjaminTucker,whoadvocatedasomewhatmoderateform
ofindividualistanarchism,refusedtoresorttoviolenceinordertorefuseobedience
and,likeallindividualists,opposedallformsofeconomiccommunism.

Thelastmajorfigureinthehistoryofindividualistanarchismwasalawyer
namedLysanderSpooner(1808–1887)whofoundedapublicationcalled“TheAn-
archist.”LikeGodwin,Warren,andStirner,Spoonerdidnotcallhimselfan“anar-
chist”;hecalledhimselfa“no-governmentman.”Spoonerbelievedthattheonly
legitimateroleforthegovernmentistoprotectpeople’srightsandthattheonly
waytomaintainafreesocietyistopreventthegovernmentfrombecomingtoo
powerful.Spoonerputforwardanindividualistanarchistworldview,commonly
referredtoas“NaturalLaw”orthe“ScienceofJustice”,whichdrawsitsinspiration
fromdeistandutilitarianconsiderations,accordingtowhichthefirstcoerciveac-
tionsagainstindividualsandtheirproperty,suchastaxation,areinfactcriminal,
becausetheyarefirstandforemostimmoral.Proudhon’sfamous“propertyistheft”
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Throughouttheworld,theword“anarchism”hasavarietyofmeanings.When
mostpeoplethinkof“anarchism,”thefirstthingsthatcometotheirmindare
fire-settingbombthrowersandmaskedrioterssmashingStarbucksandMcDon-
ald’swindows.Inthepopularimagination,anarchismissynonymouswithchaos.
Armedwiththisimageofanarchismasanihilistic,violentideology,manypeople
cannotfathomhowanyonecouldself-identifyasananarchist.Afterall,don’t
anarchistshateauthorityandgovernment?Don’ttheywanttodestroysociety
andbringaboutsomekindofanarchicutopiapopulatedbyroaminggangsof
drug-addledhippieswhospendtheirdayssmokingweedandhavingsexwith
whomevertheypleaseinabandonedwarehouses?Nowondersomanypeople
findthisideasolaughable…However,withinthebroadcategoryofsocialand
politicalmovementsknownas“anarchism,”therearemanydifferentideasabout
howtoachievegreaterequality,liberty,andjusticeforallpeople.Someanarchists
advocatefornon-violentresistanceorpeacefulcoexistencewithotherideologies
andlifestyles;otheranarchistssupportvandalismandpropertydestructionasa
tacticagainstoppressiveinstitutions;somecallforanabolitionofgovernment
whileothersdemandmorelocalcontrolovereducation,prisons,roads,parks,etc.
Inthisarticle,wewillexploreearlyindividualistanarchismintheUSwhichis,in
myhonestconsideration,theclosestthingtowhattheconceptofanarchismreally
is.Lookingatthehistoryoftheanarchistmovement,themainrepresentativesof
individualistanarchismarethinkerssuchasGodwin,Stirner,andTucker.

Individualistanarchismisbasedontheextremeandsometimesvaguepointsof
libertarianphilosophy,sinceitrejectsthesocialbasisoftrueanarchismwhiletrying
toensuretheabsoluteindependenceoftheindividual.Inparticular,itrejectsthe
stateaswellassocietyinparticularandreducestheorganizationtoanassociation
ofegoistsbasedonthemutualrespectofuniqueindividuals,eachstandingonhis
orherowntwofeet.Accordingtothesestatements,individualistanarchism,based
onlibertarianphilosophies,seekstoensureastateofabsoluteindependenceforthe
individualandignoresthesocialbasis.Individualistanarchistsfavoredtheabsolute
poweroftheindividualoverthesocialandarguedthatthereisnorealsubject
otherthantheindividual;therefore,theyopposedanystructure,includingsociety,
overridingthewilloftheindividual.Whereindividualistanarchistsdifferfrom
socialistanarchistsisnotintheiremphasisontheindividualbutintheradicalism
oftheiremphasisontheindividual.Theywereskepticalofsocialconstructsfrom
theverybeginningandarguedthattheywouldhinderindividualfreedom.

Individualistanarchismisapoliticalphilosophythatadvocatestheabolitionof
allformsofcentralizedsocialandeconomiccontrol(i.e.thestate,capitalism,etc.)
infavorofsoleproprietorshipandindividualownershipoflandandone’sownpro-
ductivemeansofproduction(e.g.factories,farms,workshops,etc.).Inotherwords,
individualistanarchistswanttodismantlecoercivemonopolieslikestate-capitalism
andinsteadinstituteasocietyofsmallbusinessesandco-operativeswherework-
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ers control the means of production. In an ideal world envisioned by individualist
anarchists, there would be no class distinctions between business owners, workers,
and consumers; there would be no state (or other forms of centralized government)
to enforce legislation or monopolize the legitimate use of violence; there would be
no forms of economic exploitation (e.g. landlords charging exorbitant rent on poor
tenants, employers taking advantage of their workers, etc.); and there would be no
artificial scarcity created by legal regulations (e.g. patents, copyrights, etc.).

The history of individualist anarchism in the US is incredibly important because
it shows that anarchism is not just another word for chaos and disorder. Although
individualist anarchism has been largely forgotten as a movement, it was once a
significant factor in American politics and culture. During the late 19th and early
20th centuries, individualist anarchists were a powerful force in American labor
struggles, publishing several prominent journals, and running for public office. The
history of the individualist anarchist movement tells us that anarchism is not syn-
onymous with violent revolution and chaos. Nor does anarchism require that we
all live in a world without rules and regulations, as some critics have suggested.
The history of individualist anarchism in the US demonstrates that a free, equal,
and just society may be achieved through anarchist practices, it may not be a tangi-
ble achievement, but it will certainly bring people closer together and the idea will
spread easily.

William Godwin (1756–1836) may be considered to be a pioneer of individual-
ist anarchism. As a philosopher, novelist, and political activist, Godwin’s writings
greatly influenced social movements like feminism and socialism, but few people
today know that he also laid the foundations for anarchism. Godwin was an early
critic of the idea that government is a “necessary evil,” arguing that the state is nei-
ther necessary nor beneficial to society. In Godwin’s view, the government is an
unnecessary “usurpation” that causes more harm than good. In his 1793 work, “An
Enquiry Concerning Political Justice,” Godwin argues that individual conscience
and natural morality are sufficient for creating a just and equal society. Because hu-
man beings are naturally self-interested and possess a moral sense, Godwin claims
that it is in everyone’s best interests to treat each other with respect and refrain
from harming one another. For Godwin, government is unnecessary because hu-
man nature itself is a “law.”

The first modern American anarchist movement was the Council of Equity,
which was founded by a man named Josiah Warren in 1833. Warren was a con-
temporary of Godwin and an admirer of his writings but disagreed with Godwin’s
vision of government. Godwin consistently emphasized two aspects in his thought,
one opposing the need for government in human-oriented affairs, and the other
emphasizing the importance of morality in order to bring about a moral change
by reforming the political structure and thereby enabling society to acquire virtue.
According to him, when man is prevented from behaving as his understanding dic-
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tates, he is transformed from a subject capable of unlimited perfection into the low-
est vile being imaginable. Warren did not believe that government was unneces-
sary because human nature is a “law;” he believed that government is unnecessary
because human nature is a “contract.” In other words, Warren believed that gov-
ernment is a social contract: a free agreement between individuals to respect each
other’s rights and property. Anyone who violates this agreement (e.g. by stealing,
murdering, or abusing others) should be punished according to their crimes, but
government has no right to interfere in people’s lives outside of this context. In
the 1840s, Warren and his followers founded individualist anarchist communities
called “Equity villages” based on these principles. In these villages, residents held
their land and possessions in “free hands” (i.e. not owned by the state or anyone
else); people were free to come and go as they pleased, and there was no govern-
ment or police force to interfere in how the village was run.

After the Council of Equity dissolved in the 1850s, individualist anarchism went
into decline in the US. Max Stirner was not a member of the Council of Equity, but
he happened to share many of the same views of Godwin. Like Godwin, Stirner
believed that government is a form of “usurpation” rather than a “necessary evil.”
Like Warren, Stirner believed that government is not something that exists “out
there” in the real world; it is a form of “injustice” in our own minds. And like the
German individualists who followed him, Stirner advocated for a decentralized so-
cial and economic system based on free-market individualism. But, this does not
indicate that Stiner shared views with liberals or most of the free-market advocates.
Stirner’s criticism of the liberal political set of beliefs is that liberalism is no differ-
ent from the meta-narratives opposed in anarchist philosophy. In his fundamental
work The Unique and His Property, liberalism is portrayed as a political ideology
concerned with general ideas and thoughts … a political ideology that is concerned
not with individual interests, but with general ends, a political ideology that is not
specifically concerned with the idea of the flesh-and-blood self, but with ultimate
ends. Stirner attacked the modern idea of the state and sovereignty, the habit of
legitimizing the existence of the state. The idea that there are no sharp differences
between state and society, and even the idea that society develops the state. Stirner
also criticized society. However, in the absence of an idealized society and the state,
which is portrayed as a monster, the problem of how even the simplest human re-
lations would be carried out is a problem that needs to be answered by Stirner: For
this reason, the thinker argued that the existing social structure and the form of the
state should be transformed into a “union of egoists.” Stirner, who is opposed to
any kind of meta-narrative, institutionalization, and organization, proposes a unity
of his own as to how human relations are to be achieved in the absence of such
structures, even in the simplest sense of socialization. this unity he proposes has
two characteristics: (a) It is based on purely voluntary action. (b) There is a unique
choice among those who participate in it.


