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Abstract: Bruno Bauer’s response to Max Stirner’s Der Einzige und sein Eigentum
(1845) is here examined closely, for the first time. In working out their concepts of freedom and self-determination, the Hegelian Left stressed different
elements in the synthesis which Hegel himself had effected. Options appear
that can be described as generally Fichtean or Spinozistic; each has distinct
political and ethical implications. Bauer’s claim is that Stirner “Unique One”
is to be understood as a version of Spinozist substance, which fails to rise
to the Fichtean-Hegelian standpoint of rational subjectivit y which his own
thought represents. The paper endorses Bauer’s conclusion that essential differences between his republicanism and universalism, as opposed to Stirner’s
anarchism and particularism, can be traced to divergent receptions of Fichte
and Spinoza, as mediated through Hegel. With references to Hegel’s critiques
of Spinoza, the paper reconstructs Bauer’s argumentation on the inadequacies
of a merely substantial view of freedom.

T

he period 1780 to 1830 witnessed an unprecedented explosion of philosophical creativit y in the German territories. In the thinking of Kant, Schiller,
Fichte, and Hegel, new conceptions of freedom, right, societ y, and politics
arose in rapid succession, offering powerful diagnoses of modernit y. What
is less clear is the status of the subsequent era, the Vormärz preceding the
Revolutions of 1848. In this period, the role of the Hegelian School has often
been deprecated: its members have been depicted as mere epigones, whose
writings are at best of historical interest, or as intermediaries between Hegel
and Marx, notable only, perhaps, for their eccentricities and theatrical posturing, but insubstantial in themselves, and floating free of political context.1
Recent research has decisively challenged this image of the Hegelian
School, developing both the philosophical and political dimensions of its
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thought, and depicting it, in all its variet y, as a creative response to the
emergence of modern societ y.2 The mutual polemics among Hegelians in the
Vormärz were both intensely philosophical and intensely political. In working
out their concepts of freedom and self-determination, the Hegelians drew on
a variet y of sources, not only directly from Hegel, but also from Kant, Fichte,
and Spinoza. The synthesis of diverse sources led to markedly distinct political
positions, and to distinct ethical programmes, whose differences can be traced
at both the meta-ethical and the normative levels.3 Here I want to focus on
the contrast between two such programmes, those of Bruno Bauer and Max
Stirner, while offering illustrative comparisons with Ludwig Feuerbach and
other Hegelians. I will endorse Bauer’s conclusion that essential differences
can be seen to be rooted in the Fichtean and Spinozist elements of Hegel’s
thought, but will seek to buttress Bauer’s contentions where his argumentation is allusive or incomplete. While the Stirner-Bauer connection has elicited
recent interest,4 Bauer’s response to Stirner’s Der Einzige und sein Eigentum
(1845) has nowhere been examined. The 2009 bicentennial of Bauer’s birth
seems an apt occasion for such an investigation into the lesser-known aspects
of his work. Der Einzige can be read as a sustained critique of Bauer’s position,5
and hence his own response is all the more important to understand.
As Bauer presents the issue in his 1845 critique of Feuerbach and Stirner,
the Hegelian heritage splits along two axes, the Fichtean and the Spinozist,
which Hegel himself had attempted to fuse.6 The criticism runs as follows:
Hegel combined Spinoza’s substance and the Fichtean Ich. The unit y of both,
the t ying together of these opposed spheres, the oscillation between two sides,
which permit no rest and yet in their repulsion cannot get clear of each other,
the breaking out and prevailing of the one over the other and of the other over
the first, constitute the particular interest, the epochal and essential, but also
the weakness, finitude, and nullit y of Hegelian philosophy. While for Spinoza,
all realit y is substance, “that which is thought or comprehended in itself and
through itself, that is, whose concept does not require the concept of another
thing from which it can first be constructed”; while Fichte posits the absolute
self, which develops out of itself all the activities of spirit and the manifold
of the universe; for Hegel the point is “to conceive and express the true not
as substance, but also as subject.” On the one hand, he takes seriously the
sublation of the finite. . . . He demands above all, that the self in its finitude
“renounce itself in deed and realit y [Wirklichkeit],” “as the particular against
the universal, as the accident of this substance, as a moment or a distinction
which is not for-itself, but which has renounced itself and knows itself as finite.”
On the other hand, though, absolute spirit is nothing but the concept of spirit,
which grasps and develops itself in the only spiritual realm that there is, that
long train of spirits in history. “Religion, political history, the constitutions
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of states, arts, sciences, and philosophy” are nothing but “works of thought”;
the work of previous history has no other purpose than “to recognise selfconsciousness as the only power in the world and in history,” “the strivings
of spirit through almost 2500 years of its most strenuous labour” have no
other aim than [for spirit] “to become objective to itself, to recognise itself:
tantae molis erat, se ipsam cognoscere mentem.”
This contradiction, that the absolute is the best and highest, the whole, the
truth for man, the measure, the essence, the substance, the end of man, but
that again man is the substance, is self-consciousness, is the result of his own
activit y and owes his existence to his deed, his historical struggles, therefore
necessarily making the absolute into something limited [beschränkt],—this
contradiction, in which the Hegelian system moved back and forth, but from
which it could not escape, had to be dissolved and annulled. This could only
occur if the posing of the question how self-consciousness relates to absolute
spirit, and absolute spirit to self-consciousness, were not silenced with halfmeasures and fantasies, but were made for ever more impossible. This could
be done in two ways. Either self-consciousness has to be consumed again in
the fire of substance, that is, only the pure substantialit y relation can persist
and exist; or it has to be shown that personalit y is the creator of its attributes
and of its essence, that it lies in the concept of personalit y in general to posit
itself as limited, and to sublate again this limitation, which posits itself through
this universal essence, since this very essence is only the result of its inner
self-differentiation, of its activit y.7

This analysis allows Bauer to trace out the topography of the Hegelian
School, and to situate its members in their appropriate location. Those who
pursue the Fichtean route, notably (and by his own reckoning almost uniquely)
Bauer himself, stress the principles of singularit y and autonomy, developing
the dialectic of the will, which Hegel presents in the Philosophy of Right,8 as
requiring the conscious, individual enactment of universal interests. This is a
doctrine of rational self-legislation, in contrast to arbitrary will or divine command. For Bauer, universalit y is not a propert y merely distributed or shared
unselfconsciously among its many particular bearers, but must be regarded
by individuals as having normative status: it is taken up or posited by them,
and is directive of action. Autonomy is the principle of spontaneit y or choice,
disciplining itself under universal rules. One of the alternate, Spinozist routes
from Hegel, followed by D. F. Strauss and Ludwig Feuerbach, leads to the
affirmation of universalit y as communit y or shared interests, while placing
less emphasis on the formal side, the element of individual willing. In the
political application which Feuerbach gives of this idea (together with Karl
Marx, and much more explicitly than Strauss), it leads to the notion of a
collective substance or species-being, damaged by particularistic and egoistic
activities, but potentially retrievable through changes in social relationships.
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Both Bauer’s Fichtean and Feuerbach’s Spinozist readings of Hegel stress
the importance of universalit y, a general will which transcends immediate
interests and desires. Both tendencies represent distinct ways of determining
the universal, and thus rifts appear in the textures of Vormärz Hegelianism,
as the components of the Hegelian synthesis break apart.
While they admit an immanent, not a transcendent or other-worldly
universalit y, Strauss and Feuerbach remain fixed in what Bauer calls a substantialit y relation.9 On this account, Strauss’ interpretation of the gospels as
a product of the mythological consciousness of the early Christian communit y
reproduces the pantheistic substance metaphysic of Spinoza, as a kind of collective (un)consciousness.10 Relatedly, Feuerbach’s materialism, proclaiming
the primacy of being over thought, immerses individuals (as sensuous beings)
in nature or the communit y, from which they derive their values through a
kind of osmosis. For these Spinozistic Hegelians, the universal is substance,
not subject: more precisely, it occurs in the element of extension, a spreading out of universalit y or collective interest to encompass the diverse, the
particular. They conceive the universal, or species-being, as merely generic: a
given, shared propert y, and not a spontaneous, personal acquisition. Here,
individuals are merely unreflective accidents or moments of the whole, exhibiting its properties without having critically internalised them. Bauer insists,
rather, that we conceive individuals as spontaneous rational beings capable
of relating to and adopting general interests through their own consciousness and acts, and in their own way. Leaving the idea of individual agency
underdeveloped, Strauss and Feuerbach thus miss the implications of the
Kantian-Fichtean turn in Hegel’s thought.11 Bauer describes this approach
as mysterious, because it invokes a universal which is immediately effective,
without showing how it operates, how it is taken up and internalised by
individual self-consciousness. Lacking the decisive moment of individualit y,
of form, which, Bauer contends, self-consciousness alone can provide, this
alternative Hegelianism dissolves individuals into an amorphous whole, an
undifferentiated mass.12 Universalit y as (Spinozist) extension remains mute,
passive, and untransparent.
Spinoza’s substance, although the dissolution of the religious representation,
is still the absolute in the form of a thing. Only in self-consciousness do
the separated relations, all oppositions and contradictions, come into their
unit y, that is, they know themselves as one, since each one knows the other
as itself. Self-consciousness does not proclaim itself as the absolute, but as
infinite movement through all forms and oppositions of its creations, [it is]
only the development of itself.13

The Subject as Substance: Bruno Bauer’s Critique of Stirner

67

To understand this claim, we must recall the dialectic of substance as
Bauer had developed it in the philosophical argumentation contained in his
inflammatory work of 1841, Die Posaune. Here he maintains that the concept of substance undergoes a complex evolution driven by changes in the
understanding and practice of freedom. Unaware of its own architectonic
powers, consciousness first posits a transcendent, absolute substance, as an
otherworldly divine being. This is the essence of the alienated religious consciousness; in this dialectical illusion, self-consciousness abases itself before
substance, its own unknowing product. The advance achieved by modern
philosophy is to re-integrate substance from its otherworldly domain into the
life-activities of individuals. As an expression of the principle of universalit y,
an intrinsic component of the rational will,14 substance may not simply be
dispensed with, but has imperative force: individuals must sacrifice themselves
to substance, breaking the stubborn particularit y of the will by recognising
a universal as immanent in the world, and the self as an accident of this substance. In his idea of a single substance of which individuals are merely modes,
Spinoza attains this standpoint, and following him, Feuerbach; but consciousness must not remain at this level, a necessary but transient stage. The next
step in emancipation is to recognise substance not as a given, independent,
self-causing and self-sufficient power, but as a mutable record of historical
struggles, the result of subjects’ own deeds. Subjectivit y is the principle and
essence of substance, of shared commitments and values, and of the general
interests that bind the self-legislating individuals who posit them.
Bauer’s ethical idealism, echoing Fichte, insists that the accord of thought
and being must be achieved not by passively mirroring nature or the communit y, but by subjective activit y, both moulding the self and transforming
the external world. The formal characteristics of substance, of the ethical
bonds among individuals, and the institutions which express them, must be
seen as the product of self-consciousness, of the creative work of individuals
and their strivings for rational freedom. So conceived, ethical substance is
not self-causing, but caused: sustained and changed by struggle and insight.
On this reading, the Spinozism of Feuerbach and Strauss consists in their
failure to understand spontaneous formative action: the ethical substance of
which individuals partake is of their own making. The universal, conceived
in a Spinozist manner, is merely distributive; its operation is mythical because
it is taken to work immediately upon its individual bearers, who are reduced
to its passive substrate.
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Against this Spinozistic view, it would appear that the position of Max
Stirner offers certain analogies, at least, to Bauer’s own: the stress on the
individual, on the formative and active, rather than on the generic and collective, would seem to place Stirner on the Fichtean side of the divide within
the Hegelian School. Indeed, Stirner seems to assert as much, comparing his
own idea of the self to Fichte’s. Stirner claims merely to have naturalized the
Fichtean transcendental self, turning the absolute I into the finite:
When Fichte says, “the ego is all,” this seems to harmonize perfectly with
my thesis. But it is not that the ego is all, but the ego destroys all, and only
the self-dissolving ego, the never-being ego, the—finite ego is really I. Fichte
speaks of the “absolute” ego, but I speak of me, the transitory ego.15

If we accept Stirner’s self-characterisation, the differences between him
and Bauer, though significant, would lie primarily at the normative level,
because they would stake out for themselves a broadly similar Fichtean metaethical ground. Normatively, it is clear that Stirner stands for particularism,
not universalism, viewing any putative universal as necessarily a transcendent
power holding the (particular) self in thraldom; whereas Bauer distinguishes
true and false universals, defining the former as the immanent striving of
reason to realise itself in the world, and thus to further the cause of emancipation, while the latter merely feign universalit y, or treat it as an exclusive
privilege. Bauer thus sees freedom as self-transformation in light of universal
purposes, not as immediate gratification or self-assertion. Politically, this
translates into a difference between Stirner’s anarchism (described more
precisely in recent research as a weak a priori anarchism),16 and the republican
rigorism of Bruno Bauer.17
Yet though these divergences are already profound, their sources lie
much deeper. In his response to Stirner, Bauer stresses less these obvious
normative differences than the meta-ethical dimensions of the dispute. He
reads Stirner not as a perhaps unorthodox fellow Fichtean, but as a Spinozist, differing from Feuerbach, but like the latter reducing subjectivit y to
substance. This is substance in another sense from that of the universalit y
of ethical bonds, but as thing-like fixit y, givenness, and imperviousness to
critique; both senses, however, are the legacy of Spinoza. The claim is that
neither Feuerbach nor Stirner has an adequate conception of subjectivit y,
and that this defect can be traced to different aspects of Spinoza’s system, as
retained by Hegel. Bauer’s argument in “Charakteristik Ludwig Feuerbachs,”
his most extensive engagement with Stirner’s views, is polemical and allusive.
I exercise some interpretative freedom in reconstructing it, but I hope to

The Subject as Substance: Bruno Bauer’s Critique of Stirner

69

clarify its essential philosophical core in a way consistent with the indications
given in the text.
As Bauer explains, Spinozist substance possesses not only the attribute
of extension (taken up anew by Feuerbach and Strauss), but also thought.
It is the latter, the Spinozist attribute of thought, that Stirner represents.
This is what marks his uniqueness.18 Speaking of Stirner’s “Einziger,” Bauer
elaborates:
The Unique One [Der Einzige] is substance, driven to its greatest abstraction.
This unsayable I, that names do not name and properties [Eigenschaften] do
not express,19 that has its content neither in the physical nor in the psychic
world, and even less in both; [this I] that pitches its dwelling neither in heaven
nor on earth, but hovers and wavers about, God knows where in the air; this
I, the most elevated, mightiest and most powerful egoism of the old world,
but therefore also powerlessness itself, the egoism which shows how null
and fleeting, flaccid and lifeless the egoism of the old world was and had to
be; this I, not self-supporting and world-directing self-consciousness, not the
self-sustaining personalit y, not the man who binds and looses with his own
strength and rules the world, because he has the power in his own hands,
but rather the I that needs hypocrisy, deceit, external force, pett y persuasion
to support its egoism—this I is substance at its hardest, “the spook of all
spooks,” the culmination and apex of a past historical period.20

“The Unique One is substance.” This is the idea that must be expounded
if we are to understand Bauer’s critique of Stirner, and the meta-ethical differences between them. Let us first examine Bauer’s explicit argument, and
then look for deeper philosophical motives that remain tacit in his text. Bauer
describes Stirner as the leader of the crusade conducted by the old world of
egoism against the emergent new principle of universal self-consciousness
and autonomy, of which Bauer positions himself as the main proponent.
While Stirner effectively attacks political and social liberalism for vacillation
and inconsequence, he is impotent against the force of Bauer’s own critical
liberalism; as the old world is historically transcended, the egoism upon
which it is based, and which Stirner uncritically retains, is powerless in face
of the new.21
What does the Unique One make of him [the critic Bauer]? “No,” he cries,
“nothing will come of this. My ownness belongs to me. This I keep; you
may not take it away from me, critic.” He stretches his limbs and lies down.
“Hurrah! Now I’m set. Rid of everything, free of everything. All things are
nothing to me.”—The Unique One is the last recourse of the old world, the
last hiding place from which it can launch its attacks on a formation wholly
different from it, and therefore unrecognizable by it.22
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Contrasting his own idea of the “self-positing personalit y” to the “inwardly dominated criticism” of Stirner, Bauer indicts Stirner’s willingness
to have recourse to “hypocrisy, deceit, external force” in pursuit of egoistic
satisfactions, and concludes that while the Spinozism of Feuerbach evolves
(problematically) into various schools of socialism, Stirner’s own principle
is sterile, and incapable of further development.23 The principle of ownness
seeks to exempt a privileged region of self hood from critique; it is the affirmation of pure particularit y. “My ownness belongs to me. This I keep; you
may not take it away from me, critic.” Stirner upholds a contentless, abstract
self-relation as immune from criticism, as an exclusive right24 and a privilege
not to have its claims contested or legitimated through rational criteria; this
is the hard, rigid, substantial core that Bauer identifies in Stirner’s conception
of ownness. Bauer describes such fixed, stubborn affirmation of the self as
Spinoza’s substance in its most abstract guise, the bare thought of self hood.
Here he applies to Stirner Hegel’s own characterization of Spinoza.25 But such
selves, Bauer claims, are not yet subjects. This is the key idea.
Behind the illusion of fixit y and detachment, Bauer reveals a broad historical configuration wherein the Stirnerian Einziger is unwittingly shaped. He
depicts Stirner as a partisan of the old (pre-Revolutionary) order of particularit y; this order, as we are informed in other Bauerian texts, was constituted (in
both religious and secular guises) by the split between the universal and the
particular, in which the universal was appropriated by a single instance.26 This
arrogation is, for Bauer, the common feature of both religious orthodoxy and
political absolutism. When the One claims the absolute as its own exclusive
privilege, the Many are reduced to pettiness, insignificance, and evil.27 The
generation of a transcendent absolute or hypostasis divorced from the concrete activities of individuals leaves them prey to egoism, the consequence
of the projection of universalit y into a beyond. Stirner simply decapitates
this structure but leaves its basis intact, the particulars untransformed.
Their egoistic tendencies are not simply natural or merely given, but are a
historical result of the renunciation of universalit y in religion and politics. For
Bauer the solution is to re-integrate the universal, not merely to deny it; this
permits the particulars to transform themselves, to acquire the standpoint of
universal self-consciousness, and not simply to remain unchanged, mired in
particularit y. Here egoism is understood as the failure to elevate oneself to
universalit y, or to become a subject. While Feuerbach recognises the necessit y of an immanent universal (even while misconceiving it fundamentally),
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Stirner advocates pure particularism. Despite his ultra-radical posture, he is a
defender of the old order, not an advocate of the new (post-Kantian) principle
of rational self-determination.
This argument, however, does not yet establish Stirner’s Spinozism.
There are two obvious senses in which Stirner’s theory seems far removed
from Spinoza’s. The latter holds that there is only one substance, ‘that which
is thought or comprehended in itself and through itself, that is, whose concept does not require the concept of another thing from which it can first be
constructed.’ Finite bodies and minds for Spinoza are modes or exemplifications of this unique substance, in the attributes of extension and thought,
respectively. Stirner, however, takes these modes or finite selves as themselves
substances, as self-causing centres of thought and action. “Ownness” captures
the definition of substance: to be the sufficient cause of one’s own representations and actions. But there are now as many substances as there are egoists.
Each finite self for Stirner is potentially such a substance. Stirner’s alleged
Spinozism then cannot clearly lie in any monism or pantheism; it would have
to be shown that the multiple substances continue to act in Spinozistic ways,
which still need to be defined. Secondly, by conceiving Spinoza’s modes as
substances, Stirner then construes the momentary thoughts and actions of
these substances as their own modes; but he changes the relationship which
Spinoza had posited between these metaphysical levels. Spinoza insists on
continuit y, the presence of substance in its attributes and modes. Though upon
further analysis the difference here will prove more subtle, this expressiveness
of Spinoza disappears in Stirner’s rendition. Perhaps reflecting Romantic influences,28 Stirner depicts the Einziger as ineffable in his acts, as maintaining an
attitude of ironic detachment toward them,29 and as simply appropriating and
discarding external objects, rather than seeking expression through them.30
The modes are not expressive of the substances, but are simply available for
momentary consumption and annihilation. One must not be tied or overly
committed to one’s own modes, or they become fetishes, ‘spooks,’ possessing
the self and limiting its freedom. Again, Stirner’s alleged Spinozism seems
elusive from this point of view. How then can Bauer’s claim that Stirner’s
Einziger is a substance, but not a subject, be justified?
We can distinguish two elements in Bauer’s critique: the conception of
substance as mere abstract self-relation, as falling short of the requirements for
rational subjectivit y; and the problematic relation of such a substance to its
modes. Such a self fails to achieve rational autonomy, and is heteronomously
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determined. It is here, in reconstructing Bauer’s compressed account, that
interpretative latitude is required, drawing on Hegel’s exposition of Spinoza to
supply Bauer’s missing arguments, and seeking parallels to Stirner’s claims.
First, let us examine the conception of substance as immediate self-relation. It would appear that in Bauer’s analysis, consistent with Hegel’s own, the
representation of substance differs essentially in each of its two attributes, of
extension and thought. In extension, substance means universalit y as spread
out or shared among its modes; here the principle of a positive universalit y
(that is, a universalit y with a content, including particulars within it) can be
retained, as in Feuerbachian species-being, even if it is, as Bauer contends,
formally inadequate. In the attribute of thought, however, substance appears
as contracted or concentrated, not distributed; it is the mere abstract idea
of a contentless self-relation. In this attribute, universalit y is relinquished as
any kind of shared or collective propert y, or as anything objective. As Hegel
puts it of Spinoza, it is a “simple equalit y with itself.”31 As a bare thought of
self, or self-relating, it opposes itself to all content, which is external or indifferent to it. This is another version of the nuda subjectivitas of which Bauer
speaks critically in his first text, De pulchri principiis of 1829;32 it contrasts
with the authentic subjectivit y which realises itself in its acts, which finds
itself concretely present in its deeds, its reason manifest and duplicated in
the sense-world. Abstract self-relation is moreover immediate, because it presupposes that the self, as merely given, is true and valid, just as it stands.33
Because it does not expose itself to the fire of criticism, it is in its essence
static and immobile, even when indulging in a flurry of external activit y. This
immediacy, this lack of a critical relation to itself and its possible objects,
marks it as the “absolute in the form of a thing.”
Like the Spinozian self, Stirner’s Einziger is an abstract self-relation, without content. Thought, and not extension, is fundamental here: the essence of
freedom, or “ownness,” is the mere affirmation of the self in its unreflective
immediacy. In Stirner’s own words:
No concept expresses me, nothing that is designated as my essence exhausts
me; they are only names. Likewise they say of God that he is perfect and has
no calling to strive after perfection. That too holds good of me alone.
I am owner of my might, and I am so when I know myself as unique.
In the unique one the owner himself returns into his creative nothing, of
which he is born. . . . If I concern myself for myself, the unique one, then my
concern rests on its transitory, mortal creator, who consumes himself, and I
may say: All things are nothing to me.34
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There is a kind of universalit y here, but it rests on the repugnance of
the self to any content, its purely negative or exclusive self-relation. In his
account of the dialectic of the will and its complex inner structure, Hegel
had referred to this process as the will’s abstractive capacit y, its abilit y, as a
moment in its self-determination, to withdraw from any given particularit y or
content; but although it must perform this act of abstraction, the will must
not remain in isolation, but must relate selectively to internal desires and
external objects, taking them up in the element of thought, while attaining
concreteness through this relation. A one-sidedly abstractive attitude generates
the fanaticism and nihilistic destruction which Hegel decries in Jacobinism.
But he also finds this naked conception of self, devoid of content, to be the
essence of the Spinozist attribute of thought; and Bauer for his part identifies
the same attitude in Stirner. The self is here substantial in its thing-like fixit y
and its immediacy, its lack of inner self-differentiation between its universal
and particular aspects. This conclusion is reinforced when we consider how
this substance acts, how it establishes transient relations to its modes. Here
we encounter the concept of conatus, central in Spinoza, and, if the analysis
is correct, in Stirner.
To be a substance for Spinoza is to be the cause of oneself.35 Such causalit y is exerted through the conatus or the striving to maintain oneself in
being.36 Activit y for Spinoza means that “we are the adequate cause” of an
internal or external occurrence; passivit y means that “we are only a partial
cause” of an effect.37 Such activit y is conceived by Spinoza, borrowing from
the mechanistic physics of his day, as a kind of inertial motion. Action is
propelled not by rationally selected ends, but by internal tendencies, which
manifest themselves simultaneously as displacement in space (extension) and
as appetite (thought).38 For Spinoza, as one commentator puts it, “ends do
not shape motive tendencies. Rather, for him, an ‘end’ is simply that toward
which a thing’s constellation of inertial tendencies ‘directs’ it. . . . As long as
a body continues to move along according to its inertial tendency, it acts; and
when it is deflected from its inertial path, it suffers or is acted on.”39
The application of this idea to Stirner, as an account of his concept
of “ownness,” is highly illuminating, and I take it that this is what Bauer
is proposing. The conatus of Spinoza is the secret of Stirnerian “ownness.”
The “Einziger” acts in Spinozistic ways. This appears from three features,
in particular, which characterise “ownness”: constant (inertial) motion; the
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juxtaposition of power and freedom; and the substitution of inertial tendencies for rational ends as sources of action.
Constancy of motion is described thus by Stirner: “[The individual]
exists only in raising himself, he exists only in not remaining what he is;
otherwise he would be done, dead.”40 Once in motion, we continue in motion until some obstacle blocks our path. Our abilit y to sustain our motion
is measured by our power, and the nature of that power depends on our own
internal constitution, which I read as the nature of our inertial tendencies.
In a passage which evokes Bauer’s complaint against hypocrisy and deceit,
Stirner contends:
I secure my freedom with regard to the world in the degree that I make the
world my own, “gain it and take possession of it” for myself, by whatever
might, by that of persuasion, of petition, of categorical demand, yes, even
by hypocrisy, cheating, etc.; for the means that I use for it are determined
by what I am.41

Power is moreover distinct from freedom; it is not merely a claim upon
an unattainable object, as Stirner thinks political and social liberals believe,
but the concrete abilit y to eliminate obstacles; again, I gloss this as maintaining our inertial motion. Defining ownness as one’s whole being and power,
Stirner here comes close to explicitly identifying the self with the conatus.
Freedom is and remains a longing, a romantic plaint, a Christian hope for
unearthliness and futurit y; “ownness” is a realit y, which of itself removes just
so much unfreedom as by barring your own way hinders you.42
Ownness, on the contrary, is my whole being and existence, it is I myself.
I am free of what I am rid of, owner of what I have in my power or what I
control. My own I am at all times and under all circumstances, if I know
how to have myself and do not throw myself away on others. To be free is
something 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. The
fetters of realit y cut the sharpest welts in my flesh every moment. But my
own I remain.43

Replicating Spinoza’s distinction of activit y and passivit y, Stirner claims
that we are our own when we are wholly self-reliant, and not dependent on
any external agency which might deflect us from our course.44 Further, these
tendencies that we deploy are not activated by far-reaching purposes, but by
immediate gratification, and their unfolding does not constitute development
toward an ideal or an end.
To the egoist only his history has value, because he wants to develop only
himself not the mankind-idea, not God’s plan, not the purposes of Providence,
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not libert y, and the like. He does not look upon himself as a tool of the idea
or a vessel of God, he recognizes no calling, he does not fancy that he exists
for the further development of mankind and that he must contribute his
mite to it, but he lives himself out, careless of how well or ill humanit y may
fare thereby.45

Most striking here is not the indifference to consequences, but the
repudiation of ends, or of teleological conceptions of action. As De Ridder
explains:
Stirner grasps the relation between “the Unique One” and “his propert y”
precisely not as a dialectical relation. Propert y is dissolved in the “finite I,” and
nothing is elevated and preserved on a so-called “higher plane.” In contrast
to Bauer’s “critical criticism” there was thus never talk of development. For
development presupposes a telos, an end and a means by which the end can
be attained.46

The absence of tele is at least an indication that we find ourselves in a
world of inertial movement, of Spinozistic substance rather than Hegelian
subjectivit y; and taken together with the ideas of ownness as power and constant displacement, helps to confirm Bauer’s insight into Stirner’s meta-ethical
position. The “Einziger” is causa sui in a Spinozist sense. He is a representation
of Spinoza’s substance in the form of the finite self.
For Bauer, one can be self-causing in Stirner’s sense without being fully
autonomous, as autonomy requires that we subject our momentary impulses
and our particularit y to rational criticism, that we retain universal standards
of judgement in light of which we endorse some particular desires and objects,
but not others.47 The result of the Einziger’s immediate, abstract self-relation is
that its content is then filled in empirically, and not critically, as momentary
impulse directs. This I think is the meaning of Bauer’s characterisation of
Stirner as advocating an “inwardly dominated criticism”; Stirner’s ethic is
essentially heteronomous. As Bauer contends elsewhere, “the conception of
substance is critical—see Spinoza—but even so falls back again into immediate
recognition of the positive—see Spinoza.”48 For Bauer, the particular, as the
material of the will provided by contingent desires and experiences must be
submitted to critique, and may not count as immediately valid. Particularit y
in its various guises is heteronomously shaped by the impress of the existing
order, and by the narrow and egoistic material interests which correspond
to it. These forms represent spirit sunk in substantialit y, and not yet freely
self-determining. Autonomy issues from the critique of the positive and the
particular, and not from enacting immediate interests. Directed by appetite, the
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inertial motion of the Stirnerian self falls short of rational self-determination.
Bauer thus opposes to “ownness” a conception of freedom as universalist and
critical, and not simply as an idle wish.
Summing up his position on Spinoza, Hegel lays out the criticism that
Bauer will also offer of Stirner, and further suggests the resolution of a difficult y that we had noted earlier:
In t he system of Spinoza all t hings are merely cast down into t his
abyss of annihilation. . . . [Spinoza’s substance is characterised by] rigid
motionlessnessness, whose single form of activit y is this, to divest all things
of their determination and particularit y and cast them back into the one
absolute substance, wherein they are simply swallowed up, and all life itself
is utterly destroyed.49

Hegel’s analysis is highly germane to Stirner’s Spinozist meta-ethical position.
We had previously anticipated a potential problem in linking Spinoza and
Stirner, in that the former stresses the expression of substance through its
modes, the latter the divorce or incommensurabilit y between them. Hegel here
provides the interpretative key: he argues that despite Spinoza’s pantheistic
and expressivist intentions, substance cannot be present in its modes. Spinoza
merely asserts such a continuit y between metaphysical levels, whereas in his
system all determinacy is actually annulled, because the rigid core of self hood
as Spinoza conceives it cannot genuinely be enveloped in the concrete, but
simply remains resistant to it. We can now conclude that Stirner, following
his Romantic contemporaries, makes this disconnect thematic. It becomes
emblematic of freedom itself; from this perspective, ownness means not to
be bound by one’s creations, but to maintain an ironic detachment from
them.50 Stirner thus makes explicit, as the essence of freedom, what is simply
a theoretical failing in Spinoza, the inabilit y of substance to realise itself in
its modes. The German Romantics are themselves heirs to Spinoza in various ways:51 Stirner shares with them the idea that no deed can represent the
fullness and creativit y of the self. Freedom for the Romantics consists in the
recognition of this ontological gap of self and world, and revelling in the
difference. This sense of permanent separation and alienation is the essence
of Romantic irony, and it pervades Stirnerian “ownness.” In contrast, Bauer
approximates the Fichtean position, the ethical imperative to transform
the sense-world under the aegis of the rational idea, of rational freedom.
Alienation, or the noncorrespondence of thought and being, sets a task for
resolution; it does not mark out the permanent limits of freedom.
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At the conclusion of his discussion of Spinoza, as the idea of thought
taken abstractly, but not in its vitalit y,52 Hegel describes the requirements
for further progress in rational freedom. The lack of self-consciousness in
Spinoza’s system has to be supplied by developments on the side of objectivit y
(showing that the relation to the modes is not merely negative, but has a positive universalit y: that is, the recognition that rational subjectivit y manifests
itself in the world, in the changing patterns of social life and institutions as
embodiments of freedom); and by further developments in self-consciousness,
where the principle of individualit y is seen to contain the universal. This
is the programme that Bauer seeks to execute, developing the Fichtean side
of Hegel in the process. Bauer depicts the self as mediating the extremes of
universalit y and particularit y, each of which both seeks and repels the other.
Citing Hegel’s Philosophy of Religion lectures, he elaborates,
In thinking, I elevate myself to the Absolute over everything finite and am
infinite consciousness, and at the same time I am finite self-consciousness,
indeed I am this according to my whole empirical determination. . . . I am
determined in myself as infinite against myself as finite, and in my finite
consciousness against my thought as infinite. I am the feeling, the perception,
the representation of this unit y and this mutual struggle, I am that which
holds together the competing elements, the effort of this preservation and
the labour of mind [Gemüt] to become master of this contradiction. I am
not one of those caught up in the struggle, but I am both opponents and
the struggle itself.53

This process is that of rational subjectivit y, in contrast to substance, immediacy, and thinghood. Here the moment of conscious universalit y must be
present, not as a ‘spook’ or a fetish, but as a self-given trait, a necessary component in the dialectic of the will. Bauer insists that critical self-consciousness
is not an immediate, particular awareness, but results from a highly mediated, syllogistic process, the creation of singularit y as a dialectical unit y of
particular and universal. The universal divorces itself initially from all given
contents or particularit y, subjects them to criticism, and then validates only
those particulars which pass the test of rationalit y. The Fichtean language of
self-consciousness stresses the active, formal side of this process: the universal is no transcendent force, but is immanent in the subjective actions and
judgements of individuals.
The bearers of critical self-consciousness are concrete empirical subjects,
but in their universal, not particular characters.
When we employ the category of self-consciousness, we do not mean the
empirical ego, as if this had constructed its conceptions [Anschauungen] out
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of pure accident or arbitrary combinations. . . . Unlike the immediate ego, . . .
the developed self-consciousness . . . relates to realit y with a wholly different
consciousness, a critical consciousness.54

The criterion of judgement is no longer immediate or egoistic advantage,
but the universal interests of rational subjects who comprehend and transform
themselves in the flux of historical becoming.
This transition consists in nothing other than the freeing of the atoms which
up till now have been fixed in their own right, but which from now on can
only win their equal justification by giving up the immediate rigidit y with
which they had held fast to their presupposed rights, and by setting themselves
in unit y with each other through the conquest of themselves. Self-denial is
the first law, and freedom the necessary consequence.55

This passage from an 1841 text anticipates the failings that Bauer will
identify in Stirner four years later: he represents the self as fixed in its own
presupposed right (hence confirming that he is part of the old world, where
freedom equals privilege and immunit y); he rigidly upholds immediate consciousness in place of critical self-awareness; and he is unable to conceive a
genuine, expansive universalit y which would allow individuals to set themselves in unit y. The frequent repudiation of self-denial in Stirner’s text56
finds its riposte here. For Bauer, the particular consciousness must elevate
itself to universalit y as a condition of genuine self-consciousness, freed from
determination by alienated, merely given forms of life. This new kind of
freedom, universal self-consciousness, requires individuals to disavow their
immediate interests and identities wherever these conflict with higher aims.
In the Vormärz, Bauer defends a comprehensive, non-exclusionary, modern
republican freedom as the core of a doctrine of rational self-consciousness.
Mere particularism, whether of religious sect, economic interest, national
advantage, or Stirnerian egoism, is a vestige of the old order, and not a harbinger of the new.
If, in conclusion, we revert to Bauer’s interpretative scheme, it appears
basically sound in characterising opposed tendencies within Vormärz Hegelianism. It should not, however, be read as a simple dichotomy between Spinoza
and Fichte, or as an absolutely faithful rendering of either philosopher, but
rather of Spinoza and Fichte as taken up by Hegel, and as bequeathed by him
to his successors. Thus different ways are available of combining the Fichtean and Spinozist elements of the Hegelian synthesis. In Bauer, immersion
in substance is a necessary precondition to emancipation from it, through
self-denial and disciplining of particularit y; here is no immediate Fichtean
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self-positing, but a historical process of alienation and re-integration, a passage
tantae molis through Spinozist substance. In Stirner, a basically Spinozist self,
directed not by rational purposes, but by its own inertial tendencies, is not
without marked Fichtean inflections, as Stirner himself insists. But these are
complexities for another day.
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[K]ein Begriff drückt Mich aus, nichts, was man als mein Wesen angibt, erschöpft
Mich; es sind nur Namen. Gleichfalls sagt man von Gott, er sei vollkommen
und habe keinen Beruf, nach Vollkommenheit zu streben. Auch das gilt allein
von Mir. Eigner bin Ich meiner Gewalt, und Ich bin es dann, wenn Ich Mich als
Einzigen weiss. Im Einzigen kehrt selbst der Eigner in sein schöpferisches Nichts
zurück, aus welchem er geboren wird . . . Stell’ Ich auf Mich, den Einzigen, meine
Sache, dann steht sie auf dem Vergänglichen, dem sterblichen Schöpfer seiner, der
sich selbst verzehrt, und Ich darf sagen: Ich hab’ mein’ Sach’ auf Nichts gestellt.
(Einzige, p. 412)
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trans. R. H. M. Elwes (New York: Dover, 1955).
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