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In the quest for free dom, both indi vid u al ism and col lec tivism become
obso lete, their ide o log i cal and sub se quently vac u ous nature revealed. There
is no dichotomy between the two: nei ther are well- defined, and more over,
if one’s goal is free dom, one should reject both. This essay will present why
this is, why we con tinue to believe in such a dichotomy, and a new way
for ward.

Indi vid u al ism
Let us begin with indi vid u al ism. It was Sid ney E. Parker in Individualist- 
Anarchism who defined indi vid u al ism using John Bev erly Robin son’s
words from Ego ism:

“[T]he real iza tion by the indi vid ual that she/he is above all insti tu tions
and all for mu las; that they exist only so far as he chooses to make them
her own by accept ing them.”

On its face, the def i n i tion seems plau si ble. It posits that the indi vid ual
comes first in choos ing all of her asso ci a tions and beliefs and not the other
way around; that the indi vid ual makes the insti tu tion, not vice versa.
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How ever, the indi vid ual does not exist before all insti tu tions sim ply as
a mat ter of fact. It is the insti tu tion of child birth that births her and the
insti tu tion of soci ety that cre ates her essence as a cog nizant indi vid ual
through every step of her life. The indi vid ual is a social con struc tion; the
result of inter play between peo ple, reflec tion, and dis so nance, that cre ates a
per son able to see her self as unique. It is the result of soci ety that the indi ‐
vid ual even devel ops her “tools of con scious ness”: her abil ity to think,
speak, and inter act with oth ers such that she real izes her self as apart from
oth ers. More over, this process never ceases: if the indi vid ual chose to cut
her self off from soci ety, her abil ity to dis tin guish her self, to “get out of her
own head” so to speak, and develop richly and uniquely, would begin to
fade away. In short, her indi vid u al ism would kill her indi vid ual, the lat ter
being her only means of liv ing out indi vid u al ism at all.

Let us now turn our atten tion to free dom. Indi vid u al ists claim that
only indi vid u al ism can grant free dom, and sus pend ing all dis be lief about
indi vid u al ism itself, again this seems plau si ble. It is true that total free dom
must be the expres sion of self- will with out restraint from out side forces, be
it moral ity, the state, the fam ily, or other insti tu tions. How ever, self- will is
an out come of the indi vid ual, and there fore also, in part, the out come of the
soci ety which cre ates her. Self- will, to be sure, is a frag ile thing which
must be allowed to develop in the same way as the indi vid ual; as such,
free dom is also the affair of soci ety as it is of the indi vid ual. Indi vid u al ism
alone, then, is unable to pro vide the tools for free dom, and some would
even argue it merely enables par tic u larly destruc tive self- wills to dom i nate
one self and oth ers, crush ing her devel op ment.

Col lec tivism
Col lec tivism must be the reverse of indi vid u al ism: the belief that the soci ‐
ety, that the col lec tive, or even merely other indi vid u als, come before the
indi vid ual. The col lec tive chooses the indi vid ual, not vice versa.
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Col lec tivism is again incom plete. A col lec tive’s will emerges from
indi vid ual will as it does from col lec tive will. The col lec tive cre ates the
indi vid ual who cre ates the col lec tive, and so on. In order for this to be pos ‐
si ble, the indi vid ual must con tain both the seeds for indi vid u al ism and col ‐
lec tivism which are sparked in devel op ment.

What of free dom? Col lec tivism grants the indi vid ual an arena dom i ‐
nated not by oth ers’ dele te ri ous self- wills, but it can also itself sti fle the
emer gence of the indi vid ual and her sub se quent self- will itself. It seems
para dox i cal in a sim i lar, but reversed, way to indi vid u al ism.

Why the Dichotomy?
If nei ther is truly free and both philo soph i cally incom plete, why do we
cling to such terms? I believe the answer lies in ide ol ogy: in short, that our
inter nal iz ing of this false dichotomy is the con scious result of a larger ide o ‐
log i cal pur pose irre spec tive of truth.

To be clear, the dichotomy has not been a cor ner stone of polit i cal phi ‐
los o phy for much of his tory. The dis cus sion of “indi vid u al ism ver sus col ‐
lec tivism” has not been the con cern of philoso phers, it seems, prior to the
emer gence of indus trial cap i tal ism. It was only in this stage of soci etal
devel op ment that ide o log i cal ideas of “indi vid u al ism” even became rel e ‐
vant — and this was not acci den tal.

Among these early indi vid u al ist ideas was the util i tar i an ism of Jeremy
Ben tham, which posited that eth i cal good ness could be mea sured by the
sum total of indi vid ual human actions. Marx was quick to point out the
purely ide o log i cal aims of this the ory by first prov ing that human action
could not be described and mea sured on a purely indi vid ual basis, and then
enu mer at ing how the flaws of this the ory enabled cap i tal ist self- will, i.e.
the dom i na tion of man’s pri vate prop erty over the masses. Marx was vin di ‐
cated, long after his death, when the Neo clas si cal school of eco nom ics
again took up util i tar i an ism with fer vor in order to ana lyze and jus tify their
rad i cally cap i tal ist the o ries.
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Fol low ing util i tar i an ism, there was “method olog i cal indi vid u al ism”
and other such tools used in eco nomic con text by the mod ern Aus trian
school of eco nom ics, spear headed by Lud wig von Mises. From out of the
indi vid u al ist view of human action came the belief that soci ety could at all
be con sid ered merely the sum total of the humans and their actions within
it. With the bit ing oblo quies of Mises against social ism and other form of
col lec tive action emerged the next piece of the puz zle: fear of col lec tivism.

From here rose Ayn Rand whose dys p topic visions were of the “tyran ‐
nies of col lec tivism,” and whose back ground, in part, facil i tated the sub se ‐
quent uproar against the Soviet Union which became seen as “col lec tivist.”
McCarthy’s Red Scare was fol lowed by the age of Neolib er al ism, whose
ide ol ogy was rad i cally and explic itly what they believed to be “indi vid u al ‐
ist.” In Amer i can schools they still teach the “hor rors of col lec tivism,” and
the dom i nant ide ol ogy, although begin ning to fade, still empha sizes “indi ‐
vid ual entre pre neur ship,” “cap i tal ist cre ative destruc tion,” etc.

Neolib er al ism, being philo soph i cally flawed in its adher ence to “indi ‐
vid u al ism,” lead to a gen eral down ward slope in the health of ordi nary peo ‐
ple. The tele o log i cal, or rather mate r ial, pur pose of this ide ol ogy has now
become laid bare: to pro tect the rul ing classes. It has become illu mi nated as
to why the phi los o phy of “indi vid u al ism” and “col lec tivism” is so obvi ‐
ously non sen si cal; its pur pose was dom i nant ide ol ogy, not philo soph i cal
truth. From here Marx’s specter haunts us, hav ing told us from even the
days util i tar i an ism was con ceived, that ideas are gen er ally born and exist to
serve some class; philo soph i cal truth and hon esty — objec tiv ity — is
essen tially impos si ble. Ideas come from bod ies, which are them selves sub ‐
jec tive (as Niet zsche painstak ingly elu ci dated), but ideas also emerge from
soci ety, in our case a class soci ety, and as such will be sub servient to the
ide o log i cal needs of that soci ety (the lat ter of which stems from the mate r ‐
ial needs of that soci ety.)
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A New Way For ward
Neolib er al ism has failed, and with it the idea that “indi vid u al ism” is desir ‐
able philo soph i cally, but its fail ure has also revealed the lies hid den under ‐
neath the phi los o phy which under pinned it alto gether. In order to break free
of Neolib er al ism we must break free of its ter mi nol ogy and phi los o phy.
The answer is not “col lec tivism,” as so many left ists have and still do
empha size in con trast to the indi vid u al ism of cap i tal, but to reject the
dichotomy of “indi vid u al ism and col lec tivism” entirely.

The point of “col lec tivism” as an ide o log i cal term was to con jure
images of tyranny, con formism, hive mindism, etc., so that it could become
clear “indi vid u al ism” was the only path to free dom. Right- wing “lib er tar i ‐
an ism,” and many “ego ists,” for exam ple, have taken the bait entirely, and
it comes as no sur prise that they come to the con clu sion that some form of
cap i tal ism can be the only way to guar an tee free dom.[1] If we are, as left ‐
ists, to truly desire free dom for all, we must kill both sides of the false
dichotomy and seek a new under stand ing of free dom out side of the Neolib ‐
eral one.

How ever, if we are to reject free dom, as many Bor digists, Maoists,
Marxist- Leninists, and oth ers who con tra dict all Marx dreamed of do, we
will have essen tially no basis for posit ing our world over the cur rent one.
For Marx, it was cap i tal ism that destroyed the indi vid ual spirit, made him
robotic, and caged him. If our plan of social ism merely recre ates this, we
have failed at cre at ing a bet ter world in every tan gi ble sense.

More to the point, if we are to use cap i tal ist ter mi nol ogy (e.g. “col lec ‐
tivism”) to describe our social ist ideal, we will have failed at break ing free
of cap i tal ism philo soph i cally. Free dom in a social ist world must be some ‐
thing novel and from out side of cap i tal ist phi los o phy; if we use cap i tal ist
logic we will risk recre at ing cap i tal ist rela tions anew.

What will this new free dom look like? I can not say for sure because it
must be con ceived out side of the cur rent con scious ness within class soci ‐
ety, but I imag ine it should be an embrace of ele ments of what we call
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“indi vid u al ism” and “col lec tivism” simul ta ne ously. That is, rec og niz ing the
col lec tive nature of the indi vid ual and the indi vid u al ist nature of the col lec ‐
tive; rec og niz ing the ways in which the indi vid ual flour ishes in a col lec tive
atmos phere and not a bru tally indi vid u ated one and the way in which the
col lec tive flour ishes when it is ignited by the free bril liance of the indi vid u ‐
als within it; rec og niz ing that the col lec tive is not merely the sum total of
the indi vid u als within it, but a larger entity which con tin u ally for mu late
con scious ness itself, and rec og niz ing that free dom comes from self- will —
the result of that con scious ness.

_____________________
[1] Regard ing ego ists, it must be noted that Max Stirner — who has

had a mas sive influ ence on ego ism in gen eral — was him self ant i cap i tal ist
and con ceived of his ego ism as col lec tive by choice. How ever, many of his
adher ents, e.g. Lau rance Labadie and Sid ney E. Parker, have turned to
appraisal of cap i tal ist logic.


