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A common view of morality and religion is that they demand 
self-denial. The starting point is me in isolation, to which we 
then ought to add a moral concern which restricts my doings, or, 
 according to the self-professed egoist, ought not to add. The moral 
difficulty is hence about forcing oneself to renounce the things one 
wants, even parts of oneself. Religious belief means servitude, and 
we have to choose between it and freedom. In this chapter, the intri-
cacies of this picture of morality and religion are critically discussed. 
In this discussion, Max Stirner is used as the main interlocutor. 
Another understanding of morality and religion is contrasted to the 
egoist one, a contrasting understanding in which it is egoism that is 
the result of self-denial: the egoist must harden his or her heart, that 
is, must renounce love. According to this contrasting understanding, 
religious belief is thus positively related to freedom.

In John Milton’s Paradise Lost, Satan says: “Better to reign in 
Hell, than serve in Heav’n.”1 And “Here at last / We shall be 
free”.2 Or as the anarchist would say: “no gods, no masters”.3 
According to this well-known anarchist slogan, all servitude 
should be  rejected.4 That slogan suggests that anarchism does not 
only affect the political realm narrowly understood, but also has 
a religious import: all gods should be eliminated too, not only all 
earthly masters. Religious faith means servitude and is therefore 
antithetical to freedom.

Such a general rejection of religion can be easily countered 
by pointing out that it is only possible to claim that religious  
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belief necessarily mean servitude if you have surveyed all religious 
possibilities, including all imagined, not yet actual ones. In other 
words, it is not enough just to point to specific historical forms 
of religion, many of which are no doubt incompatible with anar-
chism. Answering the question whether religious belief necessarily 
means servitude in the affirmative would hence be a strange thing 
to do.

However, such a criticism of the “no gods, no masters” slogan 
is too superficial. The mistake is not simply an undue general-
ization. What is imperative is, instead, to get to grips with the 
thinking which lies behind it: what picture holds me captive when 
I definitely rule out all religious possibilities as ‘servitude’?5 In this 
paper I will only discuss one such picture, and my discussion is 
therefore by no means exhaustive. In the anarchist tradition there 
have been many critics of religion, but that criticism seldom oc-
cupies centre stage. Max Stirner’s Der Einzige und sein Eigentum 
(1844) is in this respect very different.6 His book can be read as 
an extensive discussion of the “no gods, no masters” slogan (even 
though he never uses that phrase) in that it is an attempt at spell-
ing out what it would mean to reject servitude in general. There 
is thus an obvious picture of the above kind at work in it. This 
is the picture my discussion will be centred around. What makes 
Stirner’s criticism of religion interesting for my purposes is that it 
is much more general than only restricted to religious belief: it is 
based on a picture of human life in its entirety. Focusing on that 
picture means that religious faith will not be the main focus of 
my discussion, but indirectly my discussion will suggest possibil-
ities in which religious faith and anarchism are compatible, even 
though that is not my primary goal.

Since my starting point is a specific question – does religious 
belief necessarily mean servitude? – and since what my discussion 
will be centred around is a specific picture at work in Stirner’s 
text, my focus will not be Stirner’s text itself and its historical 
context. Scholarly exegeses of Stirner’s works can be found else-
where.7 Stirner will here be used as an interlocutor in order for 
us to learn something as regards the main question. This could 
basically be done in two ways: either by turning something he 
says into a positive contribution to the answering of the question 
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or by disentangling mistakes he makes in a way which makes it 
possible for us to gain better insight into the principal issue. In 
none of these two cases is his text or his historical context some-
thing to which we have to be faithful. Instead, the philosophical 
aim of this paper is to turn something seemingly dead into some-
thing that is still able to speak to us. One of my tasks is there-
fore to establish connections between Stirner’s text and what is 
 existentially relevant, positively or negatively, that is, to discuss 
the picture at work in it.

1. Stirner and the rejection of religious belief
Not knowing anything about Stirner, one might suppose that his 
criticism of religion is the usual one: religion is unreasonable. But 
what characterises the Young Hegelian criticism of religion is that 
it is not so much a criticism as an interpretation of religious belief 
from a position already more or less distant to it. Der Einzige und 
sein Eigentum should be understood as a radicalization of that 
approach and thus as a criticism of the way in which it has been 
carried out previously, for example in Feuerbach’s Das Wesen des 
Christentums (1841, 2nd edn 1843). According to Stirner it is not 
only the religious believer who believes in “ghosts”: reason is a 
ghost too and the belief in it just another form of religious belief. 
Stirner writes: “Whether the church, the bible or reason […] is the 
holy authority makes no essential difference.”8

What is then, according to Stirner, the common problem? 
“Everything holy is a bond, a fetter.”9 This could be understood 
as a summarizing definition of the holy. Anything that binds me 
in this way is religious, even if it is not normally presented in that 
way. “Alienness is a criterion of the ‘holy’. In everything holy there 
is something ‘uncanny’ [Unheimliches], i.e. alien, in which we are 
not quite at home [heimisch und zu Hause]. What is holy to me, 
is to me not my own”.10

The problem, as Stirner sees it, is a problem pertaining to any 
ideal, no matter whether it is expressed in religious terms or not. 
An ideal is something I must strive toward but cannot ever reach. 
Ideals thus create the alienation they, superficially considered, 
might seem to be the solution to.11 “Atheists” are in this regard no 
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different than religious believers but only believe in other gods:12 
reason, truth, man, the good, justice, humanity, freedom.13

This is a crucial point in Stirner’s line of thought but at the 
same time one that is hard to fathom. What, exactly, is it that 
Stirner criticises? What is an “ideal”? As I understand Stirner, it 
is not attempting to achieve something in general he finds prob-
lematic. What is it he finds problematic? The problem, if there is 
one, becomes especially poignant when failure to live up to the 
ideal is inevitable: since it is not possible to be reason, the good, 
humanity, or, for that matter, God, my life, if I made these ideals 
central to it, would, according to Stirner, always be a failure.14 But 
what makes failure so bad? What Stirner finds problematic is, as 
I understand him, hence rather one possible attitude to failure: 
when I relate to myself as to a possible object of disrespect and 
self-contempt.

One way of explaining this is by means of an example. A good 
one could be one in which the ideals are ideals of etiquette. I try 
to become a refined person, but if those ideals of refinement I 
have adopted are impossible to live up to, I will always, though 
to different degrees, see myself as vulgar and shabby. And even 
if they are not impossible to live up to, and even if I succeed in 
living up to them, this will not be a permanent accomplishment: 
I will always need to keep up this refinement, against the risk of 
sinking into vulgarity. Here we have a case where the ideals ap-
parently create the possibility of refinement but in fact only create 
alienation.

Of course, a more sophisticated form of etiquette will not make 
its distinctions in terms that are obviously empty and vain. On the 
contrary, taking clothes and superficial manners to be essential to 
etiquette could be seen as vulgar. So the more sophisticated form 
of etiquette will make its distinctions in other terms, for example 
moral ones. The alienation is created when I relate my distance 
to the moral ideal to myself. Hurting somebody is thus here un-
derstood not as something I do to her but as something I do to 
myself: I fail to live up to the ideal. And doing good to her is not 
something I do for her sake but for the sake of the good, that is 
for the sake of the ideal. Stirner writes:
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Not τοὺς ἀνθρώπους, human beings, but τὸν ἄνθρωπον, man, the 
philanthropist carries in his heart. He certainly cares for each in-
dividual, but only because he wants to see his dear ideal realised 
everywhere. So there is no question of care for me, you, us15

Since he however does not pay much respect to what you are 
privatim – indeed, if he follows his principle strictly, attaches no 
value at all to that – he sees in you only what you are generatim. 
In other words: he sees in you not you, but the species, not Peter or 
Paul, but man, not the real one or the individual, but your essence 
or your concept, not the living one, but the spirit.16 

And at bottom – this is the reason why the ideal, or any formulated 
principle, never touches upon what is essential – you and I are not 
conceptual: “neither I nor you are sayable, we are unspeakable”.17

In other words, the problem with ideals is, first, to relate what 
one is doing to oneself, as if what I cared about was not the one 
I am trying to help but at bottom only about myself or about 
my ideal self; second, to see others as just potential instances of 
something general which my helping them really concerns. And 
these two problems are of course connected: understanding things 
in terms of etiquette, that is, understanding them in terms of my 
potential refinement and vulgarity, means understanding what I 
do as concerning who I am, and that in relation to the ideals I try 
to live up to, not to the one I am, say, rude to.

This, however, goes beyond anything Stirner actually says or 
even could have said. By trying to picture the situation in which 
what he says is actually connected to something important I have 
made his point far less general than it is for him, even distorted it. 
I will come back to that; this far I have only tried to create a sense 
of what he is up to by showing that he is on to something when 
he wants to get rid of ideals. Even if I will criticise him in what 
follows, there are things he is right about, but to see what these 
are we have to depart from his general way of thinking.

So, to sum up, what Stirner criticises all previous forms of crit-
icism of religious belief for is that they have not touched upon 
the fundamental problem. In fact they have even reinforced that 
problem although the terms used are not so obviously religious 
anymore:
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To be sure, you could say, with Feuerbach and others, that religion 
has taken what is human out of man and placed it into a beyond 
so that it there, unattainable, has its existence as something per-
sonal for itself, as a “God”. But […] you could certainly let fall 
the personality of the removed human, could transform God into 
the divine, and you would still remain religious. For the religious 
consists in being dissatisfied with present man, i.e. in setting up a 
“perfection” to be striven for18

The ideal, the perfection to be striven for, promises refinement, 
were I to live up to it. But what it does not say is that I would not 
understand myself in terms of vulgarity and would not be dissat-
isfied with myself, were it not for the ideal. So the road away from 
alienation and to being at home in the world does not consist 
in fulfilling the ideal, which I would nevertheless fail to do, but 
in rejecting the ideal. The first kind of life only means servitude 
to something alien. The second kind of life would not even be a 
“kind”, for this word would only suggest a new ideal.

This summary leaves us with a question: how come I submit to 
something which only makes me dissatisfied with myself? Stirner 
explains this by saying that I have become “possessed” by the 
 ideal.19 In other words, it is not mine. If it were mine, it would not 
alienate me and make me feel dissatisfied, for then I would be free 
in relation to it and would be able to live in accordance with it or 
not care about it, as I would see fit. But, in fact, this is not what 
an ideal means, for an ideal is precisely that which I cannot alter 
as I please. Expressed in Stirner’s terms: an ideal is real only if you 
are possessed by it. The problem begins “[p]recisely when an end 
ceases to be our end and our property, which we as proprietors 
can control at pleasure”.20 But this means that what I said above, 
that there is a difference between doing good to someone for her 
sake and for the sake of the good, is something Stirner would pro-
test against. If I do something for any other sake than for my own 
sake, this means that I cannot do as I please with that end. I am 
possessed by the ideal and if I do not live up to it, it will turn 
against me, judge me, and make me discontent with myself. This 
feeling of discontent I am not able to get rid of, for I am not able to 
dispose of the ideal. The end is, in short, not in my own power.21 So 
the alternative to the life of alienation and servitude, that is to the 
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obviously religious or merely apparently atheist life, is egoism.22 
(Stirner’s alternative to the life of servitude to something alien is 
thus nonetheless a specific kind of life, a fact which will serve as a 
starting point for my critical discussion in the next section.)

This conclusion could be seen as a result of a reflection on moral 
autonomy. Only those ends I have set myself are mine; any other 
end means servitude. Of course, Kant believes that autonomously 
set ends really do bind me – that they really form nomous – but 
it is easy to see what Stirner would say about that. Connecting to 
the second formulation of the categorical imperative:23 the respect 
to be paid to reason, in myself and generally, only means dividing 
me into an essential part and an inessential part,24 means alien-
ation, and means forgetting that I, as a corporeal existing being, 
that is not as thought, always go beyond all determinations.25 In 
short, “autonomy” is a contradictory concept: a duty is precisely 
what I cannot do as I please with.

2. The possibility of complete control
If we accept this, there are different conclusions to draw. One 
would be to say that that kind of independence Stirner wants is 
impossible and that there always will be ends set by others to 
which you have to adapt yourself.26 As a human being you are 
almost totally helpless as a newborn and therefore dependent on 
your parents, or others, and the ends they set for your life. But this 
Stirner would accept: those connections of dependence become 
looser as we grow up, and if they do not ever vanish complete-
ly, that only means that I should take command over my own 
life to the extent this proves to be possible.27 Another conclusion 
would be to say that in the choice between servitude and egoism 
we should choose servitude. There are after all more important 
things than myself and to those I should submit. This is the price 
I have to pay. And a third conclusion would be that Stirner is 
completely right.

But all these conclusions presuppose that Stirner is right con-
cerning the relation of what we, to sum up, could call “ morality” 
(including religious faith) and myself.28 According to Stirner 
there is necessarily a conflict here, for the first one always means 
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servitude and self-denial. But is this really so? This is what the rest 
of this paper will, in different ways, try to question.

When questioning Stirner’s point it would however be easy to 
misread him and take him to deny the many ways in which our 
lives are connected. But, as I pointed out, Stirner does not deny 
that. Stirner tries to show that what we often take to be a form 
of moral behaviour is in fact motivated egoistically: when doing 
something for my friend, I do something for what is mine, that is 
for myself.29 Saying this risks making the term “egoism” meaning-
less, since there seems now not to be any contrast to it. But there 
is after all one thing that Stirner wants to combat: being possessed 
by something. When you are possessed, you are not doing what 
you are doing for egoist reasons and for your own sake, for you 
are not in control and able to skip doing it as you please. Stirner 
does not claim that morality is the only thing which gives rise 
to servitude and self-denial. For example, greed is according to 
Stirner a good example of being possessed, for I am here bound to 
the things I want to get in possession of in a way in which I am not 
able to control.30 But even though he does not claim that morality 
is the only thing which gives rise to servitude and self-denial, love 
is still his paradigmatic example. Love is a kind of symbol for ev-
erything he sees as problematic.31 Love is what you are not able to 
control and dispose of as you please. Love binds me and I am not 
able to control it. Love means servitude and self-denial.

A real situation in which I am possessed by ideas destructive 
to myself shows however rather the opposite of what Stirner is 
saying. Think of a voice of self-contempt: here it is clear that the 
ideas are destructive. But that very clarity would, if Stirner was 
right, testify that I am still in the grips of some ideas, namely those 
ideas that form the basis of my realization that the contemptuous 
voice is destructive. If I were able to stand free in relation to those 
ideas, the clarity would not be there anymore. And that is after all 
what the voice of self-contempt could be saying. In other words, 
I am able to say that these ideas are clearly destructive only in 
so far as the applicability of the terms by means of which I say 
this is not possible to decide to reject. And the same goes for the 
distinction between my own voice and the voice which has taken 
possession of me. If this were not so and that distinction were one 
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which I could draw in any way I please – but which I? and what 
does “please” here mean? – I would never be able to tell which of 
the voices were mine and which of them were destructive.

Furthermore, trying to stand free in relation to all alternatives 
and have all of them in one’s power is also a kind of life, and liv-
ing that life thereby means renouncing all other alternatives. The 
word “renouncing” is here apt, for those other kinds of life I could 
not have dropped by choosing their alternative in a situation in 
which I stand free in relation to both them and their alternative, 
for this would mean being already decided in favour of the latter.

3. Love as a contrast both to control and servitude
These objections are however too clever and do not get hold of the 
fundamental problems. Let us instead examine some of Stirner’s 
examples of what it means to have one’s ends in one’s power. Love 
is, as I said, the typical example of being possessed. What form 
should our relations have instead, according to Stirner? Of course, 
the basis must be found in myself: I do not relieve your suffering 
for your sake but in order to relieve that suffering which I feel 
when seeing you suffer.32 Such an example is however unconvinc-
ing. If I were able to dispose of any end when I want to, it would 
certainly be easier to relieve my pain in that way than by helping 
you. So if I help you, that shows that I am possessed by you, if we 
use Stirner’s terminology. It would be more convincing to express 
this in positive terms: by means of other people I acquire things I 
am not able to acquire on my own. And then we come to love, or 
to the only kind of love Stirner accepts: “love is […] as each of my 
feelings, my property. Earn, i.e. buy my property, then I let you 
have it.”33 And vice versa:

A friend and a service of friendship […] society cannot procure for 
you. And yet you will at all moments be in need of such a service 
and on the slightest occasions need someone who is helpful to you. 
Therefore do not rely on society but see to it that you have the 
means to buy the fulfilment of your wishes.34

Buying and selling is here the best example of a relation where no 
ties are created between us and where we will consequently not be 
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possessed by each other. No doubt Stirner is abstracting from the 
contexts in which buying and selling takes place in real life – that 
the cashier in the grocery store says good afternoon may be com-
pany regulations, but if you meet every other day it may turn into 
something fairly personal – but such an abstraction is perhaps 
acceptable here. Since he talks about love and friendship – what 
society cannot do for you – he is not talking about situations like 
the one in the grocery store, where these abstractions are easily 
made. So if Stirner happens to meet the prostitute he visited the 
night before, who gave him all that society cannot procure for 
him in terms of comfort, consolation, and sex, what will be his 
reaction? Of course, he may see himself in the light of society’s 
view of prostitution and react with shame if its view demands 
that. But if he does not, or if the society in which he lives does not 
support such a view, would that really mean that the abstraction 
is easily made? Will he not find the situation, say, awkward, and 
act as if he did not recognise her? In other words, if he manages 
to isolate the night before from the rest of his life so that their 
lives are not weaved together in any way, that will precisely be 
an accomplishment, an ideal he is trying to live up to by denying 
parts of himself.

This is not a sad fact about human existence, as if this were akin 
to the fact that as a newborn, and also later, you are dependent on 
others for your physical survival, that is, that you need the things 
society can procure for you. To society, I am just a particular in-
stance of the general, and if society distinguishes me, it distin-
guishes me because of my properties, that is, because of something 
general, which means that I am nevertheless substitutable; what 
society therefore cannot do is recognize me in my singularity. This 
is how Stirner sees it,35 but what he forgets is that this means 
that only to the extent that I do not believe that my friend is my 
friend simply because of my money, that is, because of something 
general, friendship is something society cannot procure for me. 
In other words, what society cannot procure for me is my being 
recognised as someone not possible to dispose of at pleasure. But 
if my friend is not able to dispose of me at pleasure, I may still be 
able to dispose of him at pleasure, that is, the threads by which 
our lives are weaved together only run in one direction. But is this 
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really so? Of course, initially he may be anybody to me, but the 
extent to which he remains one is the extent to which what we are 
talking about when we meet is not important to me, is the extent 
to which the consolation he affords me is not one I am in great 
need of, in short, is the extent to which I see his place in my life 
as an isolated and superficial one. The extent to which he is not 
able to dispose of me at pleasure is the extent to which I will not 
be able to dispose of him at pleasure. The life Stirner wants to live 
would thus be deprived of all such relations. The point is not that 
such a life is impossible – that would be another question36 – but 
that it would be a life of renunciation, of trying to live up to an 
ideal. Stirner wants to control his feelings – himself be “able to 
get away from or renounce”37 any feeling – but is this not a prime 
example of asceticism?

Since the kind of life Stirner wants to live is, in fact, a life of 
renunciation, of trying to live up to an ideal, he could, to use 
his own terminology, be said to be possessed by an idea. Stirner 
would of course deny this and say that this is an idea he is in con-
trol of and that he is able to dispose of it at pleasure, but saying 
this would prove the very opposite. Again a perhaps too clever 
comment: by controlling his ideal of control, he succumbs to it. 
That he is possessed by an idea shows in his insistence on concepts 
and pictures of power, control, and self-interest. These constitute 
the screen through which everything is seen. And here we come to 
something much more interesting, especially in relation to the top-
ic of this paper: one has not rejected power if one has rejected the 
power of “God, men, authorities, law, state, church” to the benefit 
of the power of “myself”38. Autarchy is not anarchy. Liberation 
would mean rejecting this way of thinking in its entirety, not, as 
Stirner, only turning up another side to it. This, however, does 
not mean that we should celebrate being possessed by something: 
when I love someone, neither do I say “here I stand, I can do oth-
erwise”, nor “here I stand, I cannot do otherwise” – “the principal 
motto of all possessed”39 – for both would be to relate to my love 
(in both senses of the word) in an external way.

The close relation of egoism and ideals became in fact visible 
already in the beginning of our discussion. When discussing ideals 
of etiquette, especially that more sophisticated form of etiquette 
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which makes its distinctions in moral terms, it became evident 
that it is precisely when I relate what I am doing to myself that 
alienation starts. Trying to live up to ideals could, in fact, be seen 
as an advanced form of self-centredness: the ideal demands that 
I look at myself with the ideal as a mirror. What takes me out of 
that circle is doing something for someone else’s sake. The sorrow 
I may feel is then not about my own failure to relieve her pain – 
the self-contempt I feel when not being as skilful as I ought to 
be – but precisely about her. In the first case an infinite striving 
for control and mastery starts; in the second case the affection 
I feel is certainly not something I control, but that is not a con-
trol I see myself as lacking, and I may certainly try to learn more 
about, say, first aid, but that does not mean that the meaning of 
what I know and do not know is its contribution to my self-admi-
ration and self-contempt.40

4. A contrasting understanding of morality and religion
A common picture is that morality demands self-denial. The start-
ing point is me in isolation, to which we then ought to add a 
moral concern which restricts my doings, or, according to Stirner, 
ought not to. The moral difficulty is hence about forcing oneself 
to renounce the things one wants, even parts of oneself. The strug-
gle could be seen as a struggle between servitude and freedom. 
And goodness is then connected to strength and control, badness 
to weakness. The task of philosophy and reason is here to add to 
that strength; in the light of its results badness is only possible in 
the form of stupidity or (temporary) insanity.

But the above discussion points in a very different direction. 
What we had there was a person who denied parts of himself, 
strove for control, and submitted to an ideal. But the very point 
of this was to achieve the egoist life, by fighting the ways in which 
his life is weaved together with the lives of others. In other words, 
if the moral difficulty according to the common picture is about 
forcing oneself to deny parts of oneself, the moral difficulty is 
here about not denying parts of oneself, about not making things 
difficult for oneself. The starting point is not me in isolation but 
the concern for others I feel, a concern which I then, possibly, 
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renounce; since badness is renunciation of that concern, the con-
dition of possibility of the moral distinctions is not amoral. The 
egoist life demands that I deny parts of myself by changing my-
self in the direction of an ideal, and therefore it is that life which 
requires strength and control. Doing things for my own sake in 
terms of motivation – trying to live the egoist life – is precisely 
not to do things for my own sake in terms of outcome. The moral 
struggle could in this case, if one wants to, be seen as a struggle 
between servitude and freedom, that is, between serving oneself or 
letting oneself be free. And the latter does not need the help of phi-
losophy, for there is no strength here to add anything to. If there 
is a task for philosophy, it is merely to disclose the attempt of the 
former to confuse the situation by self-deceptively describing itself 
as freedom and the latter as servitude and self-denial, and to show 
that what the former tries to deny it still presupposes and that 
the renunciation therefore cannot be more than by halves; trying 
to show the stupidity and insanity of moral badness risks on the 
contrary to contribute to that very badness by appealing to that 
sense of shamefulness which only directs one’s gaze at how one 
appears in the light of the ideal.

When we now have two ways of understanding the relation 
of morality to myself – a common picture and something that 
points in a very different direction – it can be tempting to try 
to determine which of them, if any, is right, in general or by de-
scribing those cases the one is right about and those the other is 
right about. But this would, as I see it, be a mistake, for reasons 
I will come to.41 Instead we will investigate that understanding 
which points in a very different direction in order to understand 
its meaning, see what possibilities it offers, and what light it sheds.

What am I then doing, in the light of this other understanding, 
when trying to live the egoist life? Ostensibly I am repudiating 
serving, but what I really do is hardening my heart. What does 
this mean? It means trying not to listen to, trying not to hear, that 
is, trying not to understand, an address directed at me. What is 
that address about? That things concern me, say, sometimes in 
both senses of the word. But whereas I am certainly able to decide 
not to respond to the address, I am not able to decide not under-
standing it. And therefore there is always some sort of response of 
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understanding, however distorted it might be: for example, later 
on I might realise that the repugnance, even rage, I felt against 
someone was in fact compassion for him, compassion I did not 
want to acknowledge. So if understanding something is some-
thing you cannot decide not to do, that means that the origin of 
the address is not to be placed there, in my power of decision. 
If that were the place it came from there would be no need of 
hardening one’s heart against it. But the address cannot be said 
to be forced upon me either. If it were, there would be no need of 
hardening one’s heart against it, for being forced to do something 
means precisely that your heart is not in what you are doing. So 
the address is not the result of, or some form of, social pressure. 
On the contrary, a social pressure is one of the sources of a felt 
need of hardening one’s heart, obviously when whom my care 
concerns is a member of an outcast group and strongly felt when 
the consequences of that address involves my confrontation with 
that sociality the pressure expresses. Just as the contrast between 
egoism and self-denial is merely apparent, the same goes for the 
contrast between egoism and sociality.

What all this means is that what we are left with when having 
repudiated servitude is not a bare self; that bare self belongs, on 
the contrary, to the side of servitude. “Being oneself” is not to 
return to some self hidden beneath that which covered it, for ex-
ample that which took possession of me; it is to enter into that 
extending movement which I am and which the egoist life is an 
attempt to put an end to. For what we are left with when hav-
ing repudiated servitude is that which we hardened our hearts 
against, those relations of care – or more positively expressed: of 
love – which the above address is about, which therefore cannot 
definitely be placed either inside or outside me, and which here is 
the starting point of morality and not something that should be 
achieved by means of it.

A religious believer could here see God as not only one possible 
object to harden one’s heart against but also what I harden my 
heart against as soon as I harden it against anything. According to 
this believer, the religious difficulty is not about denying parts of 
oneself in order to create a place for God, a God I consequently 
do not have anything to do with to begin with but have to force 
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myself into wanting to establish a relation to; the religious diffi-
culty is about not denying oneself, for by doing so one destroys 
the already existing relations to God. For this believer, atheism 
would be chastity and asceticism, that is, an attempt at denying 
oneself dimensions, possibilities and abundances of human life.

This means that submitting to the authority of God could be 
understood in two very different ways. In the first one, that sub-
mission is identical to self-denial. According to the believer I have 
tried to give voice to here, this submission means turning one’s 
back on God; the problem with this form of submission is then 
not that it is too severe but that it is too tempting, that its severity 
is tempting. In the second one, submitting to the authority of God 
is what I do when I do not submit to any authority, including my 
own.42 The slogan “no gods, no masters” would thus according to 
this believer be mistaken, for it is precisely by seeing God as mas-
ter I do away with all authoritarian thinking. The believer I have 
tried to give voice to could talk in that way, but it is also possible 
that she finds this way of talking too dangerous in that it invites 
misunderstandings, also and above all in herself, for only if one 
understands that talking in this way means rejecting “submission” 
and “authority” completely, not only having given them a new ap-
plication, has one understood it. No matter what, that believing in 
God for her means not submitting to any authority means that for 
her there is a freedom which logically precedes all political free-
doms, including religious freedom, for the latter ones are granted 
by the state in that the state, so to speak, restricts itself. And that 
freedom, the most basic and original, is for her religious.

5. An example: Martin Andersen Nexø’s Pelle Erobreren
In order to let you see how some of this shows, especially in relation 
to political struggle, I will in this section connect to Pelle Erobreren 
(1906–10), a novel by the Danish author Martin Andersen Nexø. 
The third and fourth parts of the novel, which are the ones I will 
discuss, depict the political awakening of the protagonist, Pelle, his 
marriage and having children, his commitment and work for the 
union, his time in prison, and the political work he is engaged in 
after his release. No doubt there are many problems in the novel’s 



298 Essays in Anarchism and Religion: Volume 1

perspective on the political and existential questions it deals with, 
but these problems will not bother me here.

After having come to Copenhagen, from an agrarian, almost 
feudal, environment to an industrial one, Pelle hardens his heart:

the capital was simply a battleground, where army upon army had 
rushed forward and miserably foundered. Everywhere were heaps 
of fallen, the town was built over them as on top of a cemetery; 
you had to tread upon them in order to be able to move – and 
harden your heart. This was basically the lot of life; and you closed 
your eyes43

But this “had to” is after all an illusion. In fact, it is only with open 
eyes one can give this description. So Pelle’s political awakening 
could be described as the opening of his eyes, as the softening of 
his hardened heart. But this is not the result of some decision or in-
tellectual process. It happens quite spontaneously, and his growing 
political commitment is a result of that, rather than what makes it 
happen. Pelle simply becomes involved in the life of his neighbours 
and it is only then, that is, for their sake, that he feels a need to 
change things; on his own and isolated he is passive and accepts 
things as they are.44 This conflict repeats itself several times, espe-
cially in relation to his wife and children; on the one hand his new 
family opens up his concern, on the other hand it restricts it to a 
definite unit. The conflict is however not symmetrical: restricting 
himself to himself (and to his family) involves rationalization and 
self-persuasion, whereas his involvement in the life of those he en-
counters happens without his decision, quite spontaneously.45

All this has an explicitly religious dimension, a religious belief 
born in and out of the political struggle.46 The climax occurs in 
prison, where Pelle, having hardened his heart against all those 
whom he feels have forsaken him, has a revelation of God.47 After 
his release he returns to Copenhagen, but many years have passed 
and much has changed. One of the first things he does is to go to 
a political celebration and improvising a speech:

His [Pelle’s] words became a greeting to them from a world they 
did not yet know, that great solitude in which you have to travel 
alone – without loud-voiced companions to brace one up – and 
listen for the way ahead, until you hear your own heart beat 
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inside. He sits in a cell again, as in the first original germ of life – 
alone and forsaken, above him a spider spins its skilful web. In 
the beginning he is angry with the busy animal and tears the web 
apart, but the animal indefatigably begins again. And this sud-
denly becomes a consolatory lesson about never giving up; he 
becomes fond of this little vigilant creature, which spins its web 
really skilfully, as though it had a great responsibility […] He bit-
terly regrets his ravaging and would give much for a sign that the 
little animal is not angry with him; for no one can afford to push 
away another […] And one day as he sits reading and the spider is 
busy with carrying a thread just past him, it comes down intimate-
ly and uses his shoulder as a temporary hold. Never before had 
such trust despite everything been showed him, the little animal 
knew how a hardened prisoner should be taken. It taught him that 
he had both a heart and a soul to take care of! – A greeting to the 
comrades from that great stillness, waiting to speak to them one 
by one.48

The speech is a failure, however. The crowd meets him with indif-
ference and they do not listen to what he is saying. Two different 
worlds stand against each other: on the one hand Pelle, the lone 
one who listens to his own heart, and his message of solidarity, on 
the other hand the crowd, during the last years more and more 
shaped by bourgeois individualism. Pelle is happy with that eco-
nomical development which has made this possible, but most of 
all he deplores this shift of mood: the lost feeling for the miracu-
lous and incomprehensible and that lost solidarity this gives rise 
to, in particular on the part of the established working class with 
the new groups coming to the city and becoming pauperised.49 By 
listening inward you will find everyone, the whole world, and that 
which cannot be comprehended.50 But by being part of the crowd 
you succumb to one or the other of its ideologies, for example in-
dividualism, an ideology which hence means renunciation both of 
oneself and of the life together, and the one by means of the other.

6. Concluding discussion
“But is it not, after all, better to be able to dispose of that which 
pains one? Perhaps you are right in that caring only for oneself 
means renunciation, but caring for others means that I would feel 
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their pain, and believing that it is possible to relieve all pain in 
the world is utopian. So I choose the lesser evil and care only for 
myself. That renunciation is after all the smaller one.”

The problem this imaginary interlocutor formulates seems to 
be possible to solve in two different ways: either by ceasing to care 
for others or by creating a heaven on earth. And the questions we 
then seem to have to answer are whether the one or the other is 
possible, which of the solutions is the easier one, and which of the 
two renunciations is the smaller one. And after having answered 
these questions we are able to choose the one or the other of the 
two solutions. But this is, after all, an illusion. The terms in which 
any comparison of that kind could be made are taken from the 
two solutions themselves, so it is only after having chosen the 
one or the other you could say which of the two renunciations is 
the smaller one. What content could the concept of renunciation 
have that is not dependent on any of these two solutions but, 
nevertheless, makes it possible to determine which of them is the 
better one? But, to be strict, they could not even be seen as two 
different solutions to a common problem. This is obvious from 
the perspective of that understanding pointing in a very different 
direction I described in section 4. The starting point there is not 
me in isolation but the concern for others I feel, a concern which 
I then, possibly, renounce, which means that there is no choice to 
be made prior to this very starting point. And furthermore, since 
your caring for others is here not understood as merely a part of 
yourself, it is not possible to renounce that part and have another 
part left, which means that choosing that solution will never be 
made more than by halves. But that they could not even be seen 
as two different solutions to a common problem is obvious also 
from the other perspective: caring for others could here not even 
be seen as a possibility, for seeing it is a possibility would mean 
that you actually do care for others. In other words, since they 
could not even be seen as two different solutions to a common 
problem – the problem being understood in different ways and 
the other solution not being understood as even a possibility – it 
would be a mistake to try to determine which of them is right. 
Trying to determine which of them makes it possible for me to 
“be myself” is for example not possible, for the terms in which I 
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try to evaluate this will already be biased in favour of the one or 
the other. This does not mean that there is not anything to be said 
about the issue, but what is to be said depends, as I said, on where 
one stands and that standpoint already involves some stance or 
other on the issue.

“Here at last / We shall be free […] Better to reign in Hell, 
than serve in Heav’n.”51 That Satan understands religious faith to 
mean servitude and lack of freedom is hence not surprising. The 
only possibility is for him one of power and the question then 
simply concerns who shall have it. So he is the prime example of 
an authoritarian figure. What he says could thus be understood as 
a self-deceptive attempt at confusing the situation by describing 
that renunciation and self-denial serving oneself means as free-
dom. That freedom Satan contrasts servitude to is a freedom of 
reigning; the concept of power is not rejected and this freedom is 
thus not won.

One way of concluding is to say that I have not showed that 
Stirner’s way of thinking should be rejected, only that there is no 
necessary conflict between religious faith and freedom. Religious 
faith does not necessarily mean servitude, for I have described 
a possibility in which it does not. But this is, in fact, both to 
over- and underestimate the consequences of what I have said. 
It is to overestimate them, for Stirner could say that he does not 
understand what I have said at all and that he finds it completely 
incomprehensible. It is to underestimate them, for if he does un-
derstand what I have said and sees it as a possibility, that means 
that his own possibility does not exist anymore. For seeing caring 
for others as a possibility means caring for others; seeing it as a 
possibility means that the address I talked about above is under-
stood, although not necessarily actively responded to. So when 
having understood that the life Stirner wants to live is a life of 
self-denial, it is not possible anymore to choose it as the lesser 
evil, for having understood this is in fact having rejected it as a 
possibility. This does however not mean that the “understanding 
that points in a very different direction” and the understanding 
of the believer I tried to give voice to necessarily are the only 
possibilities. Whether that is another question or not, is another 
question.
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