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ABSTRACT

In this paper the author of The Politics of Individualism Liberalism: Liberal
Feminismand Anarchismexaminesthe main themes of thework and itsrelevance
and meaning ten years after itsinitial publication. As the book was originaly
written asaPhD dissertation, theadversarial nature of theacademic milieuand its
impact on the author is explored. Also outlined are critical reviews of thework,
both positive and negative. Theradical humanism of thework ishighlighted and
reaffirmed. A more collaborative approach to anarchist political strategy isurged.

A decade has passed since The Politics of Individualism was first published in
1993 and, asit goesinto its second printing, | thought it would be interesting to
look back on the book; the impact it made when it was first published and its
meaning today. To preparefor thisretrospective | re-read the book over the period
of acoupleof days. Astheauthor, my initial experience of thewordswasin fact
the writing of them, and such writing took place not over days or weeks, but years.
So for the first time | have experienced the work as other readers might - as a
whole, uninterrupted by the creative struggle of ordering disparate ideas into
coherent sentencesand paragraphs.

This process has provided me with some distance on the work that | didn’t
havewhen | first wroteit, and has allowed me to appreciate more fully theideas
that | devel oped and put to paper. Writing asustained work like abook (or, inthis
case, more properly athesis, since the book arose out of my doctoral dissertation)
requires a deep immersion into the material over a long period of time. Such
focused attention can result in an inability to see the work in a broader context.
The passage of time has alowed me to see the wider implications of my ideas,
implicationsthat were not obviousto mewhen the book wasfirst published. My
own somewhat belated recognition of my book’s meaning and relevance is a
rewarding experience, invoking feelings of great pride and accomplishment. On
the other hand, thisre-examination al so brings back to mefeelings of vulnerability,
sadnessand hurt related both to the academic context inwhich | originally wrote
my thesis and to some unsettling aspects of the debate that emerged after The
Politics of Individualism appeared.

Themainideasfor thebook were developed during my PhD studiesinthelate
1980sand early 1990s. The graduate department | wasin prided itself onbeingin
the forefront of feminist theory; however, | found myself marginalised as an
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anarcha-feminist. While the feminist content that was being taught was certainly
ground-bresking, | seenow that theform of thisradical content wasanything but.
Theoverall toneof intellectual debatewastill patriarchal - competitive, adversarial
and hierarchical. The only thing that had changed was the orthodoxy: Marxist
feminismat firgt, then post-modernism during thelatter years of my study. Although
the new feminist ideas (including anarcha-feminism) then emerging were
complementary and holistic, apatriarchal culture of ideological competitiveness
continued to flourish: combative, black and white, and ultimately marginalising.
Tobefair, thistraditionally maleintellectual combativenesswasthe normin most
other universities of the time; however, it existed in contradiction to the anti-
authoritarian feminist pedagogica ideal sto which my department was supposedly
committed.

So as an anarcha-feminist whose ideas did not easily fit into any of the
orthodoxies being taught at the time, | found myself at best alone and at worst
attacked. And | gave as good as | got, confronting aggression with aggression
when faced with anyone who did not ‘get’ my anarchist politics, further
marginalising myself and my work. Looking back, | am saddened at the missed
opportunities during those years; rather than finding encouragement through
mentorsand colleagueswho could support my work without necessarily agreeing
withit, | found myself instead for the most part alone and lonely, having to look
outside the academy for help and collaboration in the development of my ideas.
Whilel suspect that | wasnot the only personin the department that experienced
thistype of alienation, conditions were such that it was difficult for studentsto
cometogether in any other way than asintellectual foes, each of uspositioning for
grades, recognition, and intellectual legitimacy.

My thesisdefence (even the phrase betraysthe adversaria nature of the event)
wasatrial by fire, in which passing or failing hinged on my ability to defend my
belief inthe existence of individual freewill: the external examiner claimed that
the issue of free will had been dead and buried by the post-modernists, so my
work wasin hisview bothwrong and irrelevant. In response | took the offensive,
arguing that the committee could not fail me simply because of a philosophical
disagreement. According to one committee member who spoketo meafterwards,
| “passed by ahair’, which was good enough for me to be allowed into that elite
club of other poor souls who had both suffered and conquered the power-laden
thesis defence committee. That such a process was abusive, inhumane and
destructivewasnot lost on me at thetime; however, itisonly now, adecade ater,
that | am starting to seethe devastating effects such ahierarchical system of power
had on measan intellectual and asaperson.

After my defence | spent some months editing my thesis into book form. |
wroteacoupleof short articleson therelationship of anarcha-feminismto liberal
feminism and on the nature of work in our society, and prefacesto two wonderful
books published by my closefriend and colleague Thomas S. Martin.* During that
time | aso found myself (along with severa other anarchist writers) viciously
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attacked by Murray Bookchinin hisbook Social Anarchismor Lifestyle Anarchism.?
That he disagreed with my work on anumber of pointswasnot of great concernto
me; it was not what he said but how he said it that | found most troubling. As|
pointed out inmy 1996 article‘ A Reply to Murray Bookchin's Social Anarchism
or Lifestyle Anarchism':

Bookchin does not limit his critique to my writing alone; he couplesit with
emotionally-loaded wordsthat question my honesty and intellectual integrity
asaperson. He statesthat | am * misguided at best or disingenuous at worst’

(SALA, p14), that my thoughts are *hazy’ and based on ‘visceral preference’

(SALA, p62, fn. 7), that | am ‘simplistic’ and ‘clumsy’ (SALA p18) in my
thoughts, that | am engaged in ‘trendy posturings, nearly al of which follow
current yuppiefashions' (SALA, p19), that my ‘incredibleformulationsclosely
resemble Margaret Thatcher’'s' (SALA, p15) and that | suffer from ‘a
positivistic, indeed naive social myopia (SALA, p15) among other personal

durs?

It would not be an exaggeration to say that | was blindsided by the viciousness of
Bookchin'sattack, and the way he used his power asan intellectual leader in the
anarchist community to come down hard on those of us who deviated from his
line. In some ways, | believe that the disrespect Bookchin has shown me (and
other anarchistswith whom he disagrees) isamoreimportant issuefor theanarchist
movement than the mere substance of the debate between us. Given hisstatureas
aprominent figure within the anarchist movement, Bookchin stands as amentor
for many of us, including myself. His vitriolic and hateful attacks act to wound
and silence, rather than encourage healthy open discussion. That Janet Biehl justifies
Bookchin’stone by stating that he ‘isengaged inthe movement and itsfuture' 4 is
not a sufficient excuse for the abusiveness Bookchin launches at me and others
that he characterises as lifestyle anarchists. It must be acknowledged that such
viciousness can also be seen from some other anarchistsin the movement intheir
equally abusive counterattacksagainst Bookchin.. Theendsdo not justify themeans,
and | do not believethat the creation of an anarchist world will be built by people
who abuse and hurt one another.

After theemotional pounding | took during my PhD studiesand thesisdefence
and the subsequent personal attack that was unleashed against me, | found that |
just wasn't into writing about political theory, anarchist or otherwise. While my
already-published work was being posted by otherson the Internet and trandl ated
into anumber of different languages, | myself lost theimpulseto continueto write
intellectua material. Asaresult of my negative personal experiences, | washesitant
tore-engagein written theoretical debate as| wasuncomfortablewith the systemic
aggressive confrontation that isaccepted by many in theintellectual community.
Writing thisarticleisone of thefew new piecesof anarchist political writing 1’ ve
doneinsevera years.
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Why havel fled from theoretical writing?| suspect thisretreat hasbeen away
of protecting myself from the pervasive patriarchal culture of what passes for
intellectual debate but isrealy only people attacking one other. | don’t want to be
attacked any moreand | certainly don’t want to attack others. What | would liketo
doisengagein healthy, respectful dialogue about important social and political
issues. | would liketo collaborate with othersto try to find new ways of making
positive political and social change, waysthat empower individualsand celebrate
difference. | want to learn how to be so comfortable with myself that it doesn’t
matter if others disagree with me, and | want othersto have the opportunity to do
the same. | want to write from a place that integrates my heart with my head,
respecting both and privileging neither. Whilel am still working through thisnew
way of looking at myself, my writing and how best to relate to others, | suspect it
is more consistent with anarchist ideals than the more traditional adversarial
approach | took when first writing my book. And while my book waswrittenina
traditional stylethat tendsto present my ideas as standing in opposition to others,
and presentsbroad theoretical movementsin opposition to each other, | also believe
that | madeinnovative connections between movements, connectionsthat ten years
later gtill speak to some fundamental commonalities between liberalism and
anarchism.

| started my journey by noting that someliberal thinkers sound like anarchists
in one breath and capitalist apologists in the next. Having originally come to
anarchism through Marxism after having rejected my liberal upbringing, it frankly
astonished meto then see similarities between anarchism and liberalism. | asked
myself why liberalsand anarchistsare so similar and yet so different. The Politics
of Individualismismy answer to thisquestion. When | wasin the midst of writing,
| saw this as primarily a personal voyage and the book simply a travel ogue for
thosewho might bethinking of taking asimilar trip. Now, however, | seel migudged
the nature of my work (and of the published word more generally), for | forgot the
primary lesson given us by the women'’s liberation movement of the 1960s: the
personal is political. Indeed, my work stands as a personal diary of my thought
processes. But it also asserts a political imperative about the importance of
understanding the human individual astheessential agent in cresting afreer world.
This fundamental humanism is the wider implication of my work, a political
implication of which | originally was unaware.

In my reconsideration of my work | not only seetheradical humanism at its
core but also the continued relevance of this humanism. It is when the human
individua isdiscounted that atrocitiesare perpetrated. Pal estinian suicide bombings,
nationsof Palestinian |eadershy thelsragli military, theterrorist attackson
the World Trade Centre, the daughter in Bosniaand Rwanda, the holy war launched
by the United States against the Muslim world: these are only afew examples of
the horrific consequencesthat comefrom privileging the group over theindividual .
And if making alink between liberalism and anarchism achieves nothing more
than highlighting the need for amore humanist politicsin this most inhumane of
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worlds, then | feel | will have made apositive contribution to political theory and
practice.

Upon first being published the book received a variety of reviews in both
radical and mainstream venues. Some of these were more favourablethan others.
For example, in Anarchist Sudies Michael Levin describes The Politics of
Individualismas' apleasuretoreed. Itislucid and straightforward; awork accessible
to the intelligent beginner and therefore, beyond providing a reasoned case for
anarchism, also recommendable as an introduction to both political philosophy
and modern political ideologies'.> According to Dave Thomson of the Kitchener-
W\ater|oo Record the book ‘isan academic, € oquent exploration of the philosophica
territory encompassing anarchist, feminist and liberal thought. Brown useswords
to draw amental pictureof aVenn diagram of political philosophies, to demonstrate
their similarities and differences, and to illustrate the significance of points of
overlap’.8 Bill Hulet suggestsin Kick It Over that ‘one of the refreshing points
about [Brown'’s] analysisis the fact that it does seem to make sense of alot of
modern history. Thergjection of ‘freedom’ by Marxistsexplains Stalinism asheing
intrinsic to the whole communist enterprise instead of being an unfortunate
historical accident’.” Thomas S. Martin commentsin Anarchist Sudies, ‘Brownis
correct that a genuine anarchist individualism must look to existentiaism for a
better model. There is a difference between individualism and selfishness.
Capitalism conflatesthe two, but - argues Brown - we should not’ .2

Other reviewerscast thework in alessflattering light. Writing in the Canadian
Journal of Political Science, Ingrid Makus states:

themerit of the book restsin theintention to examinecritically libera feminism
and to infuse feminism on thewholewith adose of individualism asacounter
to what the author perceives asits overwhelming collectivism. But the kind
of “existential individualism” the author findsin anarchism, the kind which
focuses on our responsibility for free choice and opposition to all forms of
power and authority, comes across as aless than credible aternative.®

It isnot surprising to me that Makus finds the anarchist vision | advocatein The
Politicsof Individualismto belessthan credible; she statesearlier onin her review
that sheis*left wondering about the problemsthat might ensuein designating as
inherently oppressive and by implication suggesting the elimination of all forms
of work for pay, al forms of contract (marriage or otherwise), all forms of
government and all forms of law’.*° Thiskind of doubt about the practicality of
the anarchist goal of eliminating relationships of domination and subordination
facesmost if not all anarchists, and is one of our most difficult challenges. It is
tempting to dismiss such doubt asideological in nature, that is, asaresult of the
dominant (dominating) culture'ssystematic and sustained brainwashing that insists
that coercion is necessary to orderly social life. However, whether or not such
doubt isthe result of the dominant ideology’s ability to define what isand is not
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possible, anarchism’s lack of credibility is one of its greatest weaknesses, and
whilel havetried to infuse anarchism with possibility and vision, that | may not
have been entirely successful doesnot | hopeinvalidate the project asawhole.

Mark Kingwell calls The Palitics of Individualism* abrisk, neatly argued book
that carvesout an[sic] compelling version of feminist anarchism’.* While Kingwell
statesthat ‘thereisadmirableclarity of visionintheseviews', he suggeststhat in
the end my analysis faters due to what he sees is my oppositional analysis of
individualism and collectivism. Kingwell argues that | do not understand that
“abandoning group membership altogether because some collectives prove
tyrannical, isfolly’. Neala Schleuning in Social Anarchism echoes Kingwell’s
concernswhen shewrites, ‘ In defense of theexistentia individua, however, Brown
goesto extremestoisolatetheindividual from context, which further weakensher
later argument for a“community” of existential individuas. She fals into the
same conceptual trap that Max Stirner did’.*2 Finally, Murray Bookchin criticises
my conceptualisation of anarchism asfundamentally grounded in the existential
individual, and statesthat | deal ‘with theindividual ahistoricaly. Sherarefiesthe
individual asatranscendental category’ .

[tisinteresting to methat my work hasbeen interpreted by someinthisway, for
athough | focus on individualism (and the individual) throughout my analysis, |
reiteratethat | am speaking about individual swithin society, about the expression of
‘individual freedom within voluntary community with others'.** And while | do
critiqguemany collectivistsfor misunderstanding liberal individuaismandfor adopting
apolitical philosophy that privilegesthegroup over theindividua, | had nointention
of positing the human individual in oppositionto society.”> Were| towritethe same
book today | would perhapstone down some of the stronger categorical statements
I made about the commonality and differences between anarchism and liberalism
and the problemsassociated with collectivism; however, thetendenciesthat | identified
within these movements and my discussion of an underlying individualismwithin
anarchist political philosophy arestill, | believe, both vaid and useful. Whether this
isinfact the caseremainsfor thereader to determine.

Thelast ten years have convinced methat it isin coming together that we can
look forward toanew, freer, world. Itisthrough codlitions, collaborations, partnerships
and building bridges both with anarchists and with non-anarchists that new
possibilities are born. And with the historic collapse of communism that we have
recently witnessed it may well betimetotakeadvantage of thenaturd aliancebetween
anarchistsand liberds, an dliancethat existsprecisely becauseliberal sand anarchists
shareacommon commitment to theindividual . Rather than retreat into adogmatic
anarchist purism that is both isolating and ultimately self-defeating, | believe we
need to stretch ourselves and our anarchismsto reach out to others with the same
fundamental vaues. For example, the growing anti-war movement is made up of
many different groupsand perspectives, someanarchist and othersnot. Asanarchists
we can strengthen both the peace movement and our own political agenda by
strategically co-operating with others who also emphasise the freedom of the
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individual, whether they arefeminists, greens, radical Christians, gay liberationists
or classicliberals. We havethe opportunity to add our numbersto alarger movement
at the sametime asinfluencing that movement with our anarchist values.

We may be on the brink of discovering that oppositional politicsleads not to

freedom but only to unresolved conflict. Theidentification of common interests
across what might appear to be differing positions holds out a promise of anew
political strategy, onethat aimsat building consensusthrough honouring difference.
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