

[image: image]



CONTENTS

Acknowledgments

Introduction

Part One: First Round Robin: Tying it All Together, or Not

Chapter 1: What Would the Dude Do?

Deconstruction, Dichotomies, and the Dude

Walter’s Generalism vs. Dieter’s Particularism

The Virtues of the Dude

Chapter 2: The Big Lebowski and Mathematical Logic

Jeffrey Lebowski ≠ Jeffrey Lebowski

Can the Dude’s Room Actually Be Tied Together?

What If You Really Care about the Rules?

Is Consistency unDude? Is Completeness?

Abiding Axioms

Part Two: Second Round Robin: Thousands of Years of Philosophical Tradition, or from Socrates to Sandy Koufax

Chapter 3: The Dude Abides, but Does He Flourish?

“How’s the Smut Business, Jackie?”

“He Looks Like a Fuckin’ Loser”

“With Friends Like These, Huh, Gary?”

“I Like Your Style, Dude”

Chapter 4: “Man Down!”

Aristotle: Social Beings and the Key to Pasadena

Epicurus: Natural Pleasures and Taking It Easy

The Dude: Eudaimonia, Ataraxia, and League Play

Chapter 5: Epicurus and “Contented Poverty”

Real Epicureanism

Enough Is Enough

Love, Sex, and His Dudeness

The Simple Life

Money

True Wealth

Chapter 6: Buddhism, Daoism, and Dudeism

The Dude and the Dao

Dharma and the Dude

Zen Dudeism?

Part Three: Third Round Robin: Over The Line!

Chapter 7: Drawing a Line in the Sand

Just War Theory: Jus ad Bellum

Just War Theory: Jus in Bello

Why We Should Give a Shit about the Rules of Aggression

Chapter 8: “That Ain’t Legal Either”

Tumbling Tumbleweeds, What Have You, and Being “Very UnDude”

Rule Rigidity 1: “Am I the Only One around Here Who Gives a Shit about the Rules?”

Rule Rigidity 2: “Okay, but How Does All This Add Up to an Emergency?”

Rule Rigidity 3: “Dude, Chinaman Is Not the Preferred Nomenclature”

The Big Lebowski’s Hypocrisy: “Every Bum’s Lot in Life Is His Own Responsibility”

Exclusion: “Donny, You’re Out of Your Element”

The Virtues of Perspective: “No Funny Stuff”

Part Four: Fourth Round Robin: Nothing to be Afraid of

Chapter 9: Bowling Our Way out of Nihilism

“What the Fuck Is He Talking About?”

The Exhaustion of Nihilism

Achievers Anonymous

Credence in Modernity

Bowling Abides

What Form Does Our Abiding Take?

Chapter 10: Existentialism, Absurdity, and The Big Lebowski

Camus on Absurdity

Sartre on Absurdity

Camus vs. Sartre on Existentialist Art

The Existentialist Character of The Big Lebowski

Chapter 11: Bowling, Despair, and American Nihilism

Sic Semper Deadbeats

A Tale of Two Lebowskis

Sisyphus Was a Bowler

The Wisdom of Abiding Repetition

Part Five: Fifth Round Robin: What Makes A Dude?

Chapter 12: The Big Lebowski’s Oedipal Complex

Getting into the Unconscious

Superego

Anal and Oral Fixations

Life and Death Drives: Bunny and the Nihilists

Pedophiles and Schizophrenia

Why We Love The Big Lebowski

Chapter 13: In the Dude, I Abide

“I’m an Achiever, Man”

Where’s the Fucking Irony, Lebowski?

“The Story Is Ludicrous”

“They’re the Little Lebowski Urban Achievers”

“Come On, You’re Being Very Un-Dude”

What Does an Achiever Achieve?

In the Dude, I Abide

Chapter 14: “Mr. Treehorn Treats Objects Like Women, Man”

“I’m Not Mr. Lebowski; You’re Mr. Lebowski”

“I’m Talkin’ about the Dude Here”

“Takin’ Her Easy for All of Us Sinners”

“First of All, Dude, You Don’t Have an Ex”

“Mr. Treehorn Treats Objects Like Women, Man”

“Jeffrey . . . Love Me”

Heroes and Allies

To Find the Man in Me

Chapter 15: “Well, I Do Work, Sir”

How Slow Can We Go?

Our Right to Live Slow and Die Bowling

Who Wins the Race? Slow and Steady Does!

The Dude’s Manifesto

The Fable of the Ant and the Dude

Part Six: Sixth Round Robin: Mark it Zero!

Chapter 16: “Am I Wrong?”

“You See What Happens, Larry!”

“At Least It’s an Ethos”

“Shomer Fucking Shabbas”

Walter’s Wager

Jumping to a Conclusion

Chapter 17: “That’s Just Like, Uh, Your Opinion, Man”

Opinion, Knowledge, and Justification

Are All Opinions about “Matters of Opinion”?

A Look at Jesus’s Claim

Part Seven: Seventh Round Robin: Livin’ in The Past

Chapter 18: Hippies, Jews, and the Philosophy of Memory

We All Live in the Past

Stuck in the Past

Doesn’t the Dude Also Live in the Past?

Rooted in the Past

Chapter 19: “I Don’t Roll on Shabbas!”

History and Philosophy

History and Identity

History, Self, and Commitment

Jews among Others

History, Nihilism, and Death

Take Real Comfort in That

Contributors

Index


[image: image]


The Blackwell Philosophy and Pop Culture Series

Series Editor: William Irwin


24 and Philosophy
Edited by Jennifer Hart Weed, Richard Davis, and Ronald Weed


30 Rock and Philosophy
Edited by J. Jeremy Wisnewski


Alice in Wonderland and Philosophy
Edited by Richard Brian Davis


Arrested Development and Philosophy
Edited by Kristopher Phillips and J. Jeremy Wisnewski


The Avengers and Philosophy
Edited by Mark D. White


Batman and Philosophy
Edited by Mark D. White and Robert Arp


Battlestar Galactica and Philosophy
Edited by Jason T. Eberl


The Big Bang Theory and Philosophy
Edited by Dean Kowalski


The Big Lebowski and Philosophy
Edited by Peter S. Fosl


The Daily Show and Philosophy
Edited by Jason Holt


Family Guy and Philosophy
Edited by J. Jeremy Wisnewski


Final Fantasy and Philosophy
Edited by Jason P. Blahuta and Michel S. Beaulieu


Game of Thrones and Philosophy
Edited by Henry Jacoby


The Girl with the Dragon Tattoo and Philosophy
Edited by Eric Bronson


Green Lantern and Philosophy
Edited by Jane Dryden and Mark D. White


Heroes and Philosophy
Edited by David Kyle Johnson


House and Philosophy
Edited by Henry Jacoby


The Hunger Games and Philosophy
Edited by George Dunn and Nicolas Michaud


Inception and Philosophy
Edited by David Johnson


Iron Man and Philosophy
Edited by Mark D. White


Mad Men and Philosophy
Edited by James South and Rod Carveth


Metallica and Philosophy
Edited by William Irwin


The Office and Philosophy
Edited by J. Jeremy Wisnewski


South Park and Philosophy
Edited by Robert Arp


Spider-Man and Philosophy
Edited by Jonathan Sanford


Terminator and Philosophy
Edited by Richard Brown and Kevin Decker


True Blood and Philosophy
Edited by George Dunn and Rebecca Housel


Twilight and Philosophy
Edited by Rebecca Housel and J. Jeremy Wisnewski


The Ultimate Harry Potter and Philosophy
Edited by Gregory Bassham


The Ultimate Lost and Philosophy
Edited by Sharon Kaye


Watchmen and Philosophy
Edited by Mark D. White


X-Men and Philosophy
Edited by Rebecca Housel and J. Jeremy Wisnewski





Copyright © 2012 by John Wiley and Sons. All rights reserved

Published by John Wiley & Sons, Inc., Hoboken, New Jersey

Published simultaneously in Canada

Chapter opener design by Forty-Five Degree Design LLC

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise, except as permitted under Section 107 or 108 of the 1976 United States Copyright Act, without either the prior written permission of the Publisher, or authorization through payment of the appropriate per-copy fee to the Copyright Clearance Center, 222 Rosewood Drive, Danvers, MA 01923, (978) 750-8400, fax (978) 646-8600, or on the web at www.copyright.com. Requests to the Publisher for permission should be addressed to the Permissions Department, John Wiley & Sons, Inc., 111 River Street, Hoboken, NJ 07030, (201) 748-6011, fax (201) 748-6008, or online at http://www.wiley.com/go/permissions.

Limit of Liability/Disclaimer of Warranty: While the publisher and the author have used their best efforts in preparing this book, they make no representations or warranties with respect to the accuracy or completeness of the contents of this book and specifically disclaim any implied warranties of merchantability or fitness for a particular purpose. No warranty may be created or extended by sales representatives or written sales materials. The advice and strategies contained herein may not be suitable for your situation. You should consult with a professional where appropriate. Neither the publisher nor the author shall be liable for any loss of profit or any other commercial damages, including but not limited to special, incidental, consequential, or other damages.

For general information about our other products and services, please contact our Customer Care Department within the United States at (800) 762-2974, outside the United States at (317) 572-3993 or fax (317) 572-4002.

Wiley also publishes its books in a variety of electronic formats and by print-on-demand. Some content that appears in standard print versions of this book may not be available in other formats. For more information about Wiley products, visit us at www.wiley.com.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data:

ISBN 978-1-118-07456-5 (paper); ISBN 978-1-118-18097-6 (ebk); ISBN 978-1-118-18098-3 (ebk); ISBN 978-1-118-18099-0 (ebk)


To Richard Fleming, who makes me laugh, as well as think


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

Thanks to Some Real Achievers

I offer my thanks to Bill Irwin, whose guidance, editing skill, and friendship made this a better volume than it would have been in my hands alone. I don’t know if it’s proper to call Bill my hero (’cause what’s a hero, anyway?), but I do recognize that Bill’s talent and hard work in establishing and cultivating this series of books on philosophy and pop culture have promoted philosophical thinking across the world in deeply important ways. Thanks, too, of course, to the editors and the staff at Wiley for their vision in supporting the series. I am especially grateful to associate editor Constance Santisteban for her good counsel and to Kimberly Monroe-Hill and Patricia Waldygo for their proofreading and editing skills.

I have been in this business for some time now but have never before worked with a group of writers as thoughtful, generous, and collegial as those appearing in this volume. It’s been my privilege to help bring their thinking to press. I thank my spouse, Cate Fosl, for her patience and support through the long days of editing and reading that produced these essays, and I remain always grateful to my sons, Isaac and Elijah, for the pleasant hours we’ve shared screening this film and riffing off the Dude and his cohort. I am grateful to Will Russell, Scott Shuffit, and the other organizers of Lebowski Fest for stoking the spirit of the Dude and thereby rendering ours less a world of pain, as well as for helping to keep my beloved Louisville weird. Transylvania University and my students have been indispensable in establishing the necessary conditions for the possibility of philosophy in my life. My gratitude to them is unspeakable. Of course, thanks finally go to the Coen brothers for their sharp and thoughtful filmmaking, as well as to the cast of The Big Lebowski for absolutely unforgettable performances.


INTRODUCTION

Sometimes There’s a Film

What makes a book or a film philosophical? Is it being prepared to argue arcane conceptual minutiae? Whatever the cost? No matter how many people it bores? Is that what makes a philosophical text?

Well, it’s certainly not a pair of testicles.

The editors and the contributors to this volume are committed to the idea that topics of philosophical interest can be found just about anywhere. Sure, in ancient Athens and contemporary universities but also in homes and bars, on iPods, and in movie theaters. When it comes to questions of truth, goodness, beauty, reality, and meaning, frankly, it’s hard to find a time ’n a place they don’t apply.

To some extent, the ubiquity of philosophical considerations in life is both philosophy’s strength and its weakness. Because matters of philosophical interest are everywhere and involve pretty much everyone, it often seems as if anything goes in philosophy. It seems just as right to say to philosophers about their output what the Dude aptly tells the Jesus: “Well, like, uh, that’s just your opinion, man.”

Yet then again, just as not everyone who picks up a bowling ball is a golfer, not just anything a bunch of bums might say or do at a bowling alley can count as philosophy. ’Course, I can’t say I seen London (recently), and I ain’t been to France (as often as I’d like), but it seems to me that thinking philosophically about something, even a movie, means at least thinking carefully about it—means thinking about how it fits right in or doesn’t fit right in with established philosophical theories and principles. Not every child who wanders into the middle of a movie can achieve that kind of thinking. The essays in this volume, however, even those that might sometimes seem stupefyin’, really do.

Still, it might seem a stretch to take seriously the idea of examining The Big Lebowski philosophically. It can look like just a lighthearted comedy, a guy movie, kind of juvenile, really, something silly and escapist. The Big Lebowski may indeed have seemed that way to moviegoers when it was first released in 1998, because it proved to be a box office disappointment. Yet when you start to think about The Big Lebowski, and over time lots of people have, more and more new shit comes to light.

Obviously, the film confronts issues of sex, violence, and death. The action of the film is initiated by the escapades of a nymphomaniacal porn actress, an assault, rug peeing, and an apparent kidnapping. Donny dies. Maude conceives. Children are threatened with castration. Guns are drawn on old friends. Cars are burned. Cocktails are drugged. Money and rugs are stolen. Marmots are nearly drowned. That’s enough by itself to lead any ethicist to put down the Thai stick and crack open the Plato.

Of course, there’s more. In the twin Lebowskis, one finds the legacies of both leftist hippies (still quoting Lenin, or is it Lennon?) and Barry Goldwater’s minions, still locked in struggle. There’s class war between unemployed bums and capitalist achievers, too. Then there’s the Dude’s pacifism and Walter’s Vietnam warrior ethic. There’s Walter’s inflexible certainty and the Dude’s laid-back . . . well . . . Dudeness. There’s religion in Jesus and Moses, as well as gestures toward things Eastern. Even the twelfth-century Jewish philosopher from Islamic Andalusia, Maimonides (aka Rambam) makes a brief appearance.

Stalking across the terrain of the film, too, is European nihilism. Important currents of recent philosophy have focused on the threat (or the absurdity) of nihilism in modern culture, and a number of the philosophers in this volume have undertaken to consider seriously the film’s response to it.

Perhaps most compelling of all, however, is simply the Dude and the way he “abides.” Somehow, this silly, unemployed, developmentally arrested, pot-addled loser captures our imaginations. People are drawn to him as an exemplar of something. They have written about “Dudeism,” and he’s been called “the Duddha.” Perhaps it’s his stoic reaction to being attacked in his own home and having his head shoved down a toilet. Perhaps it’s his simple, nonmaterialistic lifestyle. Perhaps it’s his wit, his passion for bowling, his solidarity with his friends, or just his utterly convincing goodwill.

None of the philosophical dimensions of the film, of course, should be surprising because Ethan Coen graduated from Princeton University in 1979 with a bachelor’s degree in philosophy, having written a senior thesis on “Two Views of Wittgenstein’s Later Philosophy.”

Whatever the source of it all, people have discovered a lot that’s of philosophical interest among the ins-and-outs and what-have-yous of The Big Lebowski. The contributors here draw on Kant, Aristotle, Mill, Derrida, Butler, phenomenology, Epicurus, existentialism, Augustine, ordinary language philosophy, the philosophy of history, and even modern logical theory to unpack the film and explore its resonances.

I don’t know about you, but I take comfort in that, in knowing that thinkers such as those collected in this book are out there, waxing philosophical for all of us sinners, all of us readers—and all of us fans of The Big Lebowski.*

Aw, look at me. As my students might say, I’m ramblin’ again. Wal, I hope you enjoy the book.

* A note about quotations, which are so important to fans: the standard for quotations in this volume is the film as it was released, rather than the published script or the script as it appears online. That’s because the actors often deviated from the script when performing, and the online versions of the script differ from the film, from one another, and from the published script. The script as published in book form, however, has been used to guide matters of punctuation, spelling, and so on. Ethan Coen and Joel Coen, The Big Lebowski (London: Faber & Faber, 1998).


PART ONE

FIRST ROUND ROBIN: TYING IT ALL TOGETHER, OR NOT


Chapter 1

WHAT WOULD THE DUDE DO?

Deconstructing the Dude

Joseph A. Zeccardi and Hilda H. Ma

From the opening scene in Ralphs supermarket to his final commiseration with the Stranger at the bowling alley bar, we feel a strong affinity for the Dude. Of course, as the victim of various beatings, mistaken identity, and circumstances beyond his control, the Dude engenders sympathy pretty easily. Indeed, it’s easy to feel sorry for him as Jackie Treehorn’s goons micturate on the wrong Lebowski’s rug and jam his head into the john. Beyond feeling bad for him, however, we find ourselves feeling a somewhat surprising admiration and a certainly stupefying respect for el Duderino. As the feller says, “I like your style, Dude.”

Consider, for example, how he calmly but firmly counters the crude brutality of the carpet-pissers with simple toilet-seat logic. The Dude doesn’t answer violence with violence, as the hotheaded Walter probably would. Neither does he merely lie or cower meekly on the bathroom floor, as the diffident Donny might. Instead, he patiently points out inconsistencies between the reasonable (but false) assumption that he is the wealthy husband of Bunny Lebowski, on the one hand, and the reality of his aging hippie bachelor pad, on the other. This is not to suggest that the Dude is a hero (because what’s a hero?), but insofar as the carpet-pissers are swayed by his logic and depart relatively peacefully, the scene demonstrates that the Dude’s pacifistic, deliberative demeanor helps him navigate morally challenging and treacherous situations such as this. As we confront our own carpet-pissers, then, we would do well to ask, “What would the Dude do?”

In this chapter, we pursue an answer to this question through a deconstructive analysis of the film that presents the Dude as a virtuous alternative to the extreme ethical views represented by Walter’s obsession with rules, on the one hand, and Dieter’s nihilist credo that “Zere ARE no ROOLZ,” on zee ozzer. Turns out that the Dude exhibits a Goldilocks combination of principles and virtues that serves him better than the extremes of either Walter’s strictly rule-based ethic or Dieter’s exhausting nihilism.

Deconstruction, Dichotomies, and the Dude

So, what would the Dude do? One way to answer this question is to ask another question about the reasons that underlie the Dude’s actions. After all, if we knew why the Dude does what he does, then we would be in a better position to decide what the Dude would do in any given situation. For example, if he follows strict ethical principles, then we can understand his actions in terms of general reasons. Figuring out what the Dude would do, then, would be a matter of applying the principles of the Dude. Such dedication to principles is characteristic of ethical generalism, the thesis that moral reasons must be general reasons, or reasons that admit generalization into principles. On the other hand, if we cannot consistently explain his actions in terms of general reasons, then the Dude must rely on his judgment, character, or intuition to guide him, rather than on any principles. This rejection of moral principles is characteristic of ethical particularism, which holds that moral reasons need not be general.1

At first glance, the generalist approach does not seem too promising as far as the Dude is concerned, because he appears to be an opportunistic, nonconformist ne’er-do-very-well who rejects the societal conventions and rules (that is, the principles) exemplified and championed by the Big Lebowski (who consequently labels him a “bum”). Indeed, his proclivity for impaired driving and illicit drug use suggests that the Dude is not too concerned with rules of any kind, moral or otherwise. Despite his leisurely lifestyle, freewheeling sex life, and slow career, however, the Dude is a rigorously disciplined pacifist (who consistently refuses to fight even when the nihilists threaten to cut off his johnson). In addition, he is an author (who steadfastly refuses to accept revisions to the second, watered-down draft of the Port Huron Statement), a detective (who persistently follows a strict drug regimen to keep his mind limber), and a dipsomaniac (who unyieldingly refuses to drink anything apart from Caucasians and oat sodas). So, the Dude has certain rules, man, principles that he follows without exception, even if that means danger, dismemberment, or death. This suggests that the Dude is a generalist whose practical wisdom or moral decision making consists of the scrupulous application of these and other principles.

Even Walter—who plainly, loudly, and repeatedly expresses his affection for rules—recognizes the Dude’s dedication to principles. After Walter pulls his piece out on the lanes, we find him and the Dude in the Dude’s car outside the bowling alley, as each tries to calm the other down:

Dude: Just, just take it easy, Walter.

Walter: That’s your answer to everything, Dude . . . pacifism is not something to hide behind.

Walter’s claim that taking it easy is the Dude’s “answer for everything” indicates that he applies this principle consistently and even to a foolish extreme, as in situations that call for action, when taking it easy is not the best or the right thing to do. The idea that the Dude “hides behind” his pacifistic principles also suggests that his dedication to generalism is so strong that it can overrule his own judgment or intuition and lead him to act in ways that even he finds morally lacking or otherwise inappropriate.

Indeed, soon after this exchange, it appears that the Dude’s principles are leading him toward a significant and very un-Dude moral lapse. In the bowling alley, soon after entering into the employ of the Big Lebowski, he assures his teammates that any calls from Bunny’s kidnappers will not distract him from bowling in the next round robin:

Dude: They gave Dude a beeper, so whenever these guys call—

Walter: What if it’s during a game?

Dude: I told him if it was during league play—[Here, the Dude makes a dismissive gesture indicating his intention to ignore any calls during league play and, in effect, suggesting that his obligation to the bowling team trumps his obligations to the Big Lebowski and/or Bunny.]

This beeper dilemma sets up a series of potentially problematic moral conflicts for the Dude, conflicts that illustrate the limitations of generalism and threaten to undermine our confidence in the Dude’s moral decision making. As a member of the bowling team and a friend to Walter and Donny, he has an obligation to bowl in the tournament. As an employee of the Big Lebowski and a moral role model deserving of our respect and admiration, however, he has an obligation to answer the call from the kidnappers who have threatened Bunny’s life, which, after all, is in his hands. If the kidnappers call during the tournament, then the Dude will be forced to choose between these apparently inconsistent obligations. Furthermore, if he chooses to keep bowling, even though he believes that this choice could result in Bunny’s injury or death—that is, if his obligation to the bowling team trumps his obligation to Bunny’s life—well, then the Dude is in serious danger of losing his credibility as a moral role model and a good person deserving of our respect and admiration.

Of course, this potential moral conflict never comes to its crisis in the film, and the Dude immediately explains why he believes that Bunny has kidnapped herself (and hence is likely to be in no real danger). Still, he doesn’t know that the kidnapping is a scam, and the idea that the Dude would put bowling before Bunny’s life, based on a hunch, is initially unsettling, nonetheless, particularly insofar as old Duder is an otherwise redeemable, even admirable, character. There are good reasons, however, to believe that el Duderino would do the right thing here, transcend his moral principles, and restore our justifiable faith in the Dude as a moral role model and a paragon of virtue. In fact, by deconstructing the traditional generalist-versus-particularist debate over moral deliberation, the film presents the Dude as a virtuous compromise between the extremes of Walter’s rule-obsessed generalism and the exhausting particularism of the nihilists.

Arguing that language is arbitrary and, hence, that meaning is unstable, shifting, and delayed, the deconstruction theorist Jacques Derrida (1930–2004) held that the author “writes in a language and in a logic whose proper system, laws, and life his discourse by definition cannot dominate absolutely. He uses them only by letting himself, after a fashion and up to a point, be governed by the system.”2 In other words—drawing from the structuralist and poststructuralist theories that give rise to deconstruction—the relationship between “signifier” and “signified” in language is arbitrary; there is no direct correspondence between a signifier and what it points to, the signified.3 Anyone who speaks more than one language is confronted with the very arbitrariness of it when, for example, we find that certain concepts can be clearly articulated in one language and not so clearly in the other. Consider that speakers of Spanish will find the masculine overtones of “el Duderino” built into the phrase in ways that have no analogue in English. In this way, the language we use participates in creating a logic or a system of structuring and understanding the world. This allows for unintended and unseen contradictions within a discourse, contradictions that can turn a text against itself—in other words, new shit that may come to light.

Jonathan Culler notes that to “deconstruct a discourse is to show how it undermines the philosophy it asserts, or the hierarchical oppositions on which it relies.”4 Deconstructive analysis begins by identifying tensions, oppositions, and dichotomies within a discourse, a theory, a work of art, literature, or any object of analysis. Along this line, the film is rife with dichotomies: the Dude’s near-poverty, as opposed to the Big Lebowski’s apparent wealth; the Dude’s notorious laziness, as opposed to the Big Lebowski’s (purported) über-achievement; Smokey’s pacifism, as opposed to Walter’s militancy; and what have you. These binaries are not only opposed, however, but are also hierarchical. As far as the Big Lebowski is concerned, he’s not just different from the Dude—he’s better. As Walter sees it, Smokey isn’t only different—he has problems (beyond pacifism) that make him a lesser man. In this way, the film not only sets up oppositions, it defines winners and losers, urban achievers and bums.

Deconstructive analysis undermines these hierarchies by revealing the ways in which the film actually decenters and disrupts the very philosophy it seems to privilege and, as a result, destabilizes its own apparent structure.5 Thus, deconstructive analysis identifies a conventional, or classical, interpretation of the film in order to show its own deviation from it. While the role of the critic is to find these self-contradictions, this discussion does not intend to suggest any shortcoming on the film’s behalf. Rather, as Robert Gorsch explains in his assessment of a deconstructive approach, “the existence of a limit to the writer’s mastery—will be approached not as an embarrassing failure on the part of an ‘author,’ but rather as evidence of the stubborn complexity of his or her relation to the discourse in which he or she participates.” Gorsch proposes that the “author must employ, and at the same time struggle against, the vocabulary of the tradition in which he or she chooses to speak.”6 As we shall see, the film itself is a deconstruction of the traditional hierarchical opposition between generalism and particularism. As it employs this opposition, struggles against it, and finally offers a possible resolution to its own deconstruction via the virtues of the Dude, the film uses deconstruction to carve out a space for virtue ethics in the debate between generalism and particularism.

Walter’s Generalism vs. Dieter’s Particularism

Through Walter and Dieter, the film reflects the oppositional debate between generalism and particularism about the structure of moral reasoning, about just how we actually—and how we ought to—deliberate and decide what to do in any given situation. If the Dude is a generalist like Walter, his moral deliberation will proceed from general principles (for example, lying is wrong), through descriptions of particular acts (for example, telling Brandt that “The old man told me to take any rug in the house” is a lie), to moral verdicts or value judgments about those acts (therefore, telling Brandt that “The old man told me to take any rug in the house” is wrong). If the Dude is a particularist like Dieter, then his moral deliberation proceeds from particular facts about the situation at hand to value judgments about the right thing to do.

The principal advantage of ethical generalism is its straightforward approach to moral deliberation. As Walter himself notes, “The beauty of this is its simplicity. If the plan gets too complex something always goes wrong. If there’s one thing I learned in ’Nam—” For the generalist, deciding what to do in any given situation involves an application of general moral principles to particular circumstances via an inferential process of reasoning. Of course, deciding which principles apply and how best to apply them can be tricky, but so long as the principles are the determinate factor in deliberation, the generalist can avoid any need to account for, say, his or her emotions, desires, personal relationships, and other potentially idiosyncratic or irreducibly contextual complexities that cannot be captured by any general principle. For example, the British philosopher John Stuart Mill (1806–1873) held that the intentions and feelings underlying actions have no bearing on their ethical value, arguing instead that consequences are all that matter in terms of the ethical value of an action. Thus, for Mill, he “who saves a man from drowning does what is morally right whether his motive be duty, or the hope of being paid for all his trouble.”7

As a generalist, Walter defines right action strictly in terms of its coherence with a general principle (or a set of principles), specifically Jewish law (or his interpretation thereof). According to Walter, the right thing to do in any given situation (or any that occurs on the Sabbath, at least) follows from the rules laid down in the Torah and other texts. So, when Walter deliberates over what to do in any given situation, he mainly applies the principles of Jewish law and does whatever those laws dictate (or refrains from doing whatever those laws prohibit). As Walter explains, this “Means I don’t work, I don’t drive a car, I don’t fucking ride in a car, I don’t handle money, I don’t turn on the oven, and I sure as shit don’t fucking roll! . . . Shomer shabbas.” According to Walter, then, the right thing to do in any given situation is that which follows from the principles of Jewish law.

Indeed, Walter’s penchant for rigid rules extends beyond the Sabbath, as we find him reiterating the generalist’s dedication to principled, rule-based ethics throughout the film. When Smokey’s toe appears to slip over the line at the bowling alley, for example, Walter insists that he incur the corresponding penalty, noting that this “is not ’Nam. This is bowling. There are rules.” The operative rule here is a general principle to the effect that “if a bowler’s toe slips over the end line of the lane during a roll, then the frame is marked zero.” While the Dude suggests that certain contextual details of the particular situation at hand (for example, the disputed, unconfirmed status of the infraction, the fact that Smokey is a friend of theirs, the fact that Smokey is a pacifist, and what have you) warrant an exception to the general rule that would otherwise be applicable in this case, Walter is unconvinced and proceeds to freak out: “HAS THE WHOLE WORLD GONE CRAZY? AM I THE ONLY ONE HERE WHO GIVES A SHIT ABOUT THE RULES? MARK IT ZERO!” All of this suggests that Walter’s moral deliberation consists largely, if not exclusively, of a rigorous (if not obsessive) application of moral principles.

Of course, even if we could find some universal moral principles that do not admit of pesky and confounding exceptions, such principles can still come into conflict with one another. For example, even if we agree that we should always keep our promises, what do we do when keeping one promise means breaking another? This is the Dude’s dilemma and reflects the manner in which the film undermines the oppositional hierarchy it once privileged. Deconstructing its initial preference for generalism over particularism, the film destabilizes this hierarchy by gesturing at the inevitable conflict of any principled ethics. If the Dude keeps the implicit promise he made to Walter and Donny and bowls in the tournament, then he cannot keep the explicit promise he made to the Big Lebowski to act as courier when the kidnappers call, and vice versa. How is the generalist supposed to figure out which rule to follow in situations like this? How are we supposed to figure out what the Dude would do?

Either way, Walter is undaunted. Indeed, his dedication to generalism is so deep and abiding that he would apparently prefer to follow the wrong rules than no rules at all. Contemplating the moral bankruptcy of nihilism with Donny and the Dude at the bowling alley bar, he suggests that even though Hitler’s Nazism is wrong, it’s still better than nihilism: “Say what you like about the tenets of National Socialism, Dude, at least it’s an ethos.” The suggestion here—that even some of the worst principles ever conceived are better than no principles at all—is reminiscent of that old adage, “Even a broken clock is right twice a day.” This is a pretty low threshold for success, however, which makes Walter’s commitment to generalism look more like an end in itself, rather than a means to the good life. He seems to be more interested in following rules than in doing the right thing, doing good, or anything else. In this light, even the nihilists start to look like reasonable folks.

The term “nihilism” comes from the Latin nihil, or “nothing.” Accordingly, we can understand nihilism as the denial of any objective, intrinsic, or inherent meaning, purpose, or value in human life. As Dieter explains, “Vee belief in nossing, Lebowski! NOSSING!” This is somewhat paradoxical, because to believe in nothing is itself to believe in something: that there are no rules, except this one, which says there are no rules, except this one, which says that there are no rules. . . . (As the Dude suggests, it must be terribly exhausting to pursue a rigorous nihilism.)

This wholesale rejection of objective values includes the kind of moral principles that Walter espouses. As Dieter notes, “Zere ARE no ROOLZ!” If the nihilists don’t follow roolz, then they can’t be generalists as Walter is. Indeed, insofar as they purport to believe in nothing, we might conclude that nihilism is inconsistent with any kind of moral deliberation, including generalism, particularism, and any account of moral deliberation. But nihilism does not entail a rejection of any meaning, purpose, or value whatsoever. Rather, following the German philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900), we can understand one form of nihilism, “active nihilism,” as a challenge for human beings to create and sustain their own meaning, purpose, and value in the world. In this sense, the nihilists can have values and engage in moral deliberation without conceding the existence of any interpersonal, objective moral rules that apply to everyone, everywhere, every when. In effect, this makes the nihilists de facto particularists when it comes to moral deliberation.8

Particularism avoids the problems that undermine generalism by rejecting the generalist thesis that moral reasons depend on general principles. Following Jonathan Dancy, we can summarize the particularist account of reasons per se as the thesis that “the behaviour of a reason . . . cannot be predicted from its behaviour elsewhere.”9 In other words, the fact that a particular act involves lying can count as a reason to conclude that the act is wrong in some cases, but in and of itself, this does not mean that it counts as a reason in any other case. For example, truth telling has a positive valence in many cases, but it can have a negative valence in others, as in cases where telling the truth results in a greater balance of suffering over happiness, or where it entails breaking a promise. Accordingly, Dancy describes moral particularism as the thesis that “the possibility of moral thought and judgment does not depend on the provision of a suitable supply of moral principles.”10

As far as our question about the Dude goes, particularism looks like a great alternative to generalism, at least insofar as it allows the moral agents to choose the best course of action without compelling them to justify their acts with general reasons. Still, this negative definition begs the question with regard to reasons in ethics and anywhere else, because it does not explain what underwrites moral reasons, if not coherence with a general principle. In other words, even if we agree that moral reasons do not depend on general principles, this does not help us identify that on which they do depend. This doesn’t seem to bother Dieter, but it presents a challenge for particularism and any particularist answer to our question about the Dude. Because Dieter and the nihilists refuse to follow any general moral principles, we cannot predict exactly what they would do in any given situation.

If they were kind, brave, or honest, however, we could at least conclude that we should act bravely or honestly. Of course, Dieter and the nihilists are not particularly honest. Neither are they brave. As Walter notes, they are all “cowards.” This suggests that their characters lack at least two of the classic Aristotelian ethical virtues: honesty and bravery. Fortunately, the Dude exhibits the kind of abiding, virtuous character necessary to incorporate generalism and particularism. As it struggles against the oppositional view that sets generalists above and against particularists, the film deconstructs this binary model and shows us that this hierarchy is actually arbitrary, because neither approach works on its own, and only an approach that incorporates elements of each can be successful.

The Virtues of the Dude

So, what would the Dude do? This is not a philosophical question, but it is characteristic of virtue theories of ethics. We can characterize virtue theory in terms of its direction of analysis. As Linda Zagzebski explains, virtue theory “makes the concept of a right act derivative from the concept of a virtue.”11 This means that virtue ethics attempts to understand the moral properties of action (for example, rightness or wrongness) in terms of the moral properties of agents or persons, that is, virtues such as bravery, honesty, and kindness. The key here is that particular acts are not right (or wrong), in and of themselves, but only insofar as they constitute an exercise of virtue (or vice). Accordingly, virtue theories are often described as agent-based, rather than act-based. In contrast, act-based approaches typically characterize right action in terms of its coherence with a general principle, its consequences, its universalizibility, or other properties of the action itself. Here, the focus is on the qualities of acts, rather than the qualities of persons.12

These different approaches yield distinct models of practical reasoning or moral deliberation. Act-based theories, from Jeremy Bentham’s (1748–1832) hedonistic calculus to W. D. Ross’s (1877–1971) prima facie duties, aim at formulating decision-making procedures for practical choices.13 In contrast, agent-based virtue theories focus on long-term characteristic patterns of action or habits, downplaying individual acts and particular choice situations. This shifts the focus from actions to agents, which in turn leads to objections that virtue theory privileges style over substance and has little practical, action-guiding value.14 If we expect ethical theories to tell us something about what we ought to do in any given situation (not unlike a call to Drs. Laura or Phil), then they are likely to disappoint, because virtues are not geared to resolve specific moral dilemmas.

Part of the point here is that when it comes to making real-time decisions about the right thing to do in any given situation or making retrospective judgments about whether specific actions were right or wrong, virtue theories and act-based theories take different approaches. Act-based theories ask questions about the properties of acts themselves and deemphasize questions about the agent who does or did these acts. Virtue theories ask questions about agents and deemphasize questions about the acts themselves. Thus, while act-based approaches ask, “What ought I do?” or “What ought to be done?” virtue theories focus on questions such as “What kind of person should I be?” or “What kind of life should I live?”

As John McDowell notes, the kind person is one who “can be relied on to behave kindly when that is what the situation requires.”15 Being kind is not simply behaving kindly in every situation but, rather, behaving kindly when the situation at hand calls for kind behavior, when being kind is “the thing to do.” Again, recall the scene in the bowling alley with Smokey. Because Walter is utterly beholden to his principles, all he can do is follow the rules, which dictate that Smokey’s frame should be marked zero. The Dude, on the other hand, sees that certain contextual details of the situation warrant an exception to the general rule that would otherwise be applicable in this case. For example, Smokey disputes Walter’s perception, arguing that he “wasn’t over” the line at all. Furthermore, Smokey is a friend of both Walter and the Dude, which suggests that he would be disinclined to lie about crossing the line. Finally, the fact that Smokey is a pacifist suggests that he would be disinclined to argue the point if he really did cross the line. Fortunately, the Dude has the practical wisdom necessary to weigh these particular facts against his general principles.

According to Aristotle (384–322 BCE), we acquire the practical wisdom (phron-esis) necessary for virtue by developing an understanding of the good life, first in terms of general principles, for example, to be honest, brave, kind, and what have you, and then in applying them. This practical wisdom is frequently characterized in terms of perception (aisthe[image: image];sis), “discernment,” “situational appreciation,” or an ability to see how general principles apply in unfamiliar situations.16 If we understand the Dude’s reason for behaving in the way that he does as a recognition that the situation requires a certain sort of action, McDowell wrote, “it must be something of which, on each of the relevant occasions, he is aware.”17 Accordingly, McDowell argues that virtue involves a “reliable sensitivity to a certain sort of requirement which situations impose on behavior.”18 The deliverances of this sensitivity are cases of knowledge, whereby one knows when to behave kindly, bravely, or honestly. So they are reasons, but they are not general. Rather, McDowell views the sensitivity as a sort of perceptual capacity through which virtuous persons identify certain aspects of any given situation as salient. Indeed, for McDowell, “virtue, in general, is: an ability to recognize requirements which situations impose on one’s behavior.”19 If the Dude excels in any facet of his life, it is in recognizing requirements that are not dictated by any general rules—for example, the way the Dude recognizes the requirement to sit patiently through his landlord Marty’s dance recital, despite its silliness.

Instead of applying general principles, then, the Dude practices certain virtues, man. Virtues are like good habits or practiced dispositions to think, feel, and act. As deeply ingrained character traits, ethical virtues such as honesty and bravery are expressed in thoughts, feelings, and actions across a variety of different situations over long, sustained periods and, indeed, the course of a lifetime. Virtue theory holds that the right action in any given situation is what a virtuous person would do in that circumstance, the virtuous person is someone possessed of the virtues and, in an Aristotelian view, the virtues are settled dispositions or habits whose exercise is constitutive of eudaimonia, an ancient Greek term that is variously translated in the parlance of our times as human flourishing, success, happiness, or well-being.20

As a single, unemployed alcoholic who struggles to make the rent on his apartment, the Dude is hardly flourishing, however, at least according to these conventional criteria. Neither is he successful in any ordinary sense of the term. In a broad, practical sense, then, the Dude is obviously not much of a role model and not someone to be emulated in terms of driving habits or career moves. In his own way, though, the Dude seems pretty happy and largely content with his life, until he runs into Jackie’s goons. Moreover, he consistently does (or at least tries to do) the right thing. In this narrower, ethical sense, the Dude is largely above reproach, particularly in comparison to the other characters in the film.

Initially, the film appears to offer a stark choice between Walter’s generalism and Dieter’s particularism. Pitting both sides against each other, it presents a privileging of the former, that is, until the beeper dilemma highlights the problems with principled generalism. With the aim to decenter and destabilize its own narrative assumptions, the film deconstructs the conventional debate that sets generalism against particularism. As is typical of a deconstructive analysis, the resolution is indeterminate: the Dude is at once generalist and particularist, both, and neither.
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Chapter 2

THE BIG LEBOWSKI AND MATHEMATICAL LOGIC

Craig Jackson

Once there was a man. A man perfect for his time and place . . . that being early 1930s Vienna. The man’s name was Kurt Gödel.1 At the time, Gödel (1906–1978) had just completed his doctorate in mathematical logic, in which he proved the completeness of first-order predicate logic. That is, he had shown that for first-order theories, the notions of “truth” and “provability” are equivalent.2 The completeness and consistency of the formal systems used to define mathematics had long been an issue of great concern. Many mathematicians and logicians, including such giants as Frege, Russell, and Hilbert, had long worried that the logical foundation on which all of mathematics was built might suffer from one of the following defects: that either the axioms of the system might not be sufficient to prove all true mathematical statements, or that the system itself might be inherently inconsistent and lead to unavoidable contradictions. Incompleteness or inconsistency, these were the two pitfalls to be avoided. Hence, Gödel’s proof that first-order theories are indeed complete was a milestone in the attempt to find a set of consistent axioms sufficient for all mathematics.

Jeffrey Lebowski ≠ Jeffrey Lebowski

Of course, an “axiom” is a logical or mathematical statement in a formal language that is taken for granted and is assumed to be self-evident, requiring no demonstration. Axioms are the foundation of any formal system. Taken together with the rules of inference in the system, the axioms determine what is “true” or “provable” in the system. To put it another way, axioms are a lot like the rug in the 1998 movie by the Coen brothers, The Big Lebowski. Or at least, the rug can be thought of as an axiom in the formal system that is Jeffrey Lebowski, the Dude.

Now, “the Dude as formal system” is not exactly the most logical of all logic metaphors, but there is a sense in which it is helpful for understanding both the mathematical problems confronted by Gödel, as well as the “stupefyin’ story” of The Big Lebowski. The Dude, you see, has a finite set of very basic requirements: bowling, White Russians, his rug.3 They are pretty much the source of all meaning in his life—or, at least, all pleasure. In fact, the Dude seems to be at his happiest and most content when all three coincide: lying on his rug, drinking Caucasians, and listening to old league playoffs cassettes. The trouble begins, of course, when the Dude’s rug is defiled by Jackie Treehorn’s goons.

Notably, the incident with the rug results from a logical inconsistency. Namely, the discovery of a counter-example to the apparent tautology:

Jeffrey Lebowski = Jeffrey Lebowski

But whatever the cause, it is the result that is important. In the Dude’s case, the piss soaking of his rug seems to set his finely balanced system on a self-destruct course.

The dismay the Dude experiences in losing his rug is a reaction to a sudden glaring incompleteness. What had been a pretty good system was thrown into complete turmoil at the loss of that one small but not inconsequential item. It is a dismay similar to that caused whenever the axioms or the first principles of a formal system are cast into doubt. In 1901, Bertrand Russell (1872–1970) showed that the assumptions built into naive set theory lead to an ineliminable paradox.4 On learning that his own theories actually led to the same unstable conclusion, Gottlob Frege (1848–1925) lamented, “Hardly anything more unfortunate can befall a scientific writer than to have one of the foundations of his edifice shaken after the work is finished.”5 Indeed, it would take ten years for the foundations of mathematics to be shored up again.6

In addition, consider the eighteenth-century geometers who spent decades trying to prove that Euclid’s fifth postulate—necessary for the Euclidean proof of the Pythagorean theorem—was implied by the other four.7 How would they have taken the news of Lobachevski and Bolyai’s result that the fifth postulate was independent and indeed not even essential?8 That, moreover, the fifth postulate could be abandoned/replaced, resulting in the creation of vertiginous geometries of “straight” lines that bend forever and that no proper ruler and compass could ever hope to circumscribe?

In both of these cases, what was perceived as a perfectly functioning system was dramatically unsettled by questioning/modifying/removing one of the axioms or first principles of the system. This is precisely the state the Dude finds himself in at the loss of his rug. “This was a valued, uh . . .,” says Walter, unable to say just what exactly the Dude’s rug was. As the Dude struggles to convey to Walter and Donny the meaning of the loss of his rug, the best he can manage is, “It really tied the room together.” He is right about more than merely interior decorating. Indeed, the rug-as-axiom tied the Dude-as-system together, in the sense that any axiom ties a system together. The axioms define the extent of the theory and the theorems that can be proved from it. Sadly, obtaining a substitute rug from the other Jeffrey Lebowski is only of temporary help to the Dude. After a single moment of respite, the Dude has this new rug literally snatched right out from underneath him, this time by Maude Lebowski and her goons. In fact, it only seems to get worse for the Dude. His persistent problems with his rug lead him to make increasingly desperate efforts to regain his prior state of lackadaisical poise. Yet these efforts seem instead to have the opposite effect so that pretty soon the Dude’s entire system lies in tatters, his other “axiomatic” sources of comfort and identity likewise defiled: his cherished White Russian is spiked by Jackie Treehorn; his bowling partner Donny suffers a heart attack and dies. Even the Dude’s poor car suffers blow after blow until it is finally immolated.9

This is the dramatic problem that the Dude confronts: the possibility that his taste in floor covering and his habits of recreational sport and substance use are not proof against the destabilization of promiscuous trophy wives and vindictive porn kings. Furthermore, the Dude also faces the possibility that the sought-after stability of his system might be unattainable.

Can the Dude’s Room Actually Be Tied Together?

But wait. Didn’t Russell and Zermello fix the instability of naive set theory? And didn’t Lobachevski and Bolyai simply show that there is more to geometry than what could be imagined by Euclid? And didn’t Gödel show that first-order logic is complete, giving hope to those such as Frege and Russell and Hilbert, who sought a complete, consistent axiomatization for all of mathematics? And so, might there not also be hope for the Dude?

Well, there might, if not for the unfortunate fact that not all of mathematics is describable by means of first-order theories.10 Indeed, one particularly important part of mathematics that cannot be formulated in terms of first-order logic is the infinite, recursive structures of the natural numbers or, put another way: basic arithmetic. Such innocent statements as “1 + 1 = 2” (which took Russell and Whitehead 379 pages to formulate in their Principia)11 or “MARK IT ZERO!” lead to problems in first-order logic because there are simply too many such statements to make. Any adequate definition of “+”, for instance, requires defining an infinite set of operators “1+_”, “2+_”, “3+_”, . . . each one of which requires a definition over the infinite set of natural numbers. This would lead to quantifying over quantifiers in a way that would require a second-order theory. Higher-order theories are more complicated, as one would expect, but the tradeoff is that they are capable of formulating richer structures. The natural question to ask is then: is there a completeness theorem for second-order logic?

Which brings us back to Gödel, who is once again the perfect man for his particular time and place: this time, the Königsberg mathematical conference, Prussia, 1930. This is the conference at which the eminent mathematician and eternal optimist David Hilbert (1862–1943) is to give his retirement address, reasserting his belief in the fundamental provability of all mathematical statements: “The reason why no one has succeeded in finding an unsolvable problem, in my opinion, is because there is no unsolvable problem.”12 Kurt Gödel is in attendance—the same Gödel who only a year earlier had proved the completeness theorem for first-order logic. In several days, Gödel will present his latest paper on provability in second-order theories—a paper in which he will announce a new result.

The paper is “On Formally Undecidable Propositions of Principia Mathematica and Related Systems,” and the result is stunning: in any consistent theory capable of expressing the basic facts of arithmetic, there must always be statements that are true in the theory but that are not provable from the axioms.13 That is to say, there is not a completeness theorem for second-order logic. Rather, there is an incompleteness theorem.

Talk about flying head-first into a stack of bowling pins.

Of course, there is nothing so very surprising about an incomplete theory. After all, the fifth postulate had been shown to be independent of the other four Euclidean axioms, meaning that in a geometry defined by the first four axioms alone, there would be statements expressible in the theory but not provable by the axioms (the fifth postulate would be one such statement). What was unexpected, however, was the result that such statements must always exist. No matter how you build your system, no matter how many axioms you include, there will always be results that are impossible to prove—and not just hard to prove, but literally impossible.

For the Dude, this means he is actually in worse shape than he thought. Forget the fact that his system is currently in tatters, the result of one axiom after another proving susceptible to the insidious logic of early 1990s L.A. Gödel’s theorem shows that it was never even whole to begin with.

What If You Really Care about the Rules?

There are several proofs of the incompleteness theorem, and they all make substantial use of the infinite arithmetical structures of the natural numbers. Gödel’s own proof is perhaps the most interesting. In it, he gives a method whereby statements in a system can be uniquely encoded as numbers in that system. He then produces a number that when interpreted as a statement, says, “This statement is not provable in this system.” This is a statement that references itself.14 As such, this is the mathematical equivalent of speaking of yourself in the third person, as in, “The Dude minds.” If Gödel’s statement is provable in the theory, then its conclusion is also true, namely that it is NOT provable in the theory. This, of course, is a paradox. So, if we insist that our system must be consistent in order to avoid paradoxes and the contradictions that follow from them, we are led to the only other possibility: that Gödel’s statement is not provable in the theory. But this then directly establishes the truth of the statement. Hence the statement is simultaneously true and not provable in the theory.

Of course, there isn’t only this one statement that’s true but not provable. There are many others, but any attempt to force their provability in the system (say, by taking the statements themselves as axioms, as if obtaining yet another rug) is futile, for it simply enlarges the system and allows for new true-but-not-provable statements to exist.

What, then, is to be done in the face of such uncertainty? This is a weighty decision. For the Dude, it is just another in a long line of tough decisions he has to face. For example, does he track down the Big Lebowski and demand recompense for his tarnished rug? Does he throw the ringer—the decoy briefcase—and trust in Walter’s assessment that Bunny kidnapped herself? In this case, however, there is literally no decision that can be made. The statements guaranteed by Gödel’s theorem are statements that can neither be proved nor disproved, because to do either will result in contradiction.15 This is the “formal undecidability” Gödel refers to in the title of his paper, and he shows it is an inescapable fact in any second-order system, including, for instance, the system of the Principia Mathematica.16

Is Consistency unDude? Is Completeness?

Well, perhaps undecidability is not totally inescapable. After all, this problem of undecidability exists only if we insist that our system must be consistent. There is always the option to allow inconsistency. To join with the nihilists whose “system” is so helpfully concise: “Vee belief in nossing, Lebowski! NOSSING!” This is a system that does not bat an eyelash at blatant contradiction:

Dieter: Vee vant ze money, Lebowski.

Nihilist: Ja, uzzervize vee kill ze girl.

Dude: You don’t have the fucking girl, dipshit! We know you never did!

Dieter: . . . Vee don’t care. Vee still vant zat money, Lebowski, or we fuck you up!

As a system of logical deduction, nihilism surely has its deficiencies, but it certainly does help to ease the anxiety over the existence of hopelessly undecidable propositions. To be sure, there are other models for coping with undecidability that are available to the Dude. They are perhaps more psychological than strictly logical, but they are less severe than the wholesale rejection of consistency that nihilism encourages.

For instance, there is the rigid formalism of Walter, who evaluates each situation according to whether it conforms to his established set of rules: “Without a hostage there is no ransom. That’s what ransom is. Those are the rules!” When confronted with a situation that does not obey his rules, Walter usually attempts to impose his rule by force: “Smokey, my friend, you’re entering a world of pain.” Of course, if this proves impossible, he always has a backup fail-safe in the form of, “Ahh fuck it. Let’s go bowling.”

Then there is Maude, the rational utilitarian who continually attempts to further her self-interest using the most efficient means possible.

Dude: . . . Is that yoga?

Maude: It increases the chance of conception.

Maude wants a child. She also wants her foundation’s money back, but that is not something the Dude is actually capable of providing. The Dude is, however, the perfect person to provide her with a child, and with a minimum of fuss, no less.

Maude: Look, Jeffrey, I don’t want a partner. In fact I don’t want the father to be someone I have to see socially, or who’ll have any interest in rearing the child himself.

Dude: Huh . . . So . . . that doctor?

Maude: Exactly.

There is also Jackie Treehorn, hedonist. He has money, a swinging pad, the exciting world of interactive erotic software. Why dwell on undecidable propositions when your mind can wander to priapic totems?

Amid all of this there is the Dude, searching for any way out of his predicament. The Dude-as-system has lost its foundation, literally having had the rug pulled out from under it. Indeed, for most of the movie the Dude hasn’t seemed very much like the Dude at all. He gets irritated, he worries, he curses his friends, he certainly doesn’t seem to take “strikes and gutters” with equal aplomb. At one point, the Dude tries to give himself a bit of a pep talk: “I was feeling really shitty earlier in the day. . . . Fuck it! I can’t be worrying about that shit. Life goes on!” He is, however, quickly forced to worry about that shit when he is subsequently confronted by the Big Lebowski, who is rather irate that the Dude did not properly complete the hand-off. The Dude is so out of normal character that even Walter notices: “Come on. You’re being very unDude.”

In the process of losing his axioms, the Dude seems to have lost his identity. In fact, he even finds himself repeating the lines of other characters. For instance, it’s Maude who first refers to “the parlance of our times.” It is Brandt who first emphatically observes that Bunny’s “life is in your hands, Dude.” The Dude even starts to repeat the lines of the nihilists when he tells Larry Sellers, “We’re going to cut your dick off, Larry.”

The Dude seems to have reached the end of his rope. Even if he could go back and have everything the way it was before Jackie Treehorn’s goons mistook him for the other Lebowski, he is guaranteed to be just as incomplete as he is now. The finals are a week away, and the only options he seems to have for coping are mimicry or perhaps to adopt the outlook of a formalist veteran, an aloof feminist, or a media mogul debauchee. Either that or give in completely, accept contradiction, and throw his lot in with the nihilists.17

Abiding Axioms

But, hey, we’re talking about the Dude here. The not-quite-hero of this here story. The Dude chooses his own path, and what the Dude chooses to do, in the end, is “abide.”18 It’s not clear, however, that the statement “the Dude abides” has any objective meaning. It could mean “the Dude endures” or “the Dude accepts his fate” or even (or especially) “the Dude hangs out doing nothing.” If, however, “to abide” means a carefree nonchalance in the face of adversity, the ability to take “strikes and gutters” alike with equanimity, then the statement “the Dude abides” cannot be a theorem in any consistent system for it has been disproved many times during the course of the movie.

The only other possibility we are left with is that “the Dude abides” is an axiom. A new axiom in a system reformed by the Dude from the wreckage of soiled rugs and threats to his Johnson. After all, at the end of the movie the Dude is once again bowling with a smile on his face, and one imagines he has found something else to “tie the room together”—perhaps one of Maude’s “strongly vaginal” paintings. Although completeness is impossible, at least the Dude has chosen consistency over nihilism.

In fact, in a feat of logic that might make Gödel proud, the Dude seems to have assured the consistency of his new system. “The Dude abides” is, after all, a self-referential statement—one that seems to imply consistency by definition. As such, the Dude has postulated an axiom system that affirms its own consistency. The unfortunate fact, however, is that Gödel did not prove only one incompleteness theorem in his 1931 paper, but two. Gödel’s second incompleteness theorem asserts: for any theory that expresses the basic facts of arithmetic, the theory proves its own consistency if and only if the theory is inconsistent.

Let’s hope the Dude’s new axiom set also includes, “Fuck it, let’s go bowling.”

NOTES

1. Pronounced sort of like “girdle,” but without the “r.”

2. A formal system consists of a formal language and allowed rules of inference. The language itself consists of propositions that are constructed from more primitive propositions using the rules of inference. A sequence of such propositions, one following from the other by means of logical inferences that follow the rules, is a “proof” in the system. The terms of the propositions have no independent meaning, in and of themselves, but may be assigned meanings in a “model” of the system. For example, the formal statement “A = A,” where A is indeterminate, can be assigned a more specific meaning in a model, as in “Lebowski = Lebowski.” The completeness theorem Gödel proved showed that any proposition that is true in all models of the system is also provable in the system.

3. Among the list of the Dude’s necessities, we could also include marijuana and his ’73 Ford Torino. In that case, we would have an extension to this “Dude-as-system.”

4. In these theories, any set is definable so long as there is an unambiguous way of deciding what is and is not in the set. So, for instance, the set X defined as “the set of all sets that are not elements of themselves” would be a definable set in this theory because there is a clear way of checking what is in X and what is not. The problem arises when we try to check whether X is an element of itself. We quickly see that if X is an element of itself, then it is also NOT an element of itself. Similarly, if X is not an element of itself, then it MUST be an element of itself by virtue of the defining condition of X. In part, it was the existence of this paradox, known today as “Russell’s paradox,” that showed the need for a much more careful approach to foundational mathematics.

5. Frege learned of this paradox in 1902 through a letter from Russell. At just that time, Frege was preparing a new edition of his Die Grundlagen der Arithmetik (The Foundations of Arithmetic). This famous quotation comes from an appendix that Frege courageously and candidly added in acknowledgment of Russell’s devastating finding. Reprinted in P. Geach and M. Black, Translations from the Philosophical Writings of Gottlob Frege, 2nd ed. (Oxford: Blackwell, 1970).

6. Several ways of avoiding Russell’s antimony were proposed. Ernst Zermelo proposed an axiomatization of set theory that replaced naïve notions of set construction with the weaker axiom of separation. In addition, it was due to a desire to formulate a theory of mathematics that avoided these and other problems that led Russell himself, along with Alfred North Whitehead, to write their monumental work Principia Mathematica. Cambridge University Press published the Principia in three volumes in 1910, 1912, and 1913, respectively. Russell answered the paradox he discovered with what he called a “theory of types,” which attempts to refuse the paradox by establishing a hierarchy of kinds of sets.

7. The five postulates of Euclidean geometry are:

Any two points can be joined by a straight line segment.

Any straight line segment can be extended indefinitely into a straight line.

Circles can be described using any point and any radius.

All right angles are equal.

“That, if a straight line falling on two straight lines makes the interior angles on the same side less than two right angles, the two straight lines, if produced indefinitely, meet on that side on which are the angles less than the two right angles” (Euclid, The Thirteen Books of the Elements, trans. and ed. by Thomas Little Heath, 2nd rev. ed. [New York: Dover, 1956]).

Notice the fifth postulate is obviously different from the other four. In particular, it is the only one that is not self-evident. This difference resulted in more than a thousand years of effort on the part of geometers in search of a proof of the fifth postulate.

8. Both Nikolai Lobachevski (1792–1856) and János Bolyai (1802–1860) are credited with the first proof of the independence of the fifth postulate. Lobachevski’s results can be found in his paper “Geometrical Researches on the Theory of Parallels,” (1840), translated from the original by George Bruce Halsted (Chicago: Open Court, 1914). Bolyai’s work was first published as an appendix to his father’s book on geometry, Tentamen Juventutem Studiosam in Elementa Matheseos Purae Introducendi (An Attempt to Introduce Studious Youth to the Elements of Pure Mathematics), Farkas Bolyai (1832). Bolyai’s appendix is reprinted in Janos Bolyai, Non-Euclidean Geometry, and the Nature of Space, Jeremy J. Gray (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2004).

9. The Dude crashes his car because of a roach he drops in his lap. Even the “extended” Dude-as-system (see note 3) is falling apart.

10. The primary difference between first- and second-order theories is quantification. First-order theories allow predicates to be quantified over a given domain of discourse. Higher-order theories, on the other hand, allow quantification over other predicates.

11. The proof of the proposition “1 + 1 = 2” is carried out on page 86 of the second volume and includes the comment, “The above proposition is occasionally useful.”

12. Quoted in John W. Dawson, Logical Dilemmas: The Life and Work of Kurt Gödel (Wellesley, MA: A. K. Peters, 1997), 71.

13. Originally published as Uber formal unentscheidbare Sätze der Principia Mathematica und verwandter Systeme I, Monatshefte für Mathematik und Physik, vol. 38 (1931), 173–198. Reprinted in Solomon Feferman, ed., Kurt Gödel: Collected Works, Vol. 1 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), 144–195.

14. As the set X (see note 4) considered by Russell was allowed to belong to itself.

15. To disprove the statement, “This statement is not provable in the theory,” will imply that its conclusion is false. Hence we must have that the statement is provable in the theory, in which case we are confronted with a statement that is both provable and disprovable.

16. If it seems ironic that Gödel uses Russell’s Principia as an example of such a hopelessly incomplete system—Russell who collapsed the system of Frege’s Die Grundlagen der Arithmetik as the second edition was about to go to press—well, that is because it is.

17. Maybe Autobahn could go back on tour?

18. This is in contrast to the Big Lebowski, who “will not abide another toe.” More mimicry on the part of the Dude?


PART TWO

SECOND ROUND ROBIN: THOUSANDS OF YEARS OF PHILOSOPHICAL TRADITION, OR FROM SOCRATES TO SANDY KOUFAX


Chapter 3

THE DUDE ABIDES, BUT DOES HE FLOURISH?

Jason T. Eberl

The Dude’s life is enviable in many ways. Until his rug is micturated on, he hasn’t a care in the world. He has friends, bowling, White Russians, and ganja. He even has sufficient funds in his checking account to cover the occasional trip to Ralph’s supermarket. From a hedonistic perspective, where pleasure is what matters, it would seem that the Dude has achieved the ultimate good: the bliss of “pure abiding.” Yet although plenty of us may enjoy dressing down like the Dude and shunning any and all responsibilities, how many would actually trade their lives for the Dude’s? There seems to be something important missing from the Dude’s life.

If you happened to run into Aristotle (384–322 BCE) at Lebowski Fest, he’d say that the Dude isn’t flourishing—his progress toward becoming a fully actualized human being has become stunted. It’s not that the Dude lives a bad life, merely an incomplete one. Indeed, there are certain aspects of the Dude’s life that Aristotle would have approved of, such as his friendship with Walter and Donny. The question at hand, though, is whether Aristotle fucked it up—in the parlance of our times—by not recognizing simple abiding as a virtue. A contemporary Aristotelian philosopher, Josef Pieper (1904–1997), has touted the value of leisure as an essential aspect of human existence. Although Pieper’s concept of leisure isn’t exactly equivalent to the Dude’s concept of abiding, there must be some merit to abiding or it wouldn’t be so widely attractive, and not just to Credence fans who hate the fuckin’ Eagles.

“How’s the Smut Business, Jackie?”

When does the Dude look the happiest? It’s not when he’s bowling—we never actually see the Dude bowl—and it’s not just after coitus with Maude. No, the Dude wears his biggest smile while driving his car, smoking a joint, and rocking out to CCR. It doesn’t take much for the Dude to be at ease, and he seems pretty content with his life until he’s mistaken for the other Mr. Lebowski.

The Dude seems to be a hedonist, someone who takes the desire to pursue pleasure and avoid pain as the fundamental drive of all human action. As the hedonistic philosopher Jeremy Bentham (1748–1832) put it,

Nature has placed mankind under the governance of two sovereign masters, pain and pleasure. It is for them alone to point out what we ought to do, as well as to determine what we shall do. On the one hand the standard of right and wrong, on the other the chain of causes and effects, are fastened to their throne. They govern us in all we do, in all we say, in all we think: every effort we can make to throw off our subjection, will serve but to demonstrate and confirm it. In words a man may pretend to abjure their empire: but in reality he will remain subject to it all the while.1

Bentham described human beings as subject to the mastery of pleasure and pain, but he also contended that all of our morals are thus subjugated. We ought to do whatever will maximize pleasure for ourselves and others, while minimizing pain. Bentham referred to the moral value of any given human action as its utility:

By the principle of utility is meant that principle which approves or disapproves of every action whatsoever, according to the tendency which it appears to have to augment or diminish the happiness of the party whose interest is in question.2

Bentham devised a “utility calculus” to compute the degree of pleasure versus pain for any given action one may be planning to undertake. Basically, one identifies the various pleasures and pains that may result from the action and then evaluates each experience of pleasure and pain based on the following factors:


	Intensity: Compare Donny’s ordinary enjoyment of an In-N-Out burger to Walter’s once-in-a-lifetime chance to meet Arthur Digby Sellers.

	Duration: An orgasm at the end of coitus may last only a few seconds (unless you’re practicing tantric sex), while a high from smoking weed lasts considerably longer.

	Probability: The Dude will certainly experience pleasure from lighting up, whereas it’s not as likely that he’ll experience the pleasure of besting Jesus Quintana in the league championship.

	Immediacy: One may gain quick sexual gratification from watching Logjammin’ or may take cold showers until one finds Mr. or Ms. “right.”

	Fecundity: Drinking a White Russian at home gives the Dude a single pleasurable experience, whereas bowling gives him multiple pleasures: the game itself, hanging out with his friends, beating Jesus and Liam, as well as drinking White Russians.

	Purity: Simply replacing his soiled rug would tie his room back together, but he would have to mix that pleasure with a great deal of hardship if he had to earn enough money to purchase a new rug.

	Extent: Relaxing by candlelight in his tub benefits the Dude alone, but helping to rescue the allegedly kidnapped Bunny will potentially benefit him, the Big Lebowski, Bunny, and others.3



After having done the calculus for each pleasure or pain that an action may generate, so long as the action’s overall value is equal to or greater than any alternative action one could perform, then one should do that action and thereby avoid entering a world of pain.

This may sound like a lot of strands to keep straight in old Duder’s head, but it’s not really that complicated in practice. Let’s say that the Dude is trying to decide whether to attend his landlord Monty’s—or Marty, whatever—dance quintet or go bowling with Walter and Donny. At first glance, it may seem as if the Dude should go bowling for a couple of reasons. First, he would probably much rather go bowling than watch a questionable artistic performance. Second, although he could please Marty by going to his “cycle,” he could please two people and himself by going bowling with his friends. It’s clear, though, that Marty is an agreeable—perhaps too agreeable—landlord, and it wouldn’t serve the Dude’s long-term interests for Marty to become upset and not be as understanding about the rent next month. So, perhaps it would be good for the Dude to show up at the performance and even bring Walter and Donny along, as he does, so that the three friends can experience the pleasure of one another’s company even if it’s away from Holly Star Lanes.

Pleasure can take many forms, so a debate arose immediately after Bentham published his hedonistic theory concerning what type of pleasure was best for us to pursue. Critics charged Bentham with promoting a philosophy fit for swine—or marmots—because it seems to reduce human behavior to the four Fs: feeding, fighting, fleeing, and fucking. Isn’t there a bit more to human life than this?

John Stuart Mill (1806–1873) responded to Bentham’s critics by distinguishing sensual pleasures—natural, zesty enterprises—from intellectual pleasures, such as Maude’s “vaginal” art:

It is quite compatible with the principle of utility to recognize the fact that some kinds of pleasure are more desirable and more valuable than others. It would be absurd that, while in estimating all other things quality is considered as well as quantity, the estimation of pleasure should be supposed to depend on quantity alone.4

Of course, simply drawing this distinction doesn’t explain why human beings ought to pursue one type of pleasure over the other. In fact, one may try to combine both types of pleasures in the same act. As Jackie Treehorn wisely notes, “the brain is the biggest erogenous zone.”

Nevertheless, even as we may pursue both sensual and intellectual pleasures, Mill asserted that anyone in his or her right mind would clearly prefer the latter over the former:

Few human creatures would consent to be changed into any of the lower animals for a promise of the fullest allowance of a beast’s pleasures; no intelligent human being would consent to be a fool, no instructed person would be an ignoramus, no person of feeling and conscience would be selfish and base, even though they should be persuaded that the fool, the dunce, or the rascal is better satisfied with his lot than they are with theirs.5

It’s quite evident, though, that many, if not most, people do indeed prefer the so-called lower pleasures of the body to the higher ones of the mind. Who’s better off: a professor reading Plato in a lonely ivory tower, an ascetic hermit pursuing spiritual enlightenment through intense contemplation and self-denial, or Karl Hungus?

Mill responded,

Capacity for the nobler feelings is in most natures a very tender plant, easily killed. . . . Men lose their high aspirations as they lose their intellectual tastes, because they have not time or opportunity for indulging them; and they addict themselves to inferior pleasures, not because they deliberately prefer them, but because they are either the only ones to which they have access, or the only ones which they are any longer capable of enjoying.6

Perhaps if the Dude spent more time in college cultivating his appreciation for “the nobler feelings” instead of occupying various administration buildings, smoking Thai stick, breaking into the ROTC, and bowling, he could’ve been more than just a roadie for Metallica. But is the Dude really missing out on something? Are the simple enjoyments of his life really unsatisfying in the end? Does the Dude have a moral imperative to do something better with his time than listen to recordings of old bowling tournaments or smoke weed in the tub by candlelight while listening to “Song of the Whale?”

“He Looks Like a Fuckin’ Loser”

Bentham and Mill perpetuated a tradition that goes back to the ancient Greek philosopher Epicurus (341–270 BCE), who identified happiness with pleasure, defined in the same way that Mill ultimately characterized it in both sensual and intellectual terms:

Thus, we affirm that pleasure is the beginning and end of the good life. We recognize pleasure as the first good, being natural to us, and it is from pleasure that we begin every choice and avoidance. It is also to pleasure that we return, using it as the standard by which we judge every good. . . . When we say that pleasure is the chief good, we are not speaking of the pleasures of the degenerate person, or those which involve sensual enjoyment. . . . Life is not made pleasant through continued drinking and partying, or sexual encounters. . . . It is sober contemplation which examines into the reasons for all choice and avoidance, and which chases away vain opinions from which the greater part of the confusion arises which troubles the mind.7

But not all ancient Greek philosophers defined happiness in this way. Aristotle’s conception of eudaimonia, the Greek word that is usually translated as “happiness,” is actually better translated as “flourishing” with respect to human nature. Aristotle observed that human beings have all sorts of temperaments. Some of us are prone to anger (“Do you see what happens, Larry, when you fuck a stranger in the ass?!”), others to laziness (“and the Dude was most certainly that”), and others to existing quietly in the background until suffering a heart attack when besieged by nihilists. More generally, Aristotle described three broad types of lifestyles: the life of pleasure (as witnessed at Jackie Treehorn’s beach party); the sociopolitical life (typified by the Big Lebowski’s desire for honors and other forms of social recognition, such as for the “Little Lebowski Urban Achievers”—and proud we are of all of them); and the contemplative life (which no one seems to live in this particular Coen brothers world, although the Stranger is a pretty thoughtful fellow).

Because people have different temperaments, we tend to believe that different things will make us happy: pleasure, wealth, honor, fame, sex, German technopop . . . what have you. The Dude derives enjoyment from simple forms of recreation: bowling, driving around, and the occasional acid flashback. The question is whether these enjoyments are enough for the Dude to be happy, or whether there’s some objective definition of happiness that all human beings—the Dude, Maude, Brandt, and Bunny alike—should seek in order to have fulfilling lives.

Aristotle wouldn’t have seen the Dude’s life as providing him with the means for true happiness. Even if the Dude believes he’s happy, he’s just deluding himself—much as Walter does about how everything relates to Vietnam. The problem is twofold. First, the various forms of recreation the Dude pursues aren’t complete or self-sufficient. Bowling doesn’t suffice for the Dude to be perfectly happy, although it’s his default therapy when beautifully simplistic plans go awry. As Walter eloquently puts it: “Aww, fuck it, Dude. Let’s go bowling.” Neither does drinking White Russians, although they nicely complement anything else the Dude might be doing. It’s also possible for the Dude to lose any or all of these things and thereby the source of his happiness—just look at his face when the nihilists torch his Gran Torino: “They finally did it. They killed my fucking car!” But if the Dude was truly happy, he’d want for nothing, and no change of fortune could make him unhappy.

The second issue is that the Dude isn’t living a fully human life. Aristotle defined human beings as living, sentient, social, and rational animals. Almost all of these qualities we share with other types of beings: plants are alive, animals are sentient, and higher-order animals are also social. Only the human animal, as far as we know, is rational—capable of abstract, intellectual thought and theorizing. The Dude, of course, is human, and we see him reason through all the ins, outs, and what-have-yous concerning Bunny’s alleged kidnapping. The problem is that the Dude doesn’t value his rational abilities, as evidenced by his reliance on a pretty strict drug regimen to keep his mind “limber.” The Dude eschews Mill’s intellectual pleasures in order to pursue the very type of life that Bentham’s critics accuse hedonism of promoting. This is troubling for both Mill and Aristotle:

And no one would choose to live with a child’s [level of] thought for his whole life, taking as much pleasure as possible in what pleases children, or to enjoy himself while doing some utterly shameful action, even if he would never suffer pain for it.8

All of this isn’t to say that human life should be devoid of pleasure altogether. Aristotle wasn’t counseling us to live like celibate monks in hermitages, beating ourselves with sticks. It’s simply that pleasure shouldn’t be our sole or primary aim. Aristotle did, however, consider pleasure to be a natural by-product of living a virtuous life. The pursuit of pleasure becomes problematic only when taken to excess: “The base person is base because he pursues the excess, but not because he pursues the necessary pleasures; for all enjoy delicacies [In-N-Out burgers] and wines [White Russians] and sexual relations [coitus] in some way, though not all in the right way.”9 Aristotle even attacked critics of hedonism who argued that all pleasures are inherently bad by citing various “disgraceful” pleasures. He noted that the sources of such pleasures aren’t pleasant, in and of themselves; they’re only perceived to be pleasant by immoral or sick people—as Maude observes, for nymphomaniacs such as Bunny, excessive sex is a joyless compulsion: “These unfortunate souls cannot love in the true sense.”

The Dude’s apparently hedonistic lifestyle doesn’t mean he’s a bad person, only an incomplete one. He hasn’t fully actualized himself as a human being—he hasn’t “achieved.” Although it’s not an authentic display, the Big Lebowski’s question while in seclusion in the west wing is an important one: “What makes a man, Mr. Lebowski? . . . Is it being prepared to do the right thing, whatever the cost? Isn’t that what makes a man?” The Dude, though, often does try to do the right thing, and he has some virtuous qualities: he’s genuinely concerned about Bunny’s welfare and whether she’ll return with the rest of her toes; he supports Marty by attending his “cycle”; and he stands up for Smokey when Walter pulls a gun on him for stepping over the line. Probably the Dude’s most emulable quality, though, is the loyalty he shares with his friends.

“With Friends Like These, Huh, Gary?”

No one is born virtuous or vicious, Aristotle said. Rather, people become so by cultivating certain behavioral and mental habits, which are formed within the context of various social structures that influence how each of us thinks and acts: one’s family, local community, larger political society, and, perhaps most important, one’s friends. We don’t learn anything about the Dude’s family, and his local community isn’t necessarily conducive to cultivating virtue—as the Stranger attests, “They call Los Angeles the City of Angels. I didn’t find it to be that exactly.” That leaves us with the two apparent constants in the Dude’s life: Walter and Donny.

Friendships are necessary for a person to become virtuous, according to Aristotle, and virtue is connected with happiness. We thus need friends to be happy:

Further, [friendship] is most necessary for our life. For no one would choose to live without friends even if he had all the other goods. Indeed rich people and holders of powerful positions, even more than other people, seem to need friends. For how would one benefit from such prosperity if one had no opportunity for beneficence, which is most often displayed, and most highly praised, in relation to friends?10

Epicurus also held friendship in high esteem, saying poetically at one point, “Friendship goes dancing round the world proclaiming to us all to awake to the praises of a happy life.”11

The Big Lebowski, as successful as he may appear to be, is evidently a miserable sap. His young trophy wife goes out and owes money all over town; his closest companion, Brandt, is a bootlicking sycophant; and the relationship of which he’s probably the most proud is his photo-op with Nancy Reagan—when she was first lady of the nation, not only of California. The Dude, on the other hand, has friends who would do anything for him, even leave the house on Erev Shabbas (eve of the Sabbath).

Aristotle defined three types of friendship. The first are friends who are merely useful to each other. Bunny is just an instrument to sate the Big Lebowski’s need to impress others—as Maude is keenly aware: “I know how he likes to present himself. Father’s weakness is vanity. Hence, the slut.” The second is friendship merely for the sake of pleasure. Ironically, one of the reasons we can infer that Walter and Donny are true friends is that Walter doesn’t seem to take much pleasure in Donny’s presence—“Shut the fuck up, Donny!”—and we can be relatively certain that Donny doesn’t enjoy Walter’s constant abuse. In the end, though, Walter eulogizes Donny with probably the highest praise—short of having fought at Khe Sanh—that he could give: “Donny was a good man, and a good bowler. He was one of us.” The third, true friendship, involves “those who wish goods to their friend for the friend’s own sake” and can only be shared, according to Aristotle, among the virtuous.12

Of course, being a true friend is compatible with taking pleasure in, or deriving some utility from, one’s friendship. Donny’s ability to throw “rocks” on a regular basis is certainly useful for Walter and the Dude to advance to the next round robin and avoid getting “fucked in the ass” by Jesus and Liam. Aristotle pointed out that friends often derive the most pleasure from each other’s company by participating in a shared activity together:

Whatever someone [regards as] his being, or the end for which he chooses to be alive, that is the activity he wishes to pursue in his friend’s company. Hence some friends drink together, others play dice, while others do gymnastics and go hunting, or do philosophy. They spend their days together on whichever pursuit in life they like the most; for since they want to live with their friends, they share the actions in which they find their common life.13

It may be going a bit too far to say that bowling is, or should be, the reason Walter, Donny, or the Dude chooses to be alive, but it’s clearly an important part of their lives, and one wonders how else they’d fill their time and whether their friendship would be as strong if not for bowling.

“I Like Your Style, Dude”

The Dude spends an inordinate amount of time engaged in various leisure activities. Are such forms of recreation a waste of time? Everyone needs a break from work, responsibility, and even other people. As Aristotle observed, shared leisure activity is often the glue that bonds friends together. Indeed, the philosopher Josef Pieper went so far as to claim that leisure is “the basis of culture.”14

Pieper based his theory on—you guessed it—Aristotle, who said, “Happiness seems to be found in leisure; for we deny ourselves leisure so that we can be at leisure.”15 Basically, we’re all working for the weekend. Pieper, though, had a specific notion of leisure in mind; not just any old form of rest and relaxation is beneficial for us. Pieper agreed with Aristotle that we must strive to flourish in our nature as “rational animals.” Hence, leisure is most properly that time preserved from the work a day world to spend cultivating our intellectual tastes. Pieper, picking up a line from another Aristotelian philosopher, Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274), said that the right sorts of leisure activities—those involving intellectual contemplation—can even make us more like God: “‘Because of the leisure of contemplation’ the Scripture says of the Divine Wisdom itself that it ‘plays all the time, plays throughout the world.’”16

Unfortunately for the Dude, his preferred leisure activities don’t involve much that would strike us as God-like. This doesn’t mean that we can’t learn something from his example, though. His personal philosophy of simple “abiding” is something in which, along with the Stranger, we should take comfort. From the viewpoint of society, represented in the form of the other Jeffrey Lebowski, the Dude is a bum, and “the bums will always lose!” Many philosophers and other intellectuals have also been, and sometimes still are, accused of being bums in the sense of being useless to society—for any philosophy majors out there, recall the look on your parents’ faces when you told them what you were spending their hard-earned college savings to study. Aquinas, though—in an admittedly self-serving statement—asserted that it is “necessary for the perfection of the human community, that there be persons who devote themselves to the [use-less] life of contemplation.”17 The problem with society, as Mill had noted, is that we get so caught up in making a living—working to make money so we can have shelter, food, and green nail polish—that we forget to live. The Dude abides, the Dude lives.

Truth be told, Pieper and his intellectual forebearers wouldn’t hold up the Dude as an exemplar of virtue. The fact that the Coen brothers start the film with the song “Tumbling Tumbleweeds” is perfectly apt. The Dude’s preferred form of leisure is rooted in laziness—as the Stranger describes him, he’s “quite possibly the laziest in Los Angeles County, which could put him in the running for laziest worldwide.” For Pieper, on the other hand, leisure is time reserved away from relatively mindless labor to engage in intellectual activity. The Big Lebowski and the Malibu sheriff also call out the Dude for his excessive laziness: “Keep your ugly, fuckin’, goldbrickin’ ass out of my beach community.” But lest one think that the Dude never has an insightful thought, consider the mature, stoic attitude about life he voices at the end of all of his crazy misadventures: “You know, strikes and gutters, ups and downs.”

Whether or not the Dude makes the best use of his leisure time, it remains the case that we all need such protected time so that we can share activities with our friends, contemplate the great truths of human life and existence, and prepare ourselves mentally, physically, and emotionally to reengage the world after our leisure time has expired: “Leisure is a form of that stillness that is the necessary preparation for accepting reality.”18 This is why the great cultural and religious traditions throughout human history have included sacred festivals and other times set aside for leisure, celebration, and fellowship—hence, the importance of Shabbos in Judaism: “Saturday, Donny, is Shabbos, the Jewish day of rest. That means that I don’t work, I don’t drive a car, I don’t fucking ride in a car, I don’t handle money, I don’t turn on the oven, and I sure as shit don’t fucking roll!” Today, we enjoy Sundays off from work and various holidays—derived from “holy days”—thanks to Christianity and other religions declaring such days to be sacrosanct. But, of course, we don’t always spend our time on those days engaged in spiritual or intellectual contemplative activity, as was originally intended.

In the end, the Dude is far from being a paragon of virtue whom we should seek to emulate in all respects. Nevertheless, he embodies certain virtuous qualities of loyalty in friendship and not getting caught up in the dog-eat-dog world that drives so many of us to feelings of unhappiness, purposelessness, disconnection from others, and even alienation from our own selves. We must make time for leisure and shared activity with our true friends, but leisure isn’t the same as being idle.19 Happiness, defined in terms of flourishing (eudaimonia), requires activity—just not the same sort of activity the supervisor who approves your time sheet has in mind. But because so many of us can’t break free of the often mind-numbing routine of daily existence, we need to have an inspiring example of someone who’s totally free of the constraints that bind the rest of us: “It’s good knowin’ he’s out there, the Dude, takin’ her easy for all us sinners.”20
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Chapter 4

“MAN DOWN!”

Aristotle, Epicurus, and the Dude on Friendship and Solidarity

Ian O’Loughlin

All the Dude ever wanted was his rug back. To this end, his friend Walter Sobchak leaps out of a moving car, bites off a man’s ear, and violates the very tenets of his religion. Another friend, Theodore Donald Karabatsos, pays even more dearly for his solidarity. Conversely, when a mere twenty thousand clams (and possibly a strumpet’s life) threaten to interrupt the friends at their bowling endeavors, the Dude assures his interlocutors that if the call to action comes during league play, there’s no question as to where he stands—he’d not even consider walking out on his friends on account of such paltry doings. Whatever else may happen, it is a given for each that he stands with his friends, suffering their trials and sharing in their triumphs. Like the three musketeers, it’s one for all and all for one.

It’s easy to shrug off this attitude as quaint, juvenile, or a bit zany. This passionate devotion to one’s friends and their fortunes appears out of place in twentieth-century Los Angeles, especially because it is starkly contrasted with the nonchalance that the characters seem to bear toward almost everything else. It is comic, almost unthinkable, that one would organize one’s life around the time spent with one’s friends, or that solidarity with friends could take priority over all other concerns.

When we articulate this reaction, though, we can see that the instinct to mock this attitude doesn’t sit so naturally with us after all. To use the parlance of our times, new shit comes to light. We denizens of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries readily make claims about the value we place on friendship—it is an important part of the fabric of our inherited ethos in the modern era that we speak as if friends figure centrally in our priorities. Ask nearly anyone to name those things in which they find intrinsic value, those things for the sake of which they engage in all that they engage in: their answers will include having and being with friends. Nonetheless, we don’t actually expect anyone to bite a man’s ear off for a friend. We don’t really even expect anyone to direct the course of his or her life, even mildly, around friendships or friends’ interests—when it comes to real solidarity with one’s friends, we want to have the words without having to mean them.

It wasn’t always so. Famously, friendship bore much more substantial priority for the ancients.1 It was common and encouraged that one might uproot and move to be with a friend or interrupt one’s own business to join a friend’s journey. In ancient Greece, it was simply accepted that friendship was one of the chief aims of the good life, and hence that people would commonly and deliberately arrange their adult lives so as to be with and support their friends. In my view, these very attitudes are ancestral to the present-day lip service we afford to friendship and solidarity, even if we have, in the intervening two and a half millennia, forgotten the courage of our convictions.

Two ancient philosophers in particular are often associated with the defense of friendship as one of the highest human virtues: Aristotle and Epicurus. Aristotle (384–322 BCE) assured us that the society of friends is the most desirable thing that there is, and Epicurus (341–270 BCE) claimed that the wise man will feel the suffering of his friend as though as it were his own.2 These ancient characterizations of friendship are strikingly familiar to the modern reader in word, but we can hardly imagine what such values would entail in action. In fact, when faced with characters for whom friendship is genuinely the highest aim to be sought, we tend to find them exaggerated or comic. A study of the ancient ideals of Aristotle and Epicurus reveals that the Dude’s approach to friendship is just the approach we commonly claim but don’t commonly practice.

Aristotle: Social Beings and the Key to Pasadena

Whatever pursuit it is that constitutes existence for a man or that makes his life worth living, he desires to share that pursuit with his friends. Hence some friends drink or dice together, others practice athletic sports and hunt, or study philosophy, in each other’s company; each sort spending their time together in the occupation that they love best of everything in life; for wishing to live in their friends’ society, they pursue and take part with them in these occupations.

—Aristotle3

For Aristotle, the aim of the good life was, in the parlance of his times, eudaimonia. This complex Greek term is variously translated, as “happiness,” “fulfillment,” “flourishing,” or “actualization.” Aristotle claimed that we should seek this highest form of human happiness for ourselves, above all else. He was, however, careful to explain that this does not mean that to flourish is merely to hoard wealth or the goods that wealth purchases. In fact, Aristotle clearly and explicitly stated that a life replete with all possible good things, but enjoyed alone, is crucially and tragically incomplete: be it the key to the city of Pasadena itself, no material possession can take the place of a life well-lived, among friends.4 For Aristotle, we are essentially social beings, and the wise will recognize the value of friendship entailed by this. Although our highest aim is our own happiness, to truly flourish we need to have the sort of friendships for which one may willingly suffer hardship.

To understand the Aristotelian picture of friendship and the good life thoroughly, as Maude might say, it will be helpful to consider what Aristotle meant by goodness more broadly. For Aristotle, something was good if it was excellent in specific ways, if it fully realized in excellent ways those dimensions of its being that uniquely made that thing what it was. That is, a good rug is just a rug that fulfills its ruglike properties well or with excellence. What a rug is, for Aristotle, is not what it is made of or how it is shaped, but rather what it is for. The purpose or end for which a thing exists (its telos in Greek) defines that thing. The telos of a rug might be, say, to tie the aesthetic of a room together, so a good rug will be one that fulfills this telos in an excellent way. A good car will be one that excels at those capacities that are unique to cars, and a good urn will be one that excels at fulfilling those capacities that make an urn an urn.

So, in determining the good life, we might ask Aristotle: what makes a man? The Aristotelian answer is simple: those things that differentiate us as distinctly human are the very capacities in which we must strive to excel. Although some of our activities and goals—eating, drinking, and so on—fail to distinguish us from marmots or Pomeranians (or even beasts mistaken for them), other traits seem to be uniquely human. Of these, Aristotle emphasized our intellect—“The man who pursues intellectual activity, and who cultivates his intellect and keeps that in the best condition, is also the man most beloved of the gods”—and our sociability: “Nobody would choose to have all possible good things on the condition that he must enjoy them alone; for man is a social being, and designed by nature to live with others.”5

Humans are social creatures by nature, and to fail to flourish in this regard is simply to fall short of fully actualizing our human telos. Even our intellectual capacities depend for their actualization on the company of friends: because we are better able to contemplate others’ deeds than our own, we will enjoy the contemplative, active life only in the company of friends. Good friends are, in a way, second selves, said Aristotle: “If the virtuous man feels towards his friend in the same way as he feels towards himself—for his friend is a second self—then, just as a man’s own existence is desirable for him, so, or nearly so, is his friend’s existence also desirable.”6 The excellent human life—replete with eudaimonia—cannot be attained without friends: “The supremely happy man will require good friends.”7 Besides offering pleasant company and collaborative reflection, good friends also “supply a sort of training in goodness.”8 Moreover, the good life is centered on such friends; the wise and excellent human being will value the time spent with friends more highly than any other, and his actions will reflect this value.

Aristotle admitted that to have such friendships comes with a price: we suffer their hardships and we induce our friends to be pained by our own misfortunes.9 We are incensed by aggression against our friends and in turn tend to risk life and limb to stand with them. Nonetheless, Aristotle urged that we should go “uninvited and readily” to a friend who experiences misfortune.10 Should a friend face trouble—be it in the form of nihilists, millionaires, pornographers, or just fifteen-year-old brats—the excellent human being will unhesitatingly step up to a friend’s aid, even when the personal costs are great. For Aristotle, this solidarity didn’t take the form of a duty, onerous or troublesome, that must be fulfilled; rather, the noblest humans simply will have true friendships, from which this solidarity flows naturally and without difficulty. Living the good life just means having and being the sort of friend who occasionally leaps, clutching an Uzi, from a moving 1973 Ford Torino.

Epicurus: Natural Pleasures and Taking It Easy

Of all the things that wisdom provides for the happiness of the whole man, by far the most important is the acquisition of friendship.

—Epicurus11

Epicurus lived and taught in Athens, just after the time of Aristotle. Although his views about the good life and how to live it differed importantly from Aristotle’s, Epicurus is the other ancient philosopher most associated with a decisive defense of friendship as a cardinal aim of the good life. Epicurus is known for hedonism, though the word has come to be significantly altered from what it meant for the Epicureans of the classical world. For Epicurus, the good life was a simple life—one of basic comfort and calm, surrounded by good friends. According to the Epicurean point of view, our friendships afford us pleasant reflection and anticipation in times of difficulty and lend us a sort of immortality beyond the finality of death. The Epicurean chooses a life of oat sodas enjoyed in the relaxed company of good friends, rather than one rife with achievement but bereft of comradeship.

Epicurus formed his own school, called the Garden, not far, it seems, outside the Dipylon Gate and the walls of ancient Athens. The school mainly consisted of collections of friends, assembled to discuss philosophy, music, and science with one another amid the fruit trees and the colonnades.12 The school was maligned by critics, both for accepting students of varied social class (slaves, prostitutes, and aristocrats—male and female—provided that their character was found to be worthy) and for eschewing civic duties and formal ambitions in favor of a relaxed and secluded atmosphere.

Epicurus and his intellectual descendants—who composed a vibrant and unified group of adherents right up through the time of the Roman Empire—held that the only way to attain happiness was to do just this: we ought to leave the world to its troublesome self, while focusing on bettering our own lives through simplicity and friendship. The Dude is clearly a modern-day Epicurean in many ways. The Dude’s hedonism is no Dionysian tumult of pleasure seeking but rather a serene commitment to a trouble-free abiding in the company of friends, doing what they enjoy most, bowling and what have you.

In the parlance of his time, Epicurus called this freedom from concerns or troubles ataraxia. According to Epicurus, we should seek pleasure, and that largely amounts to enjoying a life free from pain or anxiety. It turns out that many things that are pleasurable come with accompanying worry, strain, or painful consequences (such as too many White Russians). The discerning hedonist will be careful to sort out those natural pleasures—such as hanging out with friends at the bowling alley—that don’t come packaged with anxiety or suffering from those pleasures that bring trouble along with them. Moreover, the world so often foists artificial needs on us, suggested Epicurus: “Some desires are natural . . . others neither natural nor necessary but generated by senseless whims.”13 The wise will reject senseless pleasures in favor of the simple joys that can be had so easily by those who know how not to trouble themselves.

Given this hedonistic, even egoistic, focus, the place allotted to friendship in the Epicurean system has often confounded commentators, both ancient and contemporary. Although we should seek our own happiness (and ataraxia) over all else, Epicurus also exhorted us to center our lives on our friends, even incurring great hardship where such is the natural consequence of our friendships. Only in being prepared to demonstrate solidarity do we experience true friendship, which enhances the joys of the tranquil life beyond measure.14 Epicurus’s reasons for valuing friendship so much are several, and they begin with his rejection of the idea of an immortal soul.

For Epicurus, life ends with the death of the body. There is no reason to fear the gods or death itself, because any pain or worry we can experience is limited to our lifetime as a sensing being. Understanding the world around us is, for Epicurus, only good insofar as it allows us to reject misguided fears or worries—the wise will understand that any energy or trouble spent on anything other than this life is wasted and will instead seek to make this life more comfortable, more tranquil, and more pleasant. The pleasures of the intellect, however, far outweigh the pleasures of the body, and pleasant conversations and time spent with friends not only yield happiness when they occur, but do so trebly by virtue of producing pleasant memories and confidence in the future as well. The Epicurean can look back on his moments spent with friends to mitigate the pains of the present. The sense of tranquility that the solidarity of friendship brings is essential to the good life: knowing that, come what may, one’s friends will stand by.

Even after death, the value of friendship shines forth—although there is no genuine immortality that awaits us, we live on in the memories and conversations of our friends. For Epicurus, the circle of friendship itself enjoys the immortality that we once found ourselves seeking as individuals. What service we can do for a departed friend is simply to celebrate our past times together, which will hopefully have been many, lingering, and pleasant. In the very last of the Basic Doctrines, collecting Epicurus’s thought, he urged us not to lament the passing of a friend, for the deceased has no need of or use for pity: “All who have the capacity to gain security, especially from those who live around them, live a most agreeable life together, since they have the firm assurance of friendship; and after enjoying their comradeship to the full they do not bewail the early demise of a departed friend as if it were a pitiable thing.”15 When the Dude is offered condolences by the bartender, on account of Donny’s demise, his response is almost cheerful. Likewise, after the spreading (or mis-spreading) of Donny’s ashes, Walter’s suggestion that they just go bowling instead doesn’t come across as irreverent or inappropriate, but rather as cathartic and respectful. Carrying on in their friendship and their time together is commemorating their deceased friend, whether or not it is understood as such. In several important ways, the Dude and Walter belong to a bygone era, and it speaks highly of Los Angeles in 1990 that the man for the time and place was so very Greek and classical in spirit.16

The Dude: Eudaimonia, Ataraxia, and League Play

Oh, I told him if it was during league play . . .

—The Dude

Aristotle and Epicurus can sound quaint or platitudinous. We moderns agree with these depictions of friendship before really cognizing what they imply. We nod our heads to the rhythms of ancient descriptions of the value of friendship, and then we return to our work-centered, regimented lives. We tell ourselves that friends are very important to us, but then we squeeze them into whatever free spaces our careers and families don’t already fill. We spend our time achieving, planning, or working, all the while assuring ourselves that the time we really enjoy is time in the company of friends. We readily cancel social plans because of work or school, but skipping work or school to spend time hanging out with friends is anathema to twenty-first-century culture. We uproot and move our lives to follow jobs, schools, or possibly family members, but people who have done so in order to be close to a friend are viewed with suspicion—as puerile at best, deviant at worst.

This culturally embedded cognitive dissonance with respect to the proper role of friendship is wide-ranging and deeply held. It may be that it’s the product of the words of the ancients—which still trace threads through the fabric of our culture—colliding with the pressures of modern working society. It may be that we really do recognize that genuine friendships are a significant cause of happiness, as recent cognitive science has demonstrated.17 Whatever the reasons for it, this dissonance generates a certain resonance with us when we encounter characters such as the Dude and Walter.

Although many of us claim that friendship is one of our highest values, it’s one of the Dude’s only values. While many of us are quick to imagine ourselves coming to the aid of a friend in need, Walter really does, immediately and wholeheartedly, adopt the Dude’s trials as his own. In these two characters, we are met with the concrete realizations of the values we pretend to possess—ancient virtues set in Los Angeles County. It is just this juxtaposition, of the attitudes we express and the actions we fail to undertake, that makes the Dude’s take on friendship so surreal, while at the same time familiar.

So, what would Aristotelian friendship look like today? The Aristotelian will treasure his endeavors with friends above all else, letting nothing get in the way of these activities. He will order his life around these times and will find himself automatically coming to a friend’s aid when needed. He may be unemployed or may work for a security company, but his time with his friends will shape the course of his life and decisions. When his friend is, say, confronted by sword-wielding or ferret-dunking nihilists, he’ll unthinkingly, immediately, take on this threat as he would a threat to himself. The Aristotelian friend is likely to be caught up in all manners of adventure on his friend’s behalf and without any regrets.

Epicurus urged us to dismiss worldly ambitions and instead to focus on spending the duration of our lives in the pleasant company of good friends. It is only by abiding thus, said the philosopher, that we are able to achieve real peace of mind and the capacity to endure beyond our limited span of time as physical beings. The Epicureans of old secluded themselves in a comfortable garden, engaged in simple pleasures and meaningful friendships, rather than the ado and anxiety urged on them by the outside world. The present-day Epicurean follows suit, perhaps selecting a few like souls with whom to spend leisurely afternoons in pleasant company. He might drink White Russians and not worry too much about the past, the future, or the outside world.18 He might salute his friends in life and in death, and he might be convinced that things will work out, given that his friends will stand with him, come what may. If he runs into trouble, he knows he can make a call: “I’m at my place, I need you to come pick me up.”

The Dude and his approach to friendship speak to the classical philosopher in all of us. The nobility of the Aristotelian and Epicurean attitudes is clear to us, yet the modern ethos presses heavily on any real demonstration of genuine friendship. Although we may find the Dude’s priorities comic or exaggerated, we are also pierced by them, whether or not we understand the reasons for this. Perhaps this ought to give us pause the next time the world tugs us one way while our time or solidarity with our friends tugs us the other. Perhaps, out of respect for the Aristotelian and Epicurean ideals we are so quick to endorse, we ought to at those moments consider what the Dude might have to say.

“Yeah, I’ll be at practice.”
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Chapter 5

EPICURUS AND “CONTENTED POVERTY”

The Big Lebowski as Epicurean Parable

Morgan Rempel

Like the Dude, the ancient Greek philosopher Epicurus (341–271 BCE) was a misunderstood man with an image problem. Because he recommended that his followers steer clear of lives of political and financial ambition, he was commonly thought to advocate a life of idleness and lazing about. Because he taught that pleasure was the proper goal of a good life, Epicurus and his colleagues were dismissed as decadent sensualists. Because he occasionally wrote about food and drink, his philosophy has been characterized as one of wanton indulgence and gluttony. Even today, the term “epicure” is popularly associated with the pleasures of fine food and wine.1 Add to this the fact that Epicurus, breaking with ancient Greek custom, welcomed nontraditional students—women, servants, and prostitutes—to his school of philosophy, and we can see why Epicureanism was associated with sexual license and rumors of debauchery.

Clearly, Jeffrey “the Dude” Lebowski has an image problem and an approach to life that is easily misunderstood. When the Big Lebowski notices his visiting namesake’s comfortable, casual attire, he pointedly asks the Dude, “Are you employed, sir?”

Dude: . . . Employed.

Lebowski: You don’t go out looking for a job dressed like that, do ya? On a weekday?

Dude: Is this a—what day is this?

After a heated exchange, and on the Dude’s departure, Mr. Lebowski shouts after him:

Lebowski: My advice is, do what your parents did! Get a job, sir! The bums will always lose—do you hear me, Lebowski? THE BUMS WILL ALWAYS—

But is the Dude really a “bum?” The thug who urinates on his rug thinks so, calling the Dude a “deadbeat” and saying he looks like a “fucking loser.” For his part, the Malibu police chief accuses the Dude of being a “deadbeat.” Even the film’s cowboy narrator (who seems to genuinely like the Dude and his posture in life) characterizes him as “a lazy man . . . quite possibly the laziest in Los Angeles County.”

As we shall see, though, not only are the life philosophies of the Dude and Epicurus similarly maligned and misunderstood, but the deceptively simple philosophy of Epicurus offers us quite a different perspective on the life posture and priorities of the Dude.

Real Epicureanism

Epicurus taught that pleasure is, or should be, the goal of a good or “blessed” life. He wrote, “And this is why we say that pleasure is the starting-point and goal of living blessedly. For we recognized this as our first innate good, and this is our starting-point for every choice and avoidance.”2 Yet although pleasure is indeed the goal of a good life, not all pleasures are of equal value, according to Epicurus. The ultimate human condition is that of ataraxia, a Greek word that in the parlance of our times means “complete contentedness and freedom from physical and mental disturbance.” In a letter to a friend, Epicurus distinguished his understanding of pleasure from common misunderstandings:

So when we say that pleasure is the goal we do not mean the pleasures of the profligate or the pleasures of consumption, as some believe, either from ignorance and disagreement or from deliberate misrepresentation, but rather the lack of pain in the body and disturbance in the soul.3

A few lines earlier, this letter tells the reader to refer

every choice and avoidance to the health of the body and the soul’s freedom from disturbance, since this is the end belonging to the blessed life. For this is what we aim at in all our actions—to be free from pain and anxiety.4

Two points in particular warrant our attention. First, Epicurus believed that “every choice” we make and “all our actions” should aim at ataraxia. Accordingly, Epicurean teachings on topics as varied as friendship, diet, and money were primarily in the service of promoting this tranquil condition. Second, the genuinely Epicurean path to this condition is empathically not one of overindulgence and luxurious living. How, then, does one achieve this tranquil condition?

Although one could make the case that all of Epicurean philosophy is a guidebook for attaining ataraxia, two especially important themes in Epicurus’s philosophy in this regard are:


1. The elimination of common fears and anxieties.

2. The overall reduction of one’s desires, and the focusing of one’s remaining desires on the simple, necessary, and easily attainable (rather than the unnecessary and the difficult to attain).5 This latter theme in Epicureanism is particularly relevant to the life posture of the Dude. To help us recognize how little we actually need in order to be happy, tranquil, and content, Epicurus divided human desires into three categories. “Of our desires some are natural and necessary, others are natural but not necessary; and others are neither natural nor necessary, but are due to groundless opinion.”6



Enough Is Enough

Epicurus’s list of things that are both natural and necessary for a contented life is deliberately short: a simple diet, basic accommodations, and a few good friends. In fact, an inscription on the gate to Epicurus’s school on the outskirts of Athens, “the Garden,” welcomed visitors with these words: “The caretaker of this abode, a kindly host, will be ready for you; he will welcome you with bread, and serve you water also in abundance.”7

A central tenet of Epicureanism is that “enough is enough.” Epicurus’s ataraxia-inspired focus is not on the fleeting pleasures that accompany consumption and acquisition but on the more enduring satisfaction and contentedness that come with the removal of the pain of want. In the words of Epicurus: “The body cries out to not be hungry, not be thirsty, not be cold. Anyone who has these things, and who is confident of continuing to have them, can rival the gods for happiness.”8

Once the pang of hunger, the burn of thirst, the sting of cold, the pain of loneliness have been assuaged, one has reached the contented point of “enough,” of “satisfaction.” Although many people—both in Epicurus’s ancient Greece and in modern-day America—believe that if “enough” is good, then “more” must be better, Epicurus was clear that such beliefs are mistaken and ultimately detract from one’s well-being. Why? Because, Epicurus reminded us, happiness, satisfaction, and contentment come from the simple removal of want, the satisfaction of desire, not from the stockpiling of excess. Epicurus’s deceptively simple philosophy encourages us to be content and satisfied with satisfaction. Put simply, one who is satisfied with satisfaction is more likely to be satisfied than someone who, because he perpetually believes he needs “more,” is not satisfied with satisfaction. The problem with such thinking, warned Epicurus, is the matter of how much “more” does such a person need to be content. How far beyond “satisfaction” does one need to go to be satisfied? Where does one draw the line when one has moved beyond the natural line of “enough?” Epicurus’s concern was that such faulty thinking easily leads to a discontented condition of ongoing dissatisfaction. To quote Epicurus: “Nothing is enough to the man for whom enough is too little.”9

Love, Sex, and His Dudeness

Epicurus considered the desire for sex to be natural but not necessary. If circumstances allow that such pleasures can be had easily, without engendering dependence or otherwise threatening one’s happiness and contentedness, a wise Epicurean may occasionally avail himself of such treats. This certainly seems to characterize Maude Lebowski’s seduction of the Dude.

After being drugged by Jackie Treehorn, abused by the Malibu police, and kicked out of a cab on his way home, a tired Dude returns to his apartment to find that (once again) it has been ransacked. On the plus side, however, while he is surveying the damage to his home, the bedroom door opens to reveal a smiling Maude wearing only a bathrobe.

Maude: Jeffrey.

Dude: Maude?

The beautiful Maude opens the bathrobe and allows it to fall to the floor as she approaches the Dude.

Maude: Love me.

To which a confused Dude replies: “That’s my robe.”

The Dude’s sexual encounter with Maude is easily had, indeed. Moreover, it appears to have no damaging effects on his contentedness (thus meeting two central criteria of the Epicurean’s occasional foray into the category of natural but not necessary desires).

Also in keeping with Epicureanism, the Dude shows no interest in a great love affair with Maude. He goes out of his way, in fact, in his conversation with detective Da Fino, to emphasize that their relationship is nothing serious. When Da Fino, who has been following him for days, mentions the Dude’s “special lady,” the latter quickly retorts, “She’s not my special lady, she’s my fucking lady friend.”

One reason Epicurus considered serious love affairs neither natural nor necessary is that lovers routinely become too fixated on the beloved and in the process, jeopardize both their self-sufficiency and their contentedness (two cardinal Epicurean virtues). Although the Dude seems to avoid such pitfalls, in this, as in other areas, the experiences of Walter Sobchak can be viewed as an Epicurean cautionary tale. Though divorced for five years, Walter is so focused on pleasing his ex-wife Cynthia that he agrees to look after her “show dog” while she and her boyfriend are vacationing in Hawaii. The Dude is not impressed.

Dude: Hey, man, if my fucking ex-wife asked me to take care of her fucking dog while she and her boyfriend went to Honolulu, I’d tell her to go fuck herself. Why can’t she board it?

Walter: First of all, Dude, you don’t have an ex; secondly, it’s a fucking show dog with fucking papers. You can’t board it. It gets upset, its hair falls out.

This same theme reemerges later in the film when the Dude questions Walter’s strict adherence to Judaism.

Dude: Walter, come off it. You’re not even fucking Jewish, you’re—

Walter: What the fuck are you talking about?

Dude: You’re fucking Polish Catholic—

A few minutes later the Dude concludes,

Dude: It’s just part of your whole sick Cynthia thing. Taking care of her fucking dog. Going to her fucking synagogue. You’re living in the fucking past.

Especially in comparison to Walter, the Dude seemingly manages to avoid the “sick,” while enjoying the pleasurable aspects of intimate relationships. Occasionally enjoying the pleasures of sex but sacrificing neither self-sufficiency nor contentedness at the altar of passionate love relationships, the Dude personifies the sly advice of the Roman Epicurean Lucretius (99–55 BCE), who wrote: “The man who avoids love does not deprive himself the joys of Venus [Roman goddess of love], but rather chooses those that involve no penalty.”10

The Simple Life

In line with Epicurus, the Dude leads a simple life. Epicurus placed friendship on his deliberately short list of natural and necessary desires, and although the Dude’s circle of friends is small, this is perfectly in accord with Epicureanism. One does not need a lot of friends but merely “enough” to take away the pain of loneliness. The Dude’s lifestyle is modest. His clothes, for example, are nothing fancy, but—the slur of Mr. Lebowski notwithstanding—they are perfectly adequate, or “enough.” While clothing—or some protection from the elements—may indeed be necessary for a contented life, nice clothing, Epicureanism reminded us, is not. The same can be said about the Dude’s apartment and his car. Both are far from luxurious; increasingly far, as the movie unfolds. Yet insofar as they meet his simple needs, both his home and his car reach the Epicurean threshold of “enough.” While we may need a place to live and a means of getting around, no one needs a mansion or a chauffeured limousine (such as those “enjoyed” by Mr. Lebowski). The Epicurean point is not simply that the Dude’s needs are atypically modest, but that most of us actually need far less than we think we do in order to be satisfied. The Dude, by contrast, puts into practice the Epicurean truism that the less one needs in order to be happy, the more likely it is that one will be happy.

The Dude truly enjoys and appreciates his humble Ford. Think of the scene where he is driving home from the doctor’s office, listening to a Creedence tape, thumping the roof to the music. The fact that his car is rather modest is irrelevant. He couldn’t be a happier driver. Likewise, his apartment is neither large nor luxuriously furnished. It’s not tidy and doesn’t appear particularly clean. “Does this place look like I’m fucking married?” he asks the thug who’s just plunged his head into the toilet. But like his car, the Dude’s apartment is “enough” to meet his needs, and it brings him happiness. Despite the stress of the situation, the Dude is relaxed, reclining in his chair while giving a report to the police. Think, too, of how blissfully content he appears while soaking in his (very ordinary) bathtub to the accompaniment of whale sounds. Or the tranquil smile on his face as he lies on his living room floor enjoying an audio recording of past bowling league playoffs. This is the face of ataraxia. From an Epicurean perspective, the moral here is not that the Dude achieved this prized condition despite his humble surroundings. Indeed, it is precisely this combination of a modest lifestyle and the Dude’s attitude toward it that makes such a contented condition possible. According to Epicureanism, “It is better for you to have confidence [about the future] while lying on a cheap bed than to be disturbed while possessing a golden couch and an extravagant table.”11

Money

In the film’s opening scene, we find the Dude writing a check for sixty-nine cents at the grocery store (presumably because he is low on cash). Significantly, the Coen brothers show us the contents of his wallet not once but twice. At the Malibu police station, the Dude’s wallet contains no money at all, and in the bowling alley parking lot, when the hostile nihilists demand their money, his wallet contains only four dollars (“almost five” when he adds the change from his pockets).

The Dude is quite pleased at the thought of receiving $20,000 for serving as the courier for the delivery of the ransom money.

Walter: Anyway. How much they offer you?

Dude: Twenty grand. And of course I still keep the rug.

Although his happiness depends on neither the money nor the rug, the Dude appreciates both for what they are: nonessential but welcome bonuses. As a smiling Dude, clearly very pleased by the prospect of this unexpected bonus, remarks to Walter, “I figure it’s easy money, it’s all pretty harmless.”

Once again, contrast the desires and the state of mind of the Dude with those of Walter Sobchak. When the Dude picks up Walter en route to the ransom drop, it turns out the latter has something else in mind. Walter gets into the Dude’s car with both a “ringer”—a decoy briefcase—and what turns out to be an Uzi machine gun. The Dude is not impressed.

Dude: Walter—what the fuck are you thinking?

Walter: Well you’re right, Dude, I got to thinking. I got to thinking why should we settle for a measly fucking twenty grand—

Dude: We? What the fuck we? You said you just wanted to come along—

Walter: My point, Dude, is why should we settle for twenty grand when we can keep the entire million? Am I wrong?

Dude: Yes, you’re wrong.

Just how wrong, how unDude and unEpicurean Walter is in his quest for riches emerges in the subsequent scenes. Walter’s plan, it turns out, involves throwing the ringer out the car window at the appointed location; jumping from the moving car with his Uzi; and grabbing one of the kidnappers and beating Bunny Lebowski’s whereabouts out of him. When this plan ends in failure, and they come to believe that the briefcase containing the million dollars has come into the possession of a teenage boy in North Hollywood, Walter hatches a new plan.

Walter: We’ll, uh, brace the kid—he’ll be a pushover. We’ll get that fucking money, if he hasn’t spent it already. Million fucking clams. . . . Our fucking troubles are over, Dude.

In short order, Walter’s plan devolves into shrieking about sodomy to a silent fifteen-year-old and smashing the windows of what he mistakenly believes to be the boy’s shiny new Corvette. The darkly humorous image of the greedy, raging, and very discontented Walter serves at once as a juxtaposition to the relaxed, smiling Dude (content as he was with twenty grand and a rug) and a personification of Epicurus’s worries about desires that are neither natural nor necessary. Recall that Epicurus’s concern was that the unquenchable character of this type of desire—passionate love, great wealth, fame, and reputation—means that their pursuit too often detracts from, rather than contributes to, our contentedness. In ancient pearls of wisdom that could have been written about Walter and the Dude, Epicureanism warns,

It is common to find a man poor in determining the natural end of life but rich with empty fancies. For no fool is satisfied with what he has, but is distressed for what he has not.12

He [Epicurus] says: “Contented poverty is an honorable estate.” Indeed, if it be contented, it is not poverty at all. It is not the man who has too little, but the man who craves more, that is poor.13

Clearly, it is not only the Dude who responds to Walter’s recurring question—“Am I wrong?”—with a resounding: “Yes you’re wrong!”

True Wealth

Even if the grasping Walter had got his hands on the million dollars, it’s unlikely that his “troubles” would therefore be “over.” It’s highly doubtful that the money would have provided him with long-term contentedness, the true wealth celebrated by Epicurus. “Great wealth,” said the Epicurean poet Lucretius, “consists in living on a little with a contented mind; for of a little there is never a lack.”14 The Dude, more than anyone else in The Big Lebowski, demonstrates the veracity of this deceptively simple life philosophy. While the less enlightened may dismiss him as “lazy,” a “bum,” a “deadbeat,” and a “loser,” from the perspective of Epicurus the Dude may be something else altogether. From the vantage of Epicureanism, the case can be made that the Dude is the most content and quite possibly the wealthiest man in Los Angeles County.
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2. Epicurus, “Letter to Menoeceus,” lines 128–129, in B. Inwood and L. Gerson, trans., The Epicurus Reader (Indianapolis: Hackett Publishing, 1994), 30.
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Chapter 6

BUDDHISM, DAOISM, AND DUDEISM

Joseph J. Lynch

You have to admire the Dude. He has a kind of low-key cool that seems downright spiritual, somehow. In fact, the countercultural calm exhibited by the Dude has been compared to the Buddha’s many times, but is the comparison apt? Like the Buddha (563–483 BCE), the Dude explicitly has forsaken the conventional life of acquisition and success and taken an alternative, nonconventional, and nonattached path to happiness and well-being. The Buddha didn’t like to bowl, however, never mind imbibe or inhale. On the other hand, the great Chinese Daoist sage Zhuangzi (mid-fourth century BCE) also deliberately chose a path outside of society, and his path included more of a Dudelike enjoyment of sensuality than what the Buddha normally endorsed. So, maybe the Dude is more Daoist than Buddhist.1

Then again, perhaps the Dude is a Zhuangzi or a Buddha for modern Americans—take a bit of Buddhist dharma, throw in a little Chinese Dao, mix it with a White Russian, and you have Dudeism!

The Dude and the Dao

The connection between the life and values of the Dude and those of Chinese Daoism has been long noted by fans of The Big Lebowski. Indeed, a fan website explicitly identifies the legendary founder of Daoism, Laozi, as a practicing Dudeist; symbolizes the Dude-based religion with a variation of the taiji (the yin/yang circle); features a book, The Dude De Ching, that parallels, chapter by chapter, Laozi’s Dao De Jing; and promotes a forthcoming book titled Tao of the Dude.2 Is the Dude an Americanized version of the Daoist tradition, or is the supposed Dude-Dao connection based on a half-baked and superficial understanding of Daoism?

Jeff Bridges made the following observation about the role he played in The Big Lebowski: “For me, the Dude has a certain type of wisdom. I like to call it the ‘Wisdom of Fingernails’: the wisdom that gives you the ability to make your hair and fingernails grow, your heartbeat, your bowels move. These are things that we know how to do, but we don’t necessarily know how we know how to do them, yet still we do them very well. To me that is very Dude.”3 If Bridges is right, the Dude really does sound like a contemporary American proponent of Daoism.

The origins of Daoism are obscure, but the tradition can be best understood as a kind of naturalism that stands in opposition to the humanism of Confucianism. Confucius (551–479 BCE) was very concerned with moral virtues and following appropriate rules of social behavior. The focus for Confucians was on human nature and goodness. For Daoist sages, such as the legendary Laozi and Zhuangzi, however, humans are just a part of nature. Daoism emphasizes a kind of innate wisdom of nature that is hampered, rather than aided, by human artifice. The word Dao literally means “path” or “road.” It is the natural way.

According to the Dao De Jing, the Dao is literally inexpressible. “The Dao that can be spoken of is not the eternal Dao.” We know it, but not through our intellect and conceptual schemes; instead, we know it through intuition. The way one lives in accordance with the Dao is through nonaction, wu wei. Wu wei doesn’t mean literally not doing anything; even the Dude goes bowling, rolls the occasional joint, and tries to solve the mystery. There is action, but it’s spontaneous action, not forced. The Dao De Jing says, “One does less until one does nothing. One does nothing, and yet nothing is left undone.”4 One writer observed, “The way grass grows is wu wei, and so is the flowing of a river, the blowing of the wind, and even the crying of a baby.”5 For human beings, wu wei is expressed in our skilled activities, which all become effortless creative arts. The Dude definitely has wu wei in his chosen art forms: bowling and abiding.

It looks like the Dude has wu wei down. Well, at first glance, anyway. Wu wei is an approach to action, not the avoidance of it. The Dude sometimes exhibits wu wei and sometimes not—such as when he tries to light a joint while driving, with unfortunate results. Furthermore, Daoism has a kind of metaphysical commitment and an explicit critique of other philosophical systems, such as Confucianism. After all, in Daoism, it’s all about, well, the Dao. There’s an explicit account of a kind of force that drives nature. The spontaneous life of wu wei is based on a metaphysics of how things are. By contrast, it doesn’t look like the Dude has any metaphysical theory at all. Perhaps his seeming “wisdom” is accidental. The Stranger observes near the film’s beginning that the Dude “is a lazy man . . . quite possibly the laziest in Los Angeles County, which would place high in the runnin’ for the laziest worldwide.” But if it’s true that the Dude lives the way he lives out of laziness, then he’s no Daoist.

Laozi’s Dao De Jing articulates a political theory—a sort of wu wei approach to government. Consider the following piece of advice for rulers:

If you want to be a great leader,


You must learn to follow the Tao.

Stop trying to control.

Let go of fixed plans and concepts,

And the world will govern itself.6



The Dude, on the other hand, certainly has no time for ruling or leading political movements—though in his college days he was a political activist. The Dude we meet in the film seems politically disengaged. Obviously, the Dude has beliefs—he has views, man, especially about “fascist” police chiefs! But the Dude doesn’t argue for them, at least in the film. Both Laozi and Zhuangzi argue for a Daoist perspective. That’s what philosophers do—argue for what they believe.

Furthermore, Zhuangzi held that knowledge requires adopting the universal, transcendent perspective of the Dao.7 The Dude certainly doesn’t do that, of course. Does it follow he’s not a Daoist? Not necessarily. He could be just living the life without articulating the arguments. Still, even though he’s clearly no nihilist, it’s not clear what the Dude is. He has no obvious views about reality, knowledge, morality, or politics.

Then again, Zhuangzi didn’t have anything to say about politics, either. Well, more accurately, Zhuangzi advised staying away from politics. Perhaps the Dude’s Daoism is, after all, more like Zhuangzi’s, who advocated leaving society altogether in order to live in closer accord with nature.

There certainly is a sense in which the Dude has self-consciously chosen to abandon society, as usually understood, so that he can follow a more natural path. You’re not going to get a political theory from either Zhuangzi or the Dude, but from the Dude you don’t get a reason that you shouldn’t be political. You do, however, get a poster of Nixon bowling, displayed in the Dude’s apartment. The Dude, evidently a former left-wing college protester, who no doubt openly expressed disdain for President Nixon, now has a Nixon poster? Perhaps the poster serves as a reminder to the Dude that he has now left the life of political confrontation, to flow with the Dao of bowling.

The Dude likes to have the occasional adult beverage or two. Zhuangzi actually thought that we can learn a lot about how to follow a truly natural path by observing people when drunk—which, although the drinks were not White Russians, seems very Dudelike indeed.8 Still, there’s a big difference between learning from drunks and keeping your own mind limber through drugs and alcohol.

What about the way the Dude and the Daoists confront death? Nearly every book on Daoism includes a version of the story of Zhuangzi’s apparently nonchalant reaction to the death of his own wife. “When Zhuangzi’s wife died, Hui Shi went to console him. He found the widower sitting on the ground, singing, with his legs spread out at a right angle, beating time on a bowl. “To live with your wife,” exclaimed Hui Shi, “and see your eldest son grow up to be a man, and then not to shed a tear over her corpse, this would be bad enough. But to drum on a bowl, and sing; surely this is going too far.” “Not at all,” replied Zhuangzi.

When she died, I could not help being affected by her death. Soon, however, I remembered that she had already existed in a previous state before birth, without form or even substance; that while in that unconditioned condition, substance was added to spirit; that this substance then assumed form; and that the next stage was birth. And now, by virtue of a further change, she is dead, passing from one phase to another like the sequence of spring, summer, autumn, and winter. And while she is thus lying asleep in Eternity, for me to go about weeping and wailing would be to proclaim myself ignorant of these natural laws. Therefore I refrain from it.9

The Dude, of course, lost a friend in the encounter with money-demanding nihilists outside the bowling alley. The attempts to dispose of Donny’s ashes were performed with acceptance and almost with a naturalistic dignity, were it not for the ravings of Walter and the unfortunate direction of the wind.

So, okay, there’s some Dao in the Dude, but let’s face it, the Dude is ultimately no Daoist.

Dharma and the Dude

Is the Dude a Buddhist or even a Buddha? The writers of I’m a Lebowski, You’re a Lebowski make the following claim: “Many times we’ve looked at the Dude and seen a slightly thinner, slightly hairier version of the Buddha. Or, as we like to call him, the Duddha.”10 The film has even been analyzed as a Buddhist metaphor: the Dude is the Buddha on his quest for enlightenment.11 Of course, the image of the Buddha as a fat meditating figure is common, but that’s not actually the historic Buddha. The tubby guy is in fact Putai, a portly monk known for his generosity.12 He did become known as the “Laughing Buddha” and became the stuff of legend in China, and he no doubt comes closer to the Dude than the historic Buddha, Gautama, did. You don’t find images of the historic Buddha, Gautama, laughing or carrying a large belly. On the other hand, the Dude, while not lean, isn’t laughing much in The Big Lebowski, either. So, let’s compare the Dude and the Buddha a bit.

Gautama, who became the Buddha, was a prince in Northern India, now Nepal. This is how it supposedly went down. Prince Gautama had everything he could possibly want. Yeah, he married and fathered a child, but he was also surrounded by dancing girls. Most guys, especially Jackie Treehorn, would have simply enjoyed the life, but the young prince kept sneaking out of the palace grounds to find out what life was really about. He saw people getting old, getting sick, and then dying. All of the parties and the beautiful women in the world couldn’t keep his mind off the fact that he was pretty much screwed like everyone else. One night he saw a wandering ascetic who appeared peaceful. Gautama thought, “That bro is all peaceful, even though he knows he’s getting old and will eventually get sick and die. That’s the path for me. I am out of here!” So, he left the luxuries behind and didn’t look back.

Gautama practiced meditation until finally he figured it all out. In other words, he woke up and became enlightened. That’s what “Buddha” means, “one who has awakened.” Then he taught this path, the dharma, to others. The central message of this dharma was that our own clinging desires bring about the unsatisfactory nature of our lives. So, if we could break the habit of grasping onto things that aren’t really going to make us happy and just let go, peace might find us yet. To get there, we have to see things as they are, live in an ethically responsible way, and practice meditation. The Buddha thought that once we saw that what we normally experience is impermanent, lacking real substance, and ultimately unsatisfying, we would learn to let go of our cravings and experience life in a radically new and cool way.13

So, the Buddha taught a path, but he often remained utterly silent about some seemingly significant philosophical and religious questions. People would ask him whether the body was identical to the soul, was the world created or not, and what have you. He simply wouldn’t answer. Instead, this is what he said:

It is as if . . . a man had been wounded by an arrow thickly smeared with poison, and his friends and companions . . . were to procure a physician or surgeon for him. And the sick man would then say, “I will not have this arrow removed until I have learned whether the man who wounded me belonged to the warrior caste, or to the priestly caste, or to the agricultural caste or menial castes.” Or he would say, “I will not have this arrow removed until I have learned the name of the man . . . the clan to which he belongs . . . whether he is tall or short . . . the town from which he comes . . . what kind of bow . . . bowstring . . . arrow shaft . . . arrow feathers . . . and arrowhead . . . he used.” The man will die without ever having learned all these things.14

Clearly, the Buddha was more into practice than theory. It’s one thing to talk about something; it’s another to do it. You could write a book on the physics of bowling, or you could just practice bowling. The Buddha discovered a practical way to live that could eliminate stress and anxiety, and he wanted to share that with some of his friends. Obviously, it spread.

So, could the Dude be a present-day exemplar of the Buddha’s path? Like the Buddha, he doesn’t offer a lot of theory. (Walter is more the theory guy, which constantly screws things up.) And the Dude wants a practical way to solve his problems. Is his life a kind of dharma in action? Let’s take a closer look.

The Dude was no prince, but he had been educated—or at least had spent time in college as a political activist, occupying buildings. He claims to have made some money as a roadie for Metallica but rejects a life of wealth and luxury. He never even considers taking what he thought was the ransom money. He generally seems unattached to worldly possessions, except for his rug, which really tied the room together. He just tries to do the right thing, motivated commonly by compassion—for example, for Bunny, when he mistakenly thinks she’s in danger. This all seems pretty Buddha-esque, at least on the face of it. But of course, we have the same problem we encountered with the Dude-as-Daoist question.

Even if we ignore what the Buddha taught (and the fact that the Dude doesn’t teach at all), there remain vast differences between the Dude and the Buddha. The first thing to notice about the Buddha’s life and teaching is that they take an extraordinary amount of discipline. If Gautama had been merely lazy and going with the flow, he never would have left the palace to seek enlightenment in the first place. The princely life that Gautama led would have been pretty groovy, from the Dude’s perspective. Why interrupt that flow? Gautama not only left a life of ease, he mastered two yoga meditation systems and practiced an asceticism so extreme that he was said to have lived on a grain of rice a day (this is why the Buddha was no fat guy). Okay, the Buddha himself later thought that this was crazy, too, but he was seriously motivated. I doubt that the Dude would even go on a diet, much less attempt fasting for any reason. The Buddha rejected the extremes of luxury and self-denial as paths to a satisfying life, proposing instead a middle path. Even so, although it’s true that the Dude is no spiritual or philosophical teacher, there’s also little evidence that he is deliberately committing himself to a life that might be called Buddhist in any sense. The Dude is no Buddha.

On the other hand, things might not be what they appear. While the Dude is no proper Daoist or Buddhist, he isn’t merely the “bum” that the Big Lebowski says he is, either. The Dude seems to recognize that material acquisition is not the optimal path to happiness. Moreover, he behaves in a broadly ethical manner—even though he does appropriate a rug from Mr. Lebowski in a questionable way. From the Buddha’s perspective, this would be a case of “taking what is not given.” Plus, he tells a little lie to Brandt, Mr. Lebowski’s personal assistant, in order to liberate the rug. This would seem to violate the Buddha’s ideal of “right speech,” which calls for truthfulness.

From the Dude’s perspective, though, he deserved that rug, and perhaps Mr. Lebowski just had it coming—it was his karma, man! It was very uncool for Mr. Lebowski to insult the Dude the way he did. It’s not that the Dude was particularly attached to the original rug or its replacement. Liberating a replacement rug was, from the Dude’s perspective, the right thing to do in principle, not simply because it benefited the Dude. All right, maybe the Dude seems a tiny bit attached to the way the rug tied the room together, but it’s really about a kind of cosmic justice. The Dude’s rug had balanced the room. Mr. Lebowski is the reason the Dude’s rug is lost. So, it is appropriate that Mr. Lebowski’s rug be used to restore that balance. Maybe this is an overly generous interpretation of the Dude’s motives. Still, it’s pretty clear that although the Dude’s ethics aren’t exactly Buddhist, they’re not exactly un-Buddhist, either.

Zen Dudeism?

Okay, maybe the Dude is not quite a Buddhist or a Daoist, but there are reasons, after all, that fans of the movie have embraced the Dude as a part of a larger tradition that includes Laozi, the Buddha, and what have you. Dudeism ain’t Daoism, and it certainly ain’t Buddhism, but it might be considered a distant undisciplined American cousin. It wouldn’t do justice to Buddhism, Daoism, or what have you to try to force these traditions into one larger one.15 To do that, we’d have to ignore some deeply important differences among them.

Still, there’s a part of us that wants not to care about paying the rent, to be without ambition, and to savor the occasional drink or joint, not to mention league bowling with our good friends. Most of us don’t have the courage to live that sort of life. The Dude does it for us. As the Stranger says, he takes ’er easy for all us sinners. But he doesn’t do it for the Dao or in order to be enlightened. He just follows his path. At the end of the day, the Dude is more Western archetypical hero than Buddhist monk or Daoist sage. Yes, his heroics have elements that do look Daoist or Buddhist, at least in a vague way. Finally, though, it’s just the Dude’s way and his alone.
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PART THREE

THIRD ROUND ROBIN: OVER THE LINE!


Chapter 7

DRAWING A LINE IN THE SAND

Rules of Aggression in The Big Lebowski

David Svolba and Adam Betz

The Big Lebowski (TBL) is one of the most hilarious war movies ever made. That claim might seem like a stretch—after all, there’s only one death in TBL (from somewhat natural causes) and not a single gun fired (although, of course, one is drawn and pointed; another, inadvertently discharged). But as the Stranger tells us in TBL’s opening, the story “took place back in the early nineties—just about the time of our conflict with Sad’m and the Eye-rackies.” More precisely, the TV screen in Ralph’s showing us President Bush’s declaration that “This will not stand,” which occurred on August 4, 1990, just four days after Iraq invaded Kuwait, tells us that the action of the film coincides with the start of the Gulf War. We’re reminded of this timing and, as Walter puts it, that “camel-fucker in Iraq” throughout.

The war motif is also evident, of course, in Walter’s incessant references to ’Nam and the Big Lebowski’s reference to the loss of his legs in Korea. So, although the closest thing to a battlefield in TBL is the parking lot of a local bowling alley, the specter of war is there in Los Angeles, and for some of the movie’s principal characters, it is, we might say, their “frame of reference.” Just as Bush was dragging a reluctant American population into a confrontation in the desert with Saddam and the Iraqis, so, too, was the hawkish Walter dragging a reluctant Dude into a confrontation in Los Angeles County with the Big Lebowski, nihilists, and Jackie Treehorn. Both campaigns were allegedly justified for the same reasons—a line in the sand had been crossed, unchecked aggression demanded a forcible response, and victims deserved compensation for their losses.

In this chapter, we propose to take this historical setting seriously (too seriously, perhaps!) and use TBL to illustrate principles of just war theory. These are principles that purport to provide us with rules of aggression. They are also principles that around the time of our conflict with Saddam and the Iraqis neither the United States nor Walter and the Dude did a particularly good job of following.

Just War Theory: Jus ad Bellum

Just war theory (JWT) is a subfield within moral philosophy that addresses questions about the moral justification for going to war (jus ad bellum) and the moral constraints on conduct within war (jus in bello). JWT is typically contrasted with realism, which holds that there are no moral constraints on conduct within war (“Smokey, this is not ’Nam. This is bowling. There are rules.”), and pacifism, which holds that there is never a moral justification for going to war (Smokey’s view, in which Walter claims to have “dabbled”). Although JWT focuses on delineating the rules of aggression for nations, we believe that these rules provide useful guidelines for thinking about the difference between justified and unjustified aggression among individuals as well.

“Aggression” is an admittedly vague term. It implies the use of “force” against others, but that only replaces one vague term with another. For the purposes of this chapter, we’ll stipulate that aggression and the related notion of force be construed very broadly to include not only physical force, such as dunking someone’s head in a toilet, but also intimidation, theft, and coercion. In this very broad definition, the Dude aggresses against the Big Lebowski when he steals his rug; the nihilists aggress against the Dude when they threaten to cut off his Johnson unless he gives them zat money; and, of course, Walter aggresses against those very same nihilists when he bites one of their ears off. Moving from the local to the international stage, Iraq aggressed against Kuwait when it invaded the sovereign nation in 1990, and the United States aggressed against Iraq when it launched Operation Desert Storm in 1991. You get the idea.

We begin with the rules of jus ad bellum, which aim to describe the conditions that must be met in order for war—or aggression more generally, as we will say—to be morally justified. In JWT, the most basic rule of aggression is that one may only aggress if one has just cause. The most obvious and historically prominent example of a just cause is self-defense of life or limb, but this is not the only just cause. Theorists have held that defensive aggression on behalf of third parties, as well as aggression in defense of property, may also be just. Furthermore, early modern just war theorists such as Francisco de Vitoria (c. 1492–1546) and Hugo Grotius (1583–1645) held that aggression may be morally permissible as a means of exacting compensation for an “injury received” or for “avenging losses” incurred as a result of another’s unjust aggression.1 Finally, some philosophers maintain that aggression may be justified as an instance of humanitarian intervention: aiding people who are subject to various sorts of political violence or suppression of their “basic freedoms.” The intervention by European and U.S. military forces into Libya in 2011 was initially justified on exactly these grounds.

Although sketchy, this list of just causes for aggression has enough content to help us identify clear acts of unjust aggression in both Los Angeles County and the Persian Gulf. Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait seems like a clear case of unjust aggression, for example, as does the invasion of the Dude’s “private residence” by Jackie Treehorn’s henchmen. Neither Kuwait nor the Dude provoked these attacks, nor did Kuwait pose a threat to Iraq or the Dude to Jackie Treehorn, Woo, or the blond henchman. As victims of unjust aggression, on the other hand, both Kuwait and the Dude had just cause for aggressive defense and retaliation. They also had just cause for forcibly exacting compensation for the damage caused by their unjust aggressors—whether stolen oil or a soiled Persian rug. Notice, too, that because Kuwait and the Dude had just cause for aggression, the permissibility of aggression extends to those agents, such as the United States and Walter Sobchak, who aggressively aided them. So far, so good.

It is important to realize, however, that even where there is a just cause (or causes) for aggression, it does not always follow that aggression is morally permissible. According to traditional JWT, even defensive aggression must be necessary, a last resort, meaning that all reasonable nonaggressive options have been exhausted. So, for example, when Smokey crosses the line during league play, Walter and the Dude have just cause for seeking redress (crossing the line is a foul, and it is a league game, after all, which determines who enters the next round robin), but by pulling a piece out in a crowded bowling alley, Walter seems to have ignored more diplomatic options of settling the line dispute. For example, he might have suggested (although as viewers of the film we’re very glad he didn’t) that Smokey rebowl the frame.

Supposing Smokey had refused such an attempt at diplomacy, would Walter have then been justified in threatening Smokey with a “world of pain”? Presumably not, and the rules of aggression identified in JWT accommodate and explain this intuition. Even when one aggresses with just cause and as a last resort, there are certain ends or aims—winning at bowling, say—that simply aren’t morally significant enough to warrant the use of force. This is the rule of ad bellum proportionality, which in this case suggests that Walter should have let Smokey’s border crossing slide and conceded the points (“You’re not wrong, Walter, you’re just an asshole”).

Turning to the Gulf War, these rules were very much in play. Apologists of that war, including President Bush, his staff, and others, frequently appealed to the morally important ends at stake in the gulf—most notably, the importance of defending Kuwait’s sovereignty and protecting the Kuwaiti people against an undeniably vicious dictator. Whether the Gulf War was in accordance with the rule of last resort is more controversial. For example, some critics of the war held that President Bush and the United Nations should have given sanctions against Iraq more time to have an effect or that Desert Storm was not a genuine last resort.

A fourth ad bellum rule of aggression is right intention. If an agent aggresses for the wrong reasons, then it doesn’t matter whether under the circumstances aggression is justified. “For it may happen,” wrote the great medieval philosopher Thomas Aquinas (1225–1274), “that a war is declared for a just cause . . . and yet be rendered unlawful through a wicked intention.”2 The idea here is that when ulterior motives enter the picture, the justice of aggression may be diminished or nullified. TBL provides a nice illustration of the rationale behind this rule. Suppose, contrary to fact, that that compulsive fornicator Bunny Lebowski had not kidnapped herself but rather had actually been kidnapped by the nihilists, and that the Dude and Walter were entrusted with her rescue (assume, that is, that Walter and the Dude were legitimate agents of humanitarian intervention). Inasmuch as their subsequent aggression against the nihilists was motivated not by concern for Bunny’s safety but rather by their desire to get their hands on the ransom money, we are tempted to say that they were doing the right thing for the wrong reasons. This undermines their justification for aggression, even though it served a putatively just cause and despite whatever good came from it. The Gulf War, of course, also provides a compelling illustration of this rule. One of the most commonly voiced criticisms of the Gulf War was that the United States was merely paying lip service to the moral values at stake, and that its real motivation for entering the conflict was economic. Few denied that Saddam Hussein was a dangerous man and that the Kuwaiti people were in imminent danger, but many suspected that the United States was less interested in protecting Kuwaiti lives and Kuwaiti territory than in protecting its own oil supply.

A fifth ad bellum rule of aggression is right authority. TBL may be viewed as a case study on the danger of aggressing in violation of this rule, which states that defensive aggression, in order to be just, must be chosen, authorized, and enacted by the agent or agents in whom the right to aggress is legitimately invested. In a society such as ours, for example, the right to use force in response to unjust aggression (when not immediate and direct) is invested in representatives of the state (the police, district attorneys, judges, Congress, and what have you). The philosopher John Locke (1632–1704) identified several compelling reasons for so limiting the authority to aggress or, as Locke put it, the “right to punish.” First, human beings naturally tend to underestimate the injuries they cause others and to overestimate the injuries others cause them. Walter Sobchak, of course, is the perfect example of this tendency in human nature. Second, and this is connected to the first reason, people are prone to retaliate disproportionately to the offense. Walter is very easily aggrieved, and he overreacts; even a polite request to keep his voice down in a family restaurant constitutes provocation. What’s also remarkable about Walter, however, is his sincere and unswerving belief in the justice of his behavior—whatever it may be. Walter really believes that his “basic freedoms” are under threat in that family restaurant; that a violent confrontation is preferable to handing over a few bucks to the nihilists; and that “This guy fucking walks. I’ve never been so certain of anything in my life.”

So, here we’d add to Locke’s point that if by nature we tend to overestimate the injuries done to us and to respond disproportionately, we also have the tendency and ability to convince ourselves that we are making neither of these mistakes. These facts about human nature (assuming they are such) mean that if the decision to aggress were left wholly to the individuals who believe themselves wronged, aggression would likely spiral out of control.

Third, human beings are less likely to “punish” those who have unjustly aggressed against others but not against themselves. Fourth, human beings are generally less capable of righting wrongs than are the representatives (such as soldiers) of a vastly more powerful state. These last two facts increase the likelihood that unjust aggression would go unchecked. It is thus reasonable to invest the right to aggress (punish) in the more powerful and disinterested state, which trains agents specifically for the purposes of seeing that demands of justice are met. Justice is too important, as it were, to leave to “fucking amateurs” such as Walter and the Dude, who in seeking redress for their perceived injuries are, as TBL shows quite clearly, likely to cause more harm than good to both themselves and others.

These five rules or requirements—just cause, last resort, proportionality, right intention, and right authority—compose the set of rules governing the initiation of just war or morally permissible aggression; they constitute the so-called jus ad bellum requirements of morally justified aggression.3 According to traditional JWT, resorting to war or aggression is justified if and only if these five conditions are met. If even one of these requirements is not met, aggression is morally impermissible.

Just War Theory: Jus in Bello

As noted, JWT includes a second set of rules that are supposed to govern the conduct of participants in a war (or campaign of aggression) already in progress: the so-called jus in bello requirements. Just as leaders must weigh the costs and benefits of aggressing in the first place (ad bellum proportionality), aggressors must take care to ensure that their actions within war are proportionate or that the expected good effects of an act of aggression are not exceeded by the expected harms. It is important to point out that in traditional JWT, “good effects” and “harms” have wide scope, by which we mean that according to the rule of proportionality, it is overall harm that counts and not only harm done to the aggressing nation and its allies.

Because of the rule’s wide scope, one philosopher (Douglas Lackey) has criticized the United States’ prosecution of the Gulf War on the grounds that “the scale of the allied bombardment runs the President into trouble with the rule of proportionality, which requires that the damage caused by allied action be less than the damage it prevents. . . . Since the damage to Iraq was nearly total, and Iraq is considerably larger than Kuwait, the restoration of Kuwait cannot counterbalance the destruction of Iraq.”4 Yet this claim is controversial, because other just war theorists contend that the costs to agents of morally permissible aggression should weigh more heavily in calculations of proportionality than do costs to agents of unjust aggression. We favor this latter view—after all, don’t some agents, such as the nihilists in TBL, deserve what they get?

The second in bello rule of aggression is that agents must discriminate between legitimate and illegitimate targets—in other words, they must distinguish between the noninnocent and the innocent.5 This second rule (discrimination) is one of the most controversial in JWT, not because theorists disagree about the importance of discriminating between innocents and noninnocents, but rather because theorists disagree about who falls into which category. For example, traditional just war theorists—as well as contemporary just war theorists, such as the American philosopher Michael Walzer—identify the “innocent” as those who are not nocentes, or “currently harmless.”6 As theorists such as Jeff McMahan and David Rodin have pointed out, however, this view has the unwelcome implication that all of those who pose a direct threat to others are noninnocent, regardless of the causes for which they so threaten. This means that in forcefully resisting Iraqi aggression, Kuwaiti soldiers rendered themselves liable to attack, as did Walter when forcefully resisting nihilist aggression. In McMahan’s and Rodin’s views, on the other hand, for one to be noninnocent is for one to be in some degree morally responsible for causing or sustaining an unjust threat. Thus, both political leaders and certain members of the civilian population may be liable to aggression for their contribution to an unjust war, at least in principle.7

As before, we will not weigh in on this interpretive issue but instead simply show that TBL is loaded with violations of the discrimination rule, on either interpretation of “innocence.” We immediately think of Walter’s failure to discriminate between legitimate and illegitimate targets of aggression when, mistaking it for the ill-gotten gains of little Larry Sellers, he batters a neighbor’s red Corvette with a crowbar. There is no conception of “innocence” in which Larry Sellers’s neighbor (or his property) was liable to attack. And, of course, the string of misadventures in TBL is launched by a failure on the part of Jackie Treehorn’s goons to discriminate the Dude from the other Jeffrey Lebowski, who was (arguably) the only legitimate target of their aggression.

To be sure, the rule of discrimination is not always so easy to apply. Consider, for example, the Dude’s disagreement with the Big Lebowski. In the Dude’s mind, Lebowski should compensate him for his soiled rug (“That rug really tied the room together, did it not?”). There is no reason—no fucking reason—the Dude should bear the costs of Bunny Lebowski’s debts to known pornographers. Rather, Lebowski should bear these costs. But Lebowski disagrees, on the grounds that it was not he who micturated on the Dude’s rug. So, the Dude and Lebowski can agree that someone ought to compensate the Dude for his rug. Their disagreement concerns from whom that compensation may be permissibly exacted, which, after all, is a disagreement about how to sort the innocent from the noninnocent.

Needless to say, aggression against the innocent is even more egregious when the discrimination rule is deliberately ignored or flouted, as was the case, some critics charge, during the U.S. bombing of Iraq in 1991. These critics accuse the United States of targeting civilian areas and facilities, thereby denying the Iraqi civilian population access to essentials such as medicine, clean water, food, and other supplies. If these charges are accurate—an issue we are not in a position to assess—then the United States’ prosecution of the Gulf War was grossly immoral, according to the discrimination rule.8

Although the in bello rules of aggression are distinct from the ad bellum rules of aggression, they are logically related, inasmuch as jus in bello cannot possibly obtain in the absence of jus ad bellum. The reason for this is straightforward—if one has no moral right to aggress in the first place, then any aggression will necessarily be disproportionate and aimed at the wrong targets.9

Why We Should Give a Shit about the Rules of Aggression

TBL demonstrates how things can go momentously wrong when the rules of just aggression are broken. Among the great dangers of war—whether just, unjust, or some mixture thereof—is that aggression tends to beget further aggression; in short, there is always a risk that aggression will escalate. There is thus an important pragmatic rationale for adhering to the rules of aggression—namely, in doing so one is more likely to contain the violence and avoid escalation. After all, the Dude just wanted his rug back. Yet his seemingly just campaign to replace it embroils him, as well as the bellicose Walter, in a debacle that is only nominally concerned with the original just cause. By employing aggressive tactics in the service of this cause, the Dude ends up provoking further aggression from Maude Lebowski, Jackie Treehorn, the nihilists, and the Big Lebowski.

Of course, we (and presumably our readers) think that Walter and the Dude’s hilarious campaign of vigilante aggression makes for a pretty good story—though we can’t say we liked seeing Donny go. Here lies a second (more fundamental) reason that we should give a shit about the rules of aggression: protecting the innocent. Campaigns of aggression, even when waged with the best intentions, inevitably end up harming innocents. So, even in the face of unjust aggression, one should not be, as is Walter, too quick to retaliate, without regard for the costs that retaliation imposes on the innocent. As Grotius argued, under certain circumstances combatants may be obligated to retreat, surrender, or make various concessions, rather than pursue an aggressive course.10 This is a point that is unfortunately lost on Walter, who, when confronted by the nihilists, would prefer a parking lot brawl to handing over mere pocket money. Of course, it’s the innocent who bear the real burden of Walter’s belligerence—in this case, poor Donny, who is so out of his element in this battle royal that he dies from a heart attack.

Unfortunately, when political leaders disregard the rules, their real-life campaigns of aggression never unfold in the illuminating and hilarious manner depicted in The Big Lebowski (even if this is all just, like, our opinion, man).11
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Chapter 8

“THAT AIN’T LEGAL EITHER”

Rules, Virtue, and Authenticity in The Big Lebowski

Troy Jollimore and Robert C. Jones

The Big Lebowski: What makes a man, Mr. Lebowski? . . . Is it being prepared to do the right thing, whatever the cost? Isn’t that what makes a man?

The Dude: Mmm . . . sure. That, and a pair of testicles.

Tumbling Tumbleweeds, What Have You, and Being “Very UnDude”

Like many of the Coen brothers’ films, The Big Lebowski numbers among its concerns the question of what makes a man. If, as the Dude slyly points out, “being prepared to do the right thing, whatever the cost,” is not sufficient to make a man, we might at least think that it has something to do with what makes one a good person, someone who takes morality seriously.

We want to suggest that the Dude possesses an insight into the nature of morality that no other main character in the film, and certainly not Walter, has managed to grasp. In the morally corrupt world of The Big Lebowski, the Dude emerges as a beacon of integrity, authenticity, and virtue. It is in this sense that the Dude really is, in the words of the Stranger, “the man for his time and place.”

Aristotle (384–322 BCE) proposed that answering the question “What does it mean to be a good person?” requires an understanding of a kind of human excellence, or “virtue.” The only way to define virtue is in terms of what a morally good or virtuous person would do. For Aristotle, virtue is to be found not in strict adherence to rules but rather in a kind of activity that both flows from and structures one’s character.

According to Aristotle, cultivating such a virtuous character necessitates a kind of active habituation, such that “it makes no small difference to be habituated this way or that way straight from childhood, but an enormous difference, or rather all the difference.”1 We don’t know much about the Dude’s upbringing, but we do think that his approach to life represents an understanding of virtue in line with Aristotle’s. To come to an understanding of the Dude’s virtues, we will proceed by exploring three moral vices, moral character flaws that the film suggests are “very unDude.” The first and the central focus of this chapter is a kind of rule rigidity exemplified by Walter. The second is really a pair: inauthenticity and hypocrisy. These are personified by the Big Lebowski, by Walter, and by others. The third, exclusionism, is instantiated by almost all of the film’s central characters, with the exception of the Dude himself. It is by avoiding and rejecting all three of these character flaws that the Dude manages to serve, for those who have eyes to see it, as a manifestation of virtuous authenticity.

Rule Rigidity 1: “Am I the Only One around Here Who Gives a Shit about the Rules?”

Some people think that being good is a matter of following the rules that determine good behavior. This is what we often tell our children: do what we tell you to do, or you are a bad child. Of course, being a good person is not simply a matter of following just any old rule; the moral rules are the ones that matter. One thing that is special about moral rules is that they apply to you—that is, they have authority over you, whether or not you have agreed to them.

Compare this with the rules of bowling. If you have chosen to engage in a game of bowling, then you have reason to follow the rules. For instance, you have reason to make sure that when you roll, your foot does not cross the foul line. Notice, however, that this is true only if you have chosen to play the game. If you were engaged in some other activity—cleaning the lanes, chasing an escaped marmot, or fleeing a scissor-wielding nihilist—you would not hesitate to cross the foul line. After all, there is no intrinsic reason not to cross the foul line. It isn’t as if something bad happens when you do—unless, of course, you are bowling, in which case something bad does happen: namely, you are penalized.

The distinction we are discussing is closely related to the distinction drawn by Immanuel Kant (1724–1804) between hypothetical and categorical rules (or, in Kant’s terms, “imperatives”).2 Hypothetical rules are applied relative to certain goals or perhaps to certain roles or identities:


Drink some warm milk (if you want to get a good night’s sleep).

Don’t cross the foul line when throwing the ball (if you want to bowl properly).

Don’t drive on Shabbas (if you are an observant Jew).



Note that these rules do not apply to you if the parenthetical conditions are not met: if, that is, you are not trying to go to sleep, not bowling, and not an observant Jew.

Categorical rules, on the other hand, are supposed to apply to everyone, even people who have not specifically accepted their authority in any way and who would rather exempt themselves. Moral rules are usually seen as categorical, as are legal rules. You don’t refrain from murdering innocent people (or peeing on their rugs) solely because you desire to achieve some end, for example, staying out of prison (or wanting the rug to continue to really tie the room together). The categorical rule says: don’t murder innocent people, period.

Let’s suppose, for the sake of argument, that in The Big Lebowski, Smokey’s toe does cross the foul line when he bowls his eight. If so, then Smokey has (unintentionally) violated one of the hypothetical rules that defines bowling, and Walter is right to complain. Walter is not right, however, to back up his complaint by brandishing a firearm and threatening Smokey with violence. There are categorical rules (both moral and legal) against that—categorical rules that are weightier and more compelling than any hypothetical rule Smokey may have violated.

In acting this way and in shouting, “Am I the only one around here who gives a shit about the rules?” Walter shows that in fact he does not understand the rules—he does not understand which rules are truly important and which less so. He does not understand that, as we noted, there is nothing intrinsically wrong with crossing the foul line, so he does not understand that, as the Dude reminds him, bowling is “just a game.” There is a sense in which this shows that Walter takes morality seriously: he is “prepared to do the right thing . . . whatever the cost.” But this rigid willingness to obey and enforce relatively trivial rules at all costs is not admirable.3 It is in fact a moral flaw, as the Dude, in a remark that implicitly draws the contrast between virtue-based and a rigid Kantian approach to ethics, observes:

Walter: . . . Am I wrong?

Dude: No, you’re not wrong—

Walter: Am I wrong!

Dude: You’re not wrong, Walter, you’re just an asshole.

Rule Rigidity 2: “Okay, but How Does All This Add Up to an Emergency?”

The issue of whether and how to enforce rules is closely connected to the question of when we should make exceptions to rules. The good person is not someone who follows (or, for that matter, enforces) all rules rigidly and mindlessly. Rather, the good person is someone who follows the rules when following the rules is appropriate but who also knows when following the rules is not appropriate.

Let’s return to Kant. According to Kant, there are principles that define what morality requires, and these principles have no exceptions: lying, for instance, is not only typically morally wrong (something most of us probably accept) but is always wrong, regardless of the situation. One could not lie, according to Kant, even to save a life (by, say, misleading a Nazi as to the whereabouts of Jews he intends, in accordance with his murderous ethos, to kill).

Kant’s position is even more extreme than Walter’s. Walter recognizes that rules have exceptions, can come into conflict with other rules, and sometimes simply need to be ignored. The rule against driving on Shabbas, for instance, may be suspended in the case of a genuine emergency. All available evidence, though, suggests that Walter insists on seeing those exceptions as being themselves rules—or rather, meta-rules that tell us when ordinarily binding rules need not be followed.


Rule 1: Walter may not drive on Shabbas.

Rule 2: Walter is allowed to drive in cases of emergency.

Rule 3: In cases of conflict (an emergency on Shabbas), rule 2 has priority over rule 1.



But there is a problem with thinking that such a maneuver can keep the set of moral rules as rigid and stringent as Walter would like them to be. For what constitutes an emergency? If Walter is right that it must be rules all the way down, then there would have to be a rule that tells us how to distinguish emergencies from nonemergencies. It seems very unrealistic, however, to expect that we should be able to formulate a comprehensive set of rules that could decide every such question. As Aristotle noted, ethical and other practical questions are not as precise as this. The reasonable person, he wrote, “is one who searches for that degree of precision in each kind of study which the nature of the subject at hand admits.”4 To decide what constitutes a genuine emergency and what does not, a person cannot appeal to some further rule. Rather, he needs to appeal to something that Walter has very little of: good judgment.

To see the importance of the idea of judgment, consider the way that it is built into our legal system itself—a system that it is very natural to think of as being composed of rigid laws. In a criminal trial, the defined standard is that the defendant’s guilt must be proved “beyond a reasonable doubt.” There is no attempt to give a precise and comprehensive definition of what “reasonable” means in this context: the best we can do is say that it is what a reasonable person would think. (Notice the connection here with the virtue-ethical claim that good behavior is defined in terms of what a good person would do.)

Yet Walter is quite incapable of feeling “reasonable doubt.” Once he makes up his mind that someone is guilty, he allows himself to become completely convinced, and almost nothing can dissuade him. Moreover, the effect of his certainty is always the same: to prevent him from feeling compassion for others. At various points he is convinced, on the basis of speculation and very little evidence, that Bunny kidnapped herself, that Larry Sellers stole the million dollars, and that the Big Lebowski is faking his disability. (“I’ve never been more certain of anything in my life,” he tells the Dude.) It is on these occasions that Walter’s rigid approach to morality and to life is most obvious—and most disturbing.

Rule Rigidity 3: “Dude, Chinaman Is Not the Preferred Nomenclature”

Without a hostage there is no ransom. That’s what ransom is. Those are the fucking rules!

—Walter

To see how the virtuous person of good Dudelike character fits into this scheme, picture a continuum with Walter at one end and the nihilists at the other. At Walter’s end, there exist rules for everything, while at the nihilists’ end, there are no rules at all, nothing is right or wrong, nothing is better or worse than anything else. True virtue, according to the Aristotelian idea of the Golden Mean, exists at the point of moderation between the two extremes (of excess and deficiency). It is at this point that we find the virtuous person, who acts in the right way with the right motive at the right time to the right extent.

Near the beginning of the film, we witness the first President Bush’s famous statement that “This will not stand, this aggression against Kuwait.” It’s a statement, along with its accompanying talk about drawing “a line in the sand,” that is later parroted both by Walter and by the Dude. The idea is that there are some things that good moral persons will not abide, the implication being that if we refuse to draw such lines, then we are taking a nihilistic “anything goes” attitude. In a completely nihilistic world there are no rules, no values, and no firm identities or hard boundaries. Because there are no rules, there are no rules for language—no right and wrong way to use words—so that every utterance is as true (or as false) as any other utterance; any name can be applied to any thing. The attempt to give something its proper name—a project we see Walter engaged in more than once—is like the attempt to draw a line in the sand: it is an attempt to put things into categories, to define their essences, and to separate the permissible from the off-limits. No wonder Walter is so desperate to find a set of rules—any set of rules—to give him some kind of standards and sense of meaning to cling to.

Walter: And, also, let’s not forget—let’s not forget, Dude, that keeping wildlife—um an amphibious rodent, for uh, you know, domestic—within the city—that ain’t legal either.

Dude: What’re you, a fucking park ranger now?

No wonder Walter is so concerned with using “preferred nomenclature”: it is precisely by drawing lines and accepting what would otherwise seem to be arbitrary rules that Walter has constructed his identity or, rather, identities. Yet precisely because his identities are, in large part, constructed—as the Dude protests at one point, “You’re not even fucking Jewish, man. . . . You’re fucking Polish Catholic!”—Walter’s personhood is fragile, precarious, and largely inauthentic, which seems to be the source of a good deal of his anxiety. Moreover, the nihilists reveal their inauthenticity, as well. They turn out to be quite rule-bound themselves, insisting that because the girlfriend gave up her toe (because she thought, mistakenly, that they would get the million dollars), such an outcome is just “not fair”—to which Walter quite properly (for once) responds, “Fair! Who’s the fucking nihilists around here!”

Walter’s apparent rugged individualism belies a lack of real individuality—a quality the Dude has in spades. This lack is masked by his self-identification as a Jew and a Vietnam vet and as a defender of various and sundry classical and neoliberal individualistic rights, including the rights to free speech, to self-identify, and to bear arms and engage in vigilante justice. As is apparent to nearly everyone but himself, though, Walter’s commitment to these values is relatively shallow. For instance, despite his insistence that others adhere to “preferred nomenclatures,” Walter himself frequently makes use of racial epithets and ethnic slurs, including “krauts” (Germans) and “camel fucker” (the Iraqi Saddam Hussein), as well as referring to Bunny as a “strumpet” and paraplegics as “spinals.”

The insults and accusations Walter hurls at other people tend to reflect his deep-seated fears about himself. His deepest fear is that he is without identity or without a meaningful world in which to find an identity. We sense this fear in the angry outbursts he directs at Donny, whom he accuses of being “out of [his] element” and of having “no frame of reference.” “You’re like a child,” he says, “who wanders into the middle of a movie and wants to know—” (at which point he is interrupted by the Dude).

As the contemporary philosopher Rick Furtak wrote,

It is one thing to admire another person, and quite another to admire oneself admiring. In the latter case, the emotion has been cut off from its outward foundations and has become inauthentic or sentimental. . . . The sentimental or inauthentic person, in other words, wants to have the effect without the cause, to experience an affect without having to deal with its grounding conditions. . . . This is how emotion frequently becomes inauthentic: one misrepresents the world in order to feel the way one wants to, noticing only those details that justify a pleasant response (or an unpleasant response, if that is what one is seeking). This kind of selective attention is a form of self-deception.5

We see this kind of “selective attention” in Walter’s insistence on finding, in nearly every conversation or event, a justification for flying into a rage about Vietnam (the unpleasant response that he constantly seeks).

Walter: Those rich fucks! This whole fucking thing—I did not watch my buddies die face down in the muck so that this fucking strumpet, this fucking whore, could waltz around—

Dude: Walter, I don’t see any connection to Vietnam, man.

Walter: Well, there isn’t a literal connection, Dude.

But given Walter’s fear of meaninglessness, it is little wonder that he has trouble distinguishing between the hypothetical rules of games and the compelling categorical rules of morality. He lives in a society that has eroded that distinction by placing an absurd degree of significance on artificial social roles—roles that are a matter of appearance, rather than reality, and whose main functions are to protect the wealth and power of the privileged and to assuage people’s fear of nihilism by giving them a sense of meaning.

The Big Lebowski’s Hypocrisy: “Every Bum’s Lot in Life Is His Own Responsibility”

All of this is especially apparent in the case of the Big Lebowski. The narrative offered by both Brandt and the Big Lebowski regarding the latter’s character is one of philanthropic service and personal achievement in the face of hardship and adversity, virtues by any measure. Yet as Maude reveals, the truth about the Big Lebowski is that he is a failed and inept businessman, a fraud and a bum himself (“he has no money of his own”), whose “weakness is vanity.”

No number of plaques, awards, or keys to cities can make the Big Lebowski the kind of achiever that he imagines and portrays himself to be. He is both perpetrator and victim of a particularly harmful kind of self-deception: an inauthenticity that exists beyond his own conscious awareness of it, wherein he adopts modes of dress, of speech, and even of dwelling that suggest an identity he does not truly occupy. Even what should be the most important relationship in his life, his marriage to Bunny, is part of the sham: as the Dude comes to realize in a moment of enlightenment, the Big Lebowski “no longer digs her. It’s all a show!”

Though all outward signs suggest that he is an achiever, the truth is that he has achieved very little; he himself is a living counterexample to his own claim that every “bum’s lot in life is his own responsibility.” Similarly, when he says to the Dude, “Condolences! The bums lost!” his utterance is doubly ironic: first, because he is condemning himself as much as or more than he is condemning the Dude; and second, because his unearned social status shows that some of the “bums”—the ones who were able to hide the fact that they are bums—did not, in fact, lose.

The Big Lebowski draws what appear to be clear lines, using them to make moral distinctions that distinguish good persons from bad, bums from achievers, and “real” men from cowards and bullies, constructions that create for him an identity that can inhabit the “right” side of such boundaries. In the penultimate scene we see the Big Lebowski collapse under the weight of his own body, a metaphor for the collapse and unraveling of the inauthentic, fraudulent identity he has crafted for himself.

Exclusion: “Donny, You’re Out of Your Element”

Modern moral thinking shows a consistent trend toward equality and inclusion. “Taking the impartial element in ethical reasoning to its logical conclusion means, first, accepting that we ought to have equal concern for all human beings,” the philosopher Peter Singer wrote in his book The Expanding Circle.6 But most of the characters in The Big Lebowski show little interest in expanding their circles. They display the very unDude vice of moral exclusion: they refuse to see other people as morally significant, to treat them as persons, or to welcome them into their communities.

Democracy is a conversation, as Al Gore once observed. Shutting people out of a conversation is, then, implicitly and sometimes explicitly a political act, an exercise of power. Consider how Donny is repeatedly excluded from conversation by Walter’s belligerent verbal attacks. Or how the Dude is shut out of the apparently hilarious joke shared (in Italian) by Maude and video artist Knox Harrington. Or how the nihilists who claim to have kidnapped Bunny express their displeasure at the Dude’s failure to show up alone to the drop by hanging up the phone. Consider, too, the extent to which young Larry Sellers completely shuts out Walter by uttering not a single word under interrogation. (To quote Walter, we have a “little language problem here. Little prick’s stonewalling me.”) And consider, of course, the Big Lebowski’s reluctance to waste any of his allegedly valuable time speaking with the Dude and his bullying, “Hello! Do you speak English, sir? Parla usted Inglese?”

In contrast to this, the Dude himself shows no desire to dominate or exclude. He moves in and out of various circles and seems comfortable in nearly every setting and milieu—a talent no one else in the film seems to possess. On first leaving the Big Lebowski’s mansion, he responds jokingly to Brandt’s obviously insincere semi-invitation, treating him, ironically, as if he were being sincere.

Brandt: Well, enjoy, and perhaps we’ll see you again sometime, Dude.

Dude: Yeah sure, if I’m ever in the neighborhood, need to use the john . . .

The Dude is open, inclusionary, and flexible, allowing people to address him in any number of ways: the Dude, His Dudeness, Duder, El Duderino (“if, you know, you’re not into the whole brevity thing”). It is no accident that his most prominent attempt to exclude people—by wedging a chair between a nail-studded piece of wood and the door to his apartment—ends in utter failure, because it goes so deeply against his nature. As the private eye Da Fino observes, the Dude excludes no one: he is “in bed with everybody.”7

The Virtues of Perspective: “No Funny Stuff”

We began this chapter by suggesting that a good person is one who takes morality and, in a sense, life itself seriously. One need not, though, be solemn about it. Indeed, it is worth remembering that unlike nearly everyone else in this very funny film, the Dude has a sense of humor. He shows an appreciation for the absurdity of the behavior of those around him and of the situations in which he finds himself embroiled. (“It’s, uh, down there somewhere, let me take another look.”) If the nihilists’ motto is “no funny stuff ”—a motto that would be endorsed by nearly every character in the film—the Dude’s philosophy of life would seem to be very much the opposite.

There is, we should note, one other character who shares both the Dude’s sense of humor and his philosophy of life. After visiting Maude, the Dude is returned to his home in a car. The car’s driver, Tony, tells him a joke (the punch line is: “You know me. I can’t complain”), following which, the two have this philosophical exchange.

Dude: I gotta tell ya, Tone, man. . . . earlier today I was really feeling shitty, man, really down in the dumps. Lost a little money—

Tony: Hey, you know what? Forget about it, huh? Forget about it.

Dude: Yeah, fuck it, man! Can’t be worrying about that shit. Life goes on, man!

The “little money” referred to, of course, is the million dollars the Dude believes to have been in the stolen briefcase, and for someone as poor as the Dude to be able to think of this as “a little money” and to be able to say, “Fuck it! Can’t be worrying about that shit!” shows an admirable, if not astonishing, sense of perspective.

One’s sense of humor is rooted in one’s sense of perspective, and many of the vices we have discussed (and their implied corresponding virtues) are connected with perspective. The Dude’s ability to see people for who they really are and not be taken in by pretension or illusion; his good judgment in knowing when rules are to be applied and when they should be ignored; his ability to forgive (Walter, in particular) and to show compassion and sympathetic concern (for Bunny, among others); and his acceptance of an imperfect world, shown in his willingness to say, “Fuck it,” and walk away from bad situations, rather than clinging to futile and counterproductive ideals, all of these are expressions of his ability to see the world from a reasonable and realistic perspective, to respond to what is there and not to what he wishes were there, and to avoid being deluded by self-protective or megalomaniacal fantasies. We won’t say the Dude is a hero. ’Cause what’s a hee-ro? What he is, though, is an authentic human being and a man of compassion, integrity, humor, and perspective. Far from being a loser or a bum, the Dude really is “the man for his time and place.”8
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PART FOUR

FOURTH ROUND ROBIN: NOTHING TO BE AFRAID OF


Chapter 9

BOWLING OUR WAY OUT OF NIHILISM

Jeffery Nicholas

“What the Fuck Is He Talking About?”

We—you and I, and the writers of this book, as well as its editor—like The Big Lebowski. We’re not alone. In Salem, Oregon, I attended the second ever live-action-in-the-style-of-Rocky-Horror showing of The Big Lebowski, one that sold out. People shouted lines at the screen, kept count of how many f-bombs were dropped in the movie, and generally had a great time. As the Stranger says, there’s something about the Dude and his story that appeals to us.

But I would not want to be the Dude. I suspect neither would you, really. Sure, I would like to be a laid-back kinda guy and would like to be able to go bowling whenever I felt the pressures of life getting to me. Hooking up with Julianne Moore would have its pluses, as well. Lounging around and smoking weed might even have its place. But just bowling and getting blown about by life’s winds seems, at least to me, not cool.

The story of The Big Lebowski constitutes a reflection on the situation of the everyday person in the modern world faced with nihilism. The nihilists, Mr. Lebowski, and Walter all demand something of the Dude. The Coen brothers seem to be telling us that not-achieving is the only honest way of being in the modern world. Yet something else in the movie promises a different answer to nihilism—the practice of bowling. Bowling ties the lives of the Dude, Donny, and Walter together in a way that can help them resist the nihilism of the modern world and can help them find meaning. Our task, then, is to set up the pins and roll to see how.

The Exhaustion of Nihilism

One of the funniest lines in the movie comes early on when the Dude first meets Mr. Lebowski. After tricking Brandt into giving him one of the rugs, the Dude is walking toward his car when he comes across a sunbathing Bunny. She offers to blow him for one thousand dollars. The Dude looks around and sees someone floating in the pool. He asks Bunny what that dude will think. Bunny responds, “Uli doesn’t care about anything. He’s a nihilist.” The Dude says, “Must be exhausting.”

Nihilism must be exhausting. During the course of the movie, the nihilists send a ransom note composed from words cut out of magazines, ineptly ride motorcycles to collect the ransom, torture the Dude with a marmot (actually, a ferret) while he bathes, cut off one of their member’s toes and mail it to Mr. Lebowski, and finally set fire to the Dude’s car and attempt to mug him and his friends.

Nihilism derives from the Latin word nihil, which means “nothing.” Nihilists deny objective truth and meaning. Many associate nihilism with Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900), the German philosopher who wrote such works as Beyond Good and Evil and The Genealogy of Morals. Nietzsche claimed that there is no objective truth and no objective value: “the value of truth must for once be experimentally called into question.”1 Morality proves right or valuable, not outside the human person, but “bears decided and decisive witness to who he is—that is, in what order of rank the innermost drives of his nature stand in relation to each other.”2 What is good is what, from one’s situation or perspective, would be good for one.

Take, for instance, what Nietzsche said of the morality of the weak.

Suppose the violated, oppressed, suffering, unfree, who are uncertain of themselves and weary, moralize: what will their moral valuations have in common? Probably a pessimistic suspicion about the whole condition of man will find expression, perhaps a condemnation of man along with his condition. The slave’s eye is not favorable to the virtues of the powerful.3

In other words, the weak will find existence something to be questioned and the powerful to be suspect. Affirming the groundlessness of values, Nietzsche wrote, “Here is the place for the origin of that famous opposition of ‘good’ and ‘evil.’”4

Our values, then, in Nietzsche’s understanding of nihilism arise from a desire to impose our will on others. “The will of the weak to represent some form of superiority, their instinct for devious paths to tyranny over the healthy—where can it not be discovered, this will to power of the weakest!”5

Yet the nihilists of The Big Lebowski seem incapable of imposing their will on anyone. For all of their exhausting activity, they achieve less than the Dude does. Noticeably, the one actual effect the nihilists have is Donny’s death. But they neither intended nor caused his death. He simply had a heart attack when the fighting went down at the bowling alley. Walter proves right: “These men are nihilists, Donny. There’s nothing to be afraid of.” What killed Donny was fear itself.

Achievers Anonymous

Two other characters contrast with the nihilists: Walter and Mr. Lebowski. Both are committed to something: Walter to militarism and Mr. Lebowski to being an achiever. Yet their commitments underlie a nihilism they only appear to oppose, and just like the so-called nihilists, Walter and Mr. Lebowski are ineffectual in their actions.

Walter is a one-train kinda guy. He’s always talking about ’Nam, about serving in the army, Shabbas, and bowling. Of course, his bowling ball is red, white, and blue. In many ways, Walter seems to be a true Nietzschean, saying, “If you will it, Dude, it is no dream.” In other words, if you will something, then that something will come to be. (Though it’s also like the blind optimism of Field of Dreams (1989): “If you build it, they will come.”)

Walter never questions himself. As soon as the Dude surmises that Bunny kidnapped herself, Walter knows with absolute certainty that she did. He is so certain that he hijacks the payoff and throws a ringer. He’s so certain that when the Dude presents him with a feminine toe painted with green nail polish, Walter doesn’t even consider that the toe could belong to Bunny. “You want a toe? I can get you a toe, believe me. . . . Hell, I can get you a toe by three o’clock this afternoon—with nail polish. These fucking amateurs.” It makes no difference that he’s right.

Throughout the movie, Walter repeatedly shouts, “Shut the fuck up, Donny!” But when Donny dies, and Walter carries the remains in an empty coffee can he bought for a few bucks at Ralph’s, he praises Donny. Donny was “a good bowler, and a good man. He was . . . he was one of us.” Walter denies Donny value, then gives him value. This giving of value is the essence of nihilism: there is no objective value to Donny; there is only the value that Walter gives him.

Mr. Lebowski and Walter prove similar. Both tend to yell a lot with little cause. Achieving plays for Mr. Lebowski the same role that ’Nam plays for Walter—a motivating word that reassures them of their own place in the world.

Mr. Lebowski sees himself as an achiever, despite his handicap. He believes, “The bums will always lose.” In fact, he counts on it. We come to discover later in the movie that Mr. Lebowski set the Dude up. Despite knowing that the Dude “failed to achieve,” he chooses our hero to deliver the ransom money. When it finally occurs to the Dude to ask himself why, he concludes that Mr. Lebowski never intended to pay the money. The Dude never checked the contents of the silver briefcase. It would be too exhausting!

In a movie that celebrates not achieving, however, the achiever cannot be considered a real alternative to how one should live. Mr. Lebowski is the mirror image of the Dude, and because of that, we know that he doesn’t even count as an antihero. Mr. Lebowski asks the Dude, “What . . . what makes a man . . . is it, being prepared to do the right thing?” The Dude answers, “Sure . . . that, and a pair of testicles.” For the Coen brothers, the disabled Mr. Lebowski may not count as a man. The Big Lebowski’s physical disability allegorizes the emptiness or nothingness of his existence. His achievements are the hollow and vain representations of a poser. He has his picture taken with Nancy Reagan, not with the real McCoy, President Ronald Reagan, who, we’re told, was pulled away before the shot could be taken. His claims to wealth are fabrications. As Maude explains, the million dollars “is not my father’s money; it’s the foundation’s.” His marriage is a farce, and he is respected only by toadies and those who don’t know him. The kidnapping seems not even to be his idea. Bunny disappears and a ransom note appears. Mr. Lebowski simply tries to take advantage of the situation, like all achievers. The only value for him is money, but money can’t itself be a value. It’s a representation of value; Mr. Lebowski mistakes the symbol for the thing. Only his disability is authentic.

Walter’s and Mr. Lebowski’s nihilism prove as ineffective as that of the nihilists. Walter certainly defeats the nihilists in combat. He bites off Uli’s ear, knocks the breath out of Kieffer, and slams Franz with his boom box. Nevertheless, Walter’s ineptitude is otherwise evident. He tells Donny that the nihilists aren’t to be feared, yet Donny dies. Walter has “never been more certain of anything” than that Mr. Lebowski can walk. So, he picks him up and releases him, letting the paraplegic fall facedown onto the floor. Walter tries to intimidate a fifteen-year-old kid by destroying a beautiful red classic 1985 Corvette—but it’s not the kid’s car.

Finally, Walter casts Donny’s ashes into the wind, where they fly back into the Dude’s face. “Everything’s a fuckin’ travesty with you, man!” the Dude shouts. He’s not far from wrong.

Credence in Modernity

The Big Lebowski grapples with nihilism, but ultimately the Coen brothers don’t find nihilism much of a threat. Their movie presents us with an antihero, the Dude, who abides. The Stranger makes clear that the Coen brothers think that the Dude abiding is a good thing. The “Dude, takin’ her easy for all us sinners. Shoosh. I sure hope he makes the finals.”

After all the exhausting action is over, the Stranger tells us that the Dude and Walter came out fine. “I guess that’s the way the whole durned human comedy keeps perpetuatin’ itself.” Perhaps that’s the real message, if we dare to look for one in this underachieving movie: we live in a human comedy, and people who get too upset with things need to take it easy.

Yet two things make me pause about that idea. The first is that Donny died. He didn’t die for any reason, other than he had a heart attack. The second is Creedence.

The Dude’s peed-on rug gets a lot of attention in the movie, but something else does as well—his Creedence Clearwater Revival tape that was in the car when it was stolen. When the car is returned and the briefcase remains missing, the police officer says, “You’re lucky they left the tape deck and the Creedence.” The movie never refers to CCR as anything other than Creedence, and that says something itself.

The word credence means “belief.” Are we left with any belief at the end? Or are we left to die meaninglessly, as Donny does?

Perhaps the real issue in today’s world is not nihilism. Walter’s right: “there’s nothing to be afraid of.” What we should fear is our way of not-being in the world. The Dude represents you and me and everyone living in the modern age. We live in a disenchanted world in which nothing appears truly valuable. We live disengaged lives, not really affected by anything. We live atomized lives, where our connections to one another are as fleeting and superficial as the Dude and Maude’s coitus. Disenchantment and atomism are the real threats of our day, opening the door for something such as nihilism to appear reasonable.

Two contemporary philosophers, Charles Taylor and Alasdair MacIntyre, help us make sense of this world. Both criticize the modern world and offer an alternative way of conceiving our lives. I want to use their ideas, first, to examine the Dude’s life and, second, to show what holds the Dude’s life together.

Charles Taylor identifies three malaises of modernity: disenchantment, disengagement, and atomism. When philosophers or social theorists talk about the world being disenchanted, they mean that the world no longer appears to us to be infused with transcendent or supernatural (even natural) meaning. More important, “people no longer have a sense of a higher purpose, of something worth dying for.”6 From Copernicus’s and Galileo’s rejection of an Earth-centered universe to Darwin’s toppling of the hierarchy in nature that placed “man” at the top and Freud’s dismantling of our interior souls as rational spaces over which we maintain control, modern science has transformed the way we view the world. Where we once saw value and meaning in the world, we now see meaningless atoms bumping around. In human culture we see a play of spectacles, contingent signs and symbols, relative and ultimately pointless manipulations—“sound and fury,/Signifying nothing.”7

The Dude’s world is disenchanted. Does anything really matter, I mean really matter, to the Dude? Just after discussing the nihilists at the bowling alley bar, even bowling ceases to matter: “Fuck the tournament. Fuck you, Walter.” The Dude is perfectly willing to agree with the nihilists that there’s no objective meaning or value in the world. He just finds it too exhausting to admit to it. If we accept his nihilism, though, we end up like the Dude, our “lives have been flattened and narrowed, and this is connected to an abnormal and regrettable self-absorption.”8

Philosophers describe the modern, disengaged individual “as free and rational to the extent that” one “has fully distinguished himself from his natural and social worlds so that his identity is no longer to be defined in terms of what lies outside him in these worlds.”9 Whether we are achievers or bums, Mr. Lebowski or the Dude, our identities increasingly have nothing to do with our bodies or with the people we grew up with or hang around. Mr. Lebowski is in his own mind an achiever because he has overcome his body’s handicap. The relationships among Donny, Walter, and the Dude seem to have little effect on who any of them is. They do not change.

Because our world is disenchanted and we are disengaged from it, we act instrumentally in the world.10 That is, we treat the world and the people around us as means to achieving whatever ends we happen to have. Thus, Mr. Lebowski treats Bunny as a means to enriching and flattering himself. Maude treats the Dude as a means of impregnating herself without attachment. The Dude treats Walter as a chauffeur when it’s Shabbas, showing no respect for his religious commitments. They’re all achievers, but achievers in a meaningless, disconnected world.

When philosophers say we lead atomistic lives, they point to the “atomistic construal of society as constituted by, or ultimately to be explained in terms of, individual purposes.”11 Real connections between people don’t exist. We connect only through some sort of agreement, some contract.

This atomistic perspective is represented in our bowling partners. Have you ever wondered how the Dude, Donny, and Walter came together on this bowling team? What united a hippie with a militaristic Vietnam vet? Most tellingly, they continue to bowl even after Donny’s death. The story of The Big Lebowski itself exhibits the atomistic nature of the world, for the film’s events are largely unconnected to one another, like one of the Dude’s dreams.

Bowling Abides

So, are we doomed to live in this disenchanted, disengaged, atomistic world? Are we doomed to be nihilists?

Whether intentionally or not, the movie directs us to a way out: bowling. Or, to be more precise, what I call “practices.” By engaging in practices, we can build communities and find meaning in the world. These practices can help us avoid nihilism because they entail a commitment to values and meaning that stand outside of our own choices.

What is a practice? MacIntyre defines a practice as

any coherent and complex form of socially established cooperative human activity through which goods internal to that form of activity are realized in the course of trying to achieve those standards of excellence which are appropriate to, and partially definitive of, that form of activity, with the result that human powers to achieve excellence, and human conceptions of the ends and goods involved, are systematically extended.12

Bowling is a practice. It’s coherent and complex. It involves a set of actions that make sense together. “This is bowling. There are rules.” And bowling proves relatively complex in its scoring and its techniques. Bowling is cooperative and socially established. You can’t bowl while pointing a nine-millimeter pistol at someone. Bowling also includes some internal goods that are gained only through bowling. One such good is being able to make your ball curve as it rolls down the lane. There are standards of excellence appropriate to, and definitive of, bowling. We recognize excellent bowlers and recognize that bowling is what it is because of the standards they meet. I might bowl a strike, but if I bounce the ball on the floor, I’ve not really met the standards of excellence. Human powers to achieve excellence are systematically extended in practicing bowling. We grow in our powers of concentration; we develop physically in strength and endurance, exercising muscles we don’t normally exercise; and we grow in friendships, perhaps one of the most important means of achieving excellence. We might thereby also extend our conceptions of the human ends and human goods through engaging in a practice such as bowling.

In this regard, another bowling movie, Kingpin (1996), shows how bowling extends our conceptions of ourselves and of our good. Only through going back to bowling and rolling in the national championships does Roy Munson (Woody Harrelson’s character) become engaged once more in life. Only by going on the wild romp of adventures with Roy does Ishmael (Randy Quaid’s character) discover what really matters to him—what the good is. With respect to the Dude, bowling certainly represents relaxation as a human end to be achieved.

How does bowling help the Dude, Walter, and Donny? Being involved in a practice connects one to a community. This community, if one is really to engage in the practice, cannot be something one remains apart from. Rather, it’s a community “informed by the just generosity necessary to achieve the common goods of networks of giving and receiving.”13 Communities involve giving and receiving from one another. People in a community have to care that each one is doing well. If members of the community are not well, then their ability to share the practice is inhibited, which makes the practice worse for everyone.

Bowling also connects people with a world of values, or goods, that exist outside of their own preferences. The Dude cannot determine what a strike is, and Smokey can’t decide that stepping over the line is okay. This isn’t just about rules, though. There’s no rule about a good roll: you simply recognize it in the presence of a master bowler. A good roll is something that transcends the Dude.

Practicing bowling means that the practitioners cannot remain disengaged from the world. Either you are a bowler, or you’re not a bowler. Being engaged in a practice means being engaged in some part of the natural and social world. If the Dude, Walter, and Donny were not engaged, then they would not be sharing in the practice of bowling.

What Form Does Our Abiding Take?

All of this is simply to say that if the Dude—or you and I, who like the Dude—want to find some way to live in the world, we would do well to take up some practice. It could be bowling; it could be painting (which Maude does); it could be surfing (which Walter suggests Donny does); it could be writing or acting in movies (which the Coen brothers do); it could be philosophy (which you’re doing now). The point is, the nihilists do not own the world. We do not have to choose between being Mr. Lebowski, being Walter, or being a generic nihilist. Nor do we have to settle for being tossed about in this human comedy.

Abiding is all well and good, but the question soon becomes, What form does our abiding take?

Meaning exists outside of us, and it may be that by engaging in some practice, we can find some meaning beyond that practice and beyond ourselves. Reading the works of Charles Taylor or Alasdair MacIntyre might even point us in that direction. Furthermore, we need not deny our connections to the world or to other people. We are who we are because of where and who we came from and whom we hang out with. This doesn’t mean that we are doomed to be trapped in some role made out for us before the world began. It means we shape our identity in relationship to others and to the world around us. This means, finally, that the society of which we are a part is more than just a bunch of ships passing in the night. We can build communities that resist the nihilism of the present world by making real connections with one another.

I think, in the end, that’s what the Coen brothers invite us to do. If they really believed that the Dude was a hero, they’d never have made a movie in the first place. And you and I would never have laughed over it. And our world would be less.

And that would be a real loss.
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Chapter 10

EXISTENTIALISM, ABSURDITY, AND THE BIG LEBOWSKI

Bryan N. Baird

In the blogosphere, as well as in print, The Big Lebowski has appeared on lists of “existentialist” movies. Indeed, there are as many ways to approach the existentialist dimensions of The Big Lebowski as there are spent joints in the Dude’s ashtray, but perhaps the most promising for our purposes is by way of a key term in any existentialist’s vocabulary: absurdity. The Big Lebowski seems to be built around the absurd, as the premise of the movie itself is entirely ridiculous. An ex-hippie, keeping his mind limber on a strict drug regimen, with a superficially Jewish Vietnam vet as a sidekick, tracks down the alleged kidnappers of a rich man’s wife, all because someone peed on someone else’s rug. Uh, sure. Yet this is one of the things that makes The Big Lebowski potentially so profound: absurdity runs through the movie like a tumbleweed rolling through Los Angeles.

Much like the tumbleweed, the Dude and Walter find themselves in outlandish situations where they are out of place, carried along an indeterminate path by forces over which they have no control. Why they find themselves in the farcical situations they do is certainly part of a broader causal story, but there doesn’t seem to be a similar overarching meaning or purpose to the “Why?”—at least, not from their perspective. Their adventure is absurd.

Camus on Absurdity

When the Dude confronts characters such as the Big Lebowski and the sheriff of Malibu, he encounters something essentially different from himself, something alien and unfamiliar. What is the Dude’s response in these confrontations, when forced to come face-to-face with his failure to meet the standards of others? Disengagement.

There is a disconnect between worlds in these encounters that closely mirrors what the existentialist Albert Camus (1913–1960) meant by absurdity. Camus spoke of absurdity as an encounter with the unfamiliar that eventually leads to the recognition that the world that the self inhabits is at its very root devoid of any intrinsic meaning. “A world that can be explained even with bad reasons is a familiar world. But, on the other hand, in a universe suddenly divested of illusions and lights, man feels as alien, a stranger. . . . This divorce between man and his life, the actor and his setting, is properly the feeling of absurdity.”1 Absurdity arises out of a confrontation between the individual and the world and necessarily involves a conscious recognition on the part of the individual of the disconnect between them.

The absurd recognition comes when a world once recognized as having some kind of higher meaning, value, and order is now recognized as being meaningless, valueless, and irrational. “Belief in the meaning of life always implies a scale of values, a choice, our preferences. Belief in the absurd, according to our definitions, teaches the contrary.”2 Where we once saw meaning, value, and order in the universe, in the actions of others, and even in our own thoughts and actions, we become conscious that this has been an imposition all along. It has been an illusion we created. Taken at their face value, we see that these things have no intrinsic value. What was once familiar becomes unfamiliar, alien, strange, and foreign. Naturally, this can be disconcerting, leading to the proverbial “existential crisis.” One day we are going through the motions of being a student, an accountant, an ex-hippie, or whatever, and the next day we are wondering why we should even continue the charade.

Although none of the characters in The Big Lebowski appear to have this particular existentialist perspective, except perhaps Donny, who seems content to let the world drift unengaged across his conscious awareness, the point may be that they should have this perspective. When Walter tries to attach his own significance to the red Corvette in front of Larry’s house, the mistaken identity leads only to trouble—for the Dude’s car, though not for Walter. “Sometimes you eat the bear, and sometimes, well, sometimes the bear, he eats you,” as the Stranger says. Strikes and gutters. There is neither rhyme nor reason to what happens, no ultimate explanation or significance to what struts across the stage of experience.

Sartre on Absurdity

For Camus, the tension of the absurd arises because we find ourselves doing something that we cannot ultimately do—foisting meaning and value on an inherently meaningless and valueless world. For Jean-Paul Sartre (1905–1980), on the other hand, the tension of the absurd arose out of the disconnect between the seriousness with which we engage the world through our values and the lack of ultimate justification for those values.

I would like to think that the Dude made a habit of including Sartre in his bedtime reading—after all, he has a copy of Sartre’s mammoth and philosophically dense tome Being and Nothingness (1943) lying on a table in his bedroom. So let’s see what Sartre had to say there and in other places about the absurdity of life.

For Sartre, as for Camus, the absurd is characterized by a tension, a palpable disconnect between us and the world. For both Camus and Sartre, the world, independently of our experience of it, does not come prepackaged with significance. This idea shows up forcefully in Sartre’s 1938 novel Nausea, where the main character, Roquentin, comes to recognize the absurd “nothingness” of existence through his attempt to discover meaning in the world around him and in himself. “The world of explanations and reasons is not the world of existence,” he says.3 The world of existence is characterized by an “obscene nakedness,” and the meanings we attach to it are merely a veneer, rather than a reflection of the essence of existing things.4 The only word Roquentin can find to describe this situation is absurdity.5

For Sartre, the world is thoroughly impregnated with human intentions, purposes, meanings, and concerns. The world is human. We do not experience it in any other way. The absurdity that Roquentin discovers is the nothingness of bare existence but only after the human element has been peeled away. In fact, in Being and Nothingness Sartre made the case that the nothingness of things in the world is a human creation: “Man is the being through whom nothingness comes to the world.”6 Nothingness is not a characteristic of the world of existence apart from human interaction and experience. Speaking about what he calls “négatités,” Sartre noted that

they all indicate immediately an essential relation of human reality to the world. They derive their origin from an act, an expectation, or a project of the human being; they all indicate an aspect of being as it appears to the human being who is engaged in the world.7

The point Sartre was making here is that the world is a collection of objects and events that have meaning, but this meaning is not—and cannot be—an intrinsic feature of the world apart from the thoughts, intentions, and actions of those who live in it. Even when we think we have found a lack of meaning in the world, this lack itself is our own doing. Human consciousness and experience are essentially connected with the world, and the world is constituted by the meanings (or lack thereof) we give it. Through our experience of the world, we make the world what it is. What Sartre had in mind here was not the apparently ridiculous notion that we actually create the things in the world, but that we are the creators and the producers of the network of significations we bring to the world of art, as well as to the world of experience. “When I am enchanted with a landscape, I know very well that it is not I who create it, but I also know that without me the relations which are established before my eyes among the trees, the foliage, the earth, and the grass would not exist at all.”8

Think about Larry’s homework for a minute. When the Dude finds it stuffed in the front seat of his car, he doesn’t treat it as an object that has no significance. He treats it as evidence of who stole his car and who has the briefcase full of his “business papers.” This is what it is. It means something to him, to the sense he is trying to make of these seemingly random and senseless events he is thrown into. Yet the meaning he gives the homework is not the only meaning it could have—it is not the only way that the homework could be. It likely means something else to Larry’s teacher—perhaps that Larry knows nothing about the Louisiana Purchase or that Larry, unlike his father, is a really bad writer. It likely means something else entirely to Larry, even if its significance is just another D in the grade book.

Larry’s homework means different things to different people, its meaning being constituted by a choice made from a particular perspective to treat it in a particular way. It is this contingency of our choices that informs Sartre’s notion of absurdity:

Precisely because we are here dealing with a choice . . . [this] indicates other choices as possibles. This possibility . . . is lived in the feeling of unjustifiability; and it is this which is expressed by the fact of the absurdity of my choice and consequently of my being.9

For Sartre, the meanings, the network of significations, that we impose on the world were entirely contingent, gratuitous, and capricious. Our world, the world, is just one of a number of possibilities of the way the world is. The absurd is just that feeling that even though the world is what it is in terms of the perspective we have of it, we cannot justify our choices and values in terms of anything outside of that perspective.

Absurdity is a fact of our human existence, a result of the absolute freedom we have to choose the way the world is. Such freedom also has another consequence: absolute responsibility for our choices. We “must assume [responsibility for] the situation with the proud consciousness of being the author of it.”10 Once a choice is made, once a project is embarked on, we bear responsibility for its consequences. The choice is ours, it is us, and we ought not to treat it as if it isn’t when things don’t go our way.

Camus vs. Sartre on Existentialist Art

Camus gave us a pretty clear indication of what he thought an existentialist work of art—what he called an “absurd creation”—would look like. An existentialist work of art, such as a movie, is supposed to repeat the absurdity of the real world in its fictional world, replete with characters who not only recognize the illegitimacy of trying to impose meaning on their world but who also keep this recognition ever before them (and us) by refusing to infuse their world with counterfeit purpose. Camus put it this way:

But an absurd attitude, if it is to remain so, must remain aware of its gratuitousness. So it is with the work of art. If the commandments of the absurd are not respected, if the work does not illustrate divorce and revolt, if it sacrifices to illusions and arouses hope, it ceases to be gratuitous. I can no longer detach myself from it. My life may find a meaning in it, but that is trifling. It ceases to be that exercise in detachment and passion which crowns the splendor and futility of a man’s life.11

To accept absurdity in the real world but to deny it in the artist’s fictional world is a decidedly unexistentialist thing to do for Camus. A fictional world in which the characters are not faced with the perpetual experience of alienation but instead are meaningfully engaged with the world and with one another amounts to a rebellion against reality, rather than a rebellion against the absurd. The absurd work of art, said Camus, “will not yield to the temptation of adding to what is described a deeper meaning that it knows to be illegitimate.”12 Camus’s own choice of temptation as the operative term is instructive. In Camus’s view, sacrificing oneself to illusion is a sin that we are disposed to commit. Yet just as it is a temptation that we must flee in the real world, it is a temptation that the absurd creator must flee for his creation.

The absurd creation, the existentialist work of art, then, must mimic the sort of detachment of a person from the lure of meaning-imposing experience that ought to characterize the real world—at least, if that world were populated by existentialists of Camus’s type. This means that the characters in an existentialist movie should recognize the illegitimacy and gratuitousness of creating illusory pockets of meaning, refusing to give in to the temptation. But if the characters in an existentialist movie are supposed to cease and desist from filling their fictional world with meaningful objects and events, what, then, are they supposed to do? “For the absurd man it is not a matter of explaining and solving, but of experiencing and describing. Everything begins with lucid indifference.”13 The characters will be marked by a “lucid indifference,” an indifference to their world that they recognize and fight to maintain. Their experiences will be just that—experiences, devoid of any ultimate meaning, value, or significance.

At first glance, it seems as if Camus had a point—that the series of events that the Dude finds himself in have no coherent order or meaning to them. It looks as if these events are intrinsically meaningless. Like the tumbleweed, the Dude gets sucked into one absurd event after another. Yet the Dude’s response is not lucid indifference. His response is to try to piece the puzzle together and make sense of the apparent incoherence. There are a lot of strands to keep in the ol’ Duder’s head. Both he and Walter are constantly creating a meaningful world in the midst of their engagement with it. This, as we’ll see, is more in keeping with Sartre’s view of the way in which a work of art is existentialist.

For Sartre, the purpose of an existentialist work of art is to overcome the sense of alienation. In What Is Literature? Sartre wrote,

Through the various objects which it produces or reproduces, the creative act aims at a total renewal of the world. Each painting, each book, is a recovery of the totality of being. Each of them presents this totality to the freedom of the spectator. For this is quite the final goal of art: to recover this world by giving it to be seen as it is, but as if it had its source in human freedom.14

The task of the artist is to replicate the real world in his fictional world, a world that has its source in human freedom. Camus saw human beings as inescapably disconnected from the world, and it is here that Camus located his notion of absurdity. Sartre, on the other hand, saw human beings as inescapably—and meaningfully—engaged in the world, and he located the absurdity of our existence in the fact that such engagement has no independent, objective rationale. “All the relations we establish remain hypotheses. . . . My freedom becomes caprice.”15 It is this notion of absurdity that we see at work in The Big Lebowski.

The Existentialist Character of The Big Lebowski

When one random event (Treehorn’s thugs coming after the Dude for money that Bunny owes and peeing on the Dude’s rug) meets another random event (the Dude being commandeered by Lebowski to make the ransom drop for Bunny’s alleged kidnappers), we get an interpretation that makes sense out of these two apparently meaningless events: Bunny kidnapped herself. This is the Dude’s attempt to connect two otherwise unconnected dots. In Sartrean fashion, the Dude takes this to be one possible interpretation of the events, but Walter, by contrast, takes it to be the only plausible interpretation. While the Dude would say this interpretation could be unjustified if any new shit came to light, Walter refuses to make any such concession. The interpretation turns out to be wrong, but that’s not the important thing. The important thing is that the Dude is at once taking the interpretation seriously and treating its acceptance with caution. Even as he repeats the story to the Big Lebowski and Brandt in the limo, he seems not to completely believe it himself, as if repeating something that he heard someone else say (which the Dude does on a regular basis).

Although the Dude assumes responsibility for the world he has created, Walter seems not to take his world with the same sort of seriousness. When Walter’s genius-in-its-simplicity plan takes a turn for the worse (especially for the Dude’s car), his response is not “Oh, I’m sorry, let’s see if we can fix the situation.” It’s “Fuck it, Dude, let’s go bowling” and “What, exactly, is the problem here?” Or how about Walter’s insistence that the little red Corvette parked in front of Larry’s house must mean that, assuming Larry took the briefcase and assuming that it contained the ransom money, Larry already started to spend the money? Sure, Walter was wrong about that, too, but the fact that taking a tire iron to the Corvette led directly to the Dude’s back windshield being destroyed seems not to bother Walter one bit, who is munching away on his In-N-Out burger as if nothing were wrong. Walter’s consistent refusal to take responsibility for the consequences of his choices shows the utter lack of seriousness with which he engages the world in his freedom.

The Dude, on the other hand, is seriously engaged, creating a meaningful story world out of his experiences—even if that story world includes bits and pieces of others—and taking responsibility for it. He is indeed an existentialist man for our time.

We the viewers see that the interpretations, the meanings the Dude and Walter assign to objects and events, have no grounding outside of their perspectives. Unlike the viewers, however, the characters have no external viewpoint from which to judge the validity of the worlds they have created. We, as the viewers, know even before Bunny drives her convertible into the fountain that the toe is not Bunny’s, that she didn’t kidnap herself, that Treehorn isn’t involved, and that the nihilists are behind the ransom demand. We know that their interpretations are groundless. But they don’t know it, and part of the fun is seeing how it will all pan out in the end. We are front-row witnesses to the absurdity of The Big Lebowski.

As Sartre would have it, the characters are engaged with their world, alternately creating events with significance and attaching significance to events already created.

As a character who seems to have no definable set of values by which he acts, the Dude nonetheless takes seriously the task of interpreting the objects and events as they unfold, choosing to see the world as one particular network of meanings, rather than another. This is how the world comes to him in his experience—not as a blank slate on which he refuses to write, as Camus might have it, but as a story in the process of being written by him.

The characters all have their story, the network of meanings in terms of which they choose, in their freedom as existing individuals, to see the world—their world. Some of these worlds overlap in their interpretations; some of them don’t. Yet all of them are worlds that are experienced as having meaning, a meaning that arises not from the events themselves but from those who experience them. And none of those worlds is ultimately grounded in anything but the characters of this wonderful and fascinating film.
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Chapter 11

BOWLING, DESPAIR, AND AMERICAN NIHILISM

Evan Brown and Peter S. Fosl

The Big Lebowski’s skill in dealing with failure and despair through comedy is one principal reason the film continues to hold an audience. As Friedrich Nietzsche (1844–1900) argued, people can’t easily look the reality of human existence in the face. We need art to do so. Looking into the nihilistic void of death, cruelty, and meaninglessness that yawns beneath us all would put us at risk of despair and even madness. The protective tropes of art make it possible for us to come to terms with reality without being annihilated by it. Maybe that’s the real reason the nihilists object to “funny stuff.”1

Sic Semper Deadbeats2

The great Danish philosopher S⊘ren Kierkegaard (1813–1855) wasn’t terribly funny, but he did think a lot about despair, and he concluded that despair after failure is an act of anger against the self:

For example, when the ambitious man whose slogan is “Either Caesar or nothing” does not get to be Caesar, he despairs over it. But this also means something else: precisely because he did not get to be Caesar, he now cannot be himself. Consequently he does not despair because he did not get to be Caesar but despairs over himself because he did not get to be Caesar. . . . In a deeper sense, it is not his failure to become Caesar that is intolerable, but it is this self that did not become Caesar that is intolerable; or, to put it more accurately, what is intolerable to him is that he cannot get rid of himself.3

The Big Lebowski, though not the Dude, is a failed Caesar—and, moreover, a fake Caesar. Though he presents an imperious facade, Jeffrey “the Big” Lebowski is actually very much one of the “bums” he despises. His opulence is an illusion; his supposed business acumen is a lie concealing the humiliating fact that he lives on an allowance distributed to him by his daughter from the estate of his dead wife, whom it’s a safe bet he married for money.

Maude notes that her father’s “weakness is vanity.” Big’s hired a sycophantic toady of a butler, Brandt, who embellishes his accomplishments. Brandt crows about honorary degrees but not about who conferred them or even whether the Big Lebowski actually graduated from a university. Brandt parlays a photo with Nancy Reagan into an association with the president and tells us about the Little Lebowski Urban Achievers. Big has pompously named the group after himself and defrauds his “children” (well, “not literally his children”) to line his pockets. A mirror really is the best symbol for this goldbricking bum.

As a high school cheerleader back in Moorhead, Minnesota (not far from where the Coen brothers grew up), Fawn Knutson may have cheered on real achievers on the football field (and in the back seats of cars), young athletic men who had not lost the use of their appendages. Yet ensconced in chez Big, she’s “just a devil with love to spare,” who disrespects her husband by openly having sex with other men and spending money—even if it takes borrowing from actual self-made men such as Jackie Treehorn to do so. In that sense, Big’s actually something like his wife (who is, okay, “not the issue here”), and maybe that’s part of the reason he flies into a rage when the Dude starts to describe her conduct. Big, like Bunny, can’t live within the limits of the allowance his family gives him—which we’re sure “is ample.” So, he, like Bunny and like the nihilists, cooks up a scheme to get more of za money in a less-than-honest way.

Of course, after Bunny’s disappearance, while briefing the Dude in the west wing about the situation, Big characterizes the kidnappers as “cowards . . . weaklings . . . bums.” But really, as we come to see (and kind of suspect all along), he could pretty well “self-apply” those monikers.

Anyway, that’s just the point, a point that would have been perfectly obvious to Kierkegaard. Big plans to use his embezzlement scheme to metaphorically rid himself of his current self. Surely, there’s a symbolic significance involved in choosing a man with the same name to blame for the money’s loss.

But the similarities end with their names. While the Big Lebowski’s schemes expose his despair and self-hatred, the Dude doesn’t hold much lingering bitterness from the failure of his student radicalism (his draft of the Port Huron Statement was rejected, and the Seattle Liberation Front collapsed relatively quickly). Moreover, Big is materialistic, and his acquisitiveness seems without bounds. The Dude, by contrast, doesn’t have much concern for material things and steals the expensive rug out of a sense of justice (and perhaps to restore his honor after Big’s insults). The Dude, as we know, just wants his rug back.

A Tale of Two Lebowskis

In many ways, these paired Lebowskis offer a commentary on the United States after the hippies. In 1964, Lyndon Johnson’s landslide victory over Barry Goldwater seemed to signal a left-leaning consensus in America, but it wasn’t so. Conservatives made gains in the 1966 midterm elections. Nixon, whose bowling portrait tellingly adorns the Dude’s wall, ran a presidential campaign in 1968 that successfully appealed to what he called “the silent majority,” demonizing antiwar protesters and leveraging race through a “Southern strategy.”

In 1972, New Left candidate George McGovern went down in flames before the now fully operational conservative backlash. In the wake of Watergate and the U.S. defeat in Vietnam, Jimmy Carter presented a momentary pause in the conservative resurgence, but then came Ronald Wilson Reagan and his vice president, George H. W. Bush. The Big Lebowski, of course, is set just as that first President Bush was preparing to launch the 1991 Gulf War. The film, moreover, was released in 1998, during the end of the Clinton presidency, after eight years marked by intense efforts from the right to unseat a president associated with pot smoking and Vietnam draft dodging.

The Vietnam War–era struggle and its backlash, then, reverberate throughout The Big Lebowski, and the two Lebowskis symbolize the twin sorts of despair the United States faced as it was stalked by nihilism in the wake of those events. The Big Lebowski presents a portrait of empty and hypocritical Reagan-era ideals, a farce of the conservative achiever. Big represents the hypocrisy, callousness, cruelty, and misdirected rage of the backlash. He subsists on handouts while railing against them in favor of hard work in the marketplace, where he failed. Big admires an administration that vowed to be tough on crime, but he embezzles money. This path leads him to despair, as we see when he is dropped and exposed, facedown on his own high-priced rug, bawling like a baby. Weak, fake, conservative men apparently “also cry”—rightfully so.

True, like much of the American left, the Dude is a pathetic failure. After he abandoned the radical political work of his youth, the Dude took up a life that seems small, self-indulgent, and arrested, even retarded, in its development. Even by his own account, it doesn’t seem he was terribly serious about things back then, either: “I spent most of my time occupying various, um, administration buildings . . . smoking Thai-stick, breaking into the ROTC . . . and bowling. I’ll tell you the truth, Brandt, I don’t remember most of it.”

When they failed to produce a revolution, failed to stem the relentless resurgence of the right, failed to end war and U.S. imperialism, many on the left (especially the spoiled middle-class white kids) turned inward—to tai chi and yoga and other things Eastern, to nature, to sex and drugs and rock ’n‘ roll, to personal growth, to selling out, and in general to self-indulgence. While Reagan confronted the Soviet Russians, the Dude and his ilk swilled White Russians, got high, and passed out in their dreary, run-down beach apartments, snoozing to whale song. (On the other hand, when pushed a bit too far, the Dude shows us that he still has enough of the revolutionary spark to make of Big’s rug what used to be called a “proletarian appropriation.”)

The Dude, like the other Lebowski, exhibits his own kind of hypocrisy. Although he repeatedly becomes irritated with Walter’s “living in the past” (the title of a 1969 hit single and a 1972 album by Jethro Tull), who lives more in the past than the Dude? From his hair (long and bearded), to his listening pleasures (Creedence and past bowling tourneys), to his locutions (“far out,” “man”), to his pot smoking, to his home decor, to his Deadhead pants, to the style of the bowling alley where he rolls, and, of course, his 1973 Ford Torino, the Dude seems like a relic, a throwback to the late 1960s and the early 1970s.4 Although he may not verbally refer to Vietnam every chance he gets, the era screams out through the text of his life. Only his jellies seem contemporary (though, to tell the truth, in the early 1990s, they were a bit of a throwback, as well).

Even less respectably, the Dude’s sense of self seems shaky. He’s a bit too easily pushed around by strong personalities such as Walter and Big. Plus, there’s that mimetic proclivity he has to repeating other people’s phrases—you know: “This aggression will not stand,” “Her life was in your hands,” “the parlance of our times,” “cut your dick off,” “no funny stuff,” and what have you. Nevertheless, we think there’s more to the Dude than the sort of failure and despair evident in Big. Looked at another way, the Dude’s mimesis and repetition incarnates a successful kind of existentialism (and not only because when the Dude gets out of bed with Maude, we see a copy of Jean-Paul Sartre’s 1943 existential masterpiece Being and Nothingness on the shelf nearby).

Sisyphus Was a Bowler

Kierkegaard argued that through repetition, we can build meaning in our lives and construct a meaningful self.5 Unlike Platonic “recollection,” Kierkegaardian repetition is forward looking: “repetition and recollection are the same movement, except in opposite directions, for what is recollected has been repeated backwards.”6 So, to repeat things in life in this existentialist sense is not to live in the past. Rather, it’s to reinhabit a form of life, a choice, a way of being in a way that carries it forward, inflects it, reinterprets it, and renews it in new contexts.

Existentialist Albert Camus (1913–1960) also understood how repetition can work in this way. Camus described three ways of resisting or, in his terminology, rebelling against the absurdity and despair of human existence. Camus called these three types “absurd men,” rather than heroes (because, anyway, “what’s a hee-ro?”).7 They are the lover, the actor, and the warrior. The lover repeats seductions and lovemaking (as opposed, “Oh, no,” to “engaging in it compulsively and without joy”) over and over, without the expectation that somewhere out there is “the one” for him or her. The absurd actor repeats the roles of various plays, without the expectation that there will be a final role that defines life permanently. And the absurd warrior fights battle after battle, without expectation of a final victory to end all victories.

Now, the Dude is no Don Juan, but he does end up Maude’s lover, and, of course, he does love bowling, which is nothing if not repetitive—frame after frame, as the repetition of bowler after bowler tossing balls that opens the film reminds us. Also, in his dream the Dude isn’t focused only on Maude (though she may be his “special lady” of the moment). Instead, the Dream Dude floats down through the spread legs of scores of bowling pin chorines—woman after woman after woman on his way down the alley of his fantasy. His lovemaking with Maude, in addition, isn’t just a repetition of the summer-of-love/make-love-not-war 1960s. Rather, it’s creative and forward-moving, in giving rise, “literally,” to a new little Lebowski.

The Dude isn’t an actor, but he does mimic the phrasing and tropes of others in a kind of performance. As an instance of what contemporary philosopher Judith Butler might call his Dude “performativity,” Jeffrey Lebowski grounds his repetitions as a 1960s–1970s hippie in the role of the Dude—or Duder, his Dudeness, or El Duderino.8 It shouldn’t be a surprise, then, that fans at Lebowski Fests like to repeat his role (and the roles that other characters in the film play), costuming themselves and inhabiting their own repetitions of the Dude, Walter, Maude, Jesus, and “what have you” (www.lebowskifest.com).

The Dude isn’t literally a warrior, of course. He’s a self-proclaimed pacifist (though his apparent willingness to hit nihilist Franz with a bowling ball, just before Walter decks Franz with the boom box, makes us wonder a bit about this). Still, bowling is a competition, an agon, to use a Greek term that Nietzsche thought captured an important part of what makes life meaningful.9

Camus wrote that “All existence for a man turned away from the eternal is but a vast mime under the mask of the absurd.”10 The Dude has certainly turned away from the eternal. Not only does he harbor no sympathy for Walter’s professed Judaism, he also rebukes Jesus’s absolutism. After enduring from Jesus the sort of threatening tirade and claim to knowing the future characteristic of so much Christianity, the Dude calmly, in his soft-spoken Dudesque way, replies with the voice of an ordinary man. Despite the fire and brimstone, the Dude simply says, “Well, you know, that’s just like, uh, your opinion, man.” The Coen brothers’ clever association of Jesus with “Hotel California” by the Eagles (whom the Dude hates) further undermines Jesus’s authority, and with it religious authority generally, because both the album and the song were popularly associated with Satanism. The film’s subversive work is extended still further by portraying Jesus (accompanied by Irish sidekick Liam O’Brien) as a pedophile, reminding us of the terrible scandals that have recently rocked the Roman Catholic Church.

In his famous 1942 essay, “The Myth of Sisyphus,” published during the darkest years of World War II France, Camus argued for the provocative claim that “One must imagine Sisyphus happy.” Why? Sisyphus, as you may recall from mythology class, is condemned by the Greek gods to roll a boulder up a hill over and over again, forever. Every time Sisyphus reaches the top of the hill, the boulder rolls down the other side, and he must start again. Camus argued that even in an endless repetition such as that, we can create a meaningful existence. We can enjoy the physical beauties of the situation, the glint off the stone, the action of our muscles, the feel of sweat on our brows. We can even make a work of art out of the rolling.11

We can, moreover for Camus, make our rolling an act of rebellion. We can rebuke the gods and transform our existential situation by turning our punishment into a life rich with meaning and even joy. Nietzsche similarly argued that we ought to embrace our existence and create meaning in it, as if we had to endure an “eternal recurrence” of our lives, over and over and over again.12 Now, the Dude doesn’t roll a rock up a hill, but he does roll bowling balls, and he would find meaning in doing so endlessly. Even Donny seems in on the Camusian angle when announces at the start of the film, “Hot damn, I’m throwin’ rocks tonight.”

The Wisdom of Abiding Repetition

So, is the Dude’s “abiding” a form of Kierkegaardian repetition and Camusian rebellion? Well, not exactly. Camus and Kierkegaard acknowledged that human beings confront an existence threatened by despair, death, cruelty, absurdity, meaninglessness, and, in a word, nihilism. But Kierkegaard ultimately prescribed a leap of faith, and Camus prescribed a slightly different sort of revolt and rebellion.13 The Dude is not religious, and he’s not only moved past the 1960s revolutions, he’s also cut loose from Camus’s idea of rebellion. Donny, of course, succumbs to nihilism, while Walter pulverizes it with Nietzschean will.14 The Dude, however, deals with nihilism through neither fight nor faith. We think he remains a compelling figure today because he offers a distinctive response to American nihilism—a way that “fits right in” with our “time’n place.”15 In what he enacts as his own special kind of restive repetition, the Dude simply abides.

The Coen brothers’ 2007 film No Country for Old Men is a kind of dark twin to The Big Lebowski. (Even the later film’s title is nihilistic.) Like TBL, the deeply disturbing No Country is populated by cowboys (symbols of American society) and figures from the Vietnam era (the aging sheriff, the Vietnam vet, the murderer with 1970s hair and clothes), and in both films what’s left of post-Vietnam America is threatened by nihilism. In fact, we like to think it’s not accidental that in No Country, Woody Harrelson’s character (Carson Wells) compares the nihilistic killer (Anton Chigurh) to “plague.” Albert Camus’s 1947 existential novel, The Plague, was a deeply influential book with nonviolent activists and with civil rights organizers. The action of The Plague centers on a man confronting an absurd situation, Dr. Bernard Rieux, a physician who tries to treat people with dreadfully inadequate resources in a quarantined city beset with deadly plague. (The plague itself is commonly regarded to symbolize the Nazis, but it could represent any existential threat, any injustice, nihilism itself.)

That’s how we find the Dude to be different from the Camusian absurd man or woman. For Camus, the plague of nihilism must be confronted, and every attempt possible must be made to eradicate it—all the while knowing that, like the killer in No Country, it cannot be ultimately defeated. No Country for Old Men was produced during the repetition of a Bush presidency and the repetition of war in Iraq. Unlike The Big Lebowski, however, No Country suggests that nihilism is winning or is, anyway, going to win. The Big Lebowski, by contrast, ends on a positive note. The Stranger suggests we can “take comfort” in knowing that the Dude is out there. The thing is, we don’t take comfort because the Dude, like Walter, fights and finally defeats nihilism or because, like Dr. Rieux, the Dude has devoted himself to healing as far as possible a sick world. The Dude instead answers the threat of nihilism by simply abiding—by in goodwill persisting, by repeating and re-creating himself. The Big Lebowski, in other words, back in 1998 suggested that in post-Reagan and post 1960s–revolution America, perhaps humane, abiding repetitions offered the best way of coping with nihilism—and there was hope in that. We worry, however, that today things may be different. Now, looking back across more than a decade of other wars and another Bush and knowing that, along with the Dude, Anton Chigurh is out there, too, can we still rest comfortably?
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14. In Walter, the film may offer an implicit repudiation of the Nietzschean solution to nihilism, and this not only through Walter’s buffoonery and excesses of certainty and violence. Although Walter presents himself as a terrible Nazi smasher, eastern European Walter’s home security business, Sobchak Security, uses the initials “SS” (seen briefly but plainly on a sign above his storefront, along with the motto: “Strength/Security/Peace of Mind”). The Nazi Schutzstaffel (Protection Squadron) or “SS” was, of course, responsible for many of the most murderous crimes against humanity of the National Socialist movement. Walter’s use of these initials is unlikely an accident and not only ironically calls into question the authenticity of his Jewishness but also connects his violent, bigoted conduct more to the Nazis than may at first appear to be the case. In using “SS” as the initials of Walter’s business, the Coens may also be connecting gun-toting American militarism with National Socialism. Perhaps the reckless, Uzi-wielding Jewish soldier and “SS” security man suggests a criticism of Israeli militarism, too. Perhaps not coincidentally, Kieffer, the nihilist, also carries an Uzi—which reinforces Walter’s connection to anti-Semites and nihilism.

15. The slogan on posters for the movie when it was released in 1998 was “Times like these call for a Big Lebowski.”


PART FIVE

FIFTH ROUND ROBIN: WHAT MAKES A DUDE?


Chapter 12

THE BIG LEBOWSKI’S OEDIPAL COMPLEX

Roger Hunt

Genius can thus also be defined as an exceptionally clear consciousness of things and therefore also of their antithesis, one’s own self. Mankind looks up to one who is thus gifted for disclosures about things and about its own nature.

—Arthur Schopenhauer

As with all art forms, when we study film, we study ourselves.

—G. O. Gabbard

As Sigmund Freud (1856–1939) used Sophocles’s Oedipus Rex to illustrate his theory of the unconscious, we can use the Coen brothers’ The Big Lebowski to see the unconscious.1 Each character in the film represents an aspect of the unconscious of a single subject. Watching the film thus allows us to view unconscious processes, rather than simply theorize about them.2

Getting into the Unconscious

But then, there was a lot about the Dude that didn’t make a whole lot of sense to me. And a lot about where he lived, like-wise. But then again, maybe that’s why I found the place s’durned innarestin’.

—The Stranger

The unconscious is inaccessible; the only way we know anything about it is by looking at observable phenomena such as body movements and language. In fact, Freud thought that very little of our psychical lives ever became conscious. We are normally so occupied with sensory information coming from the external world that what occurs internally, in terms of psychic space, is simply left alone. As such, it is important to remember that what happens internally is often very different from what happens externally. External figures are transformed and molded into something tolerable to the entire system. Many psychoanalytic theorists believe that infancy is a place where internal psychical representations are all that exist for the subject. As the subject develops and grows, those internal fantasies are eventually replaced or at least synthesized with external reality, thus creating a world for the subject that is not only tolerable, but also practical.3 With this in mind, we can begin to understand the bizarre world of The Big Lebowski.

Prior to the Oedipal complex, subjects are not responsible for obtaining any of life’s necessities. Freud and others after him suggested that pre-Oedipal subjects are the epitome of narcissism, not in the pejorative sense that they care only about themselves, but that they can care only about themselves. Everyone and everything in life exists to satisfy their, the pre-Oedipal subjects’, desires. In their unconscious lives, they could be anybody, while in real life they are toddlers. The Dude is thus a pre-Oedipal, narcissistic character. His life rocks: weed, White Russians, no job, bowling. As much as he would like to keep that life, events keep occurring—reality keeps interfering—and he must give up some of those pleasures, for at least a little while.

The Oedipal complex is fundamentally a triad (father-child-mother), as distinct from the dyad (child-mother). In infancy, even though the father is present, the relationship with the mother is unique.4 Neither mother nor father, however, exists as a separate entity for the child but rather exist as part of him (or her).5 Over time, the child begins to make distinctions: first between itself and the breast; then the other breast; and eventually the mother as a whole. At some point (Freud postulates around three years old), a male child begins to experience sexual urges toward the mother but is stymied by the presence of a third, the father.

In the unconscious and in The Big Lebowski, the characters are representations of a single subject’s psychical life. So as we navigate the Oedipal complex through the film, it is important to remember that almost no characters are represented as they are in reality. Just because in the film the Dude is fortyish does not disqualify him as a three-year-old ego, and just because Maude is Jeffrey’s daughter does not disqualify her as the mother figure, which she surely is. In the case of Maude, the subject’s unconscious has processed the observed relationship between mother and father as one in which the mother is in fact the father’s daughter.

Jeffrey Lebowski is the father figure. From the start, he is represented as weak, having lost the use of his legs, and vain, displaying his accomplishments. He is still, however, represented as a quasi-powerful figure: calling the Dude a bum, worthless, and unaccomplished. The Dude, as would any rebellious person listening to bullshit, dons his glasses and creatively steals a rug. Later in the film, when we see Jeffrey crying over the apparent kidnapping of Bunny, the father asks the Dude what it means to be a man. The Dude responds that it is merely testicles that make a man. Because both he and the father have testicles, though the father is perhaps not capable of employing his, due to disability, simply being a man is not sufficient to deserve the mother’s love.

The climax of the father/son interaction comes when the Dude and Walter confront Jeffrey after Bunny’s return. They expose Jeffrey for his cowardice, tearing him from the throne (his wheelchair) and leaving him crying on the floor. This event serves two purposes: (1) it represents the son overcoming the father and thus allows him to interact with another controlling body, which will eventually become the superego; and (2) it solidifies the Dude’s relationship with Walter. It is the first time in the movie that the Dude and Walter work together as an effective team (recall the interaction with Smokey and little Larry).

Superego

Stranger: One a those days, huh. Wal, a wiser fella than m’self once said, sometimes you eat the bar and sometimes the bar, wal, he eats you.

Dude: Uh-huh. That some kind of Eastern thing?

Stranger: Far from it.

It is important to remember that the film shows us only the unconscious. Thus, we don’t know whether the subject really slept with the mother. The phantasy does show, however, that the subject understands the mother to be secretive, though ultimately noble—as she discloses her motivations and is quite a successful artist, businesswoman, and philanthropist.6 Notably, the mother embodies the manly values Jeffrey rambles about in conversation with the Dude.

So, just how successful was the subject’s Oedipal experience? One goal of the Oedipal complex is to develop a strong superego, a structure that helps the ego maintain a relatively peaceful existence.7 The film portrays a scattered superego, because several characters have superego qualities. This is normal for someone still struggling with the Oedipal complex, because its resolution should leave the subject with a coherent superego.8

Part of the superego’s duties is to prohibit action when it conflicts with societal norms. In this respect, the Stranger character plays this role: he suggests that the Dude not swear so much; he imparts some Daniel Boone wisdom, “sometimes you eat the bar and sometimes the bar, wal, he eats you”; and he liked “some parts” of the movie. The Stranger narrates, imparts a moral to the ego, and in some respects guides the Dude.

Another responsibility of the superego is to restrict the ego from having perverse wishes and desires. Jackie Treehorn’s estate represents the region of the subject’s unconscious where perverse fantasies reside. Perhaps as a rationalization by the unconscious, Jackie, the pornographer, defends his practice as social activism and publishing. There is a beach full of naked young people, a grand fire, and some irksome architecture. The Dude cannot seem to get comfortable. Everything about Jackie Treehorn and his manor is off-putting, if only slightly. The Stranger does nothing to redirect the Dude’s interaction with Jackie, however. The Malibu sheriff handles that. The Dude calls him a fascist, a potentially apt description of the superego. This sheriff repeatedly commands the Dude to “Stay out of Malibu!” or, in unconscious terms, to stay away from perverse thoughts.

By the end of the film, we get the feeling that the Dude will probably not return to Malibu, so it was a successful superego defense. The sheriff became a part of the superego structure, rather than acting as a separate entity: a minion in the Stranger’s reserves, perhaps. The Oedipal complex was quite successful for the Dude. He is left with a superego that he does not always listen to, but that he nonetheless respects. This is healthy: excessively strong superegos lead to neurosis, while weak ones allow the subject to become psychotic.

Anal and Oral Fixations

You’re not wrong, Walter, you’re just an asshole.

—The Dude

Freud conceived of psychosexual development as progressing through stages: oral, anal, Oedipal, and genital.9 Adult behavior reflects the particular fixations or traumatic experiences that inhibit the subject’s development during these stages. Procrastination, nail biting, teeth grinding, and even occupation choice have been interpreted as the result of pre-Oedipal fixations.

We can understand Walter and Donny as earlier fixation points in the development of the subject. The Dude is never far from the influences of the person(s) he once was. Donny represents the oral stage, or the earliest period of psychosexual development. He quietly bowls strikes (until the night of his death) and wants to be a part of the group, but he gives up easily and accepts his position as determined by Walter.

The oral stage is a time when the infant is physically, mentally, and emotionally limited. He is wholly dependent on the mother, who must feed and love him regularly and unconditionally. The child is in a very receptive state, exploring the world almost entirely through his mouth. Freud thought that these acts represent a process of discharging libido energy (or the drive to be with others). Some people retain these fixations throughout their lives: the mother’s nipple becomes a thumb, becomes candy, becomes a cigarette.

Although the Stranger did not like to see Donny die, his death was an important step in the ego’s development. Donny is noticeably absent from the Dude’s adventure. This is not only because of his passive nature but also because he has little to offer the Dude in the Oedipal phantasy. Given the context, a kidnapping and aggressive nihilists, Walter becomes a far more valued asset. Because of this, Donny is an extra burden on the Dude, and since his characteristics offer little to the current iteration of the ego, the remnants of him as representing a period of psychosexual development can be discarded.

When we overcome the usefulness of a psychosexual fixation, such as thumb sucking, we redirect the energy. This redirection is known as sublimation. Once we no longer use a mode of discharging sexual energy in an autoerotic way, where we discharge the energy ourselves, rather than with another person, we do something else with it. We redirect oral stage fixations to deal with anal stage issues when we begin to have bowel control (potty-training children often withhold and use defecating as a way of getting presents). Then we redirect that energy to Oedipal stage issues between mother and father and eventually to genital-stage issues, when we encounter a broader range of social issues.

Moving from the oral stage to the anal stage we find Walter, whom the Dude calls an asshole four times. Walter always needs to be right, even when it doesn’t really matter. He has trouble getting his point across and even seems to stutter with frustration at times—much like a child who is potty training and just can’t seem to do it. Walter becomes overly anxious and prone to action during confrontation. This is not always bad (he does fight off the nihilists in the end), but it can hamper development and other relationships, such as in his dealings with little Larry.

The Oedipal stage initiates the developing psyche’s encounter with real-world issues. Although much of the development occurs psychically, rather than in reality, it is the first time when the psyche must learn to use character traits successfully to fulfill its own desires. It must satisfy itself on its own and not rely on parents or other caregivers. The psyche, in this case, feels that Donny is not necessary but that Walter and some of the anal-stage characteristics he supplies are useful. This determination depends on what desires the psyche wants to fulfill and what obstacles stand in the way.

Life and Death Drives: Bunny and the Nihilists10

Huh? No! What the fuck are you talking—I’m not—we’re talking about unchecked aggression here.

—Walter

Freud, at one point, thought there were two sources of drive energy, the life drive (eros) and the death drive (thanatos). During his dual-drive phase, Freud imagined that although the drives operate independently, at times they fuse, and in a healthy psyche the death drive comes into the service of the life drive. The life drive discharges energy by being with others. It wants to bop around carefree and enjoy life but always wants to be with someone. The death drive wants to return to nothingness. It tries to destroy everything around it so that life ends. Alone, neither drive is sufficient for stable living. We need both the desire to be with others and the aggression necessary to fight for the ability to be with others. When the life drive can use death drive energy, we get sex, hunting, and a passion for living. The drives fuse within the ego structure as it is conditioned by the stages of development, most important the Oedipal stage. In this stage, the subject must learn to modulate death drive energy such that it works toward the desires of the life drive, thus allowing the subject finally to satisfy its own desires. Bunny and the nihilists represent the life and death drives, respectively.

The key to understanding Freudian drives is that they do not intentionally cause action or feelings. Instead, they follow their own logic, getting what they want at whatever expense. They don’t want to work together, and they don’t care about the conscious reasons for anything. Ego structures and relationships respond to the drives, trying to redirect their energy or, if necessary, completely impede it. The developmental stages are experimental attempts to cope with drive energy and use it in constructive ways.

In the film, Bunny, the life drive, picks up and leaves for Palm Springs without telling anyone. She seeks pleasure despite the consequences, confident that she will always have her “ample allowance” and Mr. Lebowski to take care of her. Even if that falls through, her parents are still looking for her. She is in a constant state of dependence, happy as a clam.

The nihilists spend the entire film threatening to destroy everything and everyone unless they get their million dollars, which will allow them truly not to care about anything, or so they believe (it will at least allow them to float in a pool with an empty bottle of Jack Daniels for a few months, anyway).

The desires of Bunny and the nihilists motivate the events of the film. Bunny’s disappearance sets in motion the Dude’s confrontation with the psychical representations of the persecutory father and the desired mother. The nihilists aggressively reiterate the psychical father’s threat of castration to scare the ego and destroy the Dude’s car in order to get their money. Eventually, the ego structure takes all of the energy inspired in it by the death drive to battle and defeat the uncontrollable source of aggressive energy, which in the process allows the ego to overcome oral fixations (Donny dies in the fight with the nihilists) and makes peace with and accepts the anal fixations (by getting Walter to apologize).

Pedophiles and Schizophrenia

When he moved down to Hollywood he had to go door-to-door to tell everyone he was a pederast.

—Walter

Walter informs us that Jesus was a pedophile who preyed on eight-year-olds. His hair net, tight purple singlet suit, bowling ball licking, and creepy celebratory dance send shivers down our spines. Jesus represents a figure in the life of the subject, not necessarily someone who was abusive, but certainly someone whom the subject perceived as threatening. It could be a storybook character, an uncle, an older brother, a teacher.

Walter and the Dude’s interaction with Jesus, as well as the context of dueling bowlers, recalls playground combatants. Jesus is the cool kid, mocking the losers. The statuesque pose at the end of the dance calls to mind a trophy: Jesus wins, the Dude loses. The little bit of reality that seeps into the scene, where Jesus is humbled on his neighborhood notification walk, is a bit of wish fulfillment. The exalted peer is not what everyone thinks he is.

Following the themes of the Oedipal complex, the little Lebowski could be the creation of the subject’s new self: the genital-stage ego where, now that the subject has the experience of a triad (himself, mother, and father), he can begin to explore more complex social relationships and perhaps even fall in love and have his own children.

There is, however, another possibility: schizophrenia. Perhaps the Dude splitting his genetic code with the little Lebowski is a psychical representation of the subject encountering a post-Oedipal experience, which is just too intolerable. In order to cope with it, he splits his psyche in two and completely represses the second (Maude chooses the Dude because he wouldn’t want anything to do with rearing the child).

Some psychoanalysts think that schizophrenia is a primitive defense mechanism.11 The condition includes a splitting, such that the subject will regress to having only phantasy experiences in order to avert the pressure of reality. This is a necessary process for babies, because parents cannot always provide for their every need, and they do not have the physical capacity to satisfy themselves. The natural response is to fall asleep, thus blocking out the pain. Most people outgrow this defense mechanism, but sometimes the pressures of the real world are so great that we cannot help but return to phantasy land. These returns are colloquially called psychotic breakdowns, and they can cause severe neurophysiological damage.12 At the level of drive theory, we can understand this as aggressive death drive energy being turned against the self.13 Sometimes, turning aggression against the self can be so powerful that it literally splits the psyche into pieces so that one piece has all of the bad experiences and another has all of the good ones.14 In this sense, the Dude walking away from his child and returning to a life of bowling and White Russians represents repression of the traumatic Oedipal experience and a return to the comfortable pre-Oedipal life. In phantasy, this means bowling and White Russians, but in reality, it could mean being admitted to a mental institution.

Why We Love The Big Lebowski

Analysts rely on surface features to interpret the subject’s unconscious. The Coen brothers, instead of focusing on these derivatives, present us with a direct view into the psychical structures, such that we have a sufficient understanding of the subject’s developmental history and traumatic experiences.

The Big Lebowski, like other Coen productions, leaves viewers feeling as if they have made a new friend—not necessarily with any particular character but with the film as a whole. That is, it’s not about the Dude. The Big Lebowski is a personality, in and of itself, as a film. As viewers, we come back to it time and time again, as if we are meeting a friend for coffee or seeing a patient, learning something new every time.15
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14. M. Klein, “Notes on Some Schizoid Mechanisms,” International Journal of Psychoanalysis 27 (1946): 99–110. Klein argues that in the early stages of development the child splits its psyche in many pieces, identifies with the ones it perceives as good (such as a milk-filled breast), and projects the bad. Eventually, these pieces will cohere into a single personality.

15. It may seem odd that a Freudian interpretation of the film does not spend much time on the dream sequence or even castration anxiety. While they are important aspects of the movie, they are also the most obvious Freudian references in the film (this is not to imply they are superficial; they are not). I decided to leave them out in order to focus on the less obvious Freudian themes, which actually give the dream and the references to castration more meaning. Another reason to avoid the dream sequence is redundancy. Dreams condense, displace, picture, and censor the unconscious. Because I interpret the film as a direct view of the unconscious, interpreting the dream would serve only to enhance, or perhaps obscure, the rest of the film. Interestingly, the dream sequence does seem to recapitulate the events of the film, as if it is a quick review to prepare the viewer for the climax. We see Saddam as a recasting of the father figure mixed with current events. The Dude barreling down a row of women with clear sexual intent. The nihilists coming to lop off his penis. Maude, the sacred but powerful aim of his desire. And of course the song (“I just walked in to see what condition my condition is in”), signaling the viewer that it is time to see where the movie is and what to expect in the third act. My favorite part of the dream is the beginning when the Dude is dance/walking alone in the cavernous abyss. This reminds me of the narcissistic phase of infancy, when you get to just play all by yourself, not even knowing that others exist, so there is no anxiety about the loneliness.


Chapter 13

IN THE DUDE, I ABIDE

Being an Achiever at Lebowski Fest

Julie Dufort and Roseline Lemire-Cadieux

“I’m an Achiever, Man”

Ron can’t get enough of his Big Lebowski talking key chain. Every day, the fifty-nine-year-old real estate developer endlessly plays the same six quotations, believing that if he starts the day listening to such pearls of wisdom as, “The Dude minds, man,” or “Hey, careful, man, there’s a beverage here!” then a good day will be assured. Ron is not alone. Other fans of the Coen brothers’ cult film exhibit the same commitment to the Dude’s sage words. Much like The Rocky Horror Picture Show and Star Trek, The Big Lebowski has its own cultish community.

Proclaiming themselves “Achievers,” these fans gather at conventions—Lebowski Fests—to watch the movie, bowl, drink White Russians, and dress in character.1 They are an inspired but laid-back lot, like the Dude himself. For “Founding Dudes” Will Russell and Scott Shuffitt, the idea of staging a living shrine to all things Dude-related sprang from a simple enough idea. When asked about the conventions’ roots, the pair cite their days selling T-shirts at a tattoo expo in Louisville, Kentucky, as the first act in their tale. While manning a booth, they started to quote dialogue from the movie with passers-by. As a feeling of community and camaraderie grew, they had a flash of inspiration: “If they can have conventions for tattoos and God knows what else, why not a convention for people who love The Big Lebowski?” The idea took on a life of its own. When not trading Dude-inspired witticisms in the flesh (forty conventions held throughout the United States so far), Achievers socialize over the Internet on the Lebowski Fest forum, a Facebook page, and Twitter.

In order to analyze the Achiever fandom in person, we went to the 2011 Lebowski Fest in Tampa, Florida.2 Our idea was simple: by observing Achievers in their cinema-inspired reality and quizzing them on such pertinent questions as what ties their room together or what color of nail polish best suits their toes, we would be gaining firsthand knowledge of the inner workings of their growing fandom.

Our first impressions were far from revelatory. The social phenomenon appeared to be nothing more than another excuse to party. Yet we went deeper. From a philosophical perspective, this mad costume party raises deeper questions about fandom and the relation of fans to the thing that inspired them in the first place. Eventually, our queries turned on questions of irony. What makes the Coen brothers’ ode to slackerdom ironic? How does the film’s cryptic irony affect the conventions’ reinterpretation of it, and how, perhaps most crucially of all, does this irony affect the real-life players, the Achievers?3 From here, we pondered greater questions, such as what does it mean to be an Achiever in modern society, and what does being an Achiever actually achieve? We figured that examining these questions through the lens of the philosopher S⊘ren Kierkegaard (1813–1855) and his concept of irony would shed some insight. As we will see, irony is more than just a figure of speech; for Ron and thousands of other Achievers, irony is a way of life—a way to abide by the strange rules of life as conceived by the prince of slackerdom himself, the Dude.

Where’s the Fucking Irony, Lebowski?

In a very un-Dude-like fashion, let’s consider what we mean by irony. Irony is a common trope used to convey an idea by stating its literal opposite. For instance, when the Dude hears Walter’s dubious plan to steal the ransom money from the Big Lebowski and the kidnappers, his retort is revealing: “That’s a great plan, Walter. That’s fucking ingenious, if I understand it correctly. It’s a Swiss fucking watch.” Obviously, the Dude is unimpressed. Questions of practicality notwithstanding, the Dude’s rebuke has merit and is in keeping with irony as it’s usually understood. Beneath the veneer, however, a more complex and, to some, wholly unfathomable irony lurks, waiting, to be discovered by some existential snoops. Here Kierkegaardian irony provides much-needed clues.

Traditionally, irony was used as a mere rhetorical device, but it gained a properly philosophical status at the cusp of the nineteenth century with the emergence of Romantic theory. In this context, Kierkegaard developed an independent and original theory.4 Instead of communicating the opposite idea of the received message, Kierkegaardian irony says something else that may relate to the exact same message.

In The Big Lebowski, examples abound. When the Dude tells one of Jackie Treehorn’s goons, “Obviously you’re not a golfer,” what he really means is that the goon doesn’t know bowling (which, as we know, is not the opposite of golfing). But it isn’t only in verbal assertions that traditional and Kierkegaardian irony can be found; the fact that the Stranger wears cowboy getup in a contemporary Los Angeles bowling alley, for example, might be regarded as ironic. Indeed, the entire film can be viewed as an ode to irony.

Both traditional and Kierkegaardian irony leaves receivers with their own interpretation of what has been said: nobody tells them directly what the real message is. There is no objective way to distinguish where the truth lies in these messages. In traditional irony, the message is the literal opposite of the actual statement; thus, it is mainly used to provoke laughter. Kierkegaardian irony is much more difficult and challenging. The receiver recognizes that there is something obviously wrong in the affirmation, but she or he is left with little clue to how to interpret the message. As we will see, most Achievers recognize irony in the film. Few, however, could discern what it meant with certainty. Such a phenomenon is what Kierkegaard termed “indirect communication.” Because this type of irony does say something, even in an indirect way, it can be an effective method to impart truth. Perhaps, if you accept Kierkegaard on this, there are even truths that can be expressed only indirectly or at least most effectively through irony.

Even if there is always a message behind this type of communication (and also behind The Big Lebowski), the path to the meaning is not straightforward, as there is no obvious way to find its underlying truth. So, how can we interpret this kind of irony? Kierkegaard would have answered that the only appropriate way to find any certainty about this type of message comes from self-reflection. Faced with the fundamental ambiguity of irony, receivers can rely only on themselves and their individual interpretation of the message. Yet because it is ironic, each part of the message may induce an incorrect interpretation, leading to a false reading of what has been said. To interpret and extract a truth from the message, a receiver’s only tools are the ability to think and look back on personal stories and past experiences.

The implications of such a theory are clear: Achievers-receivers are incapable of getting the Dude if they don’t get bowling and/or golfing. Those with little knowledge of golfing and bowling run the risk of responding to the film in a superficial manner: for them, Lebowski is just another lowbrow comedy. As Oscar Wilde said, “Irony is wasted on the stupid.” The individual subject—whom Kierkegaard calls the “Subjective Thinker”—is the only person capable of bringing actual meaning to an ironic statement.5 In other words, only the Subjective Thinker can find the truth in the message. This is why Kierkegaard is often regarded as the grandfather of existentialism: the foundations of truth sit in an individual’s existence itself.

Of course, if one refers only to oneself to find the truth in an ironic message, it means no one meaning exists—multiple ways of interpreting it abound. We can argue at length about authorial intent, but ultimately there is no objective truth in—or behind—the message. The Coen brothers’ silence suggests that the filmmakers concur. They’ve done little to shed light on queries relating to The Big Lebowski script during interviews. Of course, this is hardly surprising. Artists are customarily mute when prodded about their work, leading some commentators to state that perhaps Kierkegaard meant there is no message behind what the receiver is told.6

Although there is no way to gain access to an objective message, Kierkegaard would still consider that in interpreting an ironic message, we really find a truth. This “genuine” truth is obviously not objective, which is why Kierkegaard called it the subjective truth. Likewise, the construction of this subjective truth is constantly unraveling. As receivers ponder the meaning of the message, perhaps fascinated by its form and characteristics, they are always pushing the introspection further. While this psychological mechanism operates, Kierkegaardian irony is still at work; to comprehend what is being said, the receiver might employ repetitive listening, reveling in the message over and over again, while being on the lookout for new interpretive leads. This makes sense, because Achievers subject The Big Lebowski to multiple viewings, as if engaged in an infinite task. Over time, repetition can help provide the receiver with these new interpretations. The irony at the message’s core will never give any definitive answers, but the endeavor can still be fruitful.

Taking this notion a little further, the concept of repetition gains greater significance when the receiver finally reaches a point where, even though interpretation is incomplete and ongoing, compelling meaning begins to emerge.7 At this moment, the receiver (and in our case, the Achiever) might ask: “In the end, what’s behind this message? I know there is something very interesting here, but I’m still not sure what it is. How should I understand this message? How can I communicate this interpretation to others?” All this suggests that the movie’s audience or receivers are the ones who can best decipher the meaning hidden in the script. To answer the previous questions, receivers may choose repetition; that is, they may decide to repeat their own interpretation of the message. Even if—as is the case with numerous jokes in Lebowski—this seems to be a light and playful activity, Kierkegaardian theory instructs us to consider that in repetition we find the Truth and the seriousness of life.8

Although the characters populating the film may take issue with such an approach (think of Walter and his sage advice: “Ah, fuck it, Dude. Let’s go bowling!”), Kierkegaardian theory elucidates much. In fact, it goes further than what the Greeks offered. The Greek concept of mimesis, or imitation, broadly developed by Plato and Aristotle, involves repetition. Indeed, mimesis—closely associated with the arts in the Greek tradition—and Kierkegaardian irony both refer to a repetition or reenactment of reality. Yet in the famous “Allegory of the Cave” from Book VII of Plato’s Republic (where chained humans erroneously think they see reality while looking at shadows of the truth projected on a cave’s wall), we find that for Plato, mimesis—and by extension, the arts—caused the truth to be distorted and incorrectly depicted. Not surprisingly, Plato dismissed the use and value of both art and mimesis.

Aristotle took a different angle. He didn’t repudiate mimesis; rather, he found it a worthy and necessary tool to connect with human emotions, while also keeping sufficiently detached from them. Kierkegaardian irony, however, radically distinguishes itself from both of these approaches to mimesis by emphasizing the comprehension by the individual who actually repeats the message. For Kierkegaard, irony did not necessarily link to the arts. Rather, irony means that with repetition, individuals acting ironically simply appropriate a message in order to communicate it.9 Ultimately, Kierkegaardian irony is a pathway to understanding a subjective existential truth.

So, as Achiever-receivers repeat the film’s message, they also repeat the irony! Thus, they are no longer simply passive “receivers”; they are also using indirect communication to express their own interpretation of subjective existential truth. In other words, fans of The Big Lebowski, as they repeatedly screen the film, enact its characters, and quote liberally from its script, become an integral part of its message. They become the irony; therefore, they become the message. Kierkegaard might not have joined in, but he might have marveled at the fans as they repeat the message by dressing up, spewing quotes, or acting out a Lebowski character—no longer mere receivers but participants in the indirect communication and, by extension, parts of the message. They are constituents of irony.

“The Story Is Ludicrous”

In keeping with the spirit of Kierkegaard, our analysis of The Big Lebowski’s irony incorporates the Achievers’ reading of it. When asked whether they thought the movie was ironic, 70 percent of respondents answered a definitive yes, while only 6 percent answered with a resounding no. Nearly 30 percent of the Achievers quizzed, detected irony in the film because they considered the protagonists antiheroes, while 25 percent said the film’s irony indirectly communicates life lessons. In both cases, Achievers seemed to perceive that something in the movie is happening beneath the veneer. As we will see, these interpretations relate to Kierkegaard’s theory because they refer to indirect communication.

In the first scene, the Dude is introduced as a ramshackle man who wears an untidy bathrobe while sniffing cartons of half-and-half at a supermarket. He duly writes the unimpressed cashier a check for 69 cents, obtaining the half-and-half needed for a White Russian. As a “deep, affable, Western-accented voice” (as the script prescribes it) narrates, we learn that this repulsive man—in terms of mainstream aesthetics—is the main character of the film. The Coen brothers’ trick, however, is to illicit the audience’s sympathy for this “lazy” man who, in the parlance of his times, follows one golden rule: take it easy. (Or, as he instructs Walter, after the firearm incident with Smokey, “Just take it easy, man!”) To honor this rule, he must stay unconcerned—he adheres to a “strict drug regimen”—and avoid the pressures of a stressful Western life, hence, his ongoing unemployment. But it is this very nonchalance toward life’s stresses that endears the Dude to Achievers. For them, he is a hero even though he embodies a lifestyle marginalized by American standards.

In fact, when asked to which character they relate, nearly 50 percent of Achievers answered “the Dude.” Such a high percentage may worry mothers who are afraid their own little Achievers might, as the fella says, grow up to be Dudes, but concerns that they might aim to imitate the Dude toke for toke are overblown. None of the fans we observed seriously considered living their lives exactly as the Dude would. Most Achievers have jobs, and many are highly educated. This is another reason the Dude is an antihero in an ironic way: Achievers relate to him and admire his philosophy of life, but it is merely an inspiration. In other words, the Achievers are not mimicking the Dude in their actual lives. Rather, Achievers respond in ways that cohere with their own interpretation of the film. In this way, the Dude himself becomes a fundamentally ironic figure.

Given this dynamic, it’s hardly surprising that many Achievers consider the film to be rife with life lessons, which brings us back to Kierkegaard’s philosophy. For Ron, Lebowski holds great truths about life and society, though multiple viewings may be required to discover these truths. Ron claimed that only 5 to 10 percent of the irony was penetrable on the first viewing. After watching the film more than fifteen times, he believes that he is now halfway to understanding the whole message. But such an El Dorado might appear more distant to the film’s younger viewers. Ron believes that many Achievers may be too young and inexperienced to grasp much and that some kind of personal experience is necessary to penetrate to the core message of the Coen brothers’ script. Ron’s musings cohere nicely with Kierkegaard’s belief that a particular personal “condition” is essential to understanding irony.10

Let’s see, then, what the truth means to different Achievers. As the Big Lebowski says, “You have your story. I have mine.”

“They’re the Little Lebowski Urban Achievers”

Before commenting on the ways in which Kierkegaardian irony affects Achievers, it is imperative to define what an Achiever is in his time and place. Even though our questionnaires show that white educated men were strongly represented in the 2011 Tampa Lebowski Fest, Achievers are far from being a homogeneous group. This inclusive and diverse fandom includes pacifists, laid-back dudes, veterans, fucking lady-friends, feminist artists, and what have you. Since the Oxford English Dictionary does not yet define the Achiever as a proper noun, we thought we would beat them to it by asking those who identify with the nomenclature. As the following illustration indicates, there are as many ways to become an Achiever as there are ways to spread a loved one’s ashes. Besides enjoying the movie, being an Achiever could mean to abide (18 percent), to know lines by heart (16 percent), to take it easy (14 percent), or to criticize social hierarchies, norms, and authority (8 percent).


I’m an Achiever because I . . .
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We might even say that there are as many definitions as there are Achievers, a conclusion that brings us back to the Kierkegaardian irony. The fans’ positive-sounding moniker is in keeping with the philosopher’s definition; being an Achiever can certainly be something other than the opposite of the literal meaning. Who would actually join a fandom of unemployed dudes who fail at every project they undertake? Because no authority figure can indicate to an Achiever what he is supposed to be or achieve, the fan can rely only on his own interpretation to find the significance of his “membership” in the community. He needs to question himself to find the subjective truth.

“Come On, You’re Being Very Un-Dude”

If repeating the message makes the Achievers a part of the irony, the Lebowski Fest facilitates this integration. Each convention is built on the same template: the first night consists of the film’s screening and the following night features a bowling party replete with costumes and trivia contests. The Lebowski Fest attendees and the fandom community repeat the message in three different ways: they dress up as the main characters, act like them, and repeat hundreds of memorized quotes.

Achievers never miss an opportunity to dress up as their favorite characters, and every year, the Lebowski Fests welcome dozens of Dudes, Walters, Maudes, and Jesuses. Yet what’s striking is that the fans don’t limit themselves to emulating characters; they also dress as famous props from the film. It’s not uncommon to find fans dressed as dirty rugs, Folgers coffee cans, or “Pigs in a Blanket” (which one of the nihilists orders at the Pancake House)! This kind of repetition has generated a whole new line of products: fans can purchase “Over the Line” hot pants or a “Housebroken” dog shirt. Some Achievers are willing to pay a lot of money for more authentic wares, too; the Dude’s Cowichan wool sweater, by Pendleton, is priced at $400 on eBay (the original item is now up for only $11,000).

Fans also value and respect line memorizers. “Shut the fuck up, Donny!” Or: “I need my fucking Johnson!” Or, for the politically astute fan: “Smokey, this is not ’Nam, this is bowling. There are rules.” One just needs to visit the Web pages of the Lebowski Fest forum, Facebook, or Twitter to notice how often people refer to the Dude or Walter dialogues. It shouldn’t come as a surprise to learn that our questionnaires came back to us full of quotations. When we asked in what ways the movie inspired people in their “real lives,” the answers were almost invariably quotes. This passion for repetition, for repeating lines over and over again, is, needless to say, unbridled during screenings. There, in front of a flickering screen projecting the film’s indelible images, the passion of the Lebowski fandom finds full vent, and the effect is one Kierkegaard could have appreciated.

Though our survey shows that almost half of the Achievers identify with the Dude (44 percent), the remaining characters are also represented: Donny nets a cool 15 percent, while Maude, Jesus, Walter, and the film’s narrator, the Stranger, all garner a respectable 6 percent each. The Lebowski Fest is an occasion to reenact the film: fans will play the cool guys, drink White Russians, bowl, and—who knows?—they might even “smoke a J.”

Unavoidably, the Achiever community evokes comparisons with other fandoms of cult films such as Star Trek or The Rocky Horror Picture Show. Though the artistic merit of these films may vary, all of these communities share an identity through common tastes and lifestyles.11 The similarities between these fandoms can also be seen as ironic by Kierkegaardian standards, again because of repetition. For instance, fans of the midnight movie The Rocky Horror Picture Show dress up and mimic characters during screenings, while the fans of Star Trek—Trekkies—also have conventions where many have learned to communicate in the fictional Klingon language.

Nevertheless, not all cult movies and their related communities are perceived by their fans as ironic. Because Achievers knowingly accept themselves and the movie as ironic, Achievers are different from other devoted cult film fans, and their distinction would have pleased Kierkegaard. Okay, perhaps at first glance, The Rocky Horror Picture Show also seems to be a likely contender for having an ironic fandom.12 But given the perceived hopelessness of the characters’ lives, at the end of the day Lebowski’s fandom trumps all.

What Does an Achiever Achieve?

As we have seen, Achievers are intensely attached to the movie and their fandom. Like other cult films, The Big Lebowski provides a context around which to build a community of values and lifestyles. In other words, the movie and its irony have brought together people who feel some degree of social connection with one another. According to Achievers, friendship (21 percent), open-mindedness (20 percent), and coolness (16 percent) are the three most important values shared among fans. These surveys reveal that fans’ feelings of belonging ultimately initiated a new participatory culture. Cofounder Will Russell stresses that the Lebowski Fest would be nothing without the Achievers’ contribution. The fans create the spectacle and the event; no music band or theater company could steal their thunder. They are the show.

Besides the social payoffs of participatory culture, Achievers achieve something highly personal. This prompts more questions. How significant is The Big Lebowski in their everyday lives? To what extent does the film prod them literally to achieve something (or nothing)? As a method, Kierkegaardian irony begs Achievers to question themselves and explore their own individual interiorities. More questions, then: What messages are the Coen brothers trying to communicate? What does the movie mean for me? Though the answers are multiple, the path is similar. For Jeff Dowd, the man who inspired the Dude character, “there’s really no time like the present,” and attending the Lebowski Fest is an achievement in itself. For Ron, the movie is a philosophy of life that inspires him to take it easy and enjoy life on a daily basis. It helps him handle any situation with a “Dude-like approach.” For Jonathan, a twenty-two-year-old Eagle Scout who studies criminal justice in college, the movie has an important message: don’t pee on other people’s rugs. As different as these answers may be, they were all reached through an investigation of interiority and life experience in order to understand the film and what it means to be an Achiever. In short, Kierkegaardian irony provokes much more than laughter in Achievers: it brings them closer to their subjective existential truth.

In the Dude, I Abide

In the film’s final shot, the Stranger repeats after the Dude, “The Dude abides.” Significantly, it is the film’s only point of view shot. Here, we can observe the Stranger in all of his grizzled glory as he says, “I don’t know about you, but I take comfort in that. It’s good knowin’ he’s out there, the Dude, takin’ her easy for all us sinners.” The line reads like some kind of ironic moral, a wrap-up statement expressing a predictable sentiment, a parody of the down home, folksy wisdom of Westerns and a nation that at one time could take them seriously. Yet not surprisingly, more meaning lurks beneath. Almost all of the Achievers’ interpretations were to some extent related to the Dude, his authenticity, his integrity, and his coolness. That the Dude might be “out there” taking it easy for all of us caught in the daily bustle is a comforting thought.

In its own right, this Coen brothers’ story certainly contains enough fodder for a lively film studies seminar. Nevertheless, we think that studying this cult classic would be incomplete if we didn’t consider the people who contributed to making it what it is today: Achievers are The Big Lebowski’s lifeline. Without them anchoring the film in their own constructed universe of meaning, this brilliant foray into ironic Americana may have been forgotten.

In summary, the concept of Achiever in itself might not be as widely known and recognized as Star Trek’s notorious “Trekkies,” but this has much to do with the many Achievers not yet being conscious of their own potential; they are Achievers-to-be. From now on, fans of Lebowski, take heed. Next time you have a conversation with a fellow fan, look for the glint in her eye when you quote your favorite character. The moment of realization will let both of you know that you are Achievers, and that a singular wit unites you. Until you get the chance to attend the next Lebowski Fest, however, where Achievers will once again show and embody the significance of The Big Lebowski for one another, what you can achieve is pretty simple: “You know, the usual. Bowl. Drive around. The occasional acid flashback.” Yes, the Dude abides.13

NOTES

1. “Achiever” is the preferred nomenclature for a fan of The Big Lebowski. The name comes from the “Little Lebowski Urban Achievers,” a higher-education program for inner-city children sponsored by the Big Lebowski. Eddie Chung’s 2009 documentary film The Achievers: The Story of the Lebowski Fans offers more insights into this subculture. For more information about the Lebowski Fest, visit www.lebowskifest.com.

2. We surveyed forty-eight Achievers; we interviewed the “Founding Dudes” (Will Russell and Scott Shuffitt) and Jeff Dowd, the man who inspired the Dude character to the Coen brothers.

3. Joshua Kates is alert to the ironic dimensions of Coen brothers’ movies but uses critical theorist Paul de Man to illuminate their work; see his essay “The Big Lebowski and Paul de Man: Historicizing Irony and Ironizing Historicism,” in Edward P. Comentale and Aaron Jaffe, eds., This Year’s Work in Lebowski Studies (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2009), 149–172.

4. S⊘ren Kierkegaard, Writings, 2, The Concept of Irony with Continual Reference to Socrates, trans. Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1989). Originally written in 1841, this was Kierkegaard’s dissertation at the University of Copenhagen.

5. S⊘ren Kierkegaard, Concluding Unscientific Postscript to Philosophical Fragments, trans. Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1992; orig. 1846), 301.

6. Candace Lang, Irony/Humour: Critical Paradigms (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1988).

7. Kierkegaard, Concluding Unscientific Postscript to Philosophical Fragments, 79.

8. Kierkegaard, Repetition: An Essay in Experimental Psychology, trans. Howard V. Hong and Edna H. Hong (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1941; orig. 1843).

9. Socrates, as depicted by Plato, is famous for his irony, too. Comparing Socratic and Kierkegaardian irony is a complex matter. Let’s just say here that Kierkegaard explicitly called on Socratic irony in developing his own; much depends on how much one thinks Socrates communicated indirectly through irony and how much he used irony simply to separate the wise (and the potentially wise) from the foolish.

10. Kierkegaard, Philosophical Fragments, or, a Fragment of Philosophy, trans. Howard V. Hong (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1962; orig. 1844), chap. 4.

11. Philippe Le Guern, Les cultes médiatiques: Culture fan et §uvres cultes (Renne, France: Presses universitaires de Rennes, 2002).

12. In order to verify this hypothesis, we would need to conduct further field research with fans of the Rocky Horror Picture Show (1975). We’re still waiting for a Call for Papers for The Rocky Horror Picture Show and Philosophy.

13. The authors wish to thank Achievers Brandon Webb and Israël Benedict for insightful reading and valuable comments on this chapter.


Chapter 14

“MR. TREEHORN TREATS OBJECTS LIKE WOMEN, MAN”

The Dude as Feminist Ally

Ben Almassi

“Sometimes there’s a man, well, he’s the man, for his time and place. He fits right in there. And that was the Dude, in Los Angeles,” muses the Stranger, the cowboy narrator of The Big Lebowski. What sort of man is the Dude, though? Is he a lazy man, quite possibly the laziest in Los Angeles County and high in the running for laziest worldwide? Is he righteous, prepared to do what’s right, whatever the cost? Is he masculine? Is he a feminist?

The Dude may dismiss these questions and a deep discussion of contemporary masculinity, but let’s not let him, the Big Lebowski, or The Big Lebowski off so easily. Let’s try to understand this man of his time and place—and I’m talking about the Dude here—for his successes, failures, and growth as a feminist ally. The Dude is a lovable walking mess. He’s a loser, a pacifist, an accidental gumshoe, an ex-roadie for Metallica who rejects traditional manhood yet helps the Big Lebowski find his trophy wife, Bunny. In his adventures with Walter, Donny, Jackie Treehorn, Maude, Bunny, and the Big Lebowski himself, the Dude is a rich illustration of a flawed, yet promising, feminist ally. By digging into the endlessly rewarding film with help from political, moral, and feminist philosophers, we can see the Dude’s uneasy relationship with masculinity. Not a hero and not a nihilist, the Dude embodies many of the ways that men of his time and place (and ours) can succeed, fail, and grow as allies for sexual equality and justice.

“I’m Not Mr. Lebowski; You’re Mr. Lebowski”

The first clue about the Dude’s strained relationship with traditional masculinity is that name: the Dude, his Dudeness, Duder, El Duderino, if you’re not into the whole brevity thing. As the Stranger says, with some disdain and bemusement, it’s not a label any right-thinking man claims where he’s from. As a cowboy, he knows lots of dudes, men derided as dudes, and to his eye there’s nothing manly about embracing dudeness.

Now, the Dude doesn’t see himself as a dandy, a fop, or a guy playing cowboy on a dude ranch. He’s more like a surfer dude without the surfing. He seems oblivious and unconcerned with the emasculating connotations of being the Dude; if anything, he’s happy to emasculate himself! Having just met the Big Lebowski in seeking amends for his rug, he’s keen to note this: “Let me explain something to you. I’m not Mr. Lebowski; you’re Mr. Lebowski. I’m the Dude, so that’s what you call me.”

This disavowal does not endear the one Lebowski to the other. Really, the Big Lebowski’s personal attacks on the Dude are all about this difference between them on the value of traditional masculinity. The two men could hardly be men more differently. The Dude has no wife or kids and lives alone in an apartment (on which he owes rent). The Big Lebowski lives in a mansion with his young, conventionally attractive second wife and has an adult daughter, Maude, as well as other children. (Well, they’re not literally his children, but the Little Lebowski Urban Achievers—“inner-city children of promise without the necessary means for a, necessary means for a higher education,” to whom the Big Lebowski sees himself as a beneficent white father.) The Dude drives a beater; he wears jellies, bowling shoes without socks, barrettes, and his bathrobe to the grocery, where he writes checks for half-and-half. The Big Lebowski is immaculately dressed and travels by limo. The Dude is unkempt and without ambition—which drives the Big Lebowski crazy.

TBL: Are you employed, sir?

Dude: Employed?

TBL: You don’t really go out looking for a job dressed like that, do you, on a weekday?

Dude: Is this . . . a weekday? What day is it?

Basically, the Dude realizes the Big Lebowski sees him as “a loser, a deadbeat, someone the square community won’t give a shit about”—and the Dude can’t really disagree with this description.

Nobody else ever solved his problems, the Big Lebowski insists. His legs were taken from him in Korea, but did he complain? No, he did not—he went out and achieved anyway. Of course, this myth of self-reliance is a fiction, a lie supporting Lebowski’s vanity. Maude twice tells the Dude that the Lebowski fortune is her mother’s; the Achievers charity is her father’s to keep him from mucking up the family businesses. The Big Lebowski’s financial acumen and marriage are shams, but they allow his public performance of traditional masculinity.

The film highlights the differences in Lebowski masculinity in the scene where we learn of Bunny’s kidnapping. As Brandt opens the doors sweepingly to the great room, the Big Lebowski performs traditional masculine grief beside a roaring fire. Meanwhile, the Dude comes to the mansion in pajama bottoms and a baseball shirt, lights a joint while hearing about Bunny, and to the old man’s manly grief replies, distracted and high, “Bummer . . . that’s a bummer, man.” Gazing into the fire, the Big Lebowski asks pensively, “What makes a man, Mr. Lebowski? Is it being prepared to do what’s right no matter the cost?” and the Dude responds, “Sure, that and a pair of testicles.”

Their ridiculous exchange says a lot about both men. We learn later that the Big Lebowski is definitely not going to do what’s right no matter the cost. Instead of ransoming Bunny, he exploits the situation to embezzle millions from the Achievers charity. Sure, it turns out that Bunny is safe, the kidnapping an opportunistic ruse from her nihilist friends, but the Big Lebowski doesn’t know that. He sends the Dude to save Bunny with a briefcase of phonebooks (the ringer cannot appear light!) and keeps the money. The Big Lebowski articulates and publicly flaunts his self-righteous notion of manhood but shirks it privately. For him, masculinity is a public performance. Meanwhile, the Dude is fully divested from a traditional sort of masculinity. He sees himself as a man only insofar as he’s male. He’s too laid back and unconcerned with “the square community” to see himself as committed to gendered masculinity past a basic recognition of his biological maleness. The Dude seems to show little anxiety about being a man—up to the point the nihilists threaten castration. That gets his attention.

While the Dude’s actions are first propelled by compensation for a soiled rug that really tied the room together, he’s later driven by that terrible promise that Uli and the other former members of Autobahn make. Aggression from other antagonists usually leaves the Dude pretty unfazed, whether in response to the Big Lebowski (“Okay. The old man said to take any rug in the house!”), the Malibu sheriff (“I’m sorry. I wasn’t listening.”), even Jackie Treehorn’s thugs (“It’s down there somewhere, let me take another look.”). After that bathtub visit, however, the nihilists and their oversize scissors haunt the Dude’s dreams. He doesn’t need sympathy, he says; he needs his Johnson. Sweet naive Donny asks, “What do you need that for, Dude?” Obviously, he doesn’t realize that for the Dude, there’s really nothing that makes him a man except his Johnson and a pair of testicles. It’s the only sort of manhood the Dude cares about.

“I’m Talkin’ about the Dude Here”

There’s a lot to like about the Dude. For those of us who want a jumping-off point for an alternative kind of masculinity, we could do a lot worse. The Dude is unthreatened by Maude’s feminism and uninvested in the Big Lebowski’s patriarchal manhood myths of domination, aggression, and false bravado. He has a good sense of justice, too, not retributive justice—the Dude doesn’t care much for punishment—but restorative justice. All the Dude ever wanted was his rug back.

Yet if we see the Dude as a paragon of what a progressive man can be, we sell him and ourselves short. The Dude could be a better man—and a nonsexist way of understanding this is to say he has room to grow as a feminist ally. Ken Clatterbaugh’s work on contemporary masculinity is helpful here. What Clatterbaugh calls the “moral conservative perspective” on masculinity basically is the Big Lebowski, who sees and presents himself as a traditionally benevolent husband, protector, and provider.1 “For moral conservatives, civilization involves a set of practiced values that can be maintained only if male nature is domesticated—that is, directed away from its natural antisocial inclinations and toward the masculine roles of protector and provider.”2 This is surely not the Dude. So, what are his alternatives? One possible option Clatterbaugh describes is the “liberal profeminist perspective” on masculinity, which rejects “the conservative idea that traditional gender roles are either natural or necessary to civilized society.”3 In this perspective men may aspire to be women’s allies, rather than protectors or providers, in creating a more equitable and just world.

It may sound odd to put it this way, but I think the Dude as we meet him in The Big Lebowski is halfway toward being a feminist ally. The film gives us many memorable scenes where the Dude’s abandonment of traditional masculinity opens space for him to ally with Maude and others in their projects. But his failure to find a meaningful replacement for traditional masculinity—as bell hooks puts it, to “reclaim” masculinity—ends up limiting him as a trustworthy ally, often to wicked comic effect.4

“Takin’ Her Easy for All of Us Sinners”

When the Dude freaks out, Walter soothes him by saying, “Calm down, you’re being very un-Dude,” and that’s right. Despite his hatred for the Eagles, the Dude loves to take it easy. This makes him a relaxed nonjudgmental supporter of many eccentric projects. He attends his landlord’s modern dance performance and apparently is going to give him notes afterward. He makes no insecure self-conscious retorts to Maude’s overtly feminist art or identity, and not because he wants to charm her. He says he’s a pacifist: rather than meet violence with violence, the Dude abides. That’s true when he defends fellow pacifist Smokey against Walter’s armed enforcement of bowling rules (“Over the line!”). It’s true again when he’s willing to give up his four dollars to avoid fighting the nihilists over their self-contradictory moral grievance (“His girlfriend gave up her toe. It’s not fair!”). Meanwhile, Walter takes his principled masculine stand against the nihilists, wins the fight, and loses Donny.

“Pacifism is not something to hide behind,” Walter tells the Dude, but he’s only half right. Walter equates pacifism with passivity, and the Dude is a pretty passive guy. Sometimes this gets interpreted as lazy, sometimes as taking it easy. Compared to Walter’s approach of nonstop aggression—with the nihilists, Larry Sellers, the Big Lebowski, the coffee shop waitress, the crematorium man, Smokey, poor constantly abused Donny—we should give the Dude’s passivity a little credit. Yet as Martin Luther King Jr. argued in his “Letter from a Birmingham Jail,” nonviolence is not passivity. It’s about action: direct action, moral force for social change.5 In rejecting a knee-jerk masculine aggression, the Dude is on the way to genuine nonviolent social change. Maybe he was closer, though, when he was drafting the (first uncompromised version of the) Port Huron Statement all those years ago with Tom Hayden and the Students for a Democratic Society. By the time he meets the Big Lebowski, though, the Dude’s pacifism has stalled into passivity.

“First of All, Dude, You Don’t Have an Ex”

Walter and the Dude are an odd pair. You get the impression that if Walter randomly wanted to pay his respects to Branded writer Arthur Digby Sellers in his iron lung, the Dude would come along. Yet the Dude really fails to empathize with his friend on his ex-wife, Cynthia. The Dude has never been married, has never been religious, and seems to have no constructive idea how to support Walter on these things. When it comes to his unflagging Judaism and willingness to care for Cynthia’s “show dog” while she and her boyfriend are on vacation, Walter gets the Dude’s scorn. Maybe Walter is being masochistic or delusional enough to think he’ll get Cynthia back. Maybe he feels something through his personal experience that the Dude cannot. As Walter sees it, he made a real spiritual commitment in converting to Judaism, so after his divorce he wouldn’t stop being Jewish any more than he’d turn in his library card. Meanwhile, the Dude has made no real commitment to anything, and his failure to appreciate this difference in their experiences limits his compassion as a friend.

If the Dude sometimes fails to empathize with Walter, he definitely fails to empathize with Bunny. From propositioning the Dude to filming Logjammin’, nothing we learn of Bunny Lebowski (née Fawn Knutsen) suggests that she is a lovely woman, whatever Brandt says. But the Dude is supposed to save Bunny—her life is in his hands!—and as the film ends, we see that this would have been much easier had he bothered to learn anything about her. What if he had thought of Bunny as a real person, not only as an object of his investigation? Maybe he’d have met and gotten information sooner from Da Fino, the private eye hired by Bunny’s Minnesotan parents. Instead, however, when he meets her at Lebowski’s mansion, the Dude simply pretends to accept Bunny’s blunt offer and does nothing to disrupt the pattern of her objectification.

Given its sprawling memorable cast, The Big Lebowski has few female characters with any lines. After Maude and Bunny, there are only minor characters: Arthur Digby Sellers’s housekeeper, Pilar, the coffee shop waitress, and the nihilist girlfriend. Julianne Moore’s Maude is a great filmic creation, but she fails the Bechdel test (in general, a pretty good critical tool) because she never talks to any named female character.6 Meanwhile, Bunny has nothing but sexualized encounters with male characters: the Dude, the Big Lebowski, Jackie Treehorn, even Brandt, and especially Karl Hungus. This is a wide-ranging group of men! Yet none of them challenge the picture of Bunny as anything but a sex object.

“Mr. Treehorn Treats Objects Like Women, Man”

The Dude’s fair-weather stance on sexual objectification seen in his encounter with Bunny is echoed in his encounter with Jackie Treehorn, a pornographer who draws a lot of water in the nice quiet little beach community of Malibu. In Treehorn’s house, the Dude acts all cool and chummy. It’s only after he’s drugged, thrown from the party, and detained by the Malibu sheriff that the Dude offers his mixed-up moral criticism of Jackie Treehorn. Earlier, when watching a scene from Logjammin’ with Maude, the Dude is coolly detached (even fatuous) in his reaction. Remember that when Walter calls Bunny a bitch and a slut, the Dude offers no criticism; meanwhile, when the Dude slurs the thug who peed on his rug, Walter constructively observes that “Asian American” is the preferred nomenclature. Overall, it’s not that the Dude himself seems especially interested in treating objects like women, but his record as an ally against sexual objectification is pretty unimpressive.

“Jeffrey . . . Love Me”

If the Dude is anybody’s feminist ally, we might assume it’s Maude’s. She’s the only avowed feminist in the film, after all. Although she is clearly a caricature of early 1990s feminism, to the Coen brothers’ and especially Julianne Moore’s credit, Maude still seems like an actual person. When we meet her, she both memorably reinforces the idea that feminist art is about female bodies and experiences and challenges the idea that feminists hate sex. Maude is scornful of Logjammin’ not for prurience but because it’s bad art (“The plot is ludicrous”) and because Bunny is a personal embarrassment (“she’s taking my father for the proverbial ride”). The Dude is as far from her world as he is from the Big Lebowski’s, but unlike her father, Maude never comes off as phony.

In her work on the ethics of treating others as persons, contemporary philosopher Onora O’Neill reminds us of a tension between love and respect in many of our relationships.7 On one hand, when we love other people, we might (and should) assist them with their valued projects, especially projects important to them that they cannot do on their own. On the other hand, often in this assistance we get too close; in doing so, we fail to respect the other person properly as his or her own person and fail to recognize that his or her valued projects are his or her projects. “The duty to seek others’ happiness is always a duty to promote and share the others’ end without taking them over.”8 We see recognition of this tension between love and respect in Kant’s ethics, O’Neill notes. It can be truly hard to find the right balance between these values, especially in intimate relationships: after all, “Intimate bodies cannot easily have separate lives.”9 Sometimes we care so much about what our loved ones care about because they care about it that we blur that line between us, and we forget that being autonomous people, our loved ones must be the ones to decide what they care about, and how to care about it. As O’Neill puts it, “Here it is peculiarly demanding to leave the other ‘space’ for his or her pursuit of ends.”10

Although there are big differences between the Dude and Maude, he does pretty well in keeping a respectful distance on Maude’s valued projects. Recall the Dude’s oddly strong insistence to Da Fino: “She’s not my special lady, she’s my fucking lady friend. I’m just helping her conceive, man!” The Dude here is trying to clarify the nature of their relationship and explain that conception is her project. He’s helping, not taking over. Maude seeks single parenthood, and the Dude is happy to recognize her projects as hers, even this one for which his help is crucial. In this way, O’Neill might remind us, the Dude avoids paternalism toward Maude by deliberately refusing to present himself as the author of her ends.11

This is only half of the story, though. It elides Maude’s deceptive sin of omission in not being up front about her parental intentions before sex. It also neglects the Dude’s eagerness to disavow all parental rights and responsibilities. We see that the Dude is uninterested in asserting any traditional paternal claim, but he doesn’t do anything to replace it with an engaged feminist alternative. He won’t be a patriarch to this new little Lebowski, true, only because he won’t be any sort of parent at all.12

A second way the Dude shows room for growth as a feminist ally to Maude is as a listener. In her book Epistemic Injustice, Miranda Fricker describes how stereotypes around gender, race, and other social categories skew the credibility we grant one another on what we say. Some people who have a lot of actual rational authority on a subject get less credibility than they deserve; others who don’t know nearly as much get more credibility than deserved.13 Often the reason for this mismatch between rational authority and credibility, Fricker argues, is that a prejudicial stereotype skews our abilities to evaluate one another’s trustworthiness: simply put, “it distorts the hearer’s perception of the speaker.”14 Some accents, such as Maude’s affected tone, ooze unwarranted credibility, for example. Far too often, a woman’s worries or fears are dismissed as “hysterical,” even though, on a measured evaluation, her concerns are actually justified. Similarly, female executives and male homemakers might not be recognized as social authorities on things with which they actually have a lot of experience. Fricker calls this sort of phenomenon “testimonial injustice.”15 We can become more reliable (and more just) in how we trust and distrust what others tell us by learning how to listen virtuously. That is, when practicing testimonial justice ably, “the virtuous hearer neutralizes the impact of prejudice in her credibility judgments.”16

The Dude solves the mystery of Bunny’s predicament only by finally listening seriously to Maude on things that, by any objective measure, she really knows what she’s talking about: on the Lebowski family businesses, her father’s poor financial situation, his rotten relationship with Bunny. Ironically, when Maude shares clues to Bunny’s “kidnapping,” the Dude snaps with exasperation, “Hey, man, why don’t you fucking listen occasionally? You might learn something.” If he had taken his own advice and given Maude the credibility she deserved, the Dude might have much sooner appreciated the new information that had come to light.

Heroes and Allies

The Dude is not a hero; the Stranger makes that clear up front. In fact, as Roger Ager notes perceptively, “The Dude is a total reversal of hero-archetypes. Heroes are typically seen as interventionists—people who respond to injustice by using the traits of strength, courage and intellect to set the world straight. Even though the Dude lacks these attributes, he has become an iconic figure in modern American film.”17 It’s not despite the lack of these attributes, but because of it, that many fans online and elsewhere admire him. Consider this Web praise of the Dude from “Chalupa” and the “Dudely Lama” in their online essay “What Makes a Man, Mr. Lebowski?” After putting the other male characters in two groups, they conclude, “The Dude, meanwhile, has risen above the whole macho/milquetoast dichotomy. And like a modern-day Buddha, that release of the ego has allowed him to exude a profound compassion for everyone.”18

But what sort of man is the Dude if he’s risen above the “macho/milquetoast dichotomy”? If not a hero, what kind of man is he? Dennis Allen sees the Dude’s appeal for many men in his “contemporary slacker masculinity . . . a masculinity that maintains cynical distance from the achievement masculinity of the Big Lebowski and the violent masculinity of Walter.”19 In this way, the Dude is a man for his time and place—he’s a slacker. Is slacker masculinity an improvement, though? Allen is skeptical: ultimately, he says, it’s no more effective than the traditional alternatives.

The Dude’s successes and failures as a friend and an ally give us reason to be a little more optimistic than Allen is. The Dude is on track to becoming a feminist ally—as bell hooks puts it, to becoming a “comrade in struggle”—though, like many other slacker men, he has some room to grow.20 The Dude’s way of being a man embodies the first steps in what political philosopher Larry May calls a “progressive male standpoint.”21 In arguing for men’s duty and capacity to make positive contributions alongside women in working for sexual equality and justice, May draws on work by Nancy Hartsock and other feminist theorists.22 A standpoint, they explain, is a way of looking at and interacting with the world. It’s not simply a viewpoint one has automatically; a standpoint is a perspective on things each of us achieves through critical reflection on our personal experiences.23 Women who take a feminist standpoint don’t do this immediately or simply because they’re women but as a result of critical reflection on their experiences as women. Men can achieve a progressive male standpoint, May argues, by thinking critically about masculinity as we experience it in our own lives.24

The Dude’s divestment from traditional masculinity puts him in a good position to get started on this. One way his “slacker masculinity” improves on the Big Lebowski’s paternal posture is that the Dude recognizes and internalizes a subtle feminist argument bell hooks and others have made against patriarchy: that the deep social power structures of male domination of women both oppress women and hurt all people, men and women, by stifling them in rigid gender roles.25 For a man such as the Big Lebowski, it’s nearly impossible to reflect critically on masculinity as he experiences it in his life because his identity, sense of self-worth, mask of achievement, and superiority—everything he is—rests on conforming to the status quo. For such men, their investment in the status quo makes it hard to see its harmful effects on women and on themselves. It’s in their interest, May reminds us, to be positive about the stifling constraints of traditional gender roles.26 The Big Lebowski has too much to lose to let himself genuinely, critically reflect on his fundamental assumptions that his wealth and power are his own achievements, that every bum’s lot in life is his own responsibility.

Along with a willingness to reflect on the harms to women and men posed by traditional masculine roles, May argues that achieving a progressive male standpoint calls for collaborative, nondominating ways of interacting and learning with women.27 This is crucial for at least two reasons. First, exclusively reflecting on one’s experiences of gender roles as a privileged person can yield only so much critical insight, without also listening respectfully to the reflective experiences of those directly oppressed by these same gender roles. For example, without this sort of respectful listening and interaction, it may be hard for even critically reflective men to appreciate how traditional gender roles and power structures harm both women and men differently, even as they harm us both. A second valuable thing about nondominant interaction with women for achieving a progressive male standpoint is that in doing this, men aren’t merely rejecting traditional masculinity but actively replacing it with a meaningful alternative. As bell hooks puts it, “feminist masculinity” divests from a dominator model of manhood and actively invests in a partnership model instead.28

In this second, interactive stage of being a feminist ally, the Dude has mixed success. Though he repudiates the Big Lebowski’s traditional masculinity, the Dude still lives in a world mostly of men and has few interactions with women. Despite his recollection to Maude that the Seattle Seven was him and six other guys, in reality that early 1970s activist group included women and men both (including Jeff Dowd, the real-life inspiration for the Dude).29 That’s his past, and in the present of the movie, the Dude’s interactions with Maude spur his greatest growth and insights, but what are his prospects for future constructive interactions with women? He and Maude will have a little Lebowski, sure, but Maude wants the father to be somebody she doesn’t have to see socially, which suggests pretty rare future interactions between her and the Dude.

Finally, alongside self-reflection and constructive interactions with women must come, for a progressive male standpoint, a moral motivation for change. “Moral understanding,” May explains, “is infused with understanding of how we should live our lives. . . . Motivational change occurs due to some felt compulsion to act on what one already understands.”30 Being a true feminist ally involves not only sympathetic belief but also a commitment to act for both self-improvement and social progress. Here the Dude’s settled slacker passivity becomes his greatest obstacle; it’s the sad underbelly of his nonheroic noninterventionism. The good news for the Achievers and the rest of us inspired by the Dude’s example to shrug off traditional masculinity is that we don’t have to stop halfway, though. In honor of Theodore Donald Kerabatsos (in accordance with what we think his dying wishes might well have been), let’s look at it as if it were bowling. It’s as though the Dude knocked down five pins on his first roll of the first frame of the game, then gave up and wandered off to the pinball machines. Let’s pick up that spare and keep bowling!

To Find the Man in Me

The Coen brothers bookend The Big Lebowski with Bob Dylan’s “The Man in Me,” one of many great Dylan songs on the B-side of the Dude’s audio tape of his 1987 bowling league playoffs. “The Man in Me” is not simply an inspired pairing with shots of the graceful ballet of bowling; its lyrics remind us that there is a man inside the Dude, along with those White Russians. Dylan sings, “It takes a woman like your kind to find the man in me.” That’s true of the Dude, spurred from his laid-back passivity by Maude’s and Bunny’s actions to rise to the occasion and work toward a better version of his slacker self.

Whether the Dude keeps progressing as a friend and a feminist ally depends on events after the film’s final scene, that last frame bowled. There’ll be more ups and downs, strikes and gutters, opportunities for empathy, respect, advocacy, and care in his friendship with Walter and relationships with Maude and the new little Lebowski. If the Dude just abides passively, he’ll still be indifferent to traditional masculinity, but he’ll fail to achieve an engaged progressive standpoint. On the other hand, if the Dude abides by staying open to learning, growing, reflecting critically on his experiences, and actually acting for change—well, then he’s a man I’d want for my time and place. I don’t know about you, but it would sure make me feel better knowing he’s out there, taking it easy for all us sinners.
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Chapter 15

“WELL, I DO WORK, SIR”

The Dude and the Value of Sloth

Nicolas Michaud

My life is based entirely on work. I work, then I do some more work, and then I add some work on top of it. As a matter of fact, I am working now, as I write this chapter. But the Dude . . . well, the Dude seems to do no work. And I can’t help but envy him. When I say this, you might think, “But the Dude is so lazy.” The Dude doesn’t seem to accomplish much at all. Should I really be envious of someone who is so very slothful? The answer is “Yes!” because sloth isn’t as bad as your boss wants you to believe.

Proponents of the “slow work” movement such as Carl Honoré and Keibo Oiwa argue that our modern lives have become so inundated with work that we no longer know how to enjoy ourselves. We need to slow down at work and spend more time at leisure.1 As we shall see, the Dude is, in many ways, the poster boy for the slow work movement.

How Slow Can We Go?

Contemporary philosopher Mitchell Haney has articulated the “slow work” position in his essay “The Value of Slow.”2 Haney would probably think that the Dude is too slow, but that is because the Dude is a caricature of a lazy person. I think, though, that when we consider the Dude from the slow perspective, we begin to see that he is far more virtuous than we first thought.

Haney points out that slowing down at work may have beneficial consequences. Consider that chronic stress can cause premature aging, heart disease, increased risk of cancer, and depression, just to name a few ailments. The problem of stress and overwork has become notorious in Japan, where even young people literally die of stress.3 The Dude is giving us good advice through his actions—we should not unduly stress ourselves out, because it could kill us.

The problem, though, is that we have little evidence to prove that work causes stress or that sloth reduces stress. As a matter of fact, it often seems that the laziest among us experience the most stress due to the negative consequences of laziness, such as being late, missing deadlines, and missing work. The Dude himself seems to experience this kind of stress. He probably wouldn’t have to worry as much if he found a decent job; work need not be a bad thing. In the Dude’s defense, though, we can see that his stress is often not his fault. As a matter of fact, his stress is often the result of other people trying to make him do work that he doesn’t want to do—such as making drop-offs for kidnapped porn stars. The Dude would gladly live a stress-free life if those around him would relax and let him relax.

The Dude’s relationships with Walter and the Big Lebowski are clear examples of how other people place demands on the Dude that make him stressed. Walter’s own unwillingness to relax is a constant source of frustration and stress for the Dude, and if the Big Lebowski could only take a lesson from the Dude, the whole situation would likely be far less stressful. In our own lives this is often true, too. We would be able to relax and enjoy ourselves more if our bosses didn’t get upset when we were a few minutes late, for example. If those around us would just chill out and enjoy life, we would likely be able to relax a bit more ourselves.

Our Right to Live Slow and Die Bowling

Haney argues that what many advocates of slow work, such as Carlo Petrini, want isn’t even less stress but the freedom to decide the tempos of their own lives.4 The media, our government, our jobs, and our schools commonly dictate how hard and fast we should work—and it is usually at full tilt. We are frequently required to live by times and dates dictated by others. Even if we have accomplished our work goals, if our bosses don’t see us working, they will tell us to get back to work or to work faster.

The argument for freedom helps us understand why the Dude is so stressed out by those around him. Not only will they not relax, but the people surrounding the Dude keep deciding where he should be, what he should be doing, and when he should be doing it. Whether it’s Jackie Treehorn’s goons and the nihilists demanding money, Walter swapping out the bags against the Dude’s wishes, or Maude deciding that she will use the Dude to conceive without asking him first, everyone around the Dude is deciding not only that the Dude should work, but how much, how hard, and how quickly he should be working. Just about everyone around the Dude, except maybe Donny, is either tricking him, manipulating him, drugging him, or forcing him to do one thing or another. Meanwhile, all the Dude really wants to do is keep his mind limber and go bowling!

Haney and others argue that freedom is good, and to be free sometimes we need to be slow. The fact that we should probably be able to decide for ourselves when we want to live slowly and when we don’t seems reasonable, but it doesn’t prove that slowness itself is actually a good thing. So, can slowness be virtuous, in and of itself, independently of its relation to freedom?

Virtue involves moderation. Too much of anything can be bad. If we are too fearful, we will act cowardly, but if we are not fearful enough, we will act rashly. For this reason, philosophers such as Aristotle (384–322 BCE) argued that virtues are not extremes of good, but instead that virtues are themselves the mean course between extremes.5 Cicero and the Academic skeptics, too, argued for the virtue of moderation (moderatio).6 In Cicero’s case, he elevated moderation to a status above the other virtues—as if moderation itself moderates virtue. So, couldn’t slowness be valuable as a virtue that causes us to strike the balance between work and leisure? It would be a kind of moderating virtue, one that prevents us from reaching an excess that can do us harm.

The problem that Haney sees is that if we value slowness as a virtue of balance between work and leisure, we run into the same problem we did with the freedom argument. We realize that slowness is not valuable for itself but is instead valuable as something that makes us capable of doing something else—in this case, following a moderate course. The real virtue would be in taking your time in some cases, while working hard in others, and knowing the right time for each. Haney states,

This, however, forces the substance of their view to come to the details of sorting what is doing something too fast and too slow for such diverse activities as work, play, etc. But, here again, each type of work, type of play, and possibly even each token of any type, could have its own “proper” pace. Thus, espousing this interpretation, like many an Aristotelian virtue ethic before this, might suffer from a lack of tractable explication; thus, the detailed understanding which would be desired for explicit guidance to a better way of living may be too much to hope for from this interpretation of the value of slow.7

So, the advocates of slow living, such as the Dude, have a problem: slowness seems not itself to be virtuous. What would be virtuous is figuring out when things should be slow and when they should be fast.

Even the Dude doesn’t demonstrate a belief that slowness is always the way to go. Whether he’s trying to make a drop-off or get a new rug, there are definitely times when the Dude puts his nose to the grindstone and works hard. If he actually believed that people should always be slow, he really wouldn’t put much effort into realizing the goals he sets, and there wouldn’t be much of a film. Instead of watching the Dude run from place to place trying to make something happen, we would watch a film in which a guy just literally sits there while others piss on his rug and live their own lives. It’d probably be too much to call the Dude an “Achiever,” but perhaps the Dude is nevertheless virtuous, because he attempts to strike the moderate course between frantic work and slow living.

Who Wins the Race? Slow and Steady Does!

So, perhaps slowness itself isn’t valuable, but the Dude shows us that neither is hard work. The Big Lebowski rants at the Dude, “Your ‘revolution’ is over, Mr. Lebowski. Condolences! The bums lost! . . . My advice to you is to do what your parents did! Get a job, sir! The bums will always lose—do you hear me, Lebowski?” Because hard work is seen as virtuous, we take it to an extreme. Yet if the moderate course is actually the virtuous one, then extreme hard work is not virtuous. The Dude may be on to something. By relaxing when he can and working when he wants to, the Dude practices moderation in a way that no one else around him does. He is able to indulge in “productive slowness.” He gets what he wants done, while also getting to enjoy what he wants to enjoy.

We cannot ignore how slow the Dude really is, though. He’s a mooch, living off the hard work of others, while giving little or nothing back to society. Should we really consider a man who contributes so little virtuous? Is his rebellion against the working world a good thing?

The Dude’s Manifesto

To challenge the idea that hard work isn’t always valuable, let’s go back to the very beginnings of the slow work philosophy and look at Bertrand Russell’s (1872–1970) “In Praise of Idleness.” In this essay, Russell made the case for a four-hour workday, arguing that we (himself included) work too hard.8 The real reason people work as hard as they do, Russell argued, is not to benefit society and certainly not to benefit themselves but to benefit a few rich people. These few rich people believe that the poor should keep themselves working hard to benefit the rich. Russell wrote, “I think that there is far too much work done in the world, that immense harm is caused by the belief that work is virtuous, and that what needs to be preached in modern industrial countries is quite different from what always has been preached.”9 What needs to be preached is that we should work so that we can enjoy our leisure, not so that we can do more work! What’s the point of working if we never get to relax?

You might respond to Russell by pointing at the Dude and saying, “Really!? Do you want us all to be lazy, like the Dude?” But realize that what Russell was arguing for is not laziness. Rather, he was arguing that work as it is commonly structured and in terms of whom it benefits and harms is not virtuous. If we had a four-hour workday, we could enjoy our work, enjoy our leisure time, and there would be less unemployment because there would be more jobs available. Currently, the goal of most companies is to make one person work as much as possible in order to employ as few workers as possible. The rich often enjoy slow work or even no work, while the working class is expected to work more and more.

The interaction between the Big Lebowski and the Dude exemplifies Russell’s point. The Big Lebowski tries to make the Dude do his work for him for as little cost as possible. When the Dude is in need, the Big Lebowski won’t lift a finger to help, but when the Big Lebowski has work to do, he wants the Dude to do it for him. He chastises the Dude for his lack of work, while at the same time trying to offload his own responsibilities onto the Dude. Russell argued that this is how the rich think. For example, when holidays became nationalized in Britain, many of the rich complained, saying, “But the poor should be working, why should they need a day off?”

There is a part of each of us working-class schmucks that wants to be a good and productive member of society. Like good dogs, we want our masters to pat us on the head for working hard and to throw us a bone—such as a twenty-five-cent raise or a chance to go home early one day—while they sit in the back office benefiting from our unending efforts. The Dude’s life is structured to escape this sort of exploitation. Yet from the exploiter’s point of view, the Dude isn’t a rebel; he’s simply “lazy.” This should sound familiar. Today, when workers call for better working conditions, shorter working hours, or better pay, they’re told that they’re lazy and not willing to do their own fair share. Ironically, they are often called lazy by people who have to do very little to earn more than those workers could ever earn in their lifetimes.

Many of us who are ourselves workers join in criticizing others as lazy. Just as the Dude became ensnared in the Big Lebowski’s deceptive and exploitive projects, many of us don’t realize what’s going on or how to free ourselves from the situation. So we say to ourselves, “Well, if I work hard enough, maybe someday I can be one of them.” Russell’s argument, though, is that the rich do not want us to be one of them and will do what they can to keep us working for them. In short, for most of us hard work is a game that is rigged against us.

The wealthy may suffer from a kind of resentment of the Dude’s freedom and slow work lifestyle. Although the rich around him have far more resources to do their own work, they see the Dude hanging out, trying to relax, and think, “Well, he should be doing something!” And then they try to put him to work. When the Dude resists, the Big Lebowski becomes angry and insulting. It may be a credit to Maude that she finds something attractive and interesting in the Dude. Maude’s pillow talk and her continued interest in the Dude suggest that she recognizes that the Dude and his way of life are provocative, compelling, fascinating.

Recreation, not work, seems to be the point of the Dude’s life. Maude asks the Dude what he does for recreation, and he replies, “I bowl, drive around, the occasional acid flashback.” He is willing to indulge and enjoy himself, but more important, these recreational activities are what the Dude does often. The rest of us are told, on one hand, that we are supposed to work hard but, on the other, that it won’t feel like work if we love what we do. We don’t see work as a good thing. Otherwise, we wouldn’t say, “I love what I do so much that it doesn’t feel like work.” We envy the few among us who get to play at work, such as musicians and athletes. We also envy the Dude, who is simply making recreation what he does.

Consider how the treatment of recreational drugs reflects the bias against slowness. The Dude just wants to have a White Russian and a joint when the situation allows. He wants to relax and enjoy himself, but many people look down on this desire to relax, especially when aided by marijuana. Potheads, such as the Dude, are commonly considered useless and are told that they should get a job, that they should become “productive members of society.” Consider the fact that cigarettes and alcohol are legal, although they are extremely detrimental to our health. Marijuana, by contrast, seems less harmful. It just tends to slow people down or perhaps helps them relax, yet it is illegal.

The Fable of the Ant and the Dude

Perhaps we don’t fully agree with Russell, but he does seem to be on to something. Should we really value hard work just for hard work’s sake? Is it really such a great idea to be the ant in the fable of the ant and the grasshopper? The ant works all of the time, while the grasshopper plays, and when winter comes the grasshopper dies and the ant lives on enjoying the fruits of his labor, right? But does the ant really live on enjoying the fruits of his work? If the ant works as hard as the story says, then he never takes the time to throw back that White Russian and enjoy a few moments of peace. Even more ironically, that fable, which is taught to us to help us become prepared for a lifetime of hard work, ignores one important fact—both the ant and the grasshopper die; death is inevitable. The only real difference is that the grasshopper dies sooner and enjoys his life immensely. Notice that in some forms of the story, the grasshopper even asks the ant for help, but the ant denies it to him, simply because the grasshopper doesn’t deserve it. This is the way the Big Lebowski justifies not giving the Dude a new rug. The Dude hasn’t done what the Big Lebowski believes is necessary to earn it, so, from his privileged position, he smugly denies it to the Dude.

Although Haney justifies slowness as a kind of moderating virtue that helps us avoid overworking ourselves, and Russell argued that we should be able to enjoy our leisure without being called lazy, I think we can learn even more from the Dude. The Dude exhibits the actual value of sloth, that it is valuable—ironically, that it does a kind of work.

The Dude is not merely a lazy man who tries to do nothing. He does not view himself as some sort of mooching leech at the bottom of the social ladder. When a cop asks him what he does, the Dude doesn’t reply, “Nothing,” as a nihilist might. The Dude replies, “I’m unemployed.” Unemployment is what the Dude does. The Dude recognizes that the cop’s question really means: “Do you have a respectable job?” So, he knows he shouldn’t answer, “Well, I drink White Russians,” or “I bowl.” Yet I think there may be more to it than that. As I read the scene, the Dude is trying to explain that ironically he is working at the project of being unemployed. He doesn’t want a standard job. As a matter of fact, he is glad to work to avoid that. To him, there is value in the kind of sloth involved in not having a “job.” Not having a job accomplishes something for the Dude. Like the grasshopper in the fable, the Dude wants to work at enjoying his own life. Sloth, leisure, idleness, slowness, or however you want to describe it in the parlance of our times is an essential part of that enjoyment for the Dude.

Unlike most of us, the Dude knows what he is working toward. He knows what he wants, and he doesn’t really need much. The Dude has a kind of contentment that most of us cannot understand. Most of us attempt to achieve things, but once we achieve them, we still are not happy. So we labor to achieve more. While I write paper after paper or work to “achieve” degree after degree, the Dude sits back, stoned, and enjoys his life. He finds fulfillment in himself, not in some external standard. He seeks first to be useful to himself, and he uses the little time he may have on the planet to try to produce what he wants. Now, don’t do the Dude the disservice of calling him selfish. The Dude often willingly helps others. He simply wants to live his life on his own terms.

Many would call him lazy and self-centered and tell him to get a job, but I think that many of those same critics—the Stranger, for example, tellingly—would also secretly envy the Dude, and maybe even admire him a little. Because while we work and work and work in order to store goods for a winter that will inevitably end us all, he is enjoying the summer and the spring and the fall and indulging himself in the joy and value of sloth.

NOTES

1. See Carl Honoré, In Praise of Slowness: How a Worldwide Movement Is Challenging the Cult of Speed (New York: HarperCollins Publishers, 2004), and his website, www.slowplanet.com. See also Keibo Oiwa, “Sloth Club,” www.sloth.gr.jp. According to Wikipedia, the “slow” movement seems to have begun with protests against the opening of a McDonald’s fast food restaurant in Rome in 1986. Since then, a family of organizations has developed advocating slow food, slow travel, slow life, and so on. See the World Institute of Slowness, www.theworldinstituteofslowness.com.

2. Mitchell R. Haney, “The Value of Slow,” in Mitchell R. Haney and A. David Kline, eds., The Value of Time and Leisure in a World of Work (Plymouth, MA: Lexington Books, 2010), 151–164.

3. Consider, for example, the case of Kamei Shuji. Shuji died at the age of twenty-six from what the Japanese call karoshi—death from overwork. See also Mamoru Iga, “Suicide of Japanese Youth,” Suicide and Life-Threatening Behavior 11, no. 1 (Spring 1981): 17–30.

4. Carlo Petrini is an advocate, in particular, of what he calls “slow food,” arguing that we should have the ability to take the time to enjoy food, as we so choose. Slow Planet Blog, slowplanet.com (October 6, 2008), www.slowplanet.com/blog/home. See also Haney, “The Value of Slow,” 157, 161.

5. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, 2nd ed., trans. Terence Irwin (Indianapolis: Hackett, 1999), Book VII, ch. 14, compare 1154a16–1154a19.

6. Marcus Tullius Cicero, On Duties, trans. and ed. Miriam T. Griffin and E. M. Atkins (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), compare Book I, ch. 5.

7. Haney, “The Value of Slow,” 159.

8. Bertrand Russell, “In Praise of Idleness,” in In Praise of Idleness (London: Routledge, 2000), 11–25.

9. Ibid., 11.


PART SIX

SIXTH ROUND ROBIN: MARK IT ZERO!


Chapter 16

“AM I WRONG?”

Walter’s Will to Believe

Daniel P. Malloy

You’re not wrong, Walter, you’re just an asshole.

—The Dude

The Big Lebowski opens with a pair of muscleheads acting on an erroneous belief: namely, their belief that the Dude and Bunny Lebowski’s husband are one and the same Jeffrey Lebowski. The destruction of the Dude’s valued rug, the one that really tied the room together, should be sufficient to demonstrate the potential danger of acting on an unfounded belief.

Yet this is just a single incident, perpetrated by thugs. In film parlance, the rug is a McGuffin. If we want to take a detailed look at unfounded beliefs, the man we need to talk about is the Dude’s best friend, Walter Sobchak. If jumping to conclusions were an Olympic event, Walter would be the proud owner of several gold medals. As with any good jumper, sometimes Walter hits the spot and sometimes he doesn’t. Whether his conclusions are right or wrong, though, they all have two things in common: they lack justification, and he believes them all with equal vehemence. Believing them, Walter acts on them, regardless of how disastrous the consequences may be if he is wrong.

Focusing on this aspect of Walter’s character, let’s examine Walter’s acceptance of the theory that Bunny Lebowski kidnapped herself in light of W. K. Clifford’s essay “The Ethics of Belief.” Though his theory proved correct, sort of, Walter was wrong for holding it. Or was he? William James’s classic answer to Clifford, “The Will to Believe,” casts doubt on whether Walter is wrong in his opinions on various ideologies—pacifism, nihilism, and Nazism.

All of this leads to one of the central questions in the ethics of belief debate, which we will discuss in connection with Walter’s conversion to Judaism—can we choose what we believe? Walter seems to adopt his religion just as passionately as any of his beliefs, but for a reason that is unrelated to the justification of that belief—Walter converted for his (now) ex-wife. Therefore, it was an act of will. Walter chose what he would believe, but it is controversial whether we can do that at all.

“You See What Happens, Larry!”

If not for Walter, The Big Lebowski might never get going. It was Walter, after all, who urged the Dude to confront Jeffrey Lebowski about his ruined rug. If not for that confrontation, Mr. Lebowski probably would never have known about the Dude’s existence, much less hired him to handle the money drop. Of course, it was also Walter who ruined the money drop—first by insisting on accompanying the Dude and then by switching the cases. Walter performed both of these acts because he was convinced of the truth of the Dude’s theory about Bunny Lebowski’s kidnapping—namely, that the whole thing was a scam perpetrated by Bunny herself. This theory was proposed once, briefly, and without any evidence beyond Bunny’s admittedly questionable character. Walter seized it as the absolute truth the moment he heard it and refused to concede even the possibility of its falsehood in the face of some convincing counterevidence, such as a severed toe. Even the laid-back Dude was a bit uptight about Walter’s conviction, as well he should be, according to many philosophers.

Philosophers are interested in belief, and they tend to get nervous around people like Walter. (Who doesn’t?) Some have argued, along with David Hume, that “A wise man . . . proportions his belief to the evidence.”1 That is, we must hold only beliefs that are justified by the evidence. That’s a nice, safe guideline. Others go further, as did philosopher W. K. Clifford (1845–1879), who is most remembered today for a single essay he penned in 1877, “The Ethics of Belief.” In the essay, Clifford put forward and attempted to defend the principle that “it is wrong always, everywhere, and for anyone, to believe anything upon insufficient evidence.”2 For instance, someone who believes that a kidnapping is really just a hoax perpetrated by the supposed victim to extort money from her wealthy husband, without any evidence to support that belief beyond a suspicion of the character of the victim, is not only epistemically unjustified but has also committed a moral wrong. Walter, according to Clifford’s principle, is not just behaving stupidly; he is behaving immorally.

This is a strong claim and needs a strong defense. After all, Walter is hardly alone in his tendency to jump to conclusions and stick with them—few people do so as much as Mr. Sobchak, but most people do it from time to time. Perhaps you hear a noise in a darkened house and convince yourself that it is a burglar. Or maybe you leave a job interview convinced that you are as good as hired. In either case, just as in Walter’s, acting on this belief can lead to disastrous consequences. Convinced that a burglar has made his way into your house, you pick up a weapon and prepare to defend yourself—and, having done so, find that you have smashed a beloved chair. Convinced that you have a new job waiting for you, you return to your old one and tell the boss exactly what you think of him in graphic detail, only to discover that there is no new job.

This was Clifford’s first argument for his principle: acting on a belief that is not sufficiently justified can lead to horrible consequences. To make his argument, Clifford presented a ship owner for our consideration. The ship has been on many voyages and is getting on in years. It would be wise to have it inspected before sending it out again and perhaps even get it overhauled, but that would also be expensive. So, the owner convinces himself that the ship is fine—it will survive another voyage easily. Acting on this belief, he sends the ship to sea, where it sinks; all hands and passengers are lost. The ship owner was wrong on two counts: first for holding this belief and then for acting on it.

Now compare Clifford’s ship owner to Walter. If anything, Walter is even less responsible in arriving at his beliefs. The ship owner at least entertains some doubt—he merely pushes it to the back of his mind. Walter simply jumps to the first available conclusion and sticks with it, come hell or high water. Think, for instance, of the incident with Larry. Based on slim evidence, the Dude and Walter conclude that Larry Sellers, a fifteen-year-old high school student, is in possession of the ransom money and, furthermore, has already spent some of it to buy himself a red 1985 Corvette. Even after it becomes clear that Larry has no clue about any money, Walter continues to believe he has it—going so far as to bash the Corvette with a tire iron.

There are two objections to this argument concerning horrible consequences, and Clifford considered both objections. The first objection asks, what if the ship doesn’t sink? What if Bunny Lebowski’s kidnapping really is a scam, the noise really was a burglar, and I really did land that new job? Is there any wrongdoing then? Absolutely, Clifford would have answered. As he said, “When an action is once done, it is right or wrong forever; no accidental failure of its good or evil fruits can possibly alter that.”3 Luck in no way mitigates our responsibility to found our beliefs on the best information available. Even if our beliefs happen to be correct, we are wrong to hold them without sufficient evidence. For instance, in Walter’s case, part of his belief is correct—Bunny Lebowski was never in any danger. She had nothing to do with the kidnapping, but regardless of what Walter and the Dude do, she is safe. Nonetheless, similar to a drunk driver who luckily makes it home safely, Walter was reckless in maintaining and acting on his belief.

The second objection claims that there are really two actions involved in each of these events. On one hand, there is forming a belief on insufficient evidence; on the other hand, there is acting on the ground of that unjustified belief. Our ship owner may be convinced that the ship is fine and may have it inspected anyway. Walter could be convinced that Bunny staged her kidnapping without interfering in the money drop; he could believe Larry has the money but refrain from attacking the Corvette. I can be convinced there’s a burglar in the house and decide that nothing I own is worth risking my life or his. In other words, we can have beliefs and not act on them. If we do that, then we avoid the possible disastrous consequences that so worried Clifford.

It is not so easy to separate a belief from the action grounded in that belief, however. As Clifford said, “It is not possible so to sever the belief from the action it suggests as to condemn the one without condemning the other.”4 In particular, if one does not act on her beliefs, then we have the right to question whether she believes as she claims. For instance, suppose someone told us that she believed she could fly. We would, quite rightly, ask her to demonstrate. If she did, hats off to her. If she didn’t, however, if she claimed that conditions had to be exactly right, that she couldn’t do it with people watching, that she was afraid of doing it in public lest the government lock her away in some secret lab, we would be equally right to doubt her belief in her own claim. If the ship owner is convinced of the seaworthiness of his ship, then he will not have it inspected. Likewise, Walter’s actions demonstrate what he believes—that Bunny is in no danger whatsoever.

Clifford offered a second argument for his position on the ethics of belief, and this second argument concerns what he called a “habit of credulity.” Repeatedly believing things for which there is insufficient evidence leads us to develop this habit. As he said, “Every time we let ourselves believe for unworthy reasons, we weaken our powers of self-control, of doubting, of judiciously and fairly weighing evidence.”5 Such a habit would not be good, either for us or for those around us. It would not be good for us because being overly credulous or gullible is an invitation to scam artists and hucksters of all kinds to take advantage of us. P. T. Barnum supposedly claimed that there was a sucker born every minute; if you weren’t born to their ranks, you shouldn’t do anything that might add yourself to them.

The other half of the notorious quote attributed (probably incorrectly) to Barnum is that there are two people born every minute to take said sucker. That’s the other reason we should avoid developing a habit of credulity: it encourages others to lie to us. Lies are only expedient when they are believed. If we become gullible, then it becomes expedient for those around us to lie to us. As Clifford put it, “The credulous man is the father of the liar and the cheat.”6 On the other hand, if we are questioning, skeptical people, then we can keep those around us honest.

This argument, though interesting and important, has little bearing on Walter. Mr. Sobchak is many things, but gullible is not one of them. He’s too stubborn to be gullible. Donny, on the other hand . . .

“At Least It’s an Ethos”

The classic response to Clifford’s arguments comes from American philosopher William James (1842–1910) in his 1896 lecture “The Will to Believe.” In essence, James called into question an unspoken premise of Clifford’s entire position—namely, that beliefs are subject to voluntary control. If we have no control over what we believe, then we cannot be held morally responsible for it, any more than we can for our ethnic backgrounds or eye color.

James’s tactic in questioning Clifford was to explore the psychology of belief. James argued that whatever choice we have in our beliefs is somewhat like our choice in clothing. When I decide what to wear on a given day, my options are limited. There is a range of options, but that range is far from infinite. In the same way, in deciding what to believe, we are faced with a limited set of options. Now, there are a wide variety of possible beliefs, but some of them are not real options. We only occasionally have the opportunity to select one belief over another—these occasions offer what James called “genuine options.”

In order for a choice of belief to be a genuine option, three conditions must be met. The hypotheses under consideration must be “living,” “forced,” and “monumental.” That is, if I am to have a choice about what I am to believe, I must be presented with two hypotheses that appeal to something in me—in Stephen Colbert’s word, both hypotheses must have something “truthy” about them. If one is plainly false or sparks no sympathy in me, then I will always go for the other. A choice between believing that the computer I’m typing this on is an electrical machine or believing that it is a box filled with magical pixies isn’t really a choice for me—only one of the hypotheses is a living one.7

Second, the option must be forced: I cannot have a way out of making a choice. If there is a way out, then the option is avoidable. An option is forced when choosing for one side automatically means choosing against the other, or when not choosing at all means opting for one side or the other. For instance, at the end of The Big Lebowski, Walter’s final lines are “Awww, fuck it, Dude. Let’s go bowling.” This presents a forced option to the Dude. He can choose to go bowling or not to go bowling. If he opts not to decide at all, that is the same as opting not to go bowling. On the other hand, suppose Walter, the Dude, and Donny are out looking for a place to eat. Walter suggests a choice between In-N-Out Burger or Carl’s Jr. This is an avoidable choice of options, because the Dude or Donny might suggest any number of other restaurants.

Finally, a genuine option must be momentous: it has to be important to the person making the choice. The other possibility is for the option to be trivial. To understand this distinction, just think about Walter’s and the Dude’s respective attitudes toward life in general. The Dude’s laid-back attitude leads him to treat a number of decisions as basically trivial. “Fuck it” pretty much sums up the Dude’s whole outlook on life—that may be why he abides. For Walter, on the other hand, just about everything is momentous. It all matters. For some of us, that might lead to careful forethought and planning in decision making. For Walter, it leads to absolute certainty that whatever he has decided is and must be right. This is the guy, after all, who pulled a gun during a bowling game.

Although we can have troubles with James’s analysis of the psychology of belief—I myself think it is far too lenient in allowing that narrow-minded bigots may be unable to be anything but narrow-minded bigots—there is some appeal to it. In particular, James’s notion of a genuine option has a role to play in understanding how we decide between hypotheses for which there is not enough evidence or enough time to gather evidence or any possibility of evidence. For instance, take Walter’s stances on the various ideologies he considers or is confronted with throughout the film: pacifism, nihilism, and Nazism.

Walter claims that he “dabbled” in pacifism. It seems strange, though, to think of Walter dabbling in anything—it’s out of character for a man who is usually so passionate about even the most trivial matters to do anything so halfhearted as “dabble.” Nevertheless, it seems pacifism was once a genuine option for Walter. Even to dabble in something is to consider it a live option. It is necessarily a forced option—one is either a pacifist or is not. For Walter, it must have been a momentous choice, partly because everything seems to be, and partly because the man goes into bowling alleys armed. Yet as he says, he did not dabble in pacifism during ’Nam—then it would not have been a living option.

Let’s look at Nazism and nihilism together, because although Walter is confronted with them, he never considers them options. What is interesting here is his comparison of the two. As he says, “Say what you want about the tenets of National Socialism, Dude, at least it’s an ethos.” Although Walter himself has no sympathy for Nazism as such, he can understand how it might be a genuine option for someone. Unlike nihilism, Nazism provides a set of values and guidelines to act on and sets a path for living one’s life. Nihilism, on the other hand, can hardly even be considered an ideology. Truthfully, nihilism is what it believes in, nothing.

This consideration points us to another criticism of Clifford offered by James. In cases such as these, there can be no evidence either way. I’m not saying that there are no good reasons for disbelieving the tenets of National Socialism—certainly, there are. Some claims of Nazism, particularly about race, are demonstrably false. But claims generally about how one should live one’s life, be it in service to the nation or refraining from violence at all costs, cannot be proved through evidence. As philosopher John Stuart Mill (1806–1873) pointed out in his Utilitarianism, “To be incapable of proof by reasoning is common to all first principles.”8 We must simply opt for the first principles that seem best to us and act on them as best we can. If we do as Clifford insists and wait until sufficient evidence is available before holding any such first principles, we face the possibility of being paralyzed before any action.

“Shomer Fucking Shabbas”

James’s position doesn’t completely relieve us of responsibility for our beliefs. We are still faced with choices; they are simply narrower than the ones Clifford seemed to think we have. James was correct in pointing out that we cannot simply decide what to believe, but some commentators have carried his arguments too far in concluding that we all, therefore, simply believe whatever it is we have to believe. That implication can be read in James’s essay, but it is fairer to think about the negative implications of his analysis: it is not so much about what we have to believe but rather about what we cannot believe. We may be relieved of some responsibility for not believing those hypotheses that are dead to us, but we still bear responsibility for finding reasons to support our positive beliefs and for choosing one living hypothesis over another. As philosopher F. H. Bradley (1846–1924) put it, “Metaphysics is the finding of bad reasons for what we believe upon instinct,” but, he went on, “to find these reasons is no less an instinct.”9

Although James made some fair points, they don’t add up to the case he wanted to make. We still have choices in our beliefs. The best argument I’ve seen to the contrary is not from James but from philosopher Bernard Williams (1920–2003). In his essay “Deciding to Believe,” Williams argued that the reason we cannot decide to believe or not to believe a proposition is not because of oddities of human psychology but because of the close connection between belief and truth.10 Take two statements: “I believe the Stranger is drinking sarsaparilla” and “The Stranger is drinking sarsaparilla.” Plainly, these statements are different—one is about me (“I believe . . .”) and the other is about the Stranger. I can believe that the Stranger is drinking sarsaparilla, while in fact he is drinking cream soda or ginger ale. In that case, the first statement is true and the second is false. So, just because I believe it doesn’t make it true. When I say I believe it, though, what I’m really saying is that I believe it is true. As Ludwig Wittgenstein (1889–1951) put it, “If there were a verb meaning ‘to believe falsely,’ it would not have any significant first person, present indicative.”11 In stating my belief, I am also stating that it is true—that is, I am claiming something about the world. This is one reason why it is difficult to argue that one can choose what to believe: truth is not subject to our choices (to think otherwise can land you in what philosophers call the “subjectivist fallacy”). If it were, many of us (myself most emphatically included) would be leading very different lives.

A further argument for this position also concerns the nature of belief, but this one follows more closely on James’s original suggestion. It argues against Clifford that beliefs are not actions. Unlike actions, beliefs are often not conscious, much less consciously chosen. I may actually hold a belief and not know it, but I cannot be said to act and not know it. For instance, children learning that the world is round are often slightly surprised—they didn’t explicitly believe that it wasn’t, but when confronted with evidence showing the roundness of the Earth, they suddenly realize that they had thought of it as flat. On the other hand, no one can roll a bowling ball without choosing to roll it—the act takes conscious effort.

The obvious objection to this is that not all actions require conscious effort. Leaving aside such autonomic actions as breathing or digesting (because we can argue that they are not actions at all), think about some of those annoying habits some of us have. For instance, I am an inveterate pen clicker. I’m so bad that if I don’t have a clickable pen on me, I simply uncap and recap my nonclickable pen. This is plainly an action, but it is not one I choose to perform. It is simply something my body does around pens whenever my hands are free. It’s not conscious at all—in fact, it takes quite a bit of conscious effort to stop clicking a pen.

Still, the argument has a point. It only places that point incorrectly. The reason belief is not an action is not because it can be unconscious but because we can’t form beliefs in any other way. I can decide to lift this pen, but I can’t decide that this pen is really a lawn mower. With actions, some are consciously decided and others are not. With beliefs, as Williams’s argument suggests, they can be conscious or unconscious, but their formation is decidedly nonconscious. In James’s language, what makes a particular hypothesis living or dead is not something that we can control. We cannot say, “I think today I’ll believe that giant purple winged monkeys rule the world.” That belief has to come to us. As James put it, “As a matter of fact we find ourselves believing, we hardly know how or why.”12

So, when Walter converted to Judaism for his now ex-wife Cynthia, it is unlikely that he could have simply chosen to believe in the tenets of the religion. He could (and did) adopt the customs or at least some of them. Somehow I doubt that Walter keeps kosher. Still, at least as far as observing the Sabbath goes, Walter is a strictly observant Jewish man, even refusing to bowl (!) on Saturdays.

Walter’s Wager

The counterargument to Walter’s voluntary adoption of Judaism is that practice is not the same as belief. Walter acts like a Jewish man, but that does not mean that he believes all (or any) of the tenets of the Jewish faith. I can act like a Hindu, follow the dietary laws, go to services, sacrifice, make pilgrimages, and so on, without ever believing in reincarnation or any of the myriad Hindu gods.

This is James’s response to an argument from French philosopher Blaise Pascal (1623–1662). In his most famous contribution to thought outside of mathematics, Pascal presented a wager (called, creatively, Pascal’s wager). The wager goes like this: You have a choice. You can believe in God or not believe in God (so far, a nice forced option). There are two possibilities: God exists, or God doesn’t exist. If you pick option one and choose to believe in God, then one of two things will happen. Either you’ll be eternally rewarded in heaven (if God exists), or you’ll live a decent life, die, and go to oblivion (if God doesn’t exist). If you pick option two, then one of two things will happen. Either you’ll be eternally punished in hell, or you’ll die and go to oblivion. If God doesn’t exist, then it doesn’t matter what you believe, because both beliefs have the same outcome. Yet if God does exist, then it matters very much what you believe. Assuming the chances are weighed the same on both sides (50–50 that God exists), the safe bet is to believe.

So far, so good, according to James—aside from the fact that James didn’t think any god worth believing in would want this kind of mercenary belief. As he expressed it, “If we were ourselves in the place of the Deity, we should probably take particular pleasure in cutting off believers of this pattern from their infinite reward.”13 The real problem for James came in when Pascal recommended how to become a believer. Pascal acknowledged that it may take more than the simple act of choosing to make oneself believe. So, he said, one should simply act the part of the believer. Go to church, say your prayers, and so on. Faith will (probably) come. The problem with this scenario is that it assumes that the belief in God is already a living hypothesis. If that is the case, then it shouldn’t take any engagement in practices to make one believe—the choice is open. If it isn’t the case, if the bettor in question doesn’t hold God as a living hypothesis, then no amount of services, prayers, or sermons will ever make it one.

Although belief and action are closely tied, there are numerous beliefs that can lead to particular actions. In Walter’s case, it may be that he is convinced of the truth of Judaism, or he may believe that acting as a Jew will convince him of the truth of Judaism, or it may be that he believes that by maintaining his Orthodox Jewish practices, he can win back his ex-wife. All of these beliefs would lead Walter to act as he does, but the fact that he acts that way is not proof that he holds any one of these beliefs.

Jumping to a Conclusion

In looking at Walter’s will to believe, we are confronted with two problems: the first asks whether we are responsible for what we believe—that is, can we choose our beliefs? The existence of the second problem presumes an affirmative answer to the first. If we are responsible for our beliefs, then they are analogous to actions and therefore are subject to ethical assessment. That is, it can be morally wrong to hold certain beliefs or to withhold belief from certain propositions.

Yet suppose we answer the first problem negatively and state that beliefs are not subject to conscious control. Are we then off the hook? I don’t think so. Walter will not find it so easy to bluster his way out of this problem. My reasoning is this: perhaps we are not free to choose our beliefs, but it does not follow that we aren’t responsible for them. The reason for this is that even if we can’t help but hold a certain belief, there are influences that lead us to those beliefs—practices or policies of belief that are under our control.14 For instance, when Walter is confronted by the severed toe that pretty plainly demonstrates Bunny is in danger, he refuses to accept it as counterevidence to his preferred theory. Walter dismisses the toe by assuring the Dude, “You want a toe? I can get you a toe, believe me. . . . Hell, I can get you a toe by three o’clock this afternoon—with nail polish.” Somehow, in Walter’s world it’s more likely that the supposed kidnappers cut off someone else’s toe and sent it to Lebowski than that Bunny Lebowski is in real danger. His belief policy dictates that once a theory is accepted, nothing can overturn it. He is incorrigible.

This belief policy is irresponsible, to say the least.

The point is that although Walter may not choose his beliefs, he does choose what evidence to accept or reject and what weight to give that evidence. A further practice that one may engage in is selecting sources for one’s evidence. For instance, in the seemingly interminable debate between creationists and evolutionists, one of the essential differences between the two camps is the sources of evidence they will accept. The creationists will accept only the Bible’s testimony and anything that seems to confirm that testimony, while the evolutionists will accept only the fossil record. The creationists take an authority to be the be-all and end-all of evidence, whereas the evolutionists hold physical evidence in much higher esteem. Neither side may be choosing its beliefs, but both sides are choosing their evidence. For that choice, they and Walter and the rest of us are responsible and therefore subject to a kind of ethics of belief—only maybe not one as stringent as Clifford would have liked. And according to the ethics of belief, Walter is not just an asshole, he is also wrong.
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Chapter 17

“THAT’S JUST, LIKE, UH, YOUR OPINION, MAN”

Jesus, the Dude, and Ordinary Language Philosophy

Reuben Stern and Sam Wilkinson

Jesus Quintana: I see you rolled your way into the semis. Dios mio, man. Liam and me, we’re gonna fuck you up.

Dude: Yeah? Well, you know, that’s just, like, uh, your opinion, man.

There are two obvious things to say about the brief exchange above. First, the Dude’s response is funny. Second, the main reason for its being funny, aside from Jeff Bridges’s perfectly hesitant delivery, is the use of the word opinion. What is less obvious is why this use of the word opinion, in this context, is funny.

One might think the answer to this question is obvious: the Dude’s use is funny because it is an instance of misuse. Yet as believers in the Dude’s—granted, often accidental—wisdom, we suspect that we shouldn’t be so dismissive of his remark. Thus, we inherit the task of defending the Dude against the charge of misuse. Our strategy is to argue that his use of opinion not only respects our everyday use of the word but also reflects a philosophically useful concept.

Our method is that of so-called ordinary language philosophy.1 Our aim, correspondingly, is to clarify the concepts expressed by our ordinary use of words. Sometimes these words aren’t optimally used or express a concept that needs refinement. In such cases, the “ordinary language” enterprise is revisionist or corrective and not purely descriptive. But because we do not think that the everyday concept expressed by opinion is in need of refinement or revision, our work here is primarily descriptive.

Opinion, Knowledge, and Justification

Anyway, what’s the Dude trying to express with his response? One standard interpretation is that he’s trying to say, “You don’t know that you’re going to win the semis.” What do we mean by “know”? And how does knowledge differ from opinion?

Traditionally, knowledge is defined as justified true belief.2 Thus, Jesus could only be said to know that he and Liam will win if the following three conditions are satisfied.


1. Jesus believes that he and Liam will win the semis.

2. Liam and Jesus actually win. (The prediction has to be true.)

3. Jesus is justified in believing that he and Liam will win the semis.



To see how this analysis works for “knowledge,” notice first how Jesus couldn’t be said to know that he and Liam will win the semis if Jesus doesn’t even believe it himself. We don’t believe that the moon is made of cheese, and even if it turns out to be made of cheese, we couldn’t be said to know that it is. To know something, you have at least to believe it. Second, Jesus clearly cannot know what he claims if it turns out false. You cannot know a falsehood, although you may think you know it. Finally, even if Jesus believes that he and Liam will win the semis, and even if it turns out to be true, Jesus cannot be said to have known they would win if he had no good reason to think that they would win. Imagine that they were playing against the best duo in the region, had lost to them very badly in every previous encounter, but somehow believed they would win and lucked their way to victory. Their belief would be true, but true by luck, because they would lack justification for the belief that they would win. This is not limited to predictions; you can also be lucky when it comes to believing facts.

For example, we might believe that Walter’s ex-wife is Jewish because we believe that all men who weigh more than two hundred pounds have Jewish ex-wives. Though our belief would be true—Walter’s ex-wife is, in fact, Jewish—people would never call it “knowledge” because our reasons for believing it (our justification) would be so absurd. On the other hand, had we been justified in our belief—had our reasoning been that we heard Walter respond to the Dude calling him a Gentile by saying, “I converted when I married Cynthia! Come on, Dude!”—people would certainly call it knowledge. Thus, a belief’s being “epistemically lucky,” or being true by luck, seems to preclude it from rightfully being called knowledge. (The adjective epistemic, in the parlance of philosophers, refers to that which concerns knowledge.)

Opinion clearly falls short of knowledge, but how does it fall short of knowledge? And why does it fall short? More concretely, how does a standard case of opinion fit conditions 1 through 3? Because we are trying to ascertain whether Jesus’s claim is a case of opinion, and hence whether the Dude’s claim involves misuse, we should use a less controversial case of opinion to establish how and why opinion falls short of knowledge. Let’s take the Dude’s own opinion about a certain beverage: “White Russians taste good.” (Or, alternatively, “Caucasians taste good,” but that sounds really strange.)

Let’s start with the first condition: does the Dude believe this? He might acknowledge that the sentence “White Russians taste good” is considered true only by the people who themselves find White Russians to be tasty, but he nevertheless believes that White Russians taste good. His experience in tasting White Russians is enough to cause him to believe White Russians taste good, even if it may not be enough to cause him to know White Russians taste good.

Let’s consider the second condition. Is the Dude’s belief true? The sentence “White Russians taste good” claims that White Russians have the property of tasting good (which could be false if they, in fact, lacked such a property).3 We may quibble about what the property of tasting good actually amounts to (for example, is it that it is enjoyed by most people, or that it has some objective property?), but it seems that the Dude’s belief might well be true. We therefore take it that it’s not lack of truth that makes an utterance a statement of opinion. Opinions can happen to be true (and many are).

Now, let’s look at the third and final condition. Can you be justified in believing “White Russians taste good”? If you ask someone why he or she believes something, you will typically get a justification of sorts. For example, why do we think White Russians taste good? Well, whenever we taste White Russians, they taste good to us. Is this justification sufficient for knowledge? If we are talking only about their taste to us, namely, whether we enjoy drinking White Russians, it seems the answer is yes. Note, we don’t correct people about whether they enjoy things. The following would be absurd: “Oh, you only think that you like White Russians, but you don’t really.” But the relevant question is, do we know on the basis of how White Russians taste to us whether White Russians taste good, period (in an objective sense)? Probably not. What is it about this particular type of justificatory story that makes the Dude’s claim opinion and not knowledge?

A striking feature of this type of justification is that it’s necessarily subjective in nature. We tend not to believe that White Russians taste good objectively. Rather, we believe they taste good simply because they subjectively register with us as tasty. Ask people why they think something is tasty, and their responses will normally rest on personal feeling, and hence the justifications, if they can be called such, will remain private. We have all experienced frustration that can be chalked up to this. When friends don’t like a particular movie or song that we like, we get frustrated precisely because we can’t convince them to adopt our opinion with publicly accessible reasons. If a friend were to challenge our claim that Bob Dylan’s “The Man in Me” is a great song, we might only be able to respond that Dylan’s song is great because of how it makes us feel. Our friend, in all likelihood, would remain unconvinced (frustratingly!), because she could not gain access to our subjective feelings. (God forbid, our friend doesn’t like The Big Lebowski!)

On the other hand, ask people how they know something that is obviously not an opinion—perhaps whether the Coen brothers directed The Big Lebowski or whether Bill Clinton was the four hundred and ninety-second president of the United States—and their story will not be subjective in this way. They will not say something such as this: I know that the Coen brothers directed The Big Lebowski simply because The Big Lebowski registers with me as directed by the Coen brothers. Instead, their justification will be similar to: I know the Coen brothers directed The Big Lebowski because the poster that advertises the film says so, and because certain trustworthy websites and people (imdb.com, or what have you) say so. The justification these people provide will be couched in a story that is available for all to see. We all now know, for example, that the Internet is very good at resolving these disputes about public facts.

By contrast, justification of beliefs about matters of opinion cannot, by their very nature, appeal to such sources. “Matters of opinion,” then, seem to be those matters about which purported knowledge claims can be supported or justified only by subjective evidence.

In light of this, Jesus’s prediction is not about a matter of opinion. Though it certainly is possible for someone to rely on a gut feeling in predicting the winner of a competition—just ask the worst gamblers how they decide where to place their bets—it is not impossible to provide justification of one’s prediction that is available for all to see. For example, regarding a Soccer World Cup match, one might justifiably believe that Brazil will beat the Faeroe Islands because of the objective, and thus available for all to see, fact that the Brazilian team has many of the world’s most sought-after players, while most of Faeroe Islands’ players aren’t even professionals. Thus, when Jesus makes his prediction about the bowling match, he is not making it about a matter of opinion. It’s the sort of thing that can, in principle, be justified in a public way.

So, is the Dude’s use of opinion misuse because Jesus’s claim does not concern a matter of opinion? And is this why it’s funny? This is looking dangerous for our defense of the Dude.

Are All Opinions about “Matters of Opinion”?

If opinions can be held only toward matters of opinion, then opinions are simply beliefs that are held toward things that cannot be supported by public evidence. Yet this may be too restrictive. Perhaps one can have opinions about things that aren’t, in this sense, matters of opinion. That is, perhaps one can have opinions about things that in principle could be objectively justified and that, in related fashion, do concern objective facts. They just happen not to be so justified. To demonstrate our point, we will show how one might be led to believe, albeit fallaciously, that opinion can be held only toward matters of opinion:


1. All claims about matters of opinion are opinions. (That is, matters of opinion are matters about which one can only ever have an opinion; one can never be objectively justified in holding beliefs about them—they are not the kind of things about which there can be objective, or available for all to see, evidence.)

2. If all claims about matters of opinion are opinions, then all opinions are about matters of opinion.

3. Therefore: all opinions are about matters of opinion.



The reason, as we see it, that this argument is unsound lies with premise 2. It is simply false to claim that if all As are Bs, then all Bs are As. Although it might be true that “All White Russians are vodka drinks,” it’s not true that “All vodka drinks are White Russians.” Some vodka drinks are screwdrivers (for example) and not White Russians. Similarly, just because all beliefs concerning matters of opinion are opinions, it doesn’t mean that all opinions concern matters of opinion.4

Now, sometimes, of course, it is both true that “All As are Bs” and that “All Bs are As.” Sometimes it’s true as a matter of simple fact. Suppose the only objects in the trunk of my car that weigh more than ten pounds are my complete set of bowling balls. In that case, “All As (objects that weigh more than ten pounds in my car trunk) are Bs (my bowling balls),” and “All Bs (my bowling balls) are As (objects that weigh more than ten pounds in my car trunk).” Sometimes it’s a matter of definition: “All White Russians are alcoholic drinks the Dude calls ‘Caucasians’” and “All alcoholic drinks the Dude calls ‘Caucasians’ are White Russians.”

In the case of opinion, however, we have reason to think that not all opinions are about matters of opinion—neither as a matter of fact nor of definition. Imagine the following conversation:

Donny: “I think the Oakland Raiders are going to win the Super Bowl this year.”

Walter: “The Raiders?!?! What on Earth makes you believe that? They’ve been awful for five years. I’d be surprised if they make it to the playoffs! Shut up, Donny.”

Donny: “I know they’ll win.”

Walter: “You don’t know squat.”

Donny: “I do so! I have a gut feeling, and I trust it!”

Walter: “Donny, you don’t know that the Raiders will win the Super Bowl this year. That’s just your opinion!”

Walter’s use of opinion is correct, even though Donny’s prediction is not about a “matter of opinion.” Remember that sports matches and factual predictions, generally, are not like matters of taste; one can, in principle, offer justification that is objective in nature. Nevertheless, we do want to call Donny’s Super Bowl prediction an opinion, but why?

A striking feature of Donny’s utterance is that his justification is subjective in nature, even though it is about something for which justification can, in principle, be couched in objective evidence that is available for all to see (for example, claims about the statistical performances of the key players and what have you). This feature of Donny’s claim leads us to think that whether some utterance is a statement of “opinion” is, in fact, deeply related to the actual subjectivity of its justification, not the nature of its subject matter. There may not, however, be a clear-cut line between what is opinion and what is not. Certainly, there are cases where all of the evidence is subjective (perhaps in principle, as in matters of opinion, or, in other cases, simply because it happens to be). These are surely full-blown opinions, because they lack objective evidence altogether. But what about cases where there is some publicly available evidence but not enough to justify a belief properly?

To handle such cases, we need to introduce the notion of “opinionated,” where the extent to which some statement of belief is opinionated is proportional to the extent to which the belief is underdetermined by the publicly available evidence. Thus, for example, we could say that a prediction about a bowling match that is based on data from only two previous matches between the relevant competitors is more opinionated than a prediction based on twenty such matches, because the evidence is so much weaker in the first case. When it comes to Donny’s Super Bowl prediction, we can say that his claim is extremely opinionated, even if it is not a full-blown opinion (or “mere opinion,” as we might call it), because it is based on very weak evidence (if any at all).

This seems to square with the conventional understanding of “opinionated.” Creationists’ beliefs about natural selection are more opinionated than evolutionary biologists’ beliefs precisely because the extent to which their claims are determined by the empirical (hence publicly accessible) evidence is less than their evolutionary biologist counterparts’ claims. This notion is particularly useful when someone strongly asserts something that is undetermined by the public evidence. When Donny says he knows that the Raiders will win it all, Walter can tell him that he does not know jack-shit, that what Donny asserts is actually opinionated, man.

Note that we also speak of people as opinionated. We do not call people opinionated because they are necessarily currently holding an opinion, though. Rather, we do so because they are disposed to having opinionated beliefs. So, when we call someone opinionated, we attribute a character trait of sorts: we say that someone is likely to form beliefs on less supporting evidence—or to hold on to beliefs in the face of contrary evidence—than he or she really ought to (or than someone who is less opinionated). The self-assured Walter, with his hilariously stubborn claims that the toe is not Bunny’s (“I do know that nothing about it indicates—”) and that Mr. Lebowski is not actually paraplegic (“I’ve never been so certain of anything in my life!”) is this kind of person.

A Look at Jesus’s Claim

Now we’re in a better position to assess Jesus’s claim and whether it is, as the Dude suggests, a statement of opinion. It might be ambiguous to speak of “a statement of opinion.” The phrase could mean that something is presented as an opinion by its speaker, which, if true of Jesus’s claim, would mean that Jesus recognizes or concedes that his statement expresses an opinion, or, put another way, that his statement is not very well supported by public evidence. This is clearly not the case with Jesus because his claim is stated, self-assuredly, as fact. Yet Jesus’s claim could also be a “statement of opinion” in the sense that it is an opinion (because it is not supported by publicly available evidence) regardless of whether Jesus recognizes it or not. This is the sense in which we think Jesus’s claim is a statement of opinion, even if, due either to Jesus’s overconfidence or to a possible plan to intimidate his upcoming adversaries, it is not stated as an opinion.

In order to see to what extent Jesus’s claim is de facto an opinion, we need to make some assumptions about, first, the Dude and Walter’s bowling abilities, and, more important, what evidence Jesus has for their abilities and how they match up with his own (and Liam’s). Well, the Dude and Walter do bowl a lot. They also bowl a lot with Donny—a man who dies of a heart attack when he fails, just once, and by one pin, to get a strike. These are clearly men who do not fail to get strikes very often. Furthermore, neither the Dude nor Walter ever mention that they don’t want to meet Jesus and Liam in the semis, nor do they seem afraid or intimidated by Jesus’s bravado. Unless new shit comes to light, we can safely assume that the Dude and Walter are at least as good as Jesus and Liam, and that the available evidence supports this; there is no reason to believe Jesus and Liam will fuck the Dude and Walter up.

If this is indeed the case, then Jesus’s claim cannot be supported by evidence that is plain for all to see. His claim is, as the Dude rightly points out, just, like, his opinion, man.

What makes the Dude’s response so funny? Perhaps we laugh because we fall into the trap of endorsing the error present in premise 2 above (of thinking opinions can be only about matters of opinion) and thereby mistakenly think of the Dude’s use of opinion as misuse. Or perhaps it’s Jeff Bridges’s perfectly hesitant delivery, after all. Either way, considering Jesus’s epistemic irresponsibility, the joke is not on the Dude but is rather on Jesus.

NOTES
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2. Conceiving knowledge as true, justified opinion dates back to at least Plato’s dialogue Theatetus. There are well-known counterexamples to this analysis of knowledge (for example, the cases put forward by Edmund Gettier), but the idea of knowledge as true, justified belief comes close enough for our present purposes, that is, to differentiate opinion from knowledge. See Edmund Gettier, “Is Justified True Belief Knowledge?” Analysis 23 (1963): 121–123.

3. The British empiricist John Locke (1632–1704) made the distinction between “primary qualities” and “secondary qualities.” Primary qualities, such as solidity, extension, and motion, were considered by Locke to be mind-independent properties. Secondary qualities, such as color and taste, were considered to be describable only in terms of the effects they have on certain (or normal) people. Unlike knowledge of primary qualities, knowledge of secondary qualities does not give us knowledge about the world as it is in itself. See John Locke, An Essay concerning Human Understanding, ed. Peter H. Nidditch (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1975; orig. 1690).

4. Philosophers often express this in terms of necessary and sufficient conditions. That a belief concerns a matter of opinion is a sufficient condition for it to be an opinion but not a necessary one.


PART SEVEN

SEVENTH ROUND ROBIN: LIVIN’ IN THE PAST


Chapter 18

HIPPIES, JEWS, AND THE PHILOSOPHY OF MEMORY

Clancy Smith

The van rumbles loudly as it speeds toward Pasadena in the dead of night. At the wheel sits Walter Sobchak: Jew, Vietnam vet, bowler. Beside him is Jeffrey Lebowski, the Dude, whose identity is more nebulous than even his eccentric compatriot’s. The Dude has been called a “bum,” a “deadbeat,” and a “loser.” He’s been called a “bowler,” too, certainly. He’s even been called “the man for his time’n place.” His demeanor had previously always been one of serenity, and he could often be found relaxing in a warm bath by candlelight, smoking a little weed, sipping his Caucasian,1 and listening to harmonious whale song on his dilapidated tape deck. His advice to others had repeatedly been, “Take it easy, man,” and his response to most of life’s little inconveniences is a simple, “Ah, fuck it.”

But on this night, as Walter accelerates, the myriad twists and turns of this complex mystery have taken their toll. Our protagonist is acting decidedly “un-Dude,” yelling and gesticulating wildly as he discusses the villain’s master plot. At this pivotal moment, racing down the highway with the final confrontation moments away, Walter turns to the Dude and calmly asks, “How does this all add up to an emergency? . . . I’m saying, I see what you’re getting at, Dude . . . but my point is, here we are, it’s shabbas, the sabbath, which I’m allowed to break only if it’s a matter of life and death.” “Walter,” the Dude replies in exasperation, “come off it. You’re not even fucking Jewish. You’re . . . you’re fucking Polish Catholic—” “What the fuck are you talking about?” Walter replies. “I converted when I married Cynthia! Come on, Dude!” “And you were divorced five fucking years ago,” the Dude says, only escalating Walter’s frustration. “Yeah? What do you think happens when you get divorced? You turn in your library card? Get a new driver’s license? Stop being Jewish?”

The Dude then comes to the point, providing Walter with his assessment of the situation in bare terms: “It’s just part of your whole sick Cynthia thing. Taking care of her fucking dog. Going to her fucking synagogue. You’re living in the fucking past.” Walter takes no notice of the reference to his ex-wife or, at least, demonstrates no awareness of the reference, choosing instead to select from the Dude’s assessment the part Walter deems most relevant. He replies, “Three thousand years of beautiful tradition, from Moses to Sandy Koufax—YOU’RE GODDAMN RIGHT I’M LIVING IN THE FUCKING PAST!”

The Dude levels the phrase “living in the past” against Walter as an affront. Walter chooses, instead, to bear it as a source of pride. What, then, does it mean to live in the past? One common understanding of this phrase is precisely as the Dude presents it to Walter, namely, as a sort of insult, indicating that the individual in question is incapable of leaving behind the proverbial “baggage” of his or her past, hindering that individual’s further development and skewing that individual’s present lived experiences. Yet the past, strictly speaking, no longer exists as we pass from it into the present and progress onward into the future. Where, then, strictly speaking, is the past? And how can one properly be said to live in it? How do our memories of things past not only alter our current lived experiences but determine how we plan our futures?

We All Live in the Past

Let’s first make clear what the past, strictly speaking, is. The very phrasing of the inquiry is problematic: strictly speaking, the past “is” nothing but an indication of a present that has ceased to be. As Augustine (354–430) noted in his Confessions, “When, therefore, time is passing, it can be perceived and measured; but when it has passed, it cannot, because it does not exist.”2 The past exists nowhere—nowhere, that is, except in our memory. The question is transformed, therefore, from an ontological inquiry about what the past, strictly speaking, is into a phenomenological question of how the past as it’s experienced affects our present lives and how it factors into our anticipations for the future. In short, a clearer understanding of what we mean by the past gives us not only a robust understanding of how we experience the passing of time but how the events of the past can influence our lives. Through this inquiry, we can better understand what is meant by the Dude’s accusation (and Walter’s proud acceptance) that his friend is “living in the past.”

Charles Sherover, one of the foremost contemporary authorities on the philosophy of time, notes, “In contrast to the Greek focus on time and change as merely the form of the processes of physical nature, Plotinus pointed out that all living beings experience their own experiences in temporal terms. Plotinus, then, was the first to internalize the question of time.”3 Plotinus (c. 205–270) pioneered the shift from discussing what time is independently of human experience to how human beings experience their lives in time. He defined time “as the Life of the Soul in movement as it passes from one state of act or experience to another.”4 No longer merely an attempt to characterize time independent of how we experience it, Plotinus demanded instead that “we each regard our own lives as a continuity of coming out of a past and facing a future which we necessarily take as open to our own decisions.”5

With such a reading, we can begin to unpack what the Dude means by his claim that Walter is “living in the past.” If the past is no longer conceived as something independent of our experience but rather the integral, defining framework of the unfolding of our lives, Walter is “coming out of a past” infused both by his (we suspect disastrous) experiences with his now ex-wife Cynthia and his experiences in Vietnam. The past is still “alive” and actually influences how we experience new events in our present. For example, in the bowling alley, after discussing the possibility that Bunny Lebowski may have, in fact, simply kidnapped herself, Walter is thrown into a rage at the very possibility of such dishonest behavior, screaming, “Those rich fucks! This whole fucking thing—I did not watch my buddies die facedown in the muck so that this fucking strumpet—” to which the Dude replies, “I don’t see any connection to Vietnam, Walter.” “Well, there isn’t a literal connection, Dude,” Walter replies indignantly. “Walter, face it, there isn’t any connection!” the Dude replies. This type of exchange is a recurring theme throughout the film: Walter reacting to whatever immediate situation presents itself by appealing to his recollections of his past in Vietnam. He continues to draw on that particular set of memories even when it has little to no direct application to the situation at hand.

In his Confessions, Augustine noted that the future had not yet happened, and the past had come and gone, thus neither could be said to properly “exist” at all. Nevertheless, he noted, too, that he had vivid recollections of the past and some sense of foresight into what was likely to happen next. Thus, he concluded by saying, “It is incorrect to say that there are three times—past, present and future,” but, rather, we should conceive of time as “a present of things past, a present of things present, and a present of things future.”6 For Walter, the past, which in a very meaningful sense lives with him in his present, is a fascinating fusion of his previous marriage to Cynthia, his assumed Jewish heritage, and his perhaps harrowing experiences in ’Nam.

Time, in a sense, is moving in two opposite directions at once, converging on an individual in a present lived experience. On one hand, what has not yet come to pass (the future) comes to be experienced as a present moment while it passes into the past and is retained in one’s memory for a future act of recollection. On the other hand, the past, what has already transpired for an individual, informs how that individual encounters a present moment and how that individual anticipates and plans his or her own future endeavors. The act of recollection, necessarily a present act, is not the recapturing of a past pristinely locked away in some mental vault but part of a present, active, lived experience.

Thus, how Walter chooses to handle his lived situation and how he chooses to anticipate the future will be informed by a specific selection from the massive storehouse of memories he’s accumulated. It therefore becomes not only telling but also indicative of his character in general when he chooses, from all of his myriad experiences, to fall back on either his assumed Jewish heritage or his experiences in ’Nam, especially when the situation demands a reasonable response from neither.7 His reliance on his assumed Jewish heritage, for example, may indicate that Walter’s lived present finds significant his previous marriage, perhaps reflecting an ongoing sense of loss or loneliness or lingering fidelity and love (or, as the Dude calls it, his “sick obsession”). Whatever the explanation, however, in this reading Walter truly is living in his past in such a fashion that it is informing all of his current lived experiences and informing how he anticipates his own future endeavors.

Stuck in the Past

The experience of an event is not the same experience as remembering an event. Time has passed. On one hand, the objective conditions are no longer the same. Subjectively, on the other hand, the individual engaged in recollection may have likewise changed. Recollection, far from unearthing the dead events lost forever to the tides of time, may well be able to tell us just as much, if not more, about what one is enduring at the present moment of recollection itself. What if, however, instead of growing over time, opening ourselves up to new experiences such that our present interests and attitudes change and develop, we cling ferociously to the beliefs and attitudes we held in the past?

C. S. Peirce (1839–1914) noted in his famous essay “The Fixation of Belief” that human beings often take this tack, which he called “the method of tenacity.” An “instinctive dislike of an undecided mind, exaggerated into a vague dread of doubt, makes men cling spasmodically to the views they already take.”8 This seems to be precisely what the Dude accuses Walter of doing. In this particular scene, the Dude accuses Walter of “living in the past,” insofar as he refuses to let go of his marriage to Cynthia. The Dude earlier admonished Walter for looking after Cynthia’s dog. “I’m looking after it while Cynthia and Marty Ackerman are in Hawaii,” Walter calmly notes at the bowling alley. The Dude replies, sternly, “Hey, man, if my fucking ex-wife asked me to take care of her fucking dog while she and her boyfriend went to Honolulu, I’d tell her to go fuck herself.”

Of course, Walter doesn’t limit his tenacious clinging to the past to his long-dead relationship with his now ex-wife. He also seems incapable of separating his memories of Vietnam from any present experience. In the home of little Larry Sellers, in the fight against the nihilists, and even during the eulogy for one of his few friends, Walter can’t help but read a present experience gratuitously through the filter of his recollections of the past. Indeed, it’s not a minute later in the film after the Dude admonishes him about Cynthia’s Pomeranian that Walter draws a gun in the bowling alley, loads a bullet into the firing chamber, and points it directly at his friend Smokey, explaining that “This is not ’Nam. This is bowling. There are rules.”

Doesn’t the Dude Also Live in the Past?

The irony, of course, is that just as the Dude levels his accusation against Walter’s character, the Dude himself fails to notice that to a large degree, he suffers from the same ailment. What the Dude’s past entails, precisely, is a mystery. We catch only glimpses and hints of what the Dude was like as he developed into the exceptionally “lazy” individual he is when the movie begins. In the home of the other Jeffrey Lebowski, while Brandt, the faithful administrator, is taking the Dude on a tour of Mr. Lebowski’s myriad achievements, the Dude reveals bits and pieces of his own college years and a hint as to why his present comportment is so drastically different from that of the man who shares his name: “Well, yeah, I did [go to college], but I spent most of my time occupying various, um, administration buildings . . . smoking Thai-stick, breaking into the ROTC . . . and bowling. I’ll tell you the truth, Brandt, I don’t remember most of it.”

The only other really informative hint of the Dude’s past comes briefly after his sexual encounter with Maude Lebowski, when she asks him to tell her a little about himself: “Well, uh . . . Not much to tell . . . I was, uh, one of the authors of the Port Huron Statement—the original Port Huron Statement. Not the compromised second draft. And then, I, uh . . . Ever hear of the Seattle Seven? . . . Mm. And then . . . let’s see, I, uh—music business briefly. . . . Roadie for Metallica. . . . And then, you know, little of this, little of that. My career’s, uh, slowed down a bit lately.” When Maude presses him further and asks what he does now, he can merely reply, “Oh, you know, the usual. Bowl. Drive around. The occasional acid flashback.” The Dude’s autobiography, however, suggests that he might not be entirely honest (or coherent) with Maude. Although Jeff Dowd, the Coen brothers’ inspiration for the Dude, was in fact a member of the 1970–1971 radical group the Seattle Seven, Metallica never had a Speed of Sound tour. Whether the Dude is trustworthy in his claim to have been a coauthor of the original draft of SDS’s 1962 Port Huron Statement is anybody’s guess.

This shouldn’t be surprising, because the Dude’s past experiences were so thoroughly interpenetrated with copious drug use that in all likelihood he can’t effectively remember enough for it to have much bearing on his present comportment to the world. On the other hand, what he does remember demonstrates a rather “hippie” mentality. The other Jeffrey Lebowski went so far as to even call him a “bum,” telling him, “Your ‘revolution’ is over, Mr. Lebowski! Condolences! The bums lost! . . . My advice is, do what your parents did! Get a job, sir! The bums will always lose. ”

Cruel and unwarranted as his words may have been, the other Jeffrey Lebowski levels the same accusation against the Dude that the Dude levels later against Walter. To note that the revolution is “over,” to suggest a different course of present life for the Dude in the form of getting a job and setting aside the stagnated mentality of his past, effectively amounts to precisely the same accusation: the Dude, like Walter, is living in the past. Just as much as his Jew-cum-’Nam-vet compatriot, the Dude’s every present decision is infected with a tenacious clinging to his past, nebulous and drug addled as it may have been. Neither the one nor the other can fully progress forward into a new, lived present, because both are, to a great degree, locked in their own past experiences as they continue to recur through every present moment.

Indeed, Walter and the Dude are so thoroughly entrenched in their respective pasts that consciously speaking, neither can disentangle the past-as-experienced-in-the-present from the present itself. It seems, in fact, that neither has a particularly good understanding of what the past is at all. Even at the final eulogy of their best friend Donny, as his ashes are scattered into the wind (and accidentally into the Dude’s face), Walter is incapable of conjuring the most elementary aspect of his best friend’s past, instead resorting to some stumbling, stuttering account of Donny’s love of surfing and bowling without anything more precise. Indeed, not even his best friends seem aware that Donny had much of a past at all.

Rooted in the Past

Before we conclude, there is one final part to the story we must address. Walter, as we noted earlier, accepts the Dude’s observation that he’s “living in the past,” not as scorn and derision but as a compliment and a commendation. Although from the Dude’s perspective, Walter’s clinging to his Jewish identity is reducible to his unhealthy continued attachment to his ex-wife, who was the cause of his initial conversion to Judaism (and likely, too, this is the correct reading for the situation). Still, from Walter’s perspective, the self-identification with his own past and the past heritage of “his people” is something to be cultivated and embraced. For many people, this is indeed the case, and in this way there is a positive reading of “living in the past” that is not reducible to the cognitive stagnation that we’ve addressed thus far.

Though this stagnation seems, indeed, to be the case for both the Dude and Walter, the embrace of the past as something that can positively construct and inform a present lived identity is far from a misuse of recollection. The past, repeatedly reiterated and used to inform present transactions with the world and others, can inspire and embolden, can strengthen and encourage, can open up new possibilities and new avenues for development, rather than merely stunting one’s cognitive progress. It is unlikely that the Dude and Walter will fall into a positive form of “living in the past.” Nevertheless, despite their lack of cognitive progress and despite their comportment to the present only via their past experiences, as the Stranger notes they were the men for the hour, the right men for the job, perhaps the right sort of “heroes” for our sort of age. What this might say about our “age” is itself a provocative question, but suffice it to say for now that it may well be precisely because the Dude and Walter were living in the past that they were able to unravel the mystery and prevail in their adventure with the Big Lebowski.
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Chapter 19

“I DON’T ROLL ON SHABBAS!”

Jewish Identity and the Meaning of History in The Big Lebowski

Joseph A. Edelheit

Walter Sobchak demands order, the rules of the game, justice, and, most unexpectedly, a respect for history. In a film with iconic lines, none is as outrageous and remarkably profound as Walter’s great declaration: “I told that Kraut a fucking thousand times I don’t roll on shabbas.” Indeed, Walter’s unexpected Jewish observance immediately defines him within a historical community. The Big Lebowski, as it turns out, provides us with a unique opportunity to examine the philosophy of history.

History and Philosophy

The philosophy of history provides us with a means to understand human action and the influence of remembrance as a source of meaning. The founding Hasidic master, Rabbi Israel ben Eliezer, the Baal Shem Tov (1698–1769), taught: “Remembrance is the source of redemption, while forgetting leads to exile.” Unknowingly, Walter was channeling this Hasidic truism when he quoted Theodor Herzl (1860–1904), the founder of Zionism, in a reference to the Dude’s bowling: “If you will it, it is no dream.”

Herzl’s aphorism as praise for the Dude’s bowling is a ridiculous non sequitur, but Walter is twenty minutes late and carrying what he thinks is a Pomeranian in a plastic carrier as he enters the scene and sincerely offers this historical quotation with the same abandon as high-fives and fist-pumps.

Walter’s use of a reference to the political destiny of the Jewish people is as completely unexpected as his sense of responsibility to his ex-wife, Cynthia—she is away and her “show” dog gets sick at the vet. For Walter’s character, loyalty to his community, his faith, and his ex-wife is seamless with his equally unconditional demand that everyone must follow the rules. Smokey’s foot has crossed the line, an immediate fault. “This is not ’Nam. This is bowling. There are rules. . . . Am I wrong!?” Walter’s oft-used rhetorical question becomes an outrageous confirmation of his zealous certainty when he takes out a gun to make sure Smokey’s foot fault is scored as a zero. “HAS THE WHOLE WORLD GONE CRAZY? AM I THE ONLY ONE HERE WHO GIVES A SHIT ABOUT THE RULES? MARK IT ZERO! . . . This is a league game, Smokey.” Later in the parking lot, the Dude rebukes Walter for his behavior: “Walter, you can’t do that. These guys are like me, they’re pacifists. Smokey was a conscientious objector. . . . Man, would you just, just take it easy, man?” Walter responds with a reference to the film’s current events: “You know, that’s your answer to everything, Dude. And let me point out something, pacifism is not—look at our current situation with that camel-fucker in Iraq—pacifism is not something to hide behind.”

Lucy Dawidowicz, a noted Jewish thinker, argues, “History, we are told, is magistra vitae, the teacher of life. It instructs us about ourselves, our own people, and other peoples. The experience of the past will teach us how to confront the present and anticipate the future. This, then, is the practical benefit of history.”1 Walter must have been a disciple of Dawidowicz because he understands how history links Herzl, ’Nam, league bowling, and Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait. He simply dismisses the Dude’s rebuke with the rejoinder “Calmer than you are.” Walter’s claim of serenity masks what his imagined teacher, Dawidowicz, argues persuasively: “Jewish history, however dark and catastrophic, has in it the potential of Jewish survival. This sense of Jewish history and destiny is what every Jew who cares about the survival of his people feels in his bones.”2

History and Identity

Walter’s acute sense of history philosophically commits him equally to the Dude, the league bowling tournament, and the survival of Jews and Judaism, among which he effortlessly shifts his unconditional support. Tellingly, Walter’s multifaceted but always-seamless identities are used as segues. His are the last words in the ransom scene, “Ahh, fuck it. Let’s go bowling,” and his are the first words in the next bowling scene, “Aitz chaim he, Dude. As the ex used to say.”3

Although his comments often come off comically, Walter’s comments are dead serious. When Donny announces that the next round of the tournament has been posted for Saturday, Walter is comically outraged. But there’s a seriousness beneath his bellowing: I don’t roll on shabbas! Donny asks for an explanation: “Saturday is shabbas. Jewish day of rest. Means, I don’t work, I don’t drive a car, I don’t fucking ride in a car, I don’t handle money, I don’t turn on the oven, and I sure as shit don’t fucking roll!”

Walter’s Jewish identity requires a double-take—this guy wearing aviator glasses with yellow lenses, a crew cut, and cargo shorts and always screaming—this guy is also an observant Jew? We simply do not expect him to use Hebrew phrases and claim the strict code of Sabbath restrictions. Yosef Chaim Yerushalmi, in his meditation on history, Zakhor, remarked, “If Herodotus was the father of history, the fathers of meaning in history were the Jews.”4 Walter needs his shabbas observance in order to have meaning in his life—the history of which he shares with the Dude, Donny, his ex-wife and her dog, and the bowling league tournament.

The incongruity of Walter being “shomer shabbas” is not lost in Donny’s innocent but biting question, “Walter, if you can’t ride in a car, how d’you get around on Shammas?” Donny’s mistake, shabbas/shammas, is a play on words by the Coen brothers. The shammas in a synagogue is the caretaker who makes sure all of the daily needs of the building, the services, and the rabbi are provided for. There is also another meaning of the word shammas. It is the ninth candle in the Hanukkiah, the candle that lights each night’s candle. The shammas is either higher in the center or to the side but always set apart from the other candles. So Walter, how do you get around being responsible for those details that sustain a community, or why is your light necessary, though it never counts as the number increases each night from one to eight?

Hans-Georg Gadamer’s (1900–2002) Truth and Method, one of the classic texts of twentieth-century continental philosophy, finds value in the particulars of history—the prejudices (or prejudgments) that we each bring into the history of life. As Gadamer said,

In fact history does not belong to us; but we belong to it. Long before we understand ourselves through the process of self-examination, we understand ourselves in a self-evident way in the family, society and state in which we live. The focus of subjectivity is a distorting mirror. The self-awareness of the individual is only a flickering in the closed circuits of historical life. That is why the prejudices of the individual, far more than his judgments, constitute the historical reality of his being.5

Gadamer’s philosophy pushes against certainty and embraces the complex and ambiguous. Likewise, the paradoxes that define Walter in both behavior and discourse cannot and should not be resolved, because that would flatten his character, diminish his value to the narrative, and, even worse, strip all of the vitality from his relationships. Walter’s character requires understanding, rather than merely describing.

History, Self, and Commitment

Recall the scene in which the Dude suddenly seems to have an insight about the Big Lebowski’s missing wife, and he excitedly calls Walter for a ride and help, and he hears:

Walter: I can’t drive, Dude, it’s erev shabbas. . . . [translation: Friday night, the Sabbath begins just after dusk] Erev shabbas. I can’t drive. I’m not even supposed to pick up the phone unless it’s an emergency.

Dude: This is a fucking emergency.

Walter: I understand. That’s why I picked up the phone.

Dude: Walter, you fuck, we gotta go to Pasadena, man! Come pick me up or I’m off the fucking bowling team!

The Coen brothers have captured the idiocy and intricacy of religious ritual in Walter’s identity as if it were an echo of one of Joseph Heller’s classic catch-22 conversations. Walter is the incarnation of an idealized autonomy interwoven with his own interpretation of Jewish “tradition,” ethics, and unconditional loyalty to the Dude.

Indeed, Walter’s identity as a Jew in the late twentieth century, like that of all non-Orthodox Jews, is shaped by behavior that consistently affirms the philosophical assertion of autonomy. Modern Jewish philosophy in particular emphasizes that, as Eugene Borowitz wrote, “Human dignity became identified with rational self-actualization rather than with faithful obedience. . . . Liberal Judaism proclaimed that a properly autonomous self exists essentially in response to the commanding power of ethics.”6

Walter has tried to explain that he is shomer shabbas (an observer of the Sabbath), but the Dude can’t seem to understand because Walter’s declaration and explanation do not coincide with his ultimate behavioral choices. Religious tradition is valued in Walter’s Jewish identity, but living in a complex world, he is willing to make the necessary choices that compromise tradition, if and when the greater values of personal autonomy, social ethics, and relationships are being challenged.

Ultimately, Walter does pick up the Dude, and they immediately begin to deconstruct Walter’s expressed need to confirm that this trip is an emergency so that he can justify his violation of the Sabbath.

Walter: I’m saying, I see what you’re getting at, Dude. He kept the money. My point is, here we are, it’s shabbas, the sabbath, which I’m allowed to break only if it’s a matter of life or death—

Dude: Will you come off it, Walter. You’re not even fucking Jewish, man.

Walter: What the fuck are you talking about?

Dude: You’re fucking Polish Catholic—

Walter: What the fuck are you talking about? I converted when I married Cynthia! Come on, Dude!

Dude: Yeah, yeah, yeah, yeah—

Walter: You know this!

Dude: Yeah, and five fucking years ago you were divorced.

Walter: So, what are you saying? When you get divorced, you turn in your library card? You get a new license? You stop being Jewish? . . . I’m as Jewish as fucking Tevye—

Dude: Man, you know, i-it’s all a part of your sick Cynthia thing. Man, taking care of her fucking dog. Going to her fucking synagogue. You’re living in the fucking past.

Walter: Three thousand years of beautiful tradition, from Moses to Sandy Koufax—you’re goddamn right I’m living in the fucking past!

In this dialogue, we find the inexplicable density of their relationship and their individual identities. Walter has come through again, choosing the Dude’s plea for help, but he still wants to satisfy a stated communal justification. The Dude is . . . the Dude . . . and he refuses to understand Walter’s need to satisfy any distinguishing and transcendent characteristic. Here is the plight of the autonomous Jewish self, still struggling to make sense of a communal historic tradition. Walter is part of a community that he chose, and the Dude does not understand either the community or Walter’s choice.

Jews among Others

Walter’s poignant sarcasm, “I’m as Jewish as fucking Tevye,” appeals to an icon of popular culture as a standard of identity. Tevye the milkman is the main character of a serialized Yiddish short story by Sholom Aleichem made globally popular through a musical and then a movie, Fiddler on the Roof. In a textual sleight of hand, the Coen brothers have Walter defend his Jewish authenticity through an equally fictional character’s authenticity. Jews know that when they conflate their history with what is accessible to the dominant non-Jewish culture, they, too, will be acceptable. The Dude, however, refuses to accept even Tevye, the American sentimentalized stereotype of the authentic ghetto Jew. The Dude rejects Walter’s identity claim and rebukes his friend: “You’re fucking living in the past!” Ironically, the Dude’s hippie identity is anchored in its own iconic references to the past. The Dude is no dummy. He figures out that the Big Lebowski used him in a scam over the million-dollar fake ransom, yet he fails to understand that Tevye’s song about “tradition” describes why “the rug really pulled the room together.” The Dude solves the mystery of Bunny’s kidnapping, but he completely misunderstands why Walter accepts the history and destiny of the Jewish people as his own.

Walter’s appreciation for his adopted historical identity prompts his immediate and final response, a heroic affirmation: “YOU’RE GODDAMN RIGHT I’M LIVING IN THE FUCKING PAST!” Walter has integrated what most American Jews can identify as their history—from Moses to Sandy Koufax—from the sacred to the profane. Moses has become the fully acceptable icon of Jews in America, as portrayed by Charlton Heston in The Ten Commandments, which is traditionally shown on television during Easter week. Sandy Koufax, the great left-handed pitcher for the Brooklyn/Los Angeles Dodgers, made every Jewish man and boy stop when he refused to pitch in the opening game of the World Series in 1965. The Dodgers were in Minneapolis/St. Paul to play the Twins, and Koufax and his battery-mate, Norm Sherry, both Jews, went to a synagogue for Yom Kippur, rather than play in the opening game.

The Coen brothers grew up in St. Louis Park, Minnesota, and were surely impressed by the greatest Jewish athlete of his time choosing to resist the pinnacle of American success, being a starting pitcher in a World Series, in favor of observing the Day of Atonement. That single act continues to be a standard by which Jews measure their commitment to other Jews and Judaism. Walter Sobchak is speaking for generations of American Jewish men: I will always choose a history that includes Sandy Koufax—I don’t pitch on Yom Kippur. Walter and the Coen brothers provide their own historical echo of Koufax with “I don’t roll on shabbas,” which is meaningful only if the past is more than a refuge for people running away from the present.

History, Nihilism, and Death

The film’s ultimate enemies, Uli and the nihilists who attempt to claim the ransom for Bunny, are worse even than Nazis.

Dude: They kept saying they believe in nothing.

Walter: Nihilists! Fuck me. . . . I mean, say what you want about the tenets of National Socialism, Dude. At least it’s an ethos.

The three friends are talking to one another as they exit the bowling alley. Walter finishes only a fractured fragment of a sentence before events cut him off: “—the whole concept of aish. That’s why, in the fourteenth century, the Rambam said . . .” Besides getting the century when he lived wrong, there’s no context for Walter’s flawed attempt to transmit the teaching of Jewish history’s great philosopher Rabbi Moses ben Maimon (Maimonides), who is known by the acronym Rambam (1135–1204). The Hebrew word aish means “fire,” and on the simplest level we could take this sentence fragment as an inside Jewish telegraphing of the Dude’s burning car in the parking lot. We might even say that Walter is referring to Maimonides’s teaching about the four primordial elements, of which fire/aish is one that Maimonides argued is linked to the darkness that existed prior to creation. Could this be a final statement by Walter—the Coens—that the nihilists’ attack is that of primordial darkness: primal evil?

Jews are noted for initiating ethical monotheism, the Western religious discourse anchored in a historical narrative of redemption from slavery toward a destiny of prophetic communal responsibility. Walter Sobchak’s response to Uli’s hysteria in The Big Lebowski is popular culture’s coup de grâce in the centuries-old argument: a character committed to living in and with history will always trump the dark evil of those who reject both the anchor and the destiny of history.

Donny dies from a heart attack in the melee, but any possible sentimentality is muted when the Dude and Walter claim his remains. Walter’s fully developed Jewish identity, brought to its pinnacle in the exchange with Uli, is now deconstructed into a vulgar stereotype as he and the Dude attempt to obtain the cremains of Donny to scatter them. The funeral director tries to sell them an urn, and Walter gets angry in his resistance and finally blurts out, “Goddamnit! Is there a Ralph’s around here?!” (Ralph’s was the ubiquitous twenty-four-hour supermarket of Los Angeles that is used for the opening scene.) Walter, who only moments earlier was defending Donny against the anti-Semitic nihilists, is now the all-too-stereotypical cheap Jew looking for a coffee can in which to carry his friend’s ashes. The closing scene of the movie is set on a windy bluff above the Pacific Ocean. Walter offers to say a few words.

Donny was a good bowler, and a good man. He was—he was one of us. He was a man who loved the outdoors . . . and bowling. . . . He died—he died as so many of his generation, before his time. In your wisdom, Lord, you took him. As you took so many bright flowering young men, at Khe Sanh and Lan Doc and Hill 364. These young men gave their lives. And so Donny. Donny who loved bowling. . . . And so, Theodore—Donald—Kerabatsos, in accordance with what we think your dying wishes might well have been, we commit your final mortal remains to the bosom of the Pacific Ocean, which you loved so well.

(The screen notes cannot fully describe the macabre humor: the wind blows Donny’s ashes onto the Dude, standing just to the side of and behind Walter.)

Dude: Everything’s a fucking travesty with you, man!

Walter: Dude, I’m sorry—I’m sorry. It was an accident!

Dude: What was that shit about Vietnam?!

Walter: Dude, I’m sorry—

Dude: What the fuck does anything have to do with Vietnam?! What the fuck were you talking about?!

Walter needs to interpret his grief through his generation’s historical reference of grief or Donny’s death will be completely incomprehensible. Walter tries to salvage some meaning from a cruel accident, a true death of innocence—Donny. Regardless of how often Walter pontificates, now, when real emotion is required, he is incapable to finding the words for himself or the “event.” There are many ways to explain or interpret the hilarious and unexpected slapstick of seeing Donny’s remains blow all over the Dude. In this light, Bob Dylan’s “Blowin’ in the Wind” takes on an entirely new meaning and symbolizes what it took for change to happen. Another interpretation is woven through Walter’s Jewish persona. After several declarations of his observance, “I don’t roll on shabbas!” Walter’s behavior regarding Donny’s cremated remains challenges the acceptance of even the most assimilated Jew. Cremation is prohibited by Jewish law and even discouraged by Reform Judaism, and scattering the remains is rarely done.

Take Real Comfort in That

Walter’s claims of “living in the past” seem to vanish after the violence in the parking lot. Does the trauma of innocent death puncture the meaning that philosophy can offer even at the end of the twentieth century? Vietnam was stupid and wasteful, the first Gulf war against Iraq has seemed to be accepted by history, but these wars will again prove to have been stupid and wasteful.

Walter and the Dude go bowling to retrieve their friendship, and again we meet the prophetic Stranger. The Stranger’s friendly words “Take it easy, Dude,” evoke, “Yeah, well, the Dude abides.” “The Dude abides. I don’t know about you, but I take comfort in that.” So, we end with a restatement of the beginning: that the Dude, “he’s the man for his time’n place.” The Big Lebowski seems to assert that the best any of us can do in this “time’n place” is abide—simply tolerate it, endure without yielding, or continue with a commitment of stability. The Dude abides, but Walter’s oft-repeated question “Am I wrong?” remains unanswered. Walter, the Jew, wrestles with history, like his patriarchal ancestor Jacob, and defies everybody who believes in “nossing” by asking questions that have no answers. Walter, unlike the Dude, cannot merely abide, because he lives in the past and will never roll on shabbas!7

NOTES
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2. Ibid., 19.

3. Aitz chaim he means “It is a Tree of Life.” The phrase refers to the Torah, which has just been returned to the Ark when this is sung during the liturgy.

4. Paul Ricouer, Memory, History, Forgetting (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004), 397.

5. Hans-Georg Gadamer, Truth and Method, trans. and rev. by Joel Weinsheimer and Donald G. Marshall (New York: Continuum, 2004; orig. 1960), 278.
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Locke, John

Logjammin’

logic. See mathematical logic

love

Epicureanism and

stereotypes and

“lucid indifference”

Lucretius

MacIntyre, Alasdair

Maimonides (Rambam)

Malibu sheriff

Epicureanism and

feminism and

Oedipal complex and

pleasure and

“Man in Me, The” (Dylan)

Marty

masculinity, feminism and

mathematical logic

axioms and

consistency and

first-order theories

incompleteness and

“matters of opinion”

May, Larry

McDowell, John

McGovern, George

McMahan, Jeff

meaning

memory

identity and

“living in the past” and

recollection and

See also history

Metallica

“method of tenacity”

Mill, John Stuart

mimesis

money, Epicureanism and

Moore, Julianne. See also Lebowski, Maude

moral rules

Moses

“Myth of Sisyphus, The” (Camus)

naive set theory

narcissism

Nazism

deconstructionism and

existentialism and

nihilism and

négatités

Nietzsche, Friedrich

nihilism

absurdity and

achieving and

art and

belief and

deconstructionism and

defined

despair and

existentialism and

history and

meaning and

Nazism and

philosophical interest and

“practices” and

nihilists (characters)

existentialism and

feminism and

just war theory and

mathematical logic and

nihilism and

virtue ethics and

See also individual names of characters

No Country for Old Men (Coen brothers)

not nocentes

objectification

Oedipal complex

anal and oral fixations

defined

life and death drives

schizophrenia and

superego and

unconscious and

Oiwa, Keibo

O’Neill, Onora

“On Formally Undecidable Propositions of Principia Mathematica and Related Systems” (Gödel)

opinion

belief and

context and

“matters of”

oral fixation

“ordinary language”

pacifism

deconstructionism and

feminism and

pedophilia

Peirce, C. S.

Persian Gulf War

perspective

Petrini, Carlo

phrone[image: image];sis

Pieper, Josef

Pilar

Plague, The (Camus)

Plato

pleasure

eudaimonia and

hedonism and

leisure as

utility and

virtue and

Plotinus

Port Huron Statement

“practices,” nihilism and

proportionality

psyche. See Oedipal complex

psychosexual development. See Oedipal complex

Putai

Quintana, Jesus

fandom

nihilism and

Oedipal complex and schizophrenia

opinion and

philosophical interest and

pleasure and

Reagan, Nancy

Reagan, Ronald

recollection. See also memory

Republic (Plato)

restorative justice

right authority

right intention

Rodin, David

Ross, W. D.

rug

as axiom

eudaimonia and

spirituality and

rules

of aggression (See also just war theory)

enforcement of (See also virtue ethics)

mathematical logic and

Russell, Bertrand

Russell, Will

Sartre, Jean-Paul

schizophrenia

Seattle Seven

“selective attention”

Sellers, Arthur Digby

Sellers, Larry

existentialism and

just war theory and

mathematical logic and

nihilism and

Oedipal complex and

virtue ethics and

sex, Epicureanism and

sexual objectification. See also feminism

shabbas, defined

Sherover, Charles

shomer shabbas, defined

Shuffitt, Scott

Singer, Peter

slow work movement

Smokey

deconstructionism and

feminism and

irony and

just war theory and

mathematical logic and

pleasure and

virtue ethics and

Sobchak, Walter

deconstructionism and

Epicureanism and

existentialism and

fandom

feminism and

friendship and

irony and

Jewish identity of (See also Jewish identity)

just war theory and

mathematical logic and

memory and

National Socialism and, 16, 158n14

nihilism and

Oedipal complex and

opinion and

philosophical interest and

pleasure and

virtue ethics and

work and

solidarity. See also friendship

spirituality

Buddhism and

Daoism and

standpoint

stereotypes

Stranger

on “abiding”

deconstruction and

Epicureanism and

fandom

feminism and

nihilism and

Oedipal complex and

pleasure and

spirituality and

virtue ethics and

stress, work and

“Subjective Thinker”

sublimation

superego

Taylor, Charles

telos

“testimonial injustice”

thanatos

Thomas Aquinas

Tony

Treehorn, Jackie

deconstructionism and

existentialism and

feminism and

irony and

just war theory and

mathematical logic and

nihilism and

Oedipal complex and

pleasure and

work and

Truth and Method (Gadamer)

“Tumbling Tumbleweeds” (song)

Uli

feminism and

nihilism and

unconscious

utility, pleasure and

“Value of Slow, The” (Haney)

Vietnam War

virtue ethics

authenticity and

deconstructionism and

ethical reasoning and

hypocrisy and

individuality and

moral rules and

perspective and

pleasure and

rule enforcement and

work and

Vitoria, Francisco de

Walzer, Michael

What Is Literature (Sartre)

wide scope

Wilde, Oscar

work

freedom and

slow work movement

stress and

value of

virtue and

wu wei

Yerushalmi, Yosef Chaim

Zagzebski, Linda

Zakhor (Yerushalmi)

Zhuangzi

OEBPS/images/f183-01.jpg
Know lines by heart (16%)

Abide (18%)
Other (7%) Take it easy (14%)
Reject hectic life (50) V
Criticize s hierarchies,

Enjoy “simple pleasures’
(12%)

norms, and authorities (8%)

Have participated
in a Lebowski Fest (9%) Smoke and drink (11%)





OEBPS/images/logo1.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/cover.jpg
sertes enitor: WILLIAM IRWIN
eoiteo sy PETER S. FOSL

The BIG
LEBOWSKI

Keeping
Your
Mind Limber
with Abiding
Wisdom





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
THE BIG
LEBOWSKI
AND
PHILOSOPHY

KEEPING YOUR MIND LIMBER
WITH ABIDING WISDOM

Edited by Peter S. Fosl

@

itk
John Wiley & Sons, Inc.





OEBPS/images/ebar.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781118180990.jpg
sertes eoitor: WILLIAM IRWIN
epiteo sy PETER S. FOSL

The BIG
LEBOWSKI

Abiding

Wisdom

BLACKWELL PHILOSOPHY AND POP CULTURE SERIES






