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To all the Dudeist priests around the world.

Proud we are of all of you.

Lord, you can imagine where it goes from here.
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“He’s the man for his time and place.

He fits right in there.”



That’s how our favorite movie, The Big Lebowski, begins. Our narrator (“the Stranger”) introduces the main character (“the Dude”) as a revolutionary figure—one who will be remembered as a historical idol, a man who moved mountains, parted seas, united fractured tribes, redeemed mankind, and triumphed over evil. We expect big things from our “hee-ro,” the Dude. Even if he looks like a bum in a bathrobe.

It wasn’t until a few years after the film’s release that the Stranger’s premonition began to bear fruit. After the economic collapse of the year 2000 and the beginning of an era of endless war and political divide, people began to grasp just why a bum like the Dude was in fact a man of his time and place, a bona fide hero with a timely yet enduring message to purvey. That message? That contentment comes not from a “lifetime of achievement,” but rather, by reducing one’s wants and learning to abide life’s strikes and gutters.

It was actually a “pretty good story too,” as the Stranger earnestly maintains at the film’s sly and sentimental conclusion. It wasn’t long before annual festivals were arranged in his honor, a religion called Dudeism was founded (by us) to spread his message and example, and a shelf full of books were written about The Big Lebowski and just what the hell it was all about.

One of those books, of course, is the one you’re reading at this very moment. Around the time it was first published in 2011, the world (parts, anyway) seemed to be coming out of the shadow of pointless war and yet another economic catastrophe. Perhaps things were looking up? Were people finally waking up to a new Dude Millennium, having accidentally set their watches eleven years late?

Far from it. The succeeding decade has been marked by even more fear and fuss and fatuousness than ever before. As the Dude’s lunatic best friend Walter wails, “Has the whole world gone crazy?” Walter was wrong about many things, but we’re inclined to share this question with him. If anything, the world has been looking more and more un-Dude. And as the Dude puts it, “that’s a bummer, man. That’s a bummer.”

But of course, a short time later, he shrugs, “Can’t be worried about that shit. Life goes on.” And that’s the Dude attitude in a nutshell. The point of Dudeism isn’t to change the world, but to provide a shelter and community for those who dig our style. We put together this book not to provide easy answers, but rather to help everyone “take it easy” the best we all can. We hope you can relate.

As of this writing, Dudeism has about 700,000 ordained Dudeist priests around the world. So, while we still self-apply the term “the world’s slowest growing religion,” it does seem that we’ve managed to effectively spread the Dude word somewhat. Since this book was first released, we’ve published several other works (www.dudeism.com/library), opened Abide University (www.aui.me), and been featured on TV shows and as the subject of an unfinished documentary (www.dudeism.com/videos). Our social media pages and groups have come to serve as our primary place of congregation (www.dudeism.com/social-media). Moreover, we’re about to release an inspirational video series, and hopefully, a regular blog sometime soon.

Finally, it’s important to note that over the seventeen years since the founding of the Church of the Latter-Day Dude, hundreds, if not thousands, of our ordained Dudeist priests have officiated at wedding (and other) ceremonies. You too can get ordained for free at www.dudeism.com/ordination and help “perpetuate the whole durned human comedy,” as the Stranger puts it.

Well, we sure hope you folks enjoy yourselves. And please know that, if nothing else, we’re sympathizing here. Our troubles may never be truly over, but at least we can roll our strikes and gutters together. Compeers, you know? Hope to catch you further (or nearer) down the trail.

Abidefully,

Oliver Benjamin

The Dudely Lama of Dudeism
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Pre-Ramble

We, the Dudeists, in order to form a more perfect groovin’, establish just taking it easy, and promote inner tranquility, do ordain and establish this guide on abiding.

For in this world there are two paths you can go by, as a Great Dude in history once crooned.

There’s the uptight way and there’s the Dude Way.

Rushing down the uptight way, chasing after bullshit money that never existed anyway, you race past important things in life like enjoying some burgers, some beers, and a few laughs, only to crash too soon into the end of your life, where you’re left wondering, “Aw, man, what’s that smell?”

It’s a bummer, man.

Fortunately, there’s an exit you can take from the uptight way. It’s a route we want to tell you about…something called abiding in the Dude Way, an ancient, almost-forgotten road that sidesteps the seamy valleys, ransom hand-offs, and abutment lodgings of life.

That’s what this here book aims to do. But before we get started, we’d like to answer a question that some of our readers are probably asking right about now.

What the Fuck Are We Blathering About?

That’s a fair enough question.

Although there are over 700,000 ordained Dudeist priests around the world currently taking it easy for all you sinners out there, that still leaves 5,999,880,000 people (give or take a few) who have absolutely no clue what the Church of the Latter-Dude is or what Dudeism is all about.1

As founders of the world’s slowest-growing religion, we’re cool with that. All that proselytizing and converting, condemning and persecuting, crusading and jihading that some of our compeers in the world’s Big Beliefskis go through to feed the bull-dogma…well, it all just seems exhausting.

It’s certainly not the kind of missionary position we prefer.

Still, with so many folks living such stressed-out lives these days, we’ve decided to put aside our strict regimen of lounging around on our holy hammocks and sacred sofas to enlighten up an uptight world that’s apparently gone crazy.

Why? Because we believe that times like these call for living more like Lebowski…and we’re talking about the Dude here.

The Dudeist Frame of Reference

For Dudeists, The Big Lebowski is more than just a movie. It’s a way of life, the philosophical rug that really ties the universe together.

That’s a hefty claim to make about a film, especially one that flopped when the Coen Brothers released it back in 1998. It may even sound downright silly or even sacrilegious for us to make such a claim about something that is, after all, merely entertainment.

However, we’re not trying to scam anyone here. If we understand it correctly, “mere” entertainment has always been an essential part of religious life, especially in Western civilization. Ancient Greek comedies and tragedies, for example, were integral to Athens’ sacred civic ceremonies. Medieval morality plays promoted Christian values to a wide audience more effectively than priests blathering Latin from the pulpit. These forms of mere entertainment served the vital function of unifying folks into communities and helped to create, promote, and reinforce the very ethos of our culture.

We agree with many wiser fellers than ourselves who say that movies serve a similar purpose today. Filmmakers reach into the same deep, mythic pools that their theatrical forebears plumbed to create narratives they hope will resonate profoundly with viewers. George Lucas did for Star Wars, Francis Ford Coppola did for Apocalypse Now, and Adam Sandler did for…well, not all films are life-changing.

Still, even in films dismissed as escapist diversions, what draws viewers to them at some level is an enduring mythic (and often unconscious) hope that through the light projected on the movie screen they’ll see themselves up close, as the band U2 once put it. The stories we create, after all, whether told around a campfire, written in a book, performed on a stage, or projected onto a screen, usually end up creating us as well.

That’s why we believe The Big Lebowski is more than just a “cult film.” Cults, after all, are on the fringe. Yet with its millions of fans (according to Facebook), The Big Lebowski might better be described as “religious.” Anyway, that’s the way the worldwide Dudeist movement sees it. What is a religion, after all, but a cult that caught on?

It’s not just about popularity, of course, otherwise, Titanic would have its own religion too. In religious texts and figureheads and characters we discover our deeper selves. And though the movie’s main character is a slacker who calls himself the Dude, his eyes are a blue million miles.2 In other words, he fits right in there in our collective unconsciousness, comforting all of us uptight, downsized, single-minded, multitasking, overworked, underpaid, plugged-in, pissed-off, shit-on, run-down, zoned-out sinners by embodying what life is truly all about.

We’re talking about taking it easy, man.

Yes, it’s really that simple. Unfortunately, though, it’s a message the square community doesn’t give a shit about. Keeping us uptight, after all, helps them keep the baksheesh. Though the Dude was dismissed as a bum by overachievers like the millionaire Mr. Lebowski, and as a deadbeat by real reactionaries like the Sherriff of Malibu, we recognize him as a bona fide hee-ro. That is, the modern epitome of a long, lazy tradition of Dudes (both fictional and historical) revered across the sands of time for reminding us, in different ways and in different places around the world, to just chill the fuck out.

The problem is, most of these revered Dudes who once personified and vivified the Dude Way in their time and place are today no longer openly associated with the Dude word. Pan, the lazy Greek god, for instance, may have been pretty well regarded back in his day, but he no longer draws much water in our pious, preachy communities.3 And languid philosophies like early Christianity and Buddhism have become oddly achievement-oriented since their uncompromised first drafts. It seems that where Great Dudes were once an integral part of the whole durn human comedy, they’ve gradually been swept under the rug, so to speak.

That’s why we founded the Church of the Latter-Day Dude: to bring this Dude shit back to light, man. As we explain on our website:


While Dudeism in its official form has been organized as a religion only recently, it has existed down through the ages in one form or another. Probably the earliest form of Dudeism was the original form of Chinese Taoism, before it went all weird with magic tricks and body fluids. The originator of Taoism, Lao Tzu, basically said “smoke ’em if you got ’em,” and “mellow out, man,” although he said this in ancient Chinese so something may have been lost in the translation.

Down through the ages, this “rebel shrug” has fortified many successful creeds: Buddhism, Christianity, Sufism, John Lennonism, and Fo’-Shizzle-my-Nizzlism. The idea is this: Life is short and complicated, and nobody knows what to do about it. So don’t do anything about it. Just take it easy, man. Stop worrying so much whether you’ll make it into the finals. Kick back with some friends and some oat soda, and whether you roll strikes or gutters, do your best to be true to yourself and others—that is to say, abide.4



This here Abide Guide is meant to help you do just that.

The Abide Guide

Starting things off, the first chapter provides an overall frame of reference so we’re not like a child wandering into the middle of a movie. “The Dude Testament” takes in the “big picture.” In doing so, it ferrets out the life lessons contained in our Sacred Source (The Big Lebowski) and explains how you can apply them to your life.

The rest of the book is organized around two broad areas that explore this central theme:


	
“Wiser Fellers than Ourselves—Dudeist History,” in which we place our ethos within time’s larger frame of reference, spanning from prehistoric nomads getting stoned around pot-fueled bonfires to Dudeist feminism. Learning our Dudeist heritage is important because those who forget the past are doomed to…um…aw, hell, lost my train of thought there.

	
“Making It to Practice—Dudeist Lifestyle and Techniques,” where we explore the eternal adage, “I Dude, therefore, I am.” And we provide various practical ways to help you abide in a hectic world, such as Dudeist spiritual and self-help techniques, our 12-step program for personal Dudevolution, and the ancient martial art of Dude-jitsu.



And, welp, that about does ’er. Wraps ’er all up. Parts, anyway.

In addition to making you laugh to beat the band, we hope this guide will be something like a GPS that helps you discern the Dude Way in your own life, only without that annoying prerecorded voice always telling you where to turn. Because we’re not a bunch of fascists here, man. We can’t tell you specifically where to find the Dude Way. With that in mind, maybe this book is more like a “GFS,” a literary device that reminds you to “Go with the Flow, Slowly.”

Because once we’re on that path, dudes, we’ve already reached our Dudestination. And we can take comfort in that. Be there, man.


	
1 If you want more information, would like to be ordained (it’s free and easy, just like our ethos), or want to chat with other Dudely types, visit dudeism.com. It’s your answer for everything.

	
2 This is a line taken from the Captain Beefheart song on the soundtrack. Though the Dude’s eyes are in fact a piercing blue, there’s not a literal connection.

	
3 That’s partly because the real reactionaries pinned the whole loss-of-paradise thing on him by drawing the devil in his image. They figured, here’s a loser, a deadbeat, someone the square community won’t give a shit about.

	
4 dudeism.com/whatisdudeism
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All I Need to Know I Learned from Watching The Big Lebowski


The big picture! It’s hard to see sometimes. Whether we’re looking at it from a little bungalow on Venice Beach or a huge mansion in Pasadena, our thinking about life can become very uptight. There are so many strands to keep in our heads, man. It can be stupefyin’. What we need is something to help tie it all together. Luckily there are ways, dude. I can get you a TOE (theory of everything) by three o’clock. Or maybe you’re just looking for a well-woven tapestry of ideas, a foundation that will make you feel at home in the world. If that’s what you’re after, then listen to this a-here Big Lebowski analysis we’re about to unfold. It’ll really help you make sense of the whole durn human comedy. Parts, anyway. We’re talking about Dudeism here.

There have already been lots of those so-called “theories of everything,” which purport to sum up what life’s all about. For most of human history, TOEs have been conveyed through tall tales and scribbles on walls, and later through books and organized religion and law. But today people are busy, as I know you are. So the most popular way to step back and take in the “big picture” is through the compressed frame of reference that cinema provides. Now, many learned men have disputed this, but we believe that The Big Lebowski is the film for our time and place, high in the running for best movie ever, and so it makes a purty good substitute for all those severed TOEs scattered about out there.5

Okay then, what makes The Big Lebowski the most important—nay, most religious—movie of our day and age? It’s an important question. Like most great books or philosophies or religions, the most powerful moving pictures help us perceive a much broader portion of the world than we normally witness in the course of our day-to-day lives. And, what’s more, they do so without straying too far from the center of humanity. In the parlance of The Big Lebowski, they really tie our ruminations together.

For a brief two hours, great movies provide us with certain information. New shit comes to light and we are made privy to it. How much we dig the story that unfolds before us is usually determined by how broadly and deeply that light penetrates us. In other words, truly great movies shine light upon the whole durn human comedy. Not just the parts.

In the Coens’ case, a lot has to do with their use of the wide-angle lens. Filmmakers who employ wide angles draw the viewer more intimately into the frame of reference. And the Coen Brothers are the uncontested philosopher kings of wide angles.6 I’m not just talking about interactive hardware here—not only do they employ the widest angle lenses in their films of any auteurs in Hollywood, they also examine a broader view of the human condition than just about anyone in the league. And though it might not seem so at first, The Big Lebowski is likely their widest. And wildest. It’s a purty good story too—makes us feel all warm inside.

Moreover, though it may not be evident upon first viewing (or second, or even the tenth), The Big Lebowski might well be the “widest” film in history. It stands (or slouches) alongside other great works of literature that tried to tie all of humanity together: Dante’s Inferno. Melville’s Moby Dick. Homer’s Odyssey. The Bible. Compeers, you know?

Surely one of the reasons people find such inspiration and solace in The Big Lebowski is that, like those other far-seeing works of literature, it sits on a bluff overlooking valleys and oceans, peering over the past and future horizons of civilization. With humor and humanity, it teaches mankind how to “fit right in there.” Consequently, like other great pieces of literature that are still argued over and discussed and quoted long after they were composed, The Big Lebowski seems destined for the same sort of immortality. No other film has engendered so much scholarly speculation in such a short time, and no other film has engendered such ardent fans with such a propensity to employ its parlance in common conversation. And though some dismiss it as a ludicrous stoner comedy with a ridiculous plot (see “Cinema Verte”), no other film provides such a welcome frame of reference for our time and place. We take comfort in that.

What follows is our attempt to ferret out the essential lessons of the film and how to incorporate them into the “big picture” of your own life. We’ll mosey along the trail of the film with you, pointing out important lookouts along the way from the back of our high horse. You may not agree with everything we have to say, but remember, this is all just, like, our opinion, man. Take from this what you dig and forget about any TOEs we might accidentally step on or cut off. We’re not trying to scam anyone here. No harm intended. More than anything else, we’re sympathizing here, dude.

The Lebowski Liturgy: Lessons for Living Like Lebowski

1. You can die with a smile on your face without feeling like the good Lord gypped you.

As if paying homage to the earliest human art form, the story starts off with a simple campfire chat, just as cavemen did around the burning branches eons ago. An elderly cowboy narrator starts us off by unfolding a tall tale about a tumbling tumbleweed—namely, an unemployed former hippie in the early 1990s, around the time of “our conflict with Sad’m and the Eye-rackies.” The narrator seems wildly out of place to comment on something happening in such a contemporary setting, but keep in mind that The Big Lebowski is shot in such a wide angle that it could be said to transcend the laws of space and time.

What is it that is so special about the shlumpy main character that can inspire such awe and admiration in our narrator? Certainly it’s not his wardrobe (flip-flops and a bathrobe), nor his wealth (he has to pay for a carton of half-and-half with a postdated check7), nor his nickname (“Dude—that’s a name no one would self-apply where I come from”). Nevertheless, the Stranger assures us that the Dude is “the man for his time and place.” In fact, the cowboy is so dumbstruck by the Dude that he loses his train of thought halfway through the introduction. We’re pretty baffled ourselves.

And just what is that time and place exactly? That’s the end of the 20th century, in Los Angeles, the city of angels. It’s the limit of the great 3,000-year westward expansion, and the end of a particular era marked by unprecedented violence and ideological extremism. Most of those ideologies turned out just plain wrong, even though millions of people died face down in the muck fighting in their defense. Now, with nowhere left to go, his horse hitched to a post alongside the bosom of the Pacific Ocean, the cowboy is obliged to make sense of it all. What’s it all about? It’s a question that people have asked for ages, sure, but perhaps is more salient today than ever. So much is happening so fast that “it all” has become a swiftly moving target. Luckily, the Stranger’s encounter with the Dude and his story provides an answer he finds acceptable, one that can put a smile on his face before darkness finally warshes over. Hopefully it will do so for us as well.

2. Allow there are some nice folks out there.

First of all, the narrator is a friendly guy. That’s evident right off the bat. “They call Los Ang-elees the City of Angels. I didn’t find it to be that exactly, but I will allow there are some nice folks there.”8

The fact that he’s essentially kindly is one of the reasons he’s the only feller in the film who truly sees the Dude for what he is: an unlikely savior, despite his outward appearance and strange moniker. If you’re not going to approach “the whole durn human comedy” with an open, affable attitude, then you’re not going to get the point. Friendliness is the only asset you can share that doesn’t cost you anything—and in fact makes you richer the more you give it away. It’s the ultimate anti-gyp,9 a pyramid scheme inverted.

In a day and age marked by greed, mistrust, and corruption, where neighbors don’t even know each other and people are divided along party lines, religious lines, lifestyle lines, and all variety of other arbitrary squiggles in the sand, it’s easy to forget just how much we have in common. It seems as if we have been divided and conquered by the interests of others, not our own. Yet our differences are far more minor than we are led to believe. And though the Stranger is so friendly and accommodating that it borders on the humorously anachronistic, it is the Dude who truly raises humanistic fellow-feeling to the level that Socrates, the Buddha, and Jesus intended. Shoosh. Three thousand years of civilization really lost its train of thought there. (See “Dudeist Movements”)

3. It’s down there somewhere, let me take another look.

The story starts in earnest with the Dude arriving home to his modest Venice bungalow with his carton of half-and-half, only to be assaulted by thugs who have broken into his house. “Where’s the money, Lebowski?” one shouts while shoving the Dude’s head in his toilet. Even during this distressing interlude, the Dude is accommodating and clever enough to joke, “It’s down there somewhere, let me take another look.”

When The Big Lebowski came out in 1998, it too went straight into the toilet. Where was the money, Lebowski? It barely made back its investment. Luckily, it was indeed down there somewhere, and people did eventually take another look. In retrospect we now know that its original failure was because it was too unprecedented, too complex, and just too plain weird for audiences to digest right away. Even die-hard fans contend it takes at least three viewings before the whole thing begins to make sense, to snap into focus. And yet, life is far more complicated and unpredictable than a standard Hollywood movie—more like The Big Lebowski, actually. The plot doesn’t make sense, for one thing. Maybe the problem with life is the same as the problem with Lebowski: We just don’t give it enough chances to explain itself to us. And we expect it to make sense and wrap up all the loose ends. Fat chance! Life is an endless string of funny shtuff, language problems, and ringers being thrown out for ringers.

Even the Dude admits, later in the film, that his thinking “has been very uptight” and that certain assumptions had prevented him from solving the movie’s central mystery. We who have taken The Big Lebowski as a commentary on what life is all about make it a point to be on guard against our own “uptight thinking.” We have to try to treat the world in the same way as we treat the movie—as a complicated case, but one that we can enjoy nonetheless, if we keep our minds flexible enough. In the end it may not be a problem to solve, but a story to enjoy.

4. Don’t say “hero,” ’cause what’s a hero?

There once was a time in cinema where the good guys wore white and the bad guys wore black, and their moral behavior was just as Old Testament as their hats. But of course, that got old fast. These days our grey matter is far more interested in the grey areas. In response to this didactic haberdashery, movies soon enjoyed the rise of the “antihero”—that is, someone who may not be 100 percent morally upstanding, but whom we nevertheless sympathize with, because we ourselves are morally closer to Silver than to the Lone Ranger.

In the mid-20th century, perhaps as a response to three major wars and the horror they produced, along with the dark side of a growing urbanization, the dystopian film noir genre took hold. Film noir was characterized by a strong male lead who was somewhat of an antisocial creep, yet who proved to be morally head and shoulders above those around him. Nowadays, these so-called antiheroes are everywhere in Hollywood. They’ve Bogarted the joint, in the parlance of our times.

Yet, these characters are antiheroes in affect only. Though noir heroes’ clothing may tend to be black in color, they’re still purveying a strict interpretation of white-hat cowboy morality—namely, it is the hero’s job to go out into the world and do his best to “do the right thing, no matter what the cost.”

Conversely, the Dude (whose clothing tellingly tends toward earth tones) may be the only real antihero in the history of film. Why? Because he is so utterly, unapologetically unheroic. Whereas most heroes are marked by complacency at the beginning, they are ultimately called into action by a stark necessity. The Dude is the exact opposite: Though we learn that he was an activist for civil liberties in his youth, he has done virtually nothing in the intervening decades. “My career’s slowed down a little lately,” he notes, without a trace of wistfulness. Whenever the “call to action” came in his life, the Dude let his answering machine take a message. The Big Lebowski chronicles perhaps the only thing he has actually “done” since his student days. Only, it’s not even his choice. Others basically Shanghai him into action.

Perhaps we’re meant to laugh at him at first; but given what we are forced to consider later in the film regarding the so-called heroism of military and business titans, it appears that the Dude’s laid-back, utterly passive-ist approach to life may, in fact, be a perfectly heroic crusade. Part of the problem is that activism is such hard work. But Dudeism, on the other hand, is a crusade that the average person can easily incorporate into his or her life. And while some might find this a selfish lifestyle, what social scientists now know about the nature of happiness suggests the opposite. Merely acting as an example of self-contentment and non-aggression has a powerfully calming influence on everyone we come in contact with.10 In other words, Dudeness is a highly contagious form of communicable ease. Notice how much affection the Dude generates from all those around him—he even brings a measure of comfort to human “paraquat” and known pornographers.

5. There’s a little you should ask.

Let’s not beat around the Bush. The film starts with Bush the Elder declaring war on Iraq. Now, in spite of all the philosophical and ideological pronouncements, if there’s one thing Desert Storm was really all about, it was the “fucking money.” Yet there’s nothing strange about this. Money is one of the principal pillars of civilization. Are you surprised at our tiers? Gotta feed the monolith.11

In The Big Lebowski, characters may espouse the value of work, heroism, freedom, story, production value, feelings, and so on, but what they’re all really after is more money and power. “Where’s the money, Lebowski?” is the refrain underlying the entire wild 118-minute ride, even as it’s camouflaged by all varieties of competing philosophies, lifestyles, and ethical proclamations. Well, all except for those of the Dude, of course. All he expressly wants is to get his rug back (the thugs pissed on it before they left). However, even this modest fragment of material want ends up affording him all sorts of woe.12

The Dude thus provides an example of exalted ordinariness and humility, which we might all aspire to if we ever want to enjoy this a-here story you’re about to unfold. Looked at through the long (and wide!) lens of history, everyone is astonishingly ordinary. The words of proto-Dude Oscar Wilde seem especially apt in a bowling alley decorated extensively with “googie” motifs: We are all of us in the gutter, but some of us are looking at the stars.13

As if to set the stage for this Dudeist ideal, the opening credit sequence may be one of the most beautiful ballets of ordinariness ever filmed. A standing army of extras bowl in slow motion, showcasing a wide variety of everyday folks having a grand old time. It’s easy to forget, with all the beauty and makeup and stylishness inherent in cinematic production, that we are in fact these roly-poly rollers, not dramatic heroes or villains. And thank Dude for that. That sounds exhausting.

6. You’re like a child who wanders into the middle of a movie.

It turns out the thugs mistook the Dude for another Jeffrey Lebowski, a millionaire, whose wife owed money to their boss, a porn mogul named Jackie Treehorn. The next day, the Dude tells the story of the rug to his belligerent Vietnam vet best friend, Walter, who suggests he try to get compensation from the guy whose rug was meant to be pissed on in the first place. You know, just like in the Bible. Rugcompense. A wee for a wee.14

As they’re arguing about this, their bowling teammate Donny keeps asking what they’re talking about. Walter scolds him that he’s out of his element. “You’re like a child who wanders into the middle of a movie!” he says, refusing to fill him in. There is no reason why Walter should be so impatient, other than the fact that he’s desperate to fix immediately what he considers to be a matter of critical importance. In other words, he is an action hero in the classic sense of the word. No time to argue. Chop chop!

Only problem is, it’s not a matter of critical importance. It’s only pee stains on a rug.

We are all like children who wander into the middle of a movie—every moment of our lives. Our lives are stories of unending complexity. Far too often, the best thing to do is to just say, “Fuck it, let’s go bowling” instead of drawing a line in the sand and laying down the law. Had Walter and the Dude just acknowledged this from the start, none of the troubles that follow would have happened. If there’s one thing we learned in The Big Lebowski…when the world kicks you, don’t kick back. In most cases, it’s a better idea to kick-back and try to enjoy the cycle.

7. Take the road less rambled.

The Dude takes Walter’s advice and visits the millionaire Lebowski. Before the meeting, the millionaire’s toady assistant Brandt takes the Dude on a tour of Mr. Lebowski’s “various commendations” hanging on the wall of his office, all of them expressly mentioning the word “achievement” in one way or another. This is obviously in stark contrast to our non-hero Jeffrey Lebowski’s life of non-achievement. However, instead of feeling blue about it, it’s clear that the Dude couldn’t care less. Despite this rare opportunity to see what vast riches and honors he might have accrued had he applied himself in college instead of smoking “Thai stick” and “occupying various administration buildings,” the Dude seems pretty content with his choices. Robert Frost’s poem “The Road Not Taken” suggests that life is full of forks in the road and that we have to be happy with the choices we’ve made. It is an attitude of nearly Nietzschean integrity, one that few of us are düdermensch enough to actually pull off.15

8. Nihilism is exhausting.

Of course, the Big Lebowski angrily refuses to reimburse the Dude for the soiled rug, calling him a “bum.”16 But rather than waste his energy fighting about it, the Dude says, “Fuck it,” and leaves. Despite the tongue–lashing, he’s in a good mood. He takes a rug from the house anyway and proceeds to flirt with a sexy young woman in a bikini sunbathing by the swimming pool.

But this, in fact, turns out to be Bunny, Lebowski’s wife, the one who started all the trouble in the first place by owing money to Jackie Treehorn! Not only is she salaciously flirty with the Dude, but she also nonchalantly points out her boyfriend, passed out drunk in the pool. He’s a nihilist, she explains: “He doesn’t care about anything.” “Oh, that must be exhausting,” the Dude replies, joking about his unconscious state. But there’s more to it than that—though the Dude stands in stark contrast to the big over-arching ideoloskies of the 20th century, he also stands apart from their annihilating opposite, nihilism: the belief that nothing means anything.

After 20th-century science finally shot out the tires of religion, and then two world wars slid down the shorts of science, the notion that life was utterly pointless took hold among some of the more sensitive members of Western society. Nevertheless, the notion that “nothing means anything” runs so counter to everyday human experience that only German philosophers, mystical gurus, and teenage Goths have ever been able to convincingly pull it off.

Unlike those who, like the ubercapitalist Lebowski, adhere to static philosophies etched in stone, or their counterparts—like Uli Kunkel—who embrace a nihilistic postmodernism that threatens to liquidate all structure and human accomplishment, the Dude merely says, “Fuck it,” and excuses himself from the argument. To the Dudeist way of thinking, life is a liquid being passed from temporary container to temporary container. It’s a distinctly pragmatic approach to making sense of this strange movie that we’ve all walked into the middle of. What’s your drink, Dude? Naturally, it’s mostly half-and-half.

9. Will you just take it easy, man?

So far, the movie has served up two examples of what the Dude is not: He is neither an ideologue, nor a nihilist. Now we get to see yet another prime example of the un-Dude—his best buddy, Walter Sobchak. They say opposites attract—this universal principle is apparently at the base of this unlikely friendship.

Walter’s weakness is not vanity (like the other Lebowski), nor is it vacancy (like Uli)—rather, it is violence. Back in the bowling alley, Walter stands up for everything he holds sacred by pointing his handgun at an opponent who disagrees with Walter’s assertion that his toe has slipped over the line during a turn. It is such an outrageous response to such a minor infraction that we howl with laughter. Yet overreactions like this occur every day and they invoke howls of a different sort. And often we’re the ones waving around the figurative firearms. Uncontrolled anger makes S.O.B.s out of all of us.

As they leave the alley, just ahead of the police, the Dude begs Walter to “just take it easy, man!” It is a refrain that will repeat at various times throughout the film—one of the most defining phrases of the Dude. Though a hackneyed old hippie bon mot, it’s more applicable today than ever. A few decades of “can-do” ambition and eagerness have obscured the fact that the entire goal of our society should have been to help us “take it easy.” Explicitly reflecting Reagan-era individualism, idealism, and ambition, Walter seems to reject this as impractical. “Doesn’t anyone give a shit about the rules?” he screams. Yet to rework a key line from the New Testament: “The rules were made for man, not man for the fucking rules.” And to paraphrase Voltaire: “The ideal is the enemy of the Dude.”17

An overemphasis on justice and retribution has resulted in what some pundits call “The Age of Entitlement.” This is one of the reasons so many of us feel angry all the time. Yet, followers of the Dude should see those lines drawn in the sand not as provocations, but rather as helpful suggestions. Then we could fulfill the prophetic promise of our Dudeist ancestors and enter a true “Age of Enlightenupment.” (See “The Book of Revolutions”)

As the Dude puts it, “It’s just a game, man.” He might as well be referring not to the league bylaws, but to life itself.

10. Tie your room together.

Back at his house, we find the Dude not only in his home, but also at home in the world. The initial loss of his rug, which “really tied the room together,” is now more clearly put in context. Again and again in the film the Dude retreats to his modest bungalow to rest and recharge from the challenges that the outside world has imposed on him. And each time, he is able to find his center quickly by performing unorthodox meditative routines. In one scene, we see him freshly bathed, performing tai chi on his new rug,18 a White Russian cocktail in hand. “As for compensation,” the Dylan theme song to the movie goes,19 “there’s little he would ask.” The Dude doesn’t ask for much.

Having a cave to retreat to was fundamental to the evolution of human psychology. Regarding home as a sacred space instead of just storage for stuff is crucial in helping us deal with the dipshits waiting for us just outside the door. They say your body is your temple, but as temples go, it’s a little soft and vulnerable. A modest but quiet space with a good lock on the door is the little compensation we should ask.20 (See “Fungin’ Shway”)

11. Be there, man.

In literature and films, landlords are usually depicted as greedy and cruel. But the Dude is such a lovable guy that his landlord, Marty, comes to him for support and kindness, even though the Dude is behind on the rent. It seems Marty is an amateur (very amateur) dancer and wants the Dude to come see his “cycle” and give him “notes.” Whereas many of us would say yes and then make an excuse for not showing up, we know that the Dude is on the level when he says he’ll “be there, man.” The Dude may not harbor much of cash value, but clearly he esteems friendships above all else. It is one of the qualities, along with his “well tied together” room, that bestow on him a sort of tattered royalty in a world that would otherwise deny him any stature at all. Yet unlike actual royalty or wealth, friendship and floor coverings are credentials we all can acquire. And at the end of the day, what meaning does social standing have, except in the eyes of our compeers? Be there for the world, man, and the world will be there for you. You know, the Royal We.

12. What makes a man? A pair of testicles.

Despite having been given the brush-off by the tycoon Lebowski, a few days later, the Dude is invited back to the mansion. It seems Bunny has been kidnapped, and the old man wants to hire the Dude to help rescue her. “Big” Lebowski even breaks down in tears as he describes his love for the bimbo and wrestles theatrically with the meaning of manhood. So then, his confidence was all a show and actually he’s an old softie? Accommodating to a fault (and seduced by the first easy money of his life), the Dude finds his good nature hijacked into helping out.

In this, perhaps the central exchange of the film, Lebowski posits to the Dude, “What makes a man…is it being prepared to do the right thing, no matter what the cost?” to which the Dude flippantly replies, “Sure, that and a pair of testicles.” In other words, he doesn’t recognize this arbitrary obsession with “manhood” that people still carry around with them in a day and age where physical prowess no longer confers an advantage against wild animals or marauding tribes. Perhaps it is this more than any of his other traits—an unencumbered, nontraditional attitude toward manhood—that so ironically marks him as the “man for his time and place.”

As may be appropriate in a film in which the main character’s moniker is “the Dude,” the meaning of manhood is approached from a variety of angles over the course of the story. The Dude, of course, came of age in a universally long-haired era when masculine ideals were questioned and feminism took root, though that skepticism didn’t last long. In fact, if nothing else, the gung-ho ’80s seemed to raise the macho modus operandi into a virtual man-ifesto. This scene asks us to re-examine the query by addressing a flaw in its construction: What makes a man? A pair of testicles. To maintain any relevance at all, the question should be “what makes a good man?” And of course, the answer is, the Dude. He is good, man. And thurrah. (See “Subjects Like Women”)

13. It’s like Lenin said, you look for the one who benefits.

Not to split hairs here, but it wasn’t Lenin who said that. It was Cicero (Latin: cui bono). And though the Dude misquotes him, and uses the line to arrive at the wrong deduction about what happened to Bunny (that she kidnapped herself to scam money out of her foolish husband), it actually proves to be the solution to the entire case. The Dude’s fatal flaw is that he, like most of us, tends to place too much trust in the wealthy and powerful. Like your average Pomeranian,21 we are pack animals who reflexively trust those “bigger” than ourselves.

Had the Dude initially considered “who benefits” from Bunny’s disappearance, he should have suspected the Big Lebowski—spouses are normally the first suspects in criminal investigations. Only, he presumed the old man was on the level and that his tears were genuine. Why? Because “he’s fucking loaded.”

Though the United States was founded on egalitarian principles, the population of this country is more trusting of the wealthy and powerful than people are in just about any other place on earth. No matter how often it happens, every time a tycoon or politician is discovered to be a fraud, the citizens seem genuinely surprised. Noam Chomsky has ranted endlessly about what a good job the U.S. power structure has done in “manufacturing consent”—that is, in maintaining an illusion of democracy so that people feel in control, even as they’re being shepherded slavishly around.

Perhaps we could all benefit a bit more from this healthy distrust of the power structure. Again, this was an idea introduced by the Dude’s generation, conveniently forgotten and whitewashed over soon afterward. It may be time to revisit this a priori operative skepticism: that power and virtue are fundamentally at odds with each other. After all, this was a major contention of the world’s more peaceful religions—Christianity and Buddhism—at least in the original, uncompromised first drafts. Shouldn’t it be part of Dudeism as well? (See “Creating a More Dude-ocratic Society”)

14. The beauty of this plan is its simplicity.
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