
50 DAWN & DECLINE 

man's tongue. When, as he reads on, it turns out that the sentence 
merely states that that person spoke the German tongue, the reader 
may feel temporarily reassured. But his anticipatory instinct will 
prove correct in other cases, on a later page. 

Buddhism: From a certain point of view, the earliest form of 
Buddhism appears as a particularly virile position. It directs that 
possessions which cannot be preserved through one's own efforts be 
scorned. Everything falls into this category: life, health, wealth, even 
the self. 

The Little Man and the Philosophy of Freedom: In socialism, 
freedom is to become a reality. But because the present system is 
called "free" and considered liberal, it is not terribly clear what this 
may mean. Yet anyone who keeps his eyes open and has a little money 
in his pocket actually has ample occasion to familiarize himself with 
this concept. He may, for example, ask an acquaintance for a job in 
his firm. That has nothing to do with philosophy. But his acquaint
ance knits his brow and says that that is objectively impossible. 
Business is bad, he says, and he's even been obliged to let many 
employees go. The man should not be angry with him, for it is not 
within his power, his freedom doesn't extend that far. 

The businessman is subject to laws which neither he nor anyone 
else nor any power with such a mandate created with purpose and 
deliberation. They are laws which the big capitalists and perhaps he 
himself skillfully make use of but whose existence must be accepted 
as a fact. Boom, bust, inAation , wars and even the qualities of things 
and human beings the present society demands are a function of such 
laws, of the anonymous social reality, just as the rotation of the earth 
expresses the laws of dead nature. No single individual can do any
thing about them. 

Bourgeois thought views this reality as superhuman. It fetishizes 
the social process. It speaks of fate and either calls it blind, or .1 
attempts a mystical interpretation. It deplores the meaninglessness of 1 

the whole, or submits to the inscrutability of Cod's ways. But in 
actuality, all those phenomena which arc either experienced as acci
dental or given a mystical interpretation depend on men and the way 
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they arrange their social existence. They can therefore also be 
changed. If men consciously took their life in society in hand and 
replaced the struggle of capitalist enterprises by a classless and 
planned economy, the effects the process of production has on 
human beings and their relationships could also be understood and 
regulated. What today appears as a fact of nature in the private and 
business dealings of individuals are the effects of social life as a whole. 
They are human, not divine products. 

Because these effects of life in society are present but not con
scious, willed or controlled, and are the results of an equal number 
of individual wills that grasp neither their dependence nor their 
power, the limitation on individual freedom in our time is immeasura
bly greater than would be necessary, given the available means. 
When the businessman whom his acquaintance asks for a job refuses 
because conditions don't permit it, he thinks he is referring to some
thing purely objective and totally autonomous-reality itself. Since 
everyone else, including the petitioner, feels the same because the 
reality they themselves created through their social activity appears 
as something alien by which they must abide, it follows that there 
are many agents but no conscious and therefore free subjects of social 
conditions. Men must submit to conditions they themselves con
stantly create as to something alien and overwhelmingly powerful 

Insight is not enough, of course, to change this state of affairs. For 
the error is not that people do not recognize the subject but that the 
subject does not exist. Everything therefore depends on creating the 
free subject that consciously shapes social life. And this subject is 
nothing other than the rationally organized socialist society which 
regulates its own existence. In the society as it now is, there are many 
individual subjects whose freedom is severely limited because they are 
unconscious of what they do, but there is no being that creates reality, 
no coherent ground. Religion and metaphysics claim that such a 
ground exists. In so doing, they try to keep men from creating it 
through their own efforts. Of course, the present lack of freedom does 
not apply equally to all. An element of freedom exists when the 
product is consonant with the interest of the producer. All those who 
work and even those who don't, have a share in the creation of 
COntemporary reality, but the degree of that consonance varies con-
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siderably. Those for whom it is high seem responsible for reality in 
a sense. They speak of "our" reality, as if they were royalty, and 
rightly so. For although they did not themselves create the world, one 
cannot but suspect that they would have made it exactly as it is. It 
suits them perfectly that the production and preservation of reality 
in our society proceed blindly. They have every reason to approve of 
the product of this blind process and therefore support all legends 
concerning its origin. But for the little man who is turned down when 
he asks for a job because objective conditions make it impossible, it 
is most important that their origin be brought to the light of day so 
that they do not continue being unfavorable to him. Not only his own 
lack of freedom but that of others as well spells his doom. His interest 
lies in the Marxist clarification of the concept of freedom. 

An Old Story: There once was a rich young man. He was so 
charming and captivating that everyone liked him. And he was 
charming not only with his equals but especially with subordinates. 
When he came to his father's place of business, he chatted delight
fully with the employees, and whenever he went shopping, his witty 
talk put the sales people in good spirits for the rest of the day. His 
moral sensibility was evident in everything he did. He got engaged 
to a poor girl, and sympathized with poor artists and intellectuals. 

Then his father went bankrupt. There was no change whatever in 
the exquisite qualities of our prince. When he made his small pur
chases, he chatted as charmingly as he always had, he kept up his 
connections with artists, and adored his fiancee. But lo and behold, 
the sales people became annoyed with him because he took up their 
time, the artists discovered his lack of any sort of productivity, and 
even the poor girl found him incompetent and insipid, and finally ran 
off. 

This is an old story and would not be worth repeating if it weren't 
always misunderstood. For it isn't the prince that remained the same, 
it isn't the others that changed-that would be the customary and 
superficial interpretation. It is the others that remained the same 
while the father's bankruptcy gave the character of our prince an 
entirely different meaning. A person may suddenly seem stupid, and 
nothing more need have changed than his bank account. 

' 
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Our story would become even more pointed and disquieting if the 
rest of the world had known for some time that the father's business 
wasn' t doing well and only the young man had no inkling of it. In 
that case, our talented prince would have become a dodo, yet nothing 
in his consciousness would have altered. That's how dependent we 
really are. 

The Disinterested Striving for Truth: If we wish to test the 
statement that there is such a thing as pure, disinterested striving for 
truth, that we have a drive to knowledge which is independent of all 
other instincts, the following thought experiment should be made: 
one should abstract from one's love for others, one's thirst for recogni
tion up to and including its most sublime manifestations, one should 
radically destroy in thought the possibility of any and every kind of 
desire and thus of any pain or joy, one should imagine a total lack 
of interest in the fate of society and all its members so that not only 
no love or hatred, fear or vanity, but not even the tiniest spark of 
compassion, let alone solidarity, remain. One should, in other words, 
play the role of the dead that appears as a ghost {although with the 
difference that one is not only impotent like a ghost but also without 
any tie to past or present so that one would not even have reason to 
haunt anyone or anything, and one will discover that under the 
conditions of the thought experiment, there sets in a disquieting 
indifference to any sort of knowledge whatever. The world looks as 
the female body does to the old man whose drives are dead. The claim 
that there is a disinterested striving for truth and its complement, the 
lie that there are personalities that are somehow above and beyond 
society, is a philosophical delusion which has been made ideologically 
effective. Originally, the bourgeois doctrine of the pure striving for 
truth may have been proclaimed as the opposite of thought in the 
service of religious ends. Nowadays, capitalist professors deny that 
any emotion enters their work. They don't want anyone to find out 
that they pursue wisdom for the sake of their career. 

Although there is no disinterested striving for truth, there is such 
a thing as thinking for thinking's sake, a ritualized thinking which bas 
lost its purpose, namely as a means to improve people's lives. It should 
not be confused with the pleasure that lies in the activity of thinking 


	littleman-odds
	littleman-evens

