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1. Rediscovering the Writings of Johannes Hohlenberg 

Johannes Hohlenberg (1881–1960) was a Danish writer and painter. Hohlenberg 

is internationally recognised for his two books about the Danish philosopher 

Søren Kierkegaard: Søren Kierkegaard (1940) and Den Ensommes vej (1948) 

(Christensen, 1981).1 It is less widely known that Hohlenberg also wrote, starting 

in the early 1920s, several original essays on income, distribution and 

unemployment. Through the 1930s he increasingly emphasised the idea of 

providing everybody with an unconditional minimum income as one of the core 

components of the strategy he defended in tackling unemployment. 

This theme was developed in a particularly clear way in his essays 

Samfundsarven (The Heritage of Society) (1934) and Dersom nogen ikke vil arbejde, 

så skal han heller ikke have føden (He Who Does Not Work, Neither Shall He Eat) 

(1937). This article makes both essays, originally published in Danish in the 

anthroposophical journal Janus, available for the first time in English translation. 

Hohlenberg’s writings are still virtually absent from the basic income debate, 

even in Scandinavia, and we are pleased to help fill this gap by introducing these 

two essays to an international audience. 

In this first section we offer a brief introduction to Hohlenberg and some 

remarks on the broader structure and modern relevance of his ideas.2 Section 

Two comprises the English translations of the two essays mentioned above. 

1.1 Hohlenberg, Steiner and the Idea of Social Threefolding 

Johannes Hohlenberg had connections with the anthroposophical movement 

after the First World War, and in 1920 he met the Austrian philosopher and 

social thinker Rudolf Steiner, the founder of Anthroposophy and of Waldorf 

education. Hohlenberg played a central role in spreading Steiner’s ideas in the 

Scandinavian countries. He was General Secretary in the Danish 

Anthroposophical Society from 1923 to 1931. He was also the editor of the Nordic 

anthroposophical journal, Vidar (1926–1940) and an important contributor to the 

Norwegian anthroposophical journal, Janus. 

                                                 
1 Søren Kierkegaard has been translated into Swedish (1943), German 1949), Dutch (1949), English (1954), French 

(1956) and Japanese (1968). Den Ensommes vej was translated into French (1960). 
2 As John Cunliffe, Guido Erreygers and Walter van Trier have argued, it is interesting to observe the continuity 

in the arguments presented for and against basic income throughout the history of this idea “irrespective of 

their different contexts” (Cunliffe, Erreygers et al., 2003, p. 15). Hohlenberg’s case for basic income fits well into 

this pattern of continuity, and many of his arguments are strikingly relevant to present debates on work and 

welfare. 
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In 1932 Hohlenberg published Mellem enevælde og diktatur. En samfundsstudie 

(Between Absolute Monarchy and Dictatorship: A Study of Society), an original 

interpretation of Rudolf Steiner’s economic and political ideas. In accordance 

with Steiner (1985), Hohlenberg distinguished three realms of society: the 

cultural, the political and the economic spheres, which he suggested would 

balance each other and function together harmoniously only when each was 

granted sufficient independence. This has become known as Steiner’s idea of 

“social threefolding.” Steiner held that the ideas of the French Revolution – 

Liberty, Equality and Fraternity – expressed the distinct needs of the three social 

spheres: liberty is the ideal in the cultural life, equality the ideal in a democratic 

political life, and fraternity the ideal in the economic life. 

In the political sphere the state is sovereign and should act on the duty to 

create equality, justice and order for all people. However, the state should not be 

able to control culture or how people think and learn, and the role of the state 

must also remain limited in the economic sphere. In Hohlenberg’s view of social 

threefolding, the state should neither own or run businesses, nor manage 

economic life. Many of these functions should be delegated to the stakeholders in 

new economic associations.  

This emphasis on the independence of the economic sphere does not mean 

that Hohlenberg was an economic liberal in the traditional sense. Hohlenberg 

holds that money and property belong to the political sphere. Earth, labour and 

capital cannot be normal commodities (Hohlenberg, 1932, pp. 38–43).3 Property 

rights and the right of inheritance to earth and capital should be abolished and 

replaced with a social right of use. To Hohlenberg it is the state’s duty to protect 

all people from being exploited, which implies that it must secure for all 

individuals the means of subsistence as an unconditional right.  

1.2 Material Progress and the Freedom From Toil 

Hohlenberg’s way of arguing for (what we now call) basic income is similar to 

that of contemporary postproductivists (Goodin, 2001). While it would, no 

doubt, be possible to push every individual to work and to make them do so as 

much as possible, one of the core points of Hohlenberg’s argument is that it 

would not be desirable to do so. We should use the enormous benefits of 

technological progress to liberate humankind from slavery: to free workers from 

                                                 
3 During the Great Depression in the 1930s Hohlenberg supported (and wrote a book about) the farm 

movement Jord, Arbejde, Kapital (Land, Labour, Capital) (JAK) in Denmark. Like social credit movements in 

other countries the JAK movement established its own interest-free currency and banking system. The Danish 

government prohibited the use of JAK currency in 1934 (Hohlenberg and Kristiansen, 1935). 
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conditions under which they have no option but to be sold as commodities and 

to be treated like machines in meaningless forms of mechanical work. “The day 

is approaching when we will no longer need to sow nor reap nor spin nor gather 

in barns, because we will be letting the machines do it for us” (“He Who Does 

Not Work, Neither Shall He Eat” p. 10 of the present article). We should do what 

we can to expand peoples’ opportunities to engage in free, spiritual and 

intellectual work guided by their own initiative.  

True to the logic of social threefolding, Hohlenberg holds that the state must 

not try to activate, control and discipline people; and that many new forms of 

human interaction, forms of production and cultural activities could flourish 

only if cultural and economic spheres gained sufficient independence. The right 

to work is helpful to those who rule, because it makes people passively comply 

with existing arrangements. It reduces them to obedient tools for the powerful. 

In arguing against the right to work, Hohlenberg holds that telling people what to 

do and how to do it would block economic efficiency and prevent people from 

developing their own creativity, initiative and self-discipline. The outcome of 

this obedience, he argued, may often be disastrous. According to Hohlenberg the 

fact that employment opportunities were largely boosted during the 1930s 

because of military expansion and the weapons industry illustrated the absurdity 

of the notion that employment is always preferable to nonemployment and of the 

destructive, disciplinary results of the view that all must work. 

1.3 Technological Inheritance, Work and Social Participation 

What prevents us from providing all with an unconditional income is not 

economic constraints, but the moral dogma that we must work in order to have 

rightful resource claims. So, how could we respond to this moral idea? In 

reconstructing and tracing the source of this view through St. Paul and Calvin, 

and in developing his response to this objection against unconditional 

distribution, Hohlenberg states a clear case for what has later been referred to as 

the “technological inheritance” argument for basic income (Alperovitz, 1994; 

Simon, 2001; Van Parijs, 1995, pp. 102–106; White, 2003, pp. 161–162). 

Many theorists before Hohlenberg, such as Thomas Paine, Henry George 

and Joseph Charlier, advanced differing versions of the view that there exists a 

universal right to a share in natural resources. Hohlenberg’s case for basic 

income rests on the broader notion that the spiritual inheritance from previous 

generations and their production techniques have massively increased the 

output for a given amount of labour. People can have legitimate claims on social 

resources whether or not they work because, as Hohlenberg writes, 
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when the production methods are not created by the people who use 

them and are not the product of one person’s work – but a heritage 

that present-day humanity has taken over from an earlier generation, 

meaning it does not belong to one person but to all, just like the 

spiritual heritage from the great poets and thinkers – it is only natural 

that all receive their share of its fruits (“The Heritage of Society” p. 6 

of the present article). 

Those who defend workfare or other activation policies under present 

conditions often argue that such measures are necessary in order to break down 

destructive cultures of unemployment or to prevent people from accepting a 

state of grey resignation to unemployment (Layard, 2005; Mead, 1987). Along 

with Hohlenberg we may argue that a basic income might give people the 

freedom to turn down jobs they don’t like and would expand the set of 

opportunities available to them in many ways. But do we not all need the 

discipline and structure of paid work – or work-like activity - in order to bring 

meaning and participatory opportunities to our lives? 

Hohlenberg’s work brings attention to one of the problems of such views. If 

work is accepted as an existential necessity – a condition for realising the most 

fundamental ethical objectives in life – it is easy to lose track of the purpose of 

the activities undertaken. We can only achieve an expansion of freedom from toil 

and a better assessment of the moral status of work if we reject the idea that the 

state must provide all with employment. How can we afford to criticise the jobs, 

or the sector of the economy, on which our livelihood depends? If work, or the 

means to support oneself through work, is what we need, how can we be asked 

to question the purpose or negative side effects of this production? In the 1930s, 

Hohlenberg emphasised the military industry. In our own time, similar 

arguments have been applied to environmental pollution (Offe, 1992; Van Parijs, 

2001). 

On the other hand, the arguments from employment-based paternalism 

regarding work, social cohesion and the good life present us with a challenge 

that we cannot easily sweep away. In the words of John Rawls, we may worry 

that people would “sink into apathy and cynicism” if their material need to 

accept the structure of work is withdrawn (Rawls, 1971, p. 440). Like 

contemporary postproductivists, Hohlenberg was concerned with exploring a 

response to this type of objection and identifying a policy path under which 

people could, and would, use their time in constructive ways. People would 

increasingly need to activate themselves and give meaning to their lives – in a 

sense, become their own employers. According to Hohlenberg it is the artists, 
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who independently initiate and conduct the tasks they set out to do, who present 

us with a model to follow. However, Hohlenberg did not imagine that this 

would be an easy transition for everyone. It would require a broader political 

change along the lines of social threefolding. Fundamentally, politicians would 

need to withdraw from much of educational and cultural life, since Hohlenberg 

believed that the state would not normally have an interest in the development 

of free, independent and critically minded individuals. 

Anyone who defends the idea of an unconditional basic income for all will 

need to demonstrate how this would be supportive to both essential conditions 

for nonexploitation and the good life. In addressing these issues Hohlenberg’s 

writings provide us with rich inspiration. With respect to the exploitation 

objection against basic income, he argued for the universal right to a share of the 

technological inheritance that previous generations have left us. With respect to 

the relation between work and the good life, he embraced the desirability of 

using technical progress to expand people’s freedom from toil and to promote 

individual autonomy. 

With these background considerations in place, we hope readers will 

appreciate the strength and vision of Hohlenberg’s anthroposophical reflections 

on basic income, in the essays that follow. 

2. Johannes Hohlenberg on Basic Income 

The Heritage of Society 

Translation by Karsten Lieberkind of “Samfundsarven,” originally published in Danish 

in Janus (1934, Issue 6, pp. 431– 436). 

If one were to ask, ”what can we expect of the state, and what can we expect it to 

give us?” the answer is, in a way, already given in the expression that has 

become a slogan for democracy, that the state is a medium for “the people’s 

will.” The question, then, becomes how to understand this concept and how this 

will should express itself. Since we do not have other methods than the 

quantitative majority’s decision, our definition of the concept will, in practice, 

cover only areas where this method seems natural. In other words, the will of the 

people should be considered when there is a common interest in having certain 

things done and done in the same way. For example, to protect our homes from 

fire, it is in the collective interest to have a fire department that functions as 
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effectively as possible. As to which methods are most effective to meet this end, 

the people’s will can have no opinion. The methods employed require special 

expertise. And so the state will not be involved here. 

To have a certain minimum standard of living – access to food, clothing and 

housing – is also equally in the interest of all citizens, and in the same way. The 

fact that some will think one area more important than another is of no concern 

to the will of the people, which therefore will not decide this matter; but there 

can be no doubt that a secure basic standard of living is in the interest of all. 

Consequently it is the responsibility of the state to realise this wherever possible. 

With these last words we move from state responsibility to economic 

questions: “is it possible to provide all citizens, without exception, with such a 

basic standard of living – a survival minimum – independent of any work that 

the citizen might do? How, if possible, do we steadily raise the basic minimum; 

and how do we raise the average shared economic level on which the entire 

society is founded?” 

The first of these questions can, without doubt, be answered “yes.” Modern 

production methods are so advanced that it is possible today to produce essential 

goods with only a small percentage of the work that was needed earlier, but in 

the area of production there is not room for everyone, due to the simple fact that 

one person in any area of production can, with the help of modern machines, 

produce much more than that one needs or is able to consume. It is an 

unavoidable effect of modern production techniques that the worker no longer 

works for oneself but for others, and many people come to enjoy the benefits 

from work that they themselves have not contributed to. When the production 

methods are not created by the people who use them and are not the product of 

one person’s work – but a heritage that present-day humanity has taken over 

from an earlier generation, meaning it does not belong to one person but to all, 

just like the spiritual heritage from the great poets and thinkers – it is only 

natural that all receive their share of its fruits. 

It is the obligation of the state, as an expression of the people’s will, to assure 

that – based on the capacity of production – a certain share of the production is 

always and at any time assigned as a part of society’s heritage, and to make sure 

that all individuals actually receive their part. On the other hand it is not 

competent to decide how the necessary work should be done and who should 

take an active part in the work as this requires an expertise that the people’s will 

could never have. It does not have the resources to assess the individual’s work 

capacity and therefore can not form any opinion on how the collective 

production-life should be organised. All arrangements in these areas that have 
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been organised by the state until now have been shown to be destructive and 

paralysing, or at the most serving the private interests of one or another. All this 

must be left to those who are active in production, as the state (the people’s will), 

by simply awarding every person a certain minimum share of the profits, will 

secure society’s economic basis at any time. 

When every person is supplied with a sufficient survival base, all other 

forms of protection against economic exploitation are made redundant, because 

it is up to each individual to decide not to participate in production. If one wants 

to earn a living that is over the minimum, it will rest on one’s own will and 

applicability – in other words, one’s own capabilities – to choose what place to 

fill. 

An arrangement like the one suggested here calls for a change in thinking 

and for giving up many traditional ways of looking at things: first and foremost, 

the still common claim that the productive sphere should activate people. All 

state intervention in production is dictated by a wish to keep people occupied, in 

the belief that all people have a right to work; its higher priority is to to abolish 

unemployment. This, however, is not a question of rights. Unemployment results 

from developments in production methods and cannot be abolished without 

abolishing such developments. It is only because people in their thoughts and 

actions have not been able to understand development, but believe, based on 

conditions that no longer exist, that unemployment is an evil that must be 

fought. We should rather be discussing people’s right to be free from work. 

Unemployment is, on the contrary, immeasurably good, because it means 

freedom and new possibilities. 

If one could acknowledge these two truths – that the individual’s material 

existence is no longer measured by one’s current work activity but is based on 

the spiritual heritage from earlier generations; and that one can no longer count 

on the idea that the productive work life should activate people – then the 

problems we now think unsolvable will be shown to comprise completely 

different issues. When one has understood that life’s necessities are one thing, 

work something else, and one’s occupation yet another thing independent of the 

first two, and that each of those issues must be addressed in their own right, it 

will be possible to see clearly in the social, political and economic chaos in which 

we live. 

As we have seen, it cannot be up to the state (the will of the people) to 

decide how the productive work in a society should be organised and who 

should be involved in that work, but only, to the extent possible, to set the 

minimum amount that belongs to each individual. It can’t be the task of either 
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the state or of the productive life to provide people with an occupation. To be 

active must be up to the will of the individual. What one wants to occupy oneself 

with and choose as one’s life’s engagement, and thereafter use time and energy 

on, must be one’s own decision. 

This is clear enough. At the same time that technology has made a large 

number of people redundant it has also taken away from work the biggest part 

of what made it more than a mechanical time-filler. The old joy and pride of the 

artisan will never come again. Work is, on the one hand, pulled away from the 

business of producing necessities and, on the other hand, from the satisfaction it 

gave, and people have to seek both things separately. The first is secured by the 

state, but the second can only come from oneself. Faced with this necessity, it 

does not help to argue that only a few are capable of it, and that only obligatory 

work can give them a purpose in life. This is a demand against which it does not 

help to say “we cannot.” What is required can be formulated: the incredible sum 

of spiritual energy that has gone to produce modern technology and to develop 

it to the point where it now stands must now be put into serving the spirit, 

thereby giving every person the possibility and the time to develop one‘s own 

personal spiritual content. Technology’s role is not just to provide us with an 

electric trolley car or a vacuum cleaner. If used correctly, it can mean freedom 

from hundreds of years of slavery. 

The democratic state has not understood this. It has, on the contrary, used all 

its power to fight the realisation of this by taking away responsibility and 

independence from the people and forcing them into organisations that tie them 

to work instead of making them free; dictatorship, which on so many points is 

the continuation and consummation of democracy, has also on this point brought 

about what democracy cannot and dare not do. 

From this point of view, one can perceive the modern dictatorships as a last 

attempt at going against the development that must come. Therefore the huge 

effort to force people into a dependency on the state, blocking all free movement, 

and from outside to force on people a dictated outlook on life to make them 

forget the right to have an independent, personal view of life. It is a 

misunderstanding to believe that the best guarantee against that danger lies in 

strengthening and expanding the democratic principle. It lies, on the contrary, in 

confining this principle to areas where “the will of the people” actually has an 

opinion. For those countries that have come such a long way towards this goal 

that it will be impossible to turn back, economic ruin is the only hope. It will 

possibly be the price that must be paid to return to those values that democracy 

so utterly failed to preserve. 
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He Who Does Not Work, Neither Shall He Eat 

Translation by Karsten Lieberkind of “Dersom nogen ikke vil arbejde, så skal han heller 

ikke have føden,” originally published in Danish in Janus (1937, Issue 4, pp. 292– 297). 

Over the entire world there is currently a widespread belief that the so-called 

good times are returning. Though one is also well aware that the reason for this 

apparent improvement is, in general, that the whole world is producing war 

materials, one is generally inclined to draw the conclusion that even this activity 

may be beneficial. 

What is it, then, that is described in this way as the “good times” and 

therefore is regarded as something so good that even this huge accumulation of 

war material, the danger of which one is not blind to, is seen as something to be 

included as part of the deal and as a lesser evil? The good part consists in the fact 

that people who could not find work can now find an occupation and get paid, 

so that money begins to circulate in the system, the producers of goods can sell 

their products, and people can come into possession of the things they need to 

sustain their lives, things which they could not otherwise get for themselves. 

Now it has to be pointed out that the reason a lot of these people could not 

get the necessities of life was not that there was any shortage of those necessities. 

The work that a lot of those formerly unemployed now have does not consist in 

producing more of those. On the contrary there was such an abundance of 

products that the producers could not get rid of them and on many occasions 

had to destroy them, burn them or throw them into the sea. The desire to get a 

job that lived on among those so-called unemployed, and the efforts that were 

made to give them a job, were not motivated by the fact that this work was 

necessary because the products being made were needed. There were already 

plenty of those. It was all about finding these people some sort of job that would 

keep them occupied and provide them with a pretext for paying them wages that 

would enable them to buy necessities of life without increasing the total amount 

of goods, of which there was already an abundance. This problem was 

completely solved by the war industry. Its products are not marketed, they can 

be produced in infinite quantities, and when the time comes that they are to be 

brought to the consumers it does not happen through buying and selling – 

because it would leave no room for other products. Instead they are thrown at 

the consumers for free, with the double advantage of getting rid of both the 

products and the consumers, which in turn will lead to a further reduction in the 

number of unemployed. 
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In other words, one has found in the war industry the ideal means to keep 

the current production system going: a way in which people can get employment 

without producing anything, although in such a way that a pretext can be found 

for paying them wages that will enable them to buy the products already there 

that could not be sold because people didn’t have enough money to pay for 

them. Compared with this, other methods like work prohibition, work 

monopolies and such things are only half measures, because they only take into 

account who is doing the job that, from a general perspective, is irrelevant. What 

is important is to find a job that will keep people occupied without leaving any 

surplus, and this is carried out to perfection in the war industry. 

If one were to picture the ideal that lingers in the minds of the politicians 

who engage in these matters, it would be this: a team of workers are employed to 

dig holes in the ground and afterwards fill them up again. They are to be paid for 

both jobs. (In the picture the situation is even better than in real life, as it is more 

useful to dig holes than to produce toxic gas. In the first case the profit is zero, 

while it is negative in the second, and zero is always more than a minus). Why 

not go one step further and say, “What if we released them from their duty of 

doing this useless job while still paying them? What difference would it make?” 

Apparently none at all. Everything would be as before, with the exception that 

the workers would get their wages without having to work, but it is the same 

outcome as in the first case, because the sum is zero. From an economic 

viewpoint it is the same whether the workers do anything or not. 

Accordingly it is not economic but moral wisdom that dictates our present-

day economic policy. Generally, it is held that it is not good for the workers to 

get paid without doing anything, even though they produce nothing and do this 

without any meaningful purpose. And it is not hard to see where this view 

comes from. It is the well-known expression from the Second Letter to the 

Thessalonians 3:10, “He who does not work, neither shall he eat.” This has gone 

into the blood of mankind to such a degree that, without further testing, it is 

claimed to be a dogma even by people who do not regard St. Paul as their 

master. 

These words, however, are not meant to be a universally accepted dogma, 

but were uttered at a certain occasion about certain people who were “living in 

idleness” and were “mere busybodies, not doing any work.” St. Paul elsewhere 

openly claimed his right to be supported by the congregation (see, for instance, 

the First Epistle to the Corinthians 9:13–14). And no matter how this rule is 

conceived, as an economic necessity or a moral maxim, it is nowadays totally 

impractical. In earlier days mankind had to work to survive because the 
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individual was not able to produce much more than what would cover one’s 

own needs. But modern technology has long since ended this situation. A small 

fraction of mankind can now produce what is needed for everybody. But instead 

of saying, “Finally we have come this far that we are liberated from the slavery of 

material needs; finally we are released from the curse of the Old Testament that 

‘by the sweat of your face you will eat bread;’ finally we have reached the point 

where we can turn to the real tasks and begin to work for a cause that is worthy 

of human beings!” Instead of making those changes in the social and economic 

structure, that are necessary to be able to enjoy the fruits of this progress, we 

stick to dogmas and ideas that no longer have any relevance for the actual state 

of affairs, thereby wasting not only the opportunities that a merciful fate has 

given us, but also failing to fulfil the task that has been laid upon us by those 

very opportunities. 

What are those ideas that we cannot liberate ourselves from? They are the 

ideas about the importance of work that were maintained by the Calvinistic 

citizens who, with their social influence on Western Europe during the 

seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, gradually replaced the feudal nobility and 

its entirely different ideals. The bourgeois enterprising spirit was, to this mind-

set, linked to religion in some peculiar way, in the sense that wealth acquired 

through hard work was interpreted as God’s blessings, while poverty or lack of 

fortune was regarded as a sign of the absence of God’s grace. A new foundation 

for morals was created, since the ability to earn money was made the yardstick 

for measuring a human being’s value. 

It is this mindset that has created the view on labour that rules in 

contemporary socialism, and that has created the contempt for the pure 

intellectual work and for all so-called nonremunerative occupations, such as with 

artists and others, which in its most extreme form has led to an outright denial of 

the very existence of all spiritual life. We all, to some extent, live under the spell 

of this view that has gradually cast a shadow of guilt over the concept of 

idleness, which in earlier days before the bourgeois mindset was regarded as the 

highest good and as the true foundation for a noble life in the highest sense. 

It does not come as a surprise that this outlook adopted St. Paul’s expression 

about work and raised it to the level of one of the great commandments of the 

law. Today, however, social progress has made this outlook absurd. It is no 

longer possible to tell someone who does not work that he is not allowed to eat, 

when there are no jobs. And as this situation is not fully realised, and because it 

is still thought that the old mind-set can deal with the new situation, one is 

confronted with insolvable contradictions. Instead of trying to escape from the 
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toils of work, which would be the most natural thing for a human being, people 

fight to get a job and attach all sort of privileges and monopolies to it. And the 

individual who will not work is punished with contempt and starvation, instead 

of rewarding him as the public benefactor he really is. 

From this standpoint, it is often claimed that nothing comes from nothing 

and, therefore, it is not possible to enjoy the fruits of labour without having first 

contributed by working. In other words St. Paul’s rule is transformed from a 

moral to a scientific necessity, and it is no longer said that “he who does not 

work, neither shall he eat” but rather “he who does not work, neither can he eat.” 

A little reflection will show the futility of this argument. 

Obviously, mankind in general cannot satisfy its needs without work. 

Nature only rarely presents us with products that are ready-made for immediate 

consumption. They first have to be prepared by labour to be of any use for us. 

But individuals can very well satisfy their needs without labour. Thousands of 

individuals have, not only now but also before, earned their living quite well 

without having lifted a finger, whether directly or indirectly, in the production of 

the products they are consuming. And the number of those who, in this way, live 

off the fruits of other people’s labour is increasing; and during the last 20–30 

years particularly this number has risen dramatically. 

Modern technology has had the effect that only a small fraction of humanity 

needs to work to produce all the goods that we need, and more than that: it has 

had the effect that the majority of those goods have to be consumed by others 

than those who were involved in producing them. Otherwise the production 

system would collapse. And this is also perfectly all right, because only a small 

part of what is being produced by the relatively few who are directly 

participating is the outcome of their own work. A substantial part of it is the fruit 

of the intellectual power and ingenuity of earlier generations, a kind of common 

heritage that has accumulated from generation to generation, and that rightfully 

belongs to us all. When we say that a growing number of people live off other 

people’s work, it is only a fraction of those who are still alive; so it is the work of 

earlier generations, and here we don’t mean physical labour but the intellectual 

and spiritual effort of those people. What today is securing me one or the other 

necessity is not the modest work of some worker who is attending the machine 

producing it, and that perhaps is producing it every hour in numbers thousands 

of times greater than I need. It is the inventor of the machine; and in most cases 

this is not a single individual but a whole line of theoretical and practical persons 

whose collective and accumulated work has led to the machine in its current 

perfection. 
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Therefore it does not make sense to claim the validity of maxims like, “He 

who does not work, neither shall he eat,” or, “Everyone should enjoy the fruits of 

his own labour, and no one should live off the work of others.” In our times this 

simply does not make sense, and the idea of founding a social system on such 

principles, which lie more or less at the root of all modern striving – for example, 

demanding that everyone participate in material labour – whether they call 

themselves Communist or adorn themselves with other names, is just a 

materialistic figment of the imagination and a result of not recognising the reality 

of spiritual and intellectual work. And, therefore, is ignorance of the true 

purpose of human existence. Nevertheless one pretends these principles are 

valid and tries to adapt to them. Much closer to reality are the words of Christ 

about the lilies of the field – how they grow, and neither toil nor spin; and the 

birds of the air – they neither sow nor reap nor gather into barns. What nature 

has bestowed upon the animals directly, through their organs, human beings 

have created through technology, by their spiritual powers. The day is 

approaching when we will no longer need to sow nor reap nor spin nor gather in 

barns, because we will be letting the machines do it for us. 

Still, no one even makes an attempt of understanding this context. In order 

to gain good conscience about getting a share in the fruits of labour, people are 

made to do work that has nothing whatsoever to do with those fruits and for 

which there is no use – just to find a moral pretext for paying them wages. 

Herein lies one of the reasons for the immense growth in the number of public-

employee positions that, once created, are almost impossible to get rid of. A huge 

number of public institutions that are not only superfluous but outright harmful 

and a nuisance – consider positions like customs authorities, passport authorities 

and lots of other official positions right up to the ministries – are maintained 

because no one knows what to do with these people once they are employed and 

“earn their daily bread” in those positions. They must live off something, it is 

said. And one cannot bring oneself to simply pay their wages while releasing 

them from work duties, even though the expenditure involved in this would be 

more than made up for by their not being able to do more harm. 

However, it is exactly here that we find the only possible solution to the 

problem usually labelled “unemployment.” Two issues must be separated: how 

human beings should have their needs satisfied, and how a person should be 

occupied. Until now the problem of unemployment has been regarded as an 

occupational problem, and the only questions asked were,“How do we occupy 

these people? How do we manage to get the whole population a job?” But the 

problem lies elsewhere. The state’s obligation must be to secure everybody, 
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without exception, a fair share of the heritage previous generations have left for 

us, and whose visible expression is to be found in the abundance of life 

necessities that we, with the help of machines, are able to produce, only a small 

part of which is due to the work efforts of human beings living today. 

If one were to separate occupation from the acquiring of life’s necessities, 

which to a large extent would be possible even now and much more so in the 

future, and were to leave the choice of occupation for people to decide for 

themselves, opportunities for intellectual and spiritual work would flourish and 

surpass anything one could imagine. At the material level there is 

unemployment, and there will be still more. If one continues like this, the 

country will soon be filled up with superfluous roads and bridges that will 

destroy what is left of the original beauty of the landscape. Or one will have to 

use energy on sport events and other trivial matters. But soon even this will stop 

amusing people. And what is left is only self-destruction out of boredom. A 

major reason for the war enthusiasm that is so carefully nurtured in many 

countries is due to the fact that people no longer find sufficient interest in 

working with material things and are not capable of or are hindered in their 

occupation with other things. 

It is possible to view the current potential of liberation from material work 

as a gift of fate. But there is also an obligation that people will be able to fulfill 

only with the utmost exertion of all their abilities. It is therefore a completely 

unfounded worry that, provided that such a possibility for freedom were given, 

there would not be enough people to do the material work that would still be 

necessary. The majority would not be able to cope with this freedom and would 

suffer a mental breakdown because of it. There will always be more than enough 

people willing to go back to the treadmill because, not being able to maintain 

their personality in the empty space of freedom, they need a fixed and authorised 

framework for their lives. But those capable of it should have a chance. The 

future of mankind lies in their hands. 

Things don’t happen by themselves. The development of technology that 

has created the current possibilities does not originate from itself, and neither can 

it be explained by a purely physical cause and effect principle. It is only 

intelligible when one looks at the other side: the claim for a spiritual work of 

such intensity as has yet only been accessible for the very few. Herein lies the 

reason for the development of technology. In other words, human beings have 

known this claim with that part of their being that is linked to the cosmic life – a 

part, though not a part of their conscious being, in which the creative-world-will 

works and, unknowingly, created the conditions for the liberation from the 
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necessity of material work; that is, for unlimited leisure, which is the precondition 

for fulfilling this claim. This, however, is as far as human beings can get – 

unknowingly. The work ahead can only be carried out in full consciousness. This 

is the beginning of freedom, but freedom always comes out of a choice. 

There are two possible roads ahead of us. One leads to new tasks and a new 

understanding of what work is. To this end, it is important that a great number of 

people become conscious about what has happened unconsciously so far and 

understand the purpose of the possibility of freedom that has been won. If this 

does not happen, freedom will be transformed into a slavery even worse than 

anything before. Then people become slaves of the technology they have created 

and are devoured by the demons they have called for and taken into service. 

Current events demonstrate this clearly enough already. If some way of giving 

people their share of what they produce, other than by offering them occupation 

within the war industry – the only form of production that has no effect on 

consumption and (though it will in all likelihood some day lead to the 

destruction of Europe) is called “the good times,” is not found, we will come to 

share the fate of old Faust who, believing it is his work that is being carried on, 

rejoices in the sound of spades, while in reality it is the lemurs who, at the 

command of Mephistopheles, are digging his grave. 
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