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Rade Pantić & Rastko Močnik

FROM TECHNOLOGICAL UTOPIANISM TO THE THEORY 
OF UNEQUAL DEVELOPMENT OF AUTOMATION

ABSTRACT
The article counters popular predictions of a coming “post-work society” 
with the argument that the capitalist development of technology leads 
to an uneven introduction of automation into production processes, 
paralleled by the expansion of wage labour in the service sectors of social 
reproduction and the circulation of capital in the centre of the capitalist 
world-system, as well as in labour-intensive production in the periphery. 
We draw our argument from a critical reading of Italian operaismo whose 
development we trace in the terms of the sequence “from official Marxisms 
to a re-interpretation of Capital, from Capital to Grundrisse and back to 
Capital”. The operaists made an epistemological break in the study of the 
relationship between the forces and relations of production by identifying 
the capitalist development of technology as a key site of class struggle. 
They also introduced a theoretically fruitful distinction between the 
concepts of the technical composition of labour power and the political 
composition of the working class. By introducing the concept of the 
social composition of labour power, we aim to draw attention to certain 
negative tendencies within operaismo that led to its vulgarisation by 
post-operaismo authors, while at the same time correcting it in line with 
contemporary processes of capital accumulation on a world scale. 

In the second decade of the 21st century, the discourse on automation re-
emerged in public opinion,1 with predictions announcing a new wave of tech-
nological inventions that would dramatically increase labour productivity and 
make a large number of jobs redundant. This new society has been given var-
ious names: post-work society, post-scarcity society, etc. (see: Brynjolfsson and 

1  The first wave of euphoria that announced the automated society emerged in the 
1830s, even before automation was introduced into factories. It then periodically ap-
peared in the 1930s, 1950s, 1980s, and again now from the 2010s on (Benanav 2020: 8).
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McAfee 2014, Srnicek and Williams 2015; for an earlier period see Rifkin 1995). 
According to these projections, we are on the threshold of the fourth industrial 
revolution, based on the development of artificial intelligence as a new gener-
al-purpose technology. This is expected to restore economic growth and create 
a society of abundance. The key question, then, is what to do with the mass of 
wage workers who will be left without income. The liberal responses, as well 
as those on the right and the left, propose the introduction of a universal basic 
income, which would solve the problem of the predicted wave of unemploy-
ment (for a critique of universal basic income, see: Benanav 2020: 72-79). The 
public release of ChatGPT, a chatbot with artificial intelligence, at the end of 
2022, triggered a new wave of euphoria, but also caused fear, particularly among 
the so-called creative class who feared losing their jobs.

We will approach the problem of technology and the automation of work 
through the concepts of historical materialism. First, we will present the Ital-
ian operaismo (workerism) movement, which created a theory that criticised 
the notion of the class and the ideological neutrality of technology and inter-
preted its development as the result of the class struggle of capital against the 
working class. Later, the so-called postoperaismo vulgarised this theory and 
joined popular utopianisms that still dominate.2 To avoid such an impasse, we 
will resort to Marx’s theory of the uneven development of automation and the 
tendency of the rate of profit to fall. Using an analysis of the contemporary 
composition of labour power in the United States, we will seek to simultane-
ously critique and strengthen the theoretical apparatus of operaismo by adding 
the concept of the social composition of labour power. Upon this background, 
we will show how the current development of automation in the process of 
capital accumulation on a world scale reshapes the contemporary social com-
position of labour power by multiplying both the technical compositions of 
labour power and the legal statuses of workers.

Operaismo: from reformism back to Capital
Operaismo was an Italian Marxist movement, developed by the journal Quad-
erni rossi, which, in its theoretical and political work, emphasized the capitalist 
use of machines and the class struggle that capital wages against the working 
class through the development of technology (for the history of the operaist 
movement, see: Turchetto 2008, Trotta and Milana 2008, Wright 2017). 

Raniero Panzieri, the founder of operaist theory, developed a critique of the 
technicism of the early 1960s, protesting against the post-war reformist policy 

2  Utopian thought can certainly be productive in exploring the potential of technol-
ogy to transform social relations. However, it should be subjected to theoretical analy-
sis that reveals whether a particular utopian imagination is grounded in the assumptions 
of dominant ideologies or in their critique and transcendence. For an understanding of 
utopia as a means of estranging the present and uncovering the contradictions and lim-
its of existing social relations, see: Jameson 2005. 
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of left parties and trade unions. After WWII, organised left politics agreed to 
the “productivist compromise” that tied wage growth to labour productivity 
growth, believing that progress in technology will “rationalise” production pro-
cesses and, by the introduction of Taylorism-Fordism into the Italian econo-
my during the 1950s, will bring general well-being to Italian society. Accord-
ing to Italian communists, the participation of the working class in post-war 
economic reconstruction would gradually lead to socialism by accentuating 
the antagonism between the increased development of the productive forces, 
which would gradually socialise the working class, and the capitalist relations 
of production, which would ultimately become redundant in relation to so-
cialised production processes. Panzieri claimed that this traditional Marxist 
position shared by the Second and Third Internationals, as well as by Soviet 
Marxism of the time, resided in a technicist ideology, which he called “ob-
jectivism” (Panzieri 1980 [1961]). This ideology presents the development of 
technology as the rational core of the capitalist mode of production that will 
gradually break the restrictive envelope of capitalist production relations of 
the private appropriation of surplus value and lead inexorably to socialism. 
“Objectivism” thus considers that capitalist production processes are based 
on the purely technological development of the means of production, from 
which arises the rational planning of the technical division of labour, so that 
the rationalisation of production can be supposedly separated from the social 
relations of capitalist exploitation and market anarchy.3 

Analysing Marx’s Part Four of the first volume of Capital (Marx 1976 [1867]) 
and the posthumously published fragment “Results of the Immediate Produc-
tion Process” (Marx 1976 [1863–4]), Panzieri argued that the development of 
the capitalist division of labour, from simple cooperation to manufacture and 
to large-scale industry that introduces automated machinery into the produc-
tion process, is in reality a development toward the ever-increasing real sub-
sumption of labour under capital. Commenting on the transition from manu-
facture to large-scale industry, Panzieri concludes that the use of machinery in 
the production process is capital’s response to the insubordination of skilled 
craftsmen, whose skills and knowledge were still indispensable in the produc-
tion process. By developing the means of production, capital reacts to the class 
struggle of the workers, trying to deskill, fragment and mechanise their work 
by transferring workers’ intellectual capacities and skills to an automated sys-
tem of machines. Dead labour, embodied in automated means of production 
in the form of constant capital, now confronts living labour as a superior force 
with its own productive and organising power. In this way, the subordination 
of labour to the technology of the capitalist production process ideological-
ly transforms the despotism of capital over labour into the subordination of 

3  “This ‘productivist’ conception, which construes capitalism as private property plus 
the market, counter-posing to it socialism understood as public property and planning, 
implies that the capitalist organisation of production is accepted in the main” (Turchet-
to 2008: 286). 
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labour to the rational application of science and technology. The historically 
contingent form of social domination thus appears as a purely technical ne-
cessity, so that the integration of labour into the accumulation of capital takes 
on the converted ideological form of the complementarity of living labour to 
the objective progress of science.4 

According to Panzieri, technical progress and science are therefore not 
something neutral and external to the class struggle, but rather represent a key 
weapon in the struggle of the capitalist class against the working class. In its 
struggle against the working class, capital is forced to constantly recompose 
through technology the production process and the division of labour: “The 
technology incorporated in the capitalist system at once destroys the old sys-
tem of division of labour and consolidates it systematically, ‘in a more hideous 
form’, as a means of exploiting labour-power” (Panzieri 1980 [1961]: 46). The 
subordination of labour to technology does not lead to the emancipation of la-
bour from capital, but to the increasing domination of labour by capital. Crit-
icising the simplified opposition of productive forces to relations of produc-
tion, Panzieri states: “The relations of production are within productive forces, 
and these have been ‘moulded’ by capital” (Panzieri 1976 [1964]: 12; translation 
modified). The development of productive forces, therefore, does not automat-
ically result in the necessary overthrow of outdated production relations. The 
surrender of the working class to the technocratic ideology of progress does 
not lead to the “socialist use of machines”. To the contrary, emancipation re-
quires workers’ political action, which breaks with the economicist capitalist 
rationality of the production process and introduces workers’ organization 
and control over the production process. Trade-unionist economic struggle for 
higher wages and better working conditions must therefore be overdetermined 
by a political struggle that rejects the rationality of capitalist production and 
thus the domination of capital over the working class.

In the texts of the early 1960s, Panzieri introduced all the important themes 
later developed by the theoreticians of operaismo. Mario Tronti radicalised 
Panzieri’s restoration of Marx’s then forgotten distinction between labour 
power and the working class (Tronti 2019 [1971]). According to Tronti, labour 
power represents the form of integration of labour into the capitalist produc-
tion process, where labour exists as variable capital, as an integral part of the 
accumulation of capital. The working class emerges only through the political 
organization of workers, the refusal of work, and the assertion of its autonomy 

4  “The capitalist objectivity of the productive mechanism with respect to the workers 
finds its optimal basis in the technical principle of the machine: the technically given 
speed, the coordination of the various phases and the uninterrupted flow of production 
are imposed on the will of the workers as a ‘scientific’ necessity, and they correspond 
perfectly to the capitalist’s determination to suck out the maximum amount of la-
bour-power. The capitalistic social relationship is concealed within the technical de-
mands of machinery and the division of labour seems to be totally independent of the 
capitalist’s will. Rather, it seems to be the simple and necessary results of the means of 
labour’s ‘nature’” (Panzieri 1976 [1964]: 9). 
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from capital, that is, through the union of workers in political action aimed at 
subverting the existing capitalist division of labour. The working class there-
fore constitutes itself only by the political gesture that affirms the autonomy 
of labour in relation to capital, by refusing the existence of labour as variable 
capital. Through political organisation, the carriers of labour power thus trans-
form themselves into the working class. According to Tronti, capital responds 
to working class resistance by introducing new technologies and appropriate 
divisions of labour that aim to break the political organisation of the working 
class. From here, Tronti introduces the hypothesis of the primacy of the class 
struggle of the working class in the development of capitalism. In this concep-
tion, the working class loses its passive role, that of labour power that changes 
with the development of capitalism, and acquires an active role, while capital 
assumes a reactive role and transforms itself in response to the political class 
organisation of the working class. The class struggle of the working class is 
the engine of the development of capitalism. Accordingly, theoretical analysis 
must focus on the “laws of the development of the working class” (ibid.: 65).

From the distinction between labour power as an integral element of cap-
ital and the working class as a political agent, Sergio Bologna further devel-
oped the distinction between the technical composition of labour power and 
the political composition of the working class (Bologna 1976 [1972]). Bologna 
explains these concepts using the example of highly specialised “professional 
workers” in the German machine industry in the first decades of the twentieth 
century, who became leaders of the workers’ council movement in the Novem-
ber Revolution of 1918. As these workers were highly qualified, their posses-
sion of professional skills afforded them a high degree of autonomy vis-à-vis 
capital. The ability to control the production process, which these workers 
still had, allowed them the capacity to slow down and interrupt production. 
According to Bologna, the privileged position of these workers in the techni-
cal composition of labour power enabled them to lead the organisation of the 
political composition of the working class in the form of the workers’ coun-
cils movement. In the introduction of the Fordist assembly line after the First 
World War, Bologna sees a strategy of capital to de-skill professional work-
ers, fragmenting the production process and reducing the necessary skills of 
workers to a series of simple repetitive operations. By subordinating workers 
to Fordist automated machinery, capital created a new type of easily replace-
able, de-skilled “mass worker”, recruited from the ranks of mobile migratory 
labour power. With the new technical composition of labour power, dictated 
by new technologies, capital decomposes the existing political composition of 
the working class and, by imposing the new division of labour, subordinates 
workers to the demands of capital accumulation. The technical division of la-
bour is thus capital’s strategy to dissolve the workers’ class composition and 
to reduce workers to labour power, depriving them of the leverage they had in 
the class struggle against capital.

However, every decomposition of the working class leads to its re-compo-
sition, which starts a new cycle of class struggle. The working class is thus not 
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a static category, but a dynamic one that changes, reconfigures, and produces 
itself anew through the class struggle. The new technical composition of la-
bour power provided an opportunity for workers to develop new organisation-
al skills in their struggle against capital. The large concentration of workers 
in huge Fordist factories and the levelling of work qualifications of the easily 
replaceable, de-skilled mass workers made it possible for them to massively 
organise on the basis of greater solidarity and egalitarian demands without the 
obstacles previously set by the hierarchies of professional competences. The 
continuous flow of production on the assembly line opened up the possibility 
for workers to block the entire production process at its various points. During 
the 1960s, operaists thus witnessed the rise of a new political composition of 
the working class based on the hegemonic group of mass workers and their 
potential to organise a large number of protests and strikes throughout Italy, 
whose methods and demands broke the boundaries of unionism.

However, already during the 1970s, capital reacted, introducing a new tech-
nical composition of labour power that the so-called post-operaists would later 
term “post-Fordism”. Antonio Negri, the theoretician in whose work the most 
pronounced slippage from operaism to post-operaism occurs, developed the 
hypothesis that the new technical composition of labour power produced a 
new hegemonic group of workers – the “social worker”, whose emergence, in 
his view, signaled the phase of exit from capitalism.

Postoperaismo: From Capital back to Grundrisse
Negri’s concept of the “social worker” has its roots in Tronti’s concept of the 
“social factory”, which itself arose from Panzieri’s view that in the monopoly 
phase of capitalism, planned organization expands from the sphere of produc-
tion, to circulation and to other social spheres (see: Palazzo 2014). However, 
while Panzieri had seen these processes of increasing social control by capital 
as a consequence of the process of capital concentration, Tronti founded his 
concept of the social factory on the expansion of wage labour into the sphere 
of social reproduction and on the expansion of the service sector, through 
which the proletarian base of society broadened. During the 1970s, Negri tried 
to establish his hypothesis about the rise of the “social worker” upon a rein-
terpretation of the concept of the social factory through Marx’s hypothesis 
about the emergence of the general intellect as the signal of the terminal phase 
of capitalism.

Negri based his analysis on Marx’s posthumously published manuscript 
Grundisse (Marx 1993 [1857–8]). These notes are Marx’s first attempt to elabo-
rate the theory that finds its full expression in Capital. Negri, however, favoured 
Grundrisse over Capital, and the famous excerpt from this manuscript, “Frag-
ment on Machines” became the Bible of post-operaism (for the reception of the 
“Fragment on Machines” in operaist theory, see: Tomba and Bellofiore 2014).

In the “Fragment on Machines” Marx argued that the tendency of capital to, 
in an effort to increase labour productivity, minimise the participation of living 
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labour in the production process and replace it with machines, will lead to the 
development of science and technology increasingly becoming the source of 
material wealth, by which “production based on exchange value breaks down” 
(Marx 1993 [1857–8]: 705). Instead of accumulating the surplus value of living 
labour, capital thus begins to be based more and more on the absorption of 
the “accumulation of knowledge and of skill, of the general productive forces 
of the social brain“ (ibid.: 694). The capital increasingly “depends [...] on the 
general state of science and on the progress of technology, or the application 
of this science to production“ (ibid. 705).

According to Marx in the Grundrisse, the automation of production carries 
the germ of capitalism’s self-destruction: in search of greater profits, capital 
increasingly expels direct labour from the production process, thus under-
mining the law of value on which capital accumulation itself functions, and at 
the same time emancipating workers from the process of direct production.

As a consequence, “the general reduction of the necessary labour of society 
to a minimum” makes possible “the artistic, scientific etc. development of the 
individuals in the time set free, and with the means created, for all of them” 
(ibid.:706). Again, this trend accelerates the development of science and tech-
nology, which itself accelerates the accumulation of constant capital.5 Marx 
concludes: 

“[...] In this transformation, it is neither the direct human labour he himself 
performs, nor the time during which he works, but rather the appropriation of 
his own general productive power, his understanding of nature and his mastery 
over it by virtue of his presence as a social body – it is, in a word, the develop-
ment of the social individual which appears as the great foundation-stone of 
production and of wealth (ibid.: 705). [...] The development of fixed capital in-
dicates to what degree general social knowledge has become a direct force of 
production, and to what degree, hence, the conditions of the process of social 
life itself have come under the control of the general intellect and been trans-
formed in accordance with it (ibid. 706).” 

For the Marx of Grundrisse, human labour emancipates itself from the di-
rect production labour, which is directly subsumed under capital, and becomes 
the collective labour of the “general intellect”, the “social individual” who, by 
developing science, becomes the main social productive force that directly in-
creases constant capital. This intellectual labour, freed from capital and the 
yoke of exchange value, thus no longer needs the mediation of capital in order 

5  In Grundrisse, Marx still uses the expression “fixed capital” for the capital invested 
into the means of production. He establishes the conceptual distinction between con-
stant capital (invested into the means of production) and variable capital (invested in the 
labour power) only in Capital, Volume I. The logic of the presumed self-destruction of 
capital in Grundrisse emerges from the increase of the capital embodied in the means of 
production, and the decrease of the capital invested in the labour power (from what Marx 
will later in Capital conceptualise as the increase of the organic composition of capital). 
In our interpretation, we use the conceptual distinction “constant/variable capital”.
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to develop productive forces, but becomes the “immediate productive force” 
itself, labour that is directly productive. The development of the productive 
forces of the general intellect thus breaks through the restrictive frameworks of 
capitalist production relations, which become a brake on its free development.

Negri articulated Marx’s scheme of the self-abolition of capital from the 
Grundrisse with Tronti’s theory of the cycles of class struggle. He returned to 
the teleological problematic of the inevitability of the emergence of socialism, 
where the dialectic of productive forces and productive relations has been re-
placed by class struggle. Negri restored the ideological problematic by whose 
critique operaismo had produced its epistemological break (for the evolution 
of Negri’s thought, see: Wright 2017: 140-162). 

According to Negri, every destruction of the political composition of the 
working class by capital results in an expanded technical composition of la-
bour power, which provides the basis for a new expanded political composi-
tion of the working class. The partial subsumption of labour in manufactures 
thus provided the basis for the emergence of professional workers who, as the 
hegemonic group in the labour movement, organised workers into the working 
class. The introduction of automated machinery in Fordist factories produced 
a levelling of deskilled labour, which made it possible for the increased mass of 
workers in the entire large-scale industrial production to organise themselves 
politically into the working class.

During the 1970s, operaists witnessed the attempts of capital to break the 
new political composition of the working class based on the mass worker. Ne-
gri very early noticed phenomena whose tendencies would only later become 
dominant. He interpreted the growth of the service sector, together with the 
precarisation of workers in it, as the expansion of capital control from the 
sphere of production to the sphere of circulation and social reproduction. 
Negri analysed the decentralization of industrial production through subcon-
tracting and outsourcing of the labour-intensive parts of the production pro-
cess, both domestically and internationally, as capital’s strategy to break up 
large concentrations of workers in large Fordist enterprises. He noticed how 
capital segmented the labour market by legal methods, in order to isolate mass 
workers in the factory under the unions’ corporatist control, from which the 
working class had escaped during the sixties, and to separate them from the 
marginalised service workers (Negri 1988 [1982]). 

Operaists recorded the collapse of the mass workers’ resistance. Negri, for 
his part, interpreted this defeat as a pyrrhic victory of capital that prepared 
the ground for the imminent advent of socialism. He assumed that capital’s 
response to the political composition of the working class based on the mass 
worker necessarily laid the foundation for the technical composition of la-
bour power that reached beyond the walls of the factory and extended wage 
labour to the entire society. Negri claimed that capital thus produced a tech-
nical composition of “social labour power” which introduced “the potentiality 
of a new working class, now extended throughout the entire span of produc-
tion and reproduction – a conception more adequate to the wider and more 
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searching dimensions of capitalist control over society and social labour as a 
whole” (ibid.: 207).

The real subsumption of labour under capital thus spreads from labour 
within the production process to the entire society. At the same time, the old 
political composition of the working class represents an obstacle to the cre-
ation of a new political composition: just as the professional worker was an 
obstacle to the organisation of the mass worker, so the mass worker became an 
obstacle to the emergence of a political composition based on Negri’s “social 
worker”. However, Negri’s notion of the “social worker” who is presumably 
the new hegemonic agent destined to organise workers into the new historical 
figure of the working class, does not derive from an analysis of the complexi-
ty of the new technical composition of labour power. It is only an assumption 
originating in the teleology of Negri’s notional model.

To confirm his assumption, Negri specifically referred to Grundrisse, arguing 
that in this work Marx offers an anticipation of the new society that emerged 
in the 1970s, where the law of value ceased to operate (Negri 1991 [1978]). The 
struggle of the working class during the 1960s and 1970s went beyond the pro-
ductivist compromise and, declaring the slogan più soldi, meno lavoro (more 
money, less work), demanded an increase in wages without correlation to an 
increase in labour productivity. According to Negri, this meant that capital lost 
the ability to measure exploitation, and consequently the state assumed the 
role of determining the distribution of income into profits and wages. Econom-
ic mechanisms have thus lost their autonomy: the method of exploitation has 
been transformed from the mechanism of the “law of surplus value” into a di-
rect political command, which denaturalizes exploitation and makes it appear 
as an arbitrary political decision. Negri interpreted the emergence of student 
movements, feminist groups that demanded wages for domestic work, strug-
gles to reduce the prices of public services, squatting, non-payment of entry 
to cultural manifestations, movements of the unemployed, organised looting, 
subcultural protests, etc., as the spread of the class struggle to the sector of 
reproduction of labour power. For Negri, these were the demands of the new 
proletariat that rejected the wage relationship and requested self-valorisation 
– the direct satisfaction of their needs without participation in the valorisa-
tion of capital. These aspirations found their expression in the demand for a 
guaranteed wage for all of the labour power.

Negri assumed that the struggles, which reached beyond the boundaries 
of the factory and spread into the domain of the reproduction of labour pow-
er, indicated a tendency towards the emergence of a new composition of the 
working class based on the hegemony of the social worker. He hypothesised 
that the tendency must somehow arise from the emerging technical division 
of the social labour power.

Referring to the “Fragment on Machines”, Negri argued that industrial 
work and the mass worker, together with the law of value, were a remnant of 
the past. He claimed that the new social work, based on the intellect, imagi-
nation and creativity of the social worker, is directly productive and does not 
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need capital for its valorisation. Capitalism has lost its economic function and 
now survives only as political-legal coercion that parasitizes the development 
of the creative-intellectual capacities of the social worker.6

Negri has not explained who the new social workers actually are and how 
they are supposed to lead other fractions of labour power towards a new com-
position of the working class (for an early critique of Negri’s notion of “so-
cial worker”, see: Bologna 2006 [1976]). It seems that Negri tried to deny the 
deep division of the working class produced by capital, and reduced it to the 
Procrustean bed of his philosophical apparatus “that is self-reproducing, and 
where reference to the concrete has no other function than to validate a pur-
pose-built philosophy of history“ (Bellofiore and Tomba 2017: 243). The de-
velopment of post-operaism thus boiled down to a messianic search for a new 
assumed subject of history, to declaring workers in one or the other econom-
ic sector to be the hegemonic figure of the working class, tending to embody 
themselves as the general intellect. The presumed figure of the social worker 
thus received various incarnations over time: the immaterial worker, cogni-
tariat, multitude, biopolitical worker, affective worker, cyborg, etc. The devel-
opment of communication and information technology and personal comput-
ers during the 1980s, as well as the spread of the Internet during the 1990s, 
prompted post-operaists to formulate hypotheses about the post-industrial 

6  The theme of the demise of the law of value, arising from the crisis of the measur-
ability of labour, was taken up in Hardt and Negri’s Empire (2000), a work largely re-
sponsible for the global popularity of post-operaismo in academia and the art world. 
This hypothesis has been the subject of sustained criticism from Marxists (see: Thoburn 
2001; Camfield 2007; Caffentzis 2011; Rigi 2015; Pitts 2018). Namely, according to Hardt 
and Negri, in “postmodern capitalism” labour extends beyond factory walls, the divi-
sion between work and free time collapses, and both labour and its products become 
increasingly immaterial. Consequently, capital is no longer able to quantify labour and 
determine its value. At the same time, immaterial labour, permeated by readily acces-
sible information and communication technologies, is seen as capable of organising it-
self beyond capital’s control. From this they concluded that the valorisation of labour 
by capital becomes arbitrary and that the law of value ceases to function, while labour 
is now able to generate value directly without the mediation of capital. Critics have ar-
gued that, rather than differentiating between the social forms of labour and their ar-
ticulation within the processes of capital accumulation, Hardt and Negri instead drew 
distinctions on the basis of the technical properties of labour’s products. They then 
conflated Marx’s concepts of concrete and abstract labour, and thereby also the con-
cepts of wealth and value. According to Marx, concrete labour does not produce value 
in and of itself; rather, only abstract labour does, and its value is not determined by the 
duration of the concrete labour process but by the socially necessary labour time estab-
lished through the exchange of commodities on the market. Moreover, for Marx, value 
represents a social form of labour specific to the capitalist social relations, which makes 
the claim that value can be produced outside the mediation of capital nonsensical from 
the standpoint of Marx’s value theory. The development of information and communi-
cation technologies has demonstrated that the conditions of production are increasing-
ly concentrated in monopolistic high-tech corporations, and that capital has developed 
new techniques of control and surveillance over labour processes, rendering claims 
about the organisational autonomy of labour from capital unsustainable.
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age and the rise of the creative class, in whose ranks they looked for the van-
guard of the social worker class. The serious theoretical production that be-
gan with Panzieri thus ended up in the literary genre of technological utopia 
(Turchetto 2008: 296-297). 

Uneven Development of Automation: From Grundrisse  
Back to Capital
In Grundrisse, Marx had not yet thoroughly developed his key concepts of val-
ue, the production of relative surplus value, nor his theory of crisis. As Michael 
Heinrich notes, the problem with Marx’s theory of crisis in the “Fragment on 
Machines” is that it interprets the replacement of workers by machines as a 
continuous process, leading linearly to the collapse of the law of value (Hein-
rich, 2013). However, in Capital, Marx constructed a more rigorous theory 
of the production of relative surplus value, on which he based his new crisis 
theory. The value of a commodity is grounded in the average social produc-
tivity of labour necessary for the production of a commodity within a given 
economic sector. By introducing labour-saving technologies into the produc-
tion process, individual capitalists aim to reduce their variable capital costs 
(wages) and thereby gain extra surplus value relative to their competitors by 
reducing the necessary labour time below the social average. To remain com-
petitive, other capitalists in the same sector are compelled to adopt new tech-
nologies as well. This competition to acquire extra surplus value through the 
introduction of machinery that increases productivity leads to a reduction in 
commodity values. However, if labour productivity increases in sectors pro-
ducing means of subsistence that contribute to the value of labour power, the 
value of labour power will decrease, shortening the necessary labour time for 
its reproduction. As a result, the surplus value appropriated by capitalists may 
rise even though the value of commodities falls (Marx 1976 [1867]: 429-438).

Capitalists are not interested in increasing productivity per se; they are 
interested in boosting their profits. They will only introduce new means of 
production if their introduction costs less than wage costs. Consequently, 
productivity increases under capitalism are neither continuous nor linearly 
progressive. Similarly, the use of machinery in capitalist production does not 
automatically lead to shorter working days or mass unemployment but in-
stead results in intensified labour and higher exploitation rates. Marx inter-
prets this contradiction through the uneven distribution of technology across 
various economic sectors. For instance, introducing advanced technology in 
one sector may reduce labour demand in that sector, but the surplus labour 
power might migrate to other sectors whose growth is spurred by increased 
demand for the now cheaper commodities of the former. However, since the 
market now contains an excess labour supply forced to accept wages below 
the value of labour power, sectors absorbing this labour may not feel encour-
aged to introduce new technologies. Instead, they can extract greater surplus 
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value by using labour-intensive production processes.7 This uneven develop-
ment of automation means that the automation of one economic sector creates 
the conditions for the survival of technologically stagnant sectors elsewhere.8 
In stagnant sectors, surplus value is increased not through productivity gains 
(relative surplus value) but by extending working hours and intensifying work 
to produce absolute surplus value.

Marx also noted, in his observations of mid-19th-century England, that a 
significant portion of cheap labour not absorbed by the economy became a 
“servant class,” working in the households of the capitalist and middle classes.9 
Automation-driven productivity increases thus not only foster the emergence 
of stagnant sectors with heightened exploitation rates via absolute surplus val-
ue, but also expand the unproductive service sector, a domain of luxury con-
sumption where no new value is produced.

Based on his theory of relative surplus value, Marx in the third volume of 
Capital developed the theory of the tendency of the rate of profit to fall. As 
noted earlier, in the pursuit of relative surplus value, individual capitals tend 
to reduce the share of living labour relative to the means of production. When 
this reduction occurs in value terms as well, Marx conceptualised it as an in-
crease in the organic composition of capital. Since living labour – the expen-
diture of labour power in the production process – is the sole source of new 
value, an increase in the organic composition of capital leads to a tendency 
for the general rate of profit to fall. However, unlike in Grundrisse, Marx now 
saw the crisis caused by this falling profit rate only as a tendency counteracted 
by other opposing tendencies that halt the decline in profitability. The most 
significant of these counter-tendencies is increasing the rate of exploitation 
through intensified work and the production of absolute surplus value (Marx 
1981 [1894]: 317-375).

7  “In the older countries, machinery itself, when employed in some branches of in-
dustry, creates such a superfluity of labour (‘redundancy of labour’ is how Ricardo puts 
it) in other branches that the fall of wages below the value of labour-power impedes the 
use of machinery in those other branches and, from the standpoint of the capitalist, 
makes the use of machinery superfluous, and often impossible, because his profit comes 
from a reduction in the labour paid for, not in the labour employed” (ibid.: 516). 
8  “Capital’s higher technical composition in some parts of the world does not auto-
matically give rise to a corresponding tendency. Rather, much as the development of 
the textile-industry in England lead to the extension of slavery in the Americas, capi-
talist development may produce, at one and the same time, a massive expulsion of la-
bour-power within the Western metropoles (by which this labour-power is rendered 
precarious and underpaid) and a transfer of surplus-value to productive areas charac-
terised by low wages, a low technical composition of capital and absolute exploitation” 
(Tomba and Bellofiore 2014: 356).
9  “Lastly, the extraordinary increase in the productivity of large-scale industry, ac-
companied as it is by both a more intensive and a more extensive exploitation of la-
bour-power in all other spheres of production, permits a larger and larger part of the 
working class to be employed unproductively. Hence it is possible to reproduce the an-
cient domestic slaves, on a constantly extending scale, under the name of a servant class, 
including menservants, womenservants, lackeys, etc.” (Marx 1976 [1867]:574).
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The increasing automation in certain economic sectors – those with a high 
organic composition of capital – thus simultaneously requires an increase in 
the production of surplus value in labour-intensive sectors, those with a low 
organic composition of capital. According to Marx, the competition among 
capitalists in increasing relative surplus value results in the formation of an 
average rate of profit and thereby in the transfer of surplus value from sectors 
with a low organic composition of capital to those with a high organic com-
position of capital (ibid.: 239-313). The decline in the production of surplus 
value in the most technologically advanced sectors of production is thus com-
pensated by an increase in the production of surplus value in technologically 
stagnant production processes that require a greater input of living labour. So 
the profits of technologically advanced sectors contain not only the surplus val-
ue produced within those sectors, but also a significant portion of the surplus 
value produced in labour-intensive branches. In this way, the growing number 
of workers in technologically stagnant sectors of production, together with the 
rising rate of their exploitation through the increase of absolute surplus value, 
functions as a counter-tendency to the falling rate of profit (cf. Caffentzis 2013).

According to the mature Marx in Capital, the automation of a given eco-
nomic sector leads, on the one hand, to an increase in unproductive workers 
in the personal services sector, and on the other, to a growth in the number 
of productive workers employed in labour-intensive sectors. Automation thus 
results in the expansion of “the servant class” and of low-skilled productive 
workers, rather than in the emergence of “a post-work society”. 

From the technical composition of labour power to the social 
composition of labour power 
Marx’s analysis of automation and crisis in Capital is far more complex than 
in Grundrisse. Drawing on Marx’s analysis in Capital, Jason E. Smith has at-
tempted to sketch what operaists called the technical composition of labour 
power in the contemporary United States (Smith 2020). According to Smith, 
the major wave of automation in the US large-scale industry during the 1950s 
and 1960s did not result in mass unemployment. Instead, the burgeoning ser-
vice sector absorbed not only displaced industrial workers but also women 
who were entered the labour market in increasing numbers during this period 
(ibid.: 29). Thus, the majority of the labour power in the core economies be-
came trapped in a technologically stagnant capitalist service sector, which had 
largely commodified the sphere of labour-power reproduction. This sector has 
been characterised by precariousness, intensified exploitation, and stagnating 
real wages. Smith notes that as many as 94% of new jobs created in the US since 
2000 have been in categories such as education, healthcare, social assistance, 
bars, restaurants, and retail (Smith 2024: 94). The specific nature of these roles 
– requiring personal interaction and affective responses – and the availability 
of cheap labour prevent significant automation in these occupations. More-
over, their decentralised organisational structures impede effective collective 
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resistance. Smith concludes that the contemporary US economy increasing-
ly resembles 19th-century England, except that today, domestic servants have 
been replaced by precariously employed service-sector wage workers.

According to Smith, the statistical category of the service economy con-
ceals an increasing share of unproductive labour within the US economy – la-
bour that produces no new value and is instead compensated from the surplus 
value generated by productive labour. Unproductive labour includes work in 
circulation (employed by financial or commercial capital) and jobs serving the 
personal luxury needs of capitalists (see: Mohun 2002).10 Smith argues that the 
expansion of unproductive labour explains the so-called “productivity para-
dox” posed by economist Robert Solow in 1987, who asked why advances in 
information and communication technologies had not significantly increased 
productivity in the US economy.11 Smith contends that these technologies are 
primarily deployed within circulation capital to extract monopoly rents rath-
er than to produce new value. 

This rentier function of new technologies became prominent in the mid-
2000s with the rise of US big-tech companies known by the acronym GAFAM 
(Google, Apple, Facebook, Amazon, and Microsoft). These companies derive 
most of their income from monopolies in capital circulation: advertising-fund-
ed digital platforms monopolise advertising spaces, offering free services to 
users (e.g., search engines, social networking platforms, content, or software), 
to extract rents from companies advertising their products; similarly, Am-
azon’s monopoly in online retail derives its income from producers’ profits 
(Bilić, Prug and Žitko 2021).

The pumping of stock prices for these companies revived financial markets 
after the 2008 housing bubble burst. Most of their profits are allocated to share 
buybacks, further inflating their stock values without correlating to real prof-
it growth. Since the 1980s, as financialisation took hold in the US, substantial 
profits have been diverted from investment in productive capital to financial 
speculation and rentier activities, inflating speculative bubbles for companies 
maximising profit at the expense of the productive sector and fostering un-
productive jobs in banking, financial transactions, insurance, legal services, 
etc. (Smith 2020: 48-53).

Smith’s analysis of American labour power can be contextualised with-
in the world-system framework. The falling profit rates in the core capitalist 
economies, triggered by automation in industrial sectors during the 1960s and 
1970s, were mitigated by outsourcing labour-intensive production processes 
(e.g., sewing and electronics assembly) to peripheral countries, where the 

10  Although unproductive labour employed in the circulation of capital does not pro-
duce new value, it contributes to the maximisation of the rate of profit (Duménil and 
Lévy 2011). 
11  “ [...] what everyone feels to have been a technological revolution, a drastic change 
in our productive lives, has been accompanied everywhere, including Japan, by a slow-
ing-down of productivity growth, not by a step up. You can see the computer age ev-
erywhere but in the productivity statistics” (Solow 1987: 36).
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super-exploitation of labour was possible (for the concept of super-exploita-
tion see: Smith 2016), and by subcontracting services to low-paid, unskilled 
local and migratory workers.12 The surplus value produced in the periphery 
was transferred to capital in the core, counteracting the falling profit rates. As 
a result, central capital, with access to cheap peripheral labour, lacked incen-
tives to increase productivity significantly in its industrial sectors and instead 
shifted investments from production to circulation capital, financial specula-
tion, and rentier information technologies – spheres that do not create new 
value but instead extract surplus value from productive sectors, now largely 
located in the periphery. This restructuring of the international division of la-
bour has redirected automation in the core economies primarily towards the 
service sector to reduce circulation capital costs and maximise rents.

The uneven development of automation following the profitability crisis 
of capital in the 1970s did not lead to a homogenisation of the technical com-
position of labour power that would have produced the figure of a unified ‘so-
cial’ or ‘immaterial’ worker envisaged by post-operaismo. On the contrary, it 
led to the multiplication of technical compositions of labour power through 
subcontracting and outsourcing, combined with the proliferation of new le-
gal forms of labour through the expansion of non-standard employment re-
lations, resulting in a greater fragmentation of labour power.13 This articula-
tion of different technical compositions of labour power and the legal statuses 
of workers within the process of capital accumulation on a world scale we 
may call the social composition of labour power (for the introduction and ini-
tial elaboration of the concept of the social composition of labour power, see 
Močnik 2011). During the class compromise under the domination of capital 
in the center of the system after the Second World War, the tendency was to-
ward a homogenisation of the social composition of labour power through the 
standardisation of its technical composition in the ‘Fordist’ regime of capital 
accumulation, and toward the generalisation of the legal form of that regime 
— the standard open-ended employment contract under labour (as opposed 
to civil) law. The response of the working class was political class composition 

12  See Hassel (2014) for a study of the recomposition of German labour power, in which 
high-skilled manufacturing workers’ unions from the export sectors managed to secure 
their labour rights while at the same time pressuring for the outsourcing and precari-
sation of service labour in order to reduce companies’ costs and increase their own real 
income. At the same time, German manufacturing companies began to increase the 
outsourcing of labour-intensive parts of their production processes to Eastern Europe-
an countries. 
13  The same technical composition of labour power, given the proliferation of non-stan-
dard forms of employment, does not automatically lead to workers’ solidarity, even with-
in individual companies, but rather to intensified competition among them. This com-
petition among employees with the same technical skills now takes the form of “climbing 
up the legal ladder: from student work in the company, through agency work and fixed-
term employment to an open-ended contract” (Breznik 2024: 632). A full-time employ-
ment contract with union representation is no longer the norm, but instead a goal attain-
able only by a minority of workers, who thereby constitute a kind of labour aristocracy.
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within trade unions and party organisations, through which, over the course 
of several decades (though still within capitalist limits), the welfare state was 
created in the center of the capitalist world-system. The ruling classes, under 
the dual pressure of workers’ struggles and the onset of the declining phase of 
the systemic cycle of accumulation, retreated from the class compromise and 
began to introduce new forms of production and appropriation of surplus val-
ue — first referred to as ‘post-Fordism’, and now known as neoliberalism. The 
main effect of capital’s anti-crisis strategies was the dismantling of the existing 
political composition of the working class through the imposition of a new, 
heterogeneous social composition of labour power, ranging from the ‘aristo-
cratic’ digital nomadism to the ‘enslaved’ unfree wage labour (for the concept 
of unfree wage labour, see Brass 2022, Breznik, 2023). 

The current uneven development of technologies (ranging from high-tech 
breakthrough start-ups in the center and in China to manufacturing in the 
sweatshops of the Third World) is the technical aspect of capital’s combined 
strategies in the search for extra profits and monopoly rents. The capitalist 
rationality that governs these strategies is a form of class struggle of the rul-
ing classes at the level of the entire social formation, that is, of the capitalist 
world-system. Contemporary strategies of capital multiply the technical com-
position of labour power and the legal forms of labour, resulting in the frag-
mentation of the social composition of labour power. If we wish to analyse 
the effects of introducing new technologies such as automation and artificial 
intelligence, it is necessary to examine how they affect the technical compo-
sitions of labour power, and then how their overall impact rearticulates the 
social composition of labour power.

Conclusion
The “social worker” heralded by Negri as the new working-class that will lead 
the struggle to overcome capitalism has, within this restructured social compo-
sition of labour power, been split into two groups. One group is the “creative 
class,” a new labour aristocracy, tending to the needs of circulation capital, 
concentrating especially around information and communication technolo-
gies. The other group are low-paid, fragmented service workers, primarily in 
the reproduction sphere. The third group – super-exploited peripheral indus-
trial workers in labour-intensive production at the lower tiers of global value 
chains – are not remnants of an obsolete technical composition obstructing the 
rise of “immaterial labour”. They are the product of a new social composition 
of labour power, generating surplus value and counteracting the expansion of 
unproductive labour in the system’s centre. 

With the concept of the social composition of labour power, we aim to 
highlight the theoretical error of operaismo and post-operaismo, which inter-
pret different technical compositions of labour power only in temporal suc-
cession and as mutually opposed, without considering their articulation within 
the process of capital accumulation. From this premise followed the mistaken 
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conclusion that workers in the most technologically advanced sectors of pro-
duction were destined to become the leaders of a new political composition 
of the working class, thereby slipping into technological determinism. With-
out the articulation of political struggle with other fractions of labour power, 
workers in the most advanced sectors are more likely to become a privileged 
labour aristocracy than the vanguard of the working class (for the integration 
of free software communities into the circuits of capital accumulation, see: 
Prug and Žitko 2023). 

The contemporary wave of automation, driven by the development of AI 
technologies based on machine learning, is already fragmenting the creative 
class and deskilling parts of labour processes. As James Steinhoff’s studies show, 
the fragmentation of labour power is underway even within the AI sector itself 
(Steinhoff 2021, 2022, 2023). At the upper rungs of the ladder are very well-paid 
data scientists and data engineers, highly skilled in mathematics, physics, and 
programming. At the middle level are less-educated data analysts, who rely on 
pre-existing software and tools and are at risk of being displaced by automa-
tion. At the bottom are subcontracted, low-paid service workers (cooks, jani-
tors, security staff, etc.) alongside the so-called ‘ghost workers,’ largely based 
in the Third World, who perform repetitive data labelling and the identifica-
tion of explicit images and hate speech. Hired through platforms such as Am-
azon’s Mechanical Turk, they carry out digital piecework for micropayments.14 

By partially automating the production of algorithms, artificial intelligence 
will probably take over part of the tasks of computer programmers and de-
signers, which will eventually reduce the number of this privileged layer of 
creative workers, and make it more difficult to enter its ranks. The advent of 
automation in the service sector through AI technologies will neither trigger 
mass unemployment nor create a work-free society, nor a socialism of imma-
terial labour freed from the control of capital. Most likely, it will deepen the 
existing division within the working class. The most skilled part of the creative 
class – the labour aristocracy – will retain their positions, as automation can-
not yet replicate their complex skills although their numbers will nevertheless 
be reduced. Those in mid-level roles performing more routine tasks are likely 
to be displaced by automation, while the lower strata – the majority – will be 
subjected to intensified exploitation (cf. Smith 2020: 22). Rather than realising 
futuristic visions, capitalist automation will yield archaic outcomes, with most 
workers continuing their transformation into a “servant class.” 

14  The technological capacity of machine learning to ‘automate automation’ through 
the algorithmic production of algorithms leads Steinhoff to observe, contrary to post-op-
eraismo, an increasing autonomy of capital from human labour. This, in turn, leads 
Steinhoff and his collaborators to the bizarre hypothesis that, under conditions of fu-
turistic full automation of human labour, machines themselves would become value-pro-
ducing “proletarianised machines,” rendering human labour obsolete in a dystopian 
vision of AI capitalism (Steinhoff, Kjøsen and Dyer-Witheford 2024). For a detailed ex-
position of Marx’s argument that machines cannot create value within capitalist social 
relations, see: Caffentzis 1997. 
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Od tehnoloških utopizama ka teoriji nejednakog  
razvoja automatizacije
Apstrakt
Kao protivtežu popularnim prognozama dolazećeg „društva posle rada“ u tekstu tvrdimo da 
kapitalistički razvoj tehnologije vodi ka nejednakom uvođenju automatizacije u proizvodne 
procese, koji u centru kapitalističkog sistema uzrokuje širenje nadničnog rada u sektorima 
društvene reprodukcije i cirkulacije kapitala, a na periferiji u sektoru radno-intenzivne proi-
zvodnje. Diskusiju vodimo kroz kritičku analizu teorije italijanskog pokreta operaizam, čiji 
razvoj pratimo putanjom „od zvaničnih marksizama ka reinterpretaciji Kapitala, od Kapitala 
ka Grundrisse i nazad na Kapital.“ Operaisti su napravili epistemološki prelom u istraživanju 
odnosa između proizvodnih snaga i proizvodih odnosa upućujući na kapitalistički razvoj teh-
nologije kao ključno mesto klasne borbe, te su proizveli teorijski plodotvornu distinkciju iz-
među koncepata tehničke kompozicije radne snage i političke kompozicije radničke klase. 
Uvodeći koncept društvene kompozicije radne snage želimo da ukažemo na izvesne nega-
tivne tendencije operaističke teorije, koje su rezultirale u njenoj vulgarizaciji od strane post-
operaista, ali i da je istovremeno korigujemo u skladu sa savremenim procesima akumulacije 
kapitala na svetskom nivou.

Ključne reči: automatizacija, nejednak razvoj, operaizam, tehnička kompozicija radne snage, 
politička kompozicija radničke klase. 
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PRODUCTION OF NOTES FROM UNDERGROUND 
BY SERBIAN PRISONERS

ABSTRACT
This article examines the influence of Dostoevsky’s Notes from Underground 
on the lives of prisoners in prison. The idea of ​​director Marina Kovačević 
to stage a play based on Notes from Underground with prisoners was to 
show how the awakening of creativity in a group of criminals returns to 
them the will to constructively comprehend their own lives. The prisoners 
had the opportunity to show their talent, to express themselves not from 
a violent, but from a creative side, thereby they realized the possibilities 
of their new future, the possibility of overcoming the imposed boundaries 
and framework of existence, the possibility of freedom as a chance to 
become better. A real triumph was the performance of the play on the 
stage of the Youth Cultural Center in Belgrade, which changed the attitude 
of prisoners towards themselves.

In the prologue of his book Theater of the Absurd, Martin Esslin wrote about 
the play Waiting for Godot, which was staged by a group of San Francisco art-
ists in the San Quentin Prison on November 19, 1957. The thought of meeting 
1,400 (one thousand four hundred) prisoners excited both the actors and the 
director Herbert Blan, but the prisoners understood the play, and the author of 
the editorial of the prison newspaper conveyed the meaning of the play with 
the words: “The dramaturgist addressed the symbols not in order to interro-
gate his own personal errors, but in such a way that each spectator could draw 
his own conclusions with respect to his own personal errors. The play did not 
call for anything, it forced no dramatized moral on the viewer, it held out no 
specific hope... We are still waiting for Godot, and shall continue to wait. When 
life becomes too drab, activity diminishes, we’ll call on each other and swear 
never to part – but all the same there’s no place to go!” (Cit.: Esslin 1961: XVI).

Beckett’s play testified to the experience of the “comprehension of tem-
porality and its ephemeralness”, “the tragic cognizance of own’s self in the 
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merciless process of renewal and destruction”, and “the difficulty of commu-
nication” (Esslin 1961, p. 34). Prisoners at San Quentin responded to the play 
because “they were confronted with their own experiences of time, waiting, 
hope and despair,” because “they recognized the truth about their own human 
relationships in the sadomasochistic interdependence of Pozzo and Lucky and 
in the bickering hate-love between Vladimir and Estragon.” (Esslin 1961: 34). 

In 2014, Marina Kovačević, a philologist by training, a graduate student 
in the Faculty of Dramatic Arts and director of the Center for Rehabilitation 
by Imagination, decided to stage a play based on Notes from Underground 
with prisoners of the Central Belgrade Prison.1 Her Center for Rehabilitation 
by Imagination arose as a consequence of reflections on the “humiliated and 
insulted.” Following Dostoevsky, Marina Kovačević speaks about a “child’s 
tear,”2 pointing out the need to show respect for the individual, to stop bully-
ing children (after all, “bullied children have a very low threshold of self-es-
teem, which is why they often grow into people prone to violence,” and that 
even worse, society, without delving into the root of the problems, “continues 
to punish them, when they are adults”); she claims that it is the duty of soci-
ety to “promote the rehabilitation of the individual.” (Tešić 2019). This project 
was supposed to demonstrate the willingness of society to participate in the 
rehabilitation of the prisoner and his return to civil society. With the support 
of the Ministry of Justice, she managed to carry out her project.

The idea that Marina Kovačević is guided by is that the awakening of cre-
ativity in a group of people serving their time in prison returns to them the 
will to “constructively understand their own lives.” (Tešić 2019). Prisoners have 
the opportunity to show their talent, to express themselves not from a violent, 
but from a creative side, thereby realizing the possibilities of their new future, 
the possibility of overcoming the imposed boundaries and framework of exis-
tence, the possibility of freedom as a chance to become better. This is a unique 
combination of performance art and social activism. The author of the project 
imbues with the art and thereby participates in his rehabilitation: “Art awakens 
the best in a person – faith, love, hope. It makes possible the transformation 
of consciousness and behavior. They play a role and through it they become 
something that they may never have had the opportunity of becoming” (Tešić 

1   In the paper “Izvedba kao metakomentar izvedbe. Predstava – Zapisi iz ćelije br. 12 i 
izvedba oko nje (Dom omladine Beograd, 12. 09. 2015.)” [Performance as a Metacommen-
tary of a Performance. Zapisi iz ćelije br. 12 and the performance around it (Belgrade Youth 
Center, 12. 09. 2015.)] Predrag Jakšić dealts with the analysis of certain segments of the 
theatrical play called “Zapisi iz ćelije br. 12” and its performance at Belgrade Youth Cen-
ter, primarily concerned with the organization of the performance (Jakšić 2015: 94–111).
2   Suffering children is one of the main themes in Dostoevsky’s work. In Crime and 
Punishment, it is Sonya Marmeladova, in Demons it is Matryoshka, in The Brothers 
Karamazov it is Ilyusha Snegirev. Ivan Karamazov sums up this theme in a conversation 
with Alyosha, categorically refusing “the higher harmony” if it is built on even one tear 
of a tortured child, therefore returning the ticket to heaven to Him most ‘respectfully’” 
(Dostoevsky 1985: 287).
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2019). The aim of literature and theater is conceived as leading to the rehabili-
tation and resocialization of prisoners, freeing up their creative potential, and 
giving them a sense of inner freedom.

In this approach, it is very easy to recognize the philosophy of theatre of Ni-
kolai Evreinov at the center of which is theater, which interpenetrates all spheres 
of human life and transforms human existence. For Evreinov, the theatrical-
ization of life represents a specific philosophy, based on the instinct of trans-
formation inherent in the human being, which allows this being to transform 
his life in his own theater. Evreinov outlined his theory in a number of works, 
including the play The Most Important Thing (1921), as well as in his Introduc-
tion to Monodrama (1909), Theater as Such (1912), and Theater for Oneself (1915). 
He demonstrated that theatre plays a crucial role in positively transforming an 
individual’s inner life, emphasizing that its power resides in addressing and re-
solving internal psychological conflicts — thereby anticipating the later devel-
opment of theatre therapy. However, of particular interest regarding our topic 
are Evreinov’s book The History of Corporal Punishment in Russia (1917) and 
the notes of his lectures on “Theater and the Scaffold” (1918) and “The Scaffold 
as a Theater” (1910s). Selected texts from the book Theater for Yourself (“‘The-
ater’ and Theater”, “The Will to Theater”, “Theater of Five Fingers”, “Direct-
ing Life”, “My Favorite Theater”), as well as “Theater for Animals”, which ap-
peared translated into Serbian in the theater magazine Scene (No. 1/2, 1993). In 
1991 (No. 6, 1991), the same magazine brought out the text “Theatre Therapy” 
in Serbian translation. We also note that a fragment of Evreinov’s book The 
History of Corporal Punishment in Russia, entitled “The Heyday of Corporal 
Punishment”, was published in Serbian in the magazine Russian Almanac (2011).

Marina Kovačević was apparently familiar with all of these articles when 
she began working with prisoners. However, Marina Kovačević was also largely 
guided by Michel Foucault’s cult book Discipline and Punish. In any case, the di-
rector had the opportunity to compare the approach to punishment as a theatri-
cal spectacle between theater director Nikolai Evreinov and philosopher Michel 
Foucault. Admittedly, Evreinov’s research was far ahead of Foucault’s concept.3

Exploring the history of the emergence of the prison, Foucault connects 
the entire ritual of punishment with spectacle, that is, theatrical performance.4 

3   In the preface to N. Evreinov’s book The Secret Springs of Art, I. Chubarov writes 
that the Russian playwright and theater theorist, like the French philosopher later, paid 
attention “not to the repressive function of punishment and torture,” but to “its posi-
tive, productive side – its role in the formation of a special type of sensuality and a pe-
culiar social subjectivation - a punished and punishing subject - a member of society 
and a bearer of its culture” (Chubarov 2004: 11). G. Pocheptsov also draws a parallel be-
tween Evreinov and Foucault (Pocheptsov 1998: 110).
4   Foucault identifies the execution of a convict with the “theater of hell (1977: 46)”, 
since execution anticipates “the punishment of the beyond (1977: 46)”; on the other 
hand, “the pains here below may also be counted as penitence and so alleviate the pun-
ishment of the beyond: God will not fail to take such a martyrdom into account, pro-
vided it is borne with resignation” (Foucault, 1977: 46).
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Therefore, Foucault explains the abolition in 1848 of the demonstrative parad-
ing of convicts through the streets by the fact that punishment “ceases to be 
a theater” and that everything “that remains in it which belongs to spectacle” 
begins to be “perceived negatively”:

It was as if the punishment was thought to equal, if not to exceed, in savagery 
the crime itself, to accustom the spectators to a ferocity from which one wished 
to divert them, to show them the frequency of crime, to make the executioner 
resemble a criminal, judges murderers, to reverse roles at the last moment, to 
make the tortured criminal an object of pity or admiration. (Foucault 1977: 9) 

Thus, what the 18th century conceived as a crime-replicating city of pun-
ishment (where thousands of small theaters would “perform endless perfor-
mances of justice and where punishments, reproduced in every detail on dec-
orative scaffolds, would create a popular festival of the code of laws”), so as 
“ to dampen the dubious reputation of criminals” (Foucault 1977: 113) and to 
“influence mainly the minds of potential transgressors”, was replaced by “a 
uniform prison apparatus, spreading a network of massive prison buildings 
throughout France and Europe” (Foucault 1977: 118).

The concept of the “theatre” was still present in the 19th century prison; 
however, it was now directed at the formation of an “abstract consciousness” 
(Foucault 1977: 9) and at providing a “legible lesson”, which becomes a “lesson 
in civics” (Foucault 1977: 111) for children and adults: 

At the crossroads, in the gardens, at the side of roads being repaired or bridges 
built, in workshops open to all, in the depths of mines that may be visited, will 
be hundreds of tiny theatres of punishment. Each crime will have its law; each 
criminal his punishment. It will be a visible punishment, a punishment that 
tells all, that explains, justifies itself, convicts: placards, different-colored caps 
bearing inscriptions, posters, symbols, texts read or printed, tirelessly repeat the 
code. Scenery, perspectives, optical effects, trompe-l’oeil sometimes magnify the 
scene, making it more fearful than it is, but also clearer. From where the pub-
lic is sitting, it is possible to believe in the existence of certain cruelties which, 
in fact, do not take place. But the essential point, in all these real or magnified 
severities, is that they should all, according to a strict economy, teach a lesson: 
that each punishment should be a fable. And that, in counterpoint to all the di-
rect examples of virtues, one may at each moment encounter, as a living spec-
tacle, the misfortunes of vice. Around each one of these moral ‘representations’, 
schoolchildren will gather with their masters and adults will learn what lessons 
to teach their offspring. The great terrifying ritual of the public execution gives 
way, day after day, street after street, to this serious theatre, with its multifar-
ious and persuasive scenes. And popular memory will reproduce in rumor the 
austere discourse of the law. (Foucault 1977: 113)

According to Foucault, the spectacle and the stage have been replaced with a 
panoptic machine, in which each cell acts as a theater of ‘one actor’, and in which 
“each actor is alone, perfectly individualized and constantly visible” (Foucault 
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1977: 200).5 In order to lead to genuine re-education, “the penitentiary opera-
tion, if it is to be a genuine re-education, must become the sum total existence 
of the delinquent, making of the prison a sort of artificial and coercive theatre 
in which his life will be examined from top to bottom” (Foucault 1977: 251-2).

Marina Kovačević’s conception of the penal system and its function follows 
Foucault in some aspects but it also is a radical advance on the idea of the pan-
opticon: her staging of prisoners by prisoners gives the prisoners agency and 
the tools for the construction of their own freedom as an embodied idea. This 
leads to the transformation of the prisoner’s attitude to himself and to those 
around him. From Kovačević’s point of view, Notes from the Underground is 
the most suitable educational starting point for transforming a prisoner. Ini-
tially, the production of Notes from Underground was conceived as a mono-
drama, but the project gradually grew into a performance, as more and more 
people were interested in participating in it. As a result, six prisoners acted in 
the play, among whom Djordje Vasiljević, according to official data, the most 
intelligent among Serbian prisoners, and Uroš Milovanović, an actor who 
played in Kusturica’s films, stood out.6 

The performance consisted of three parts. The first part was a dramatiza-
tion of Dostoevsky’s text, the second and third spoke about life in the cell and 
were written by Marina Kovačević in collaboration with one of the prisoners, 
the main actor Djordje Vasiljević.7 The second part of the performance was 
essentially a theatrical adaptation of Vasiljević’s life; it prepared the viewer 
for initiation – entry into the world of the prison. The premiere took place in 
Belgrade Central Prison on December 2014 under the title “Notes from Cell 
No. 12.” During 2015, prisoners performed the play 17 times in various Serbian 
prisons, as well as at the Youth House cultural center in Belgrade on September 
7 of the same year. Based on these performances, a documentary film of the 
same name was created, which premiered at the scientific conference “Perform-
ing the World”, organized by the Institute of Performing Arts in New York in 
September 2016 (out of 300 proposed films, only 16 were chosen), after which 
it became necessary to show it in American federal prisons in Michigan, Ken-
tucky and San Quentin; it became part of a program for the rehabilitation and 
socialization of American prisoners.8

5   From this setting, Foucault concludes that “our society is a society of surveillance, 
not of spectacle” and that, being in the panoptic machine, “we are captured by mani-
festations of power that we bring to ourselves, since we serve as the wheels of this ma-
chine” (Foucault 1977: 218, 219).
6   For Urosh Milovanovic, all this was “a great experience and a great honor”, ​​since 
he was able to “express his acting abilities” in such specific places and under specific 
conditions (Milovanović 2015).
7   Djordje Vasiljević, who spent 13 years in prison, subsequently revealed other talents 
in himself: he became the author of the novel The Case of Attila, as well as two collec-
tions of poetry, for which he was awarded in the Serbian city of Valjevo.
8   Marina Kovačević emphasizes: “The Americans were surprised by the living con-
ditions of prisoners and the attitude towards them in Serbia. It was interesting to watch 
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Reading Dostoevsky for Marina Kovačević became a challenge even during 
her studies: she dreamed of putting Dostoevsky in prison in order to prove the 
validity of the Russian writer’s thought that “being only begins to be when it is 
threatened with non-existence” (Dostoevsky 1982: 240) and that “compassion 
is the most important and, perhaps, the only law of existence of all human-
ity” as it was written in the novel The Idiot (Dostoevsky 1973: 192). Her desire 
to offer prisoners who had lost the meaning of life a subject-matter like Notes 
from Underground was based on the idea of ​​​​restoring them to a sense of dig-
nity and inner freedom. The emphasis was on the creative process, on collec-
tive action, where everyone was allowed to make mistakes, but also given the 
opportunity to correct the mistake and do something good. Having learned 
her lessons from Dostoevsky,9 Marina Kovačević criticizes reason and the ra-
tionalist worldview, giving preference to the imagination: “In order to create 
something, we must first imagine it. The first sign of intelligence is imagina-
tion, an idea, never knowledge. There are studies and experiments that con-
firm that art gives exceptional results in renewing and rethinking one’s own 
identity” (Kovačević 2017).

For the author of the play, the key was to show the power of art in a per-
son’s life, the real power that can rehabilitate a person and recreate him. Based 
on the fact that many great writers faced prison, house arrest, or exile, Marina 
Kovačević wanted to combine Notes from Underground with Notes from the 
House of the Dead in order to give those serving time in prison the opportunity 
to contribute a share of their own experience to the dramatization of Dosto-
evsky. Moreover, in Notes from the House of the Dead (in the chapter “Perfor-
mance”), an episode involving the preparation and staging of amateur plays 
by Omsk convicts was described in detail. This chapter was particularly valu-
able for Dostoevsky, demonstrating that the soul remains alive even in the in-
humane conditions of penal servitude: the performance transformed both the 
convict spectators and the convict actors, bringing out their best qualities, and 
instilling hope in the possibility of transformation. In a similar manner, Serbian 
prisoners found themselves in the role of Dostoevsky’s prisoners, performing 
in amateur plays, in search of the value of art and humanism.

the reactions and listen to their comments. For them it was unthinkable that a prison 
like the central prison, which is considered “heavy,” actually looks like a hostel in which 
prisoners are treated with respect without violating human rights. It was incredible to 
them that those convicted of criminal activities, imprisoned in special cells, could go 
out into the city and show a performance for the public” (Janković, Kovačević 2017).
9   Compare: “You see: reason, gentlemen, is a fine thing, that is unquestionable, but 
reason is only reason and satisfies only man’s reasoning capacity, while wanting is a 
manifestation of the whole life, that is, the whole human life, including reason and var-
ious little itches” (Dostoevsky 2021: 28). “Reason only knows what it has managed to 
learn (some things, perhaps, it will never learn; this is no consolation, but why not say 
it anyway?), while human nature acts as an entire whole, with everything that is in it, 
consciously or unconsciously, and, though it lies, still it lives” (Dostoevsky 2021: 28).
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It is therefore not surprising that the Serbian prisoners recognized Dosto-
evsky as their own writer, acknowledging the enduring relevance of his work. 
He became their interlocutor, and ultimately, through his writings, Dostoevsky 
offered them the possibility of becoming different: by playing prisoners, they 
changed the image of prisoners to actors, and proved to themselves that they 
could achieve success in something.10 In Dostoevsky’s “anti-hero,” the prisoners 
saw “one of their own” and perceived his philosophy of life, directed against 
mathematical formulas11 in determining the laws of human existence; they saw 
this as close to their own thoughts about the structure of life. They identified 
themselves with the “paradoxalist,” who suffered from his social marginality 
and rebelled against the conditions of social life that limited, depersonalized 
and morally crippled him. They understood the thought of Dostoevsky’s “an-
ti-hero” that a person does not need rationalist theories and systems, but “one’s 
own free and voluntary wanting, one’s own caprice, however wild, one’s own 
fancy, though chafed sometimes to the point of madness” (Dostoevsky 2021: 
25); they saw that Dostoevsky privileged desire, which “does not fit into any 
classification, and because of which all systems and theories are blown to the 
devil” (Dostoevsky 2021: 25); all these were a challenge for the prisoners. They 
undertook to demonstrate their own free will in the performance, in contrast 
to life in a cell organized according to hierarchical laws. Reading Notes from 
Underground made them think about the same questions as Dostoevsky: is it 
necessary to remake a person, does human desire need correction, why has 
a man “a passionate love” for creation and also for “chaos and destruction”? 
(Dostoevsky 2021: 31) They could repeat after the “paradoxalist” that the pur-
pose of life on earth is not in the goal itself, but in the process of achieving 
this goal.12 The main task of the prisoners in the process of working on the 

10   Djordje Vasiljević said in the documentary “Notes from Cell No. 12”, filmed by Ma-
rina Kovačević in 2016: “We really felt that we had done everything well when these 
people (prisoners-spectators – K. I.) looked at us and applauded; it was clear from their 
faces that this was good, since for a moment they forgot who we were and saw others 
in us.”; “This performance was our whole life for a year. Maybe the only thing, really, 
the only thing that made it worth being in prison all these years” (https://www.youtube.
com/watch?v=1fK2DJuC8T0).
11   Compare: “For pity’s sake”, they’ll shout at you, “you can’t rebel: it’s twice times 
two is four! Nature doesn’t ask your permission; it doesn’t care about your wishes, or 
whether you like its laws or not. You’re obliged to accept it as it is, and consequently all 
its results as well. And so a wall is indeed a wall ... etc., etc.” My God, but what do I care 
about the laws of nature and arithmetic if for some reason these laws and two times two 
is four are not to my liking?”(Dostoevsky 2021: 13) “Eh, gentlemen, what sort of will of 
one’s own can there be if it comes to tables and arithmetic, and the only thing going is 
of two times two is four? Two times two will be four even without my will. As if that 
were any will of one’s own!” (Dostoevsky 2021: 31)
12   Compare with Dostoevsky: “And who knows, perhaps the whole goal mankind 
strives for on earth consists just of this ceaselessness of the process of achievement alone, 
that is to say, in life itself, and not essentially in the goal, which, of course, is bound to 
be nothing other than two times two is four – that is, a formula; and two times two is 
four is no longer life, gentlemen, but the beginning of death” (Dostoevsky 2021: 33). 
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play was to turn the destructive principle in themselves into a creative one, to 
demonstrate their free will.

They rehearsed for six months. According to Djordje Vasiljević, they all “got 
up thinking about the play, went to a meeting with the play, devoured the play, 
rehearsed the play, went to bed with new ideas for the play and waited to act 
in the play”:13 the play was everything to them. Thanks to working on the play, 
they changed their relationships, looked for positive qualities in each other, 
forgave each other, the play became their life. While working on Notes from 
Underground, the prisoners for the first time did not feel hatred for prison; 
the performance became the main theme of their prison life; it distinguished 
the lives of the six “actors” from all the others who ended up in prison with 
them. Entering the stage of the “Youth House” was their final triumph; they 
were mistaken for others not only by their cellmates and prisoners of other 
Serbian prisons, but also by ordinary spectators. They managed to do the im-
possible: they were taken in handcuffs to the city center so that they could give 
a performance. They appeared in a different role. The performance destroyed 
the prejudices of the Serbian public, who for the first time could see a play in 
which not professional actors played, but prisoners. This was the first time in 
the history of Serbian theater that prisoners performed on the city stage. A 
theatrical project with prisoners based on the works of Dostoevsky showed 
other possibilities for people who, for one reason or another, find themselves 
on the other side of the law. The project demonstrated, just in the spirit of Dos-
toevsky, the power of rebirth that lies hidden in man. The audience perceived 
the prisoners as actors, applauded, and the prisoners ceased to be prisoners 
for two hours. Let us remember that prisoners were transported in handcuffs 
from prison to city, as well as from city to prison.

The confession of a “paradoxalist” was performed by a prisoner: “I am not 
only evil, but I have not even managed to become anything: neither evil, nor 
good, neither a scoundrel, nor an honest one, nor a hero, nor an insect”. This 
declaration challenged a society ossified by prejudices and limited by every-
day laws. The hero spoke about his failed existence. It was a voice from the 
underground.14

13   Vasilevich’s words are quoted from the documentary film “Notes from Cell No. 12” 
(2016, director Marina Kovačević) (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1fK2DJuC8T0).
14   In the play, the voice from the underground emphasized the impossibility of self-re-
alization, while Dostoevsky’s “man from the underground” warned about the destruc-
tiveness of human activity, although when reasoning he put forward arguments for and 
against, strengthening his logical conclusions with the familiar formula “twice two,” 
which breaks down into life itself: “The final end, gentleman: better to do nothing! Bet-
ter conscious inertia! And so, long live the underground! Though I did say that I envy 
the normal man to the point of uttermost bile, still I do not want to be him on those 
conditions in which I see him (though, all the same, I shall not stop envying him. No, 
no, the underground is in any case more profitable!). There one can at least ... Eh, but 
here, too, I’m lying! Lying, because I myself know, like two times two, that it is not at 
all the underground that is better, but something different, completely different, which 
I thirst for but cannot ever find! Devil take the underground!” (Dostoevsky 2021: 37)
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The performance in a condensed form asked the key questions that have 
tormented Dostoevsky, including those in Notes from the Underground: “Tell 
me, gentlemen, where can I find love?”, “Please tell me, where can I escape 
from evil?”, “Tell me where should I hide from hatred?” (These questions are 
addressed to the audience by one of the actors). If Dostoevsky’s “anti-hero”, 
rejecting a social system built on arithmetic, prefers seclusion in his own ‘cor-
ner’ and a cup of tea as an expression of his free will, then the prisoners in 
the play emphasize the impossibility of choice, the absurdity of existence in a 
world in which hatred and evil reign. The questions addressed to the audience, 
which remained unanswered, actually equated the audience, which consisted 
of prisoners, and the public, which consisted of free citizens, and spoke of the 
hopelessness of both.

In parallel with the production of Notes from Underground, the photogra-
pher and anthropologist Igor Čoko created a series of photographs in prison, 
which he published in the 2017 book Behind Barbed Wire.15 For the first time 
in Serbia, this book showed the life of a prison from the inside. Igor Čoko ap-
parently received inspiration for the book while working on his thesis on the 
singer Johnny Cash (“Religious Influence in the Music of Johnny Cash”). Johnny 
Cash, singer and recluse, did the unthinkable: on January 13, 1968, he gave a 
concert at Folsom Prison, which caused a real sensation. It was then that he 
recorded an album called “In Folsom Prison.” A year later, he performed for 
prisoners at San Quentin Prison and, accordingly, a gramophone recording en-
titled “Johnny Cash in San Quentin” appeared in 1969. Johnny Cash’s perfor-
mance, 11 years after the prison artists performed Waiting for Godot, opened 
prisons to art. In Serbia, the first attempt of this kind was made only in 2014 
by Marina Kovačević and her collaborators Dubravka Radusinović, Igor and 
Maja Čoko, who turned to the classic of world literature Fyodor Dostoevsky 
for their project.
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Zapisi iz podzemlja u izvođenju srpskih zatvorenika
Apstrakt: Ovaj članak ispituje uticaj Zapisa iz podzemlja Dostojevskog na živote osuđenika 
na zatvorsku kaznu. Ideja rediteljke Marine Kovačević da režira predstavu zasnovanu na 
Zapisima iz podzemlja sa zatvorenicima bila je da pokaže kako buđenje kreativnosti kod grupe 
ljudi izvan zakona vraća volju da konstruktivno sagledaju sopstveni život. Zatvorenici su 
imali priliku da pokažu svoj talenat, da se izraze sa kreativne a ne nasilne strane, čime su 
otkrili mogućnost svoje nove budućnosti, mogućnost prevazilaženja nametnutih granica i 
okvira postojanja, mogućnost slobode kao šanse da postanu bolji. Pravi trijumf je bilo iz-
vođenje predstave na sceni Doma omladine u Beogradu, koje je promenilo odnos zatvore-
nika prema sebi.
Ključne reči: Zapisi iz podzemlja, Dostojevski, osuđeničko pozorište, srpski zatvorenici, ama-
terska predstava, „Zapisi iz ćelije br. 12“, Jevrejinov, Fuko
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RE-CONNECTING INDIVIDUALS IN A TIME OF AUTHENTICITY
On the importance of social norms and moral stagecraft

ABSTRACT
By rethinking authenticity and reaffirming the significance of social norms, 
this paper sheds light on the challenges of fragmentation in late-modern 
societies and offers insights into promoting coexistence. While authenticity 
– celebrated as self-expression and individual freedom – has facilitated 
significant social and emancipatory advancements, its hyper-individualistic 
interpretation increasingly erodes civility and collective values. Bridging 
philosophical discussions on authenticity with sociological theories of 
social norms, the paper explores the concept of ‘moral stagecraft’, a model 
demonstrating how deliberate role-playing and adherence to shared 
norms can cultivate moral growth and rebuild trust. By redefining 
authenticity as an aspirational alignment with one’s better moral self – 
grounded in shared norms and values, and linked to the ideal of ‘positive 
liberty’ – the paper contributes to contemporary debates on morality, 
individuality, and collective responsibility. Practical applications illustrate 
how this redefinition reconciles personal freedom with social cohesion, 
offering a viable path forward in an era shaped by hyper-individualism.

Introduction: setting the scene
During my daily commute, I notice the litter scattered across the streets. I can’t 
help but feel some irritation. Litter is disruptive, comparable with dog excre-
ment on the sidewalk, cyclists riding against traffic, reckless use of the elec-
tric scooters, loud music on the train, feet on the bus seat, public drunkenness, 
tailgating, disruptive honking, graffiti on walls that are not intended for that 
purpose, rude language (on social media), and all other sorts of completely 
unnecessary destruction. These are all clear examples of individual behaviour 
that is insufficiently controlled by ‘social norms’, i.e. by general expectations 
about how one has to behave in public if one wants to keep that sphere tidy, 
cohesive and livable for all. Some would say that norm-defiant behaviour re-
flects a broader tendency towards moral decline. Over time, social observers 
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have indeed lamented over an increasing lack in kindness, honesty and basic 
human decency (Herman 1997). Even if the perception of degeneracy is a psy-
chological illusion to which people all over the world and through history have 
been susceptible – a claim defended by Mastroianni & Gilbert (2023) – and 
even if it is true that there never was what Andrew Peterson (2019: 7) calls a 
“golden age of civility”, the mere presence or perception of rude, arrogant, ob-
noxious, selfish and inappropriate social behaviour should worry us (Arthur 
2019; Sutton 2017). The reason is straightforward and has already been neatly 
captured by the Spanish intellectual José Y Gasset Ortega (1957: 75-76) in the 
1930s: there is no guarantee that civilisation is here to stay. “Restrictions, stan-
dards, courtesy, indirect methods, justice, reason! Why are all these invented, why 
are all these complications created? They are all summed up in the word civili-
sation, which, through the underlying notion of civis, the citizen, reveals its real 
origin. By means of all these, there is an attempt to make possible the city, the 
community, common life. Hence, if we look into all these constituents of civilisa-
tion just enumerated, we shall find the same common bias. All, in fact, presup-
pose the radical progressive desire on the part of each individual to take others 
into consideration. Civilisation is, before all, the will to live in common. A man 
is uncivilised, barbarian in the degree in which he does not take others into ac-
count. Barbarism is the tendency to disassociation.” The basic idea is clear: in-
dividuals who independently decide how to behave in public – and disregard 
social norms – create undesirable tensions and contribute to the unraveling 
of the social fabric. At this point, it is important to clarify that the notion of 
‘moral degeneration’ in this paper is not understood as implying that all devia-
tions from prevailing norms are morally problematic, nor that existing norms 
are beyond contestation. Norms are historically situated, socially mediated, 
and often the subject of disagreement. Moral degeneration, as used in this pa-
per, refers not to deviation as such, but to a perceived erosion of shared nor-
mative orientations that enable mutual recognition and social cooperation. As 
such, it is a normative diagnosis rather than a sociological claim to consensus.

This paper revolves around two fundamental questions. The first is why 
some individuals choose not to adhere to social norms – or, in a more cynical 
interpretation, why they conform to the emerging social norm of rejecting social 
norms altogether. While acknowledging this as a general tendency (since many 
still follow social conventions) and recognizing the plethora and complexity 
of socioeconomic, psychological, technological and political factors involved, 
I will focus specifically on the concept and impact of ‘authenticity’, which, as 
Gilles Lipovetsky (2021) suggests, courses through contemporary society like 
a fever. At this point, some clarification is in order. This paper does not claim 
that there is empirical evidence for a general or universal increase in norm de-
viation, nor does it treat social norms as a fixed or unified entity. Norms are 
multiple, historically situated, and often fluid, and may take both ‘formal’ and 
‘informal’ forms that coexist and sometimes conflict. ‘Formal norms’ are cod-
ified and publicly articulated, while ‘informal norms’ operate implicitly with-
in particular social contexts and reference groups. When this paper refers to 



STUDIES AND ARTICLES │ 303

the erosion or disregard of norms, it primarily concerns broadly shared public 
norms that structure mutual expectations in common social spaces, rather than 
all context-specific or informal normative expectations. The analysis is there-
fore normative and interpretive rather than empirical, and remains attentive to 
the fact that norm compliance is often shaped by competing reference groups 
and conflicting expectations. In this sense, the paper does not merely describe 
existing social arrangements, but reflects on the conditions under which a plu-
rality of individuals can sustain a shared social world. The criteria proposed 
are not intended as universally binding prescriptions, but as philosophically 
motivated proposals grounded in concerns about mutual recognition, social 
trust, and the possibility of common life. As such, they remain open to con-
testation and disagreement. The question is therefore not who authoritatively 
determines what society should be, but which normative orientations can be 
justified in light of the kind of social coexistence we seek to sustain. Related 
to this is the question of the unit of analysis employed in this paper. The argu-
ment does not presume the existence, nor the desirability, of value-normative 
cohesion at a global or universal level. Rather, it is concerned with historical-
ly and geographically situated societies, and more specifically with the shared 
public spaces of pluralistic, late-modern social contexts. References to ‘soci-
ety’, ‘social cohesion’, or ‘shared values’ should therefore be understood in this 
limited sense, as referring to context-dependent and always provisional forms 
of coordination among individuals who nonetheless participate in common 
institutional and symbolic environments.

The second question is how to reconnect so-called ‘authentic individuals’ 
with the collective and public sphere. I shall argue that the public space should 
not resemble a psychologist’s office, where individuals are encouraged to ex-
plore their inner lives and ‘be themselves’ all the time. Instead, it should func-
tion more like the domain of the moral or social philosopher, who seeks to reg-
ulate interactions through interventions that harmonize and attune people to 
one another. In contrast to the prevailing emphasis on authenticity, the paper 
highlights the need for (1) sustainable forms of self-control and (2) the recogni-
tion that outward behaviour reflects the kind of moral person one aspires to be. 
In the public sphere, individuals should exhibit (3) mindfulness of others and a 
commitment to creating what Karen Stohr (2012) calls a ‘moral neighbourhood’. 
To sustain a civil society, people must also demonstrate (4) an enduring will 
to live together harmoniously and (5) an awareness of how their actions affect 
those around them. Finally, (6) social norms should not be seen merely as lim-
itations on personal liberty but embraced as essential gatekeepers of civiliza-
tion itself. Taken together, the paper aims to contribute to contemporary dis-
cussions of morality by elaborating the concept of ‘moral neighbourhoods’ as 
a bridge between classical virtue ethics and modern social psychology. Unlike 
punitive models that rely on direct and external enforcement – which is not 
to deny that such models may, in certain contexts, be effective – this frame-
work emphasizes the subtle yet transformative power of interpersonal nudg-
es and communal role modelling. It builds on Kantian ideas about duties and 
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on Aristotle’s habituation theory to argue that moral behaviour is not merely 
a product of individual virtue but of shared environments that make ethical 
choices visible, desirable, and socially rewarding.

The paper is built in this way. It starts with providing a brief historical sketch 
to explain how contemporary society has entered what Charles Taylor (2007: 
473) calls the ‘age of authenticity’. It continues with the challenges that come 
with this ideal, and then argues that we need to reclaim social norms and em-
brace the ideal of ‘moral improvement’. The key idea is that ‘authenticity’ should 
not mean the unfiltered expression of one’s inner self at all times, especially 
in social contexts where unrestrained behaviour can undermine shared values 
and social harmony. Authenticity, as I shall argue, does not require the con-
stant expression of raw emotions, personal inclinations and identity claims; 
rather, it involves striving to embody one’s ‘better moral self’ through delib-
erate, outward actions. With particular reference to the work of Stohr (2012 
& 2019) I explain that ‘moral stagecraft’ is a vital tool for bridging the gap be-
tween individual imperfections and societal ideals. No one is perfect, and our 
emotions or moral reasoning often fall short. Through the deliberate perfor-
mance of roles and behaviours, individuals can still contribute to the moral fab-
ric of society while working on their inner development. In that sense, ‘moral 
stagecraft’ – acting in a way that adheres to social norms that support moral 
ideals – is not hypocritical because it is not about pretending to be someone 
you’re not. Instead, it is about aligning one’s actions with values that may not 
yet fully resonate internally. ‘Authenticity’, then, is best understood as a long-
term aspiration rather than an immediate, unfiltered expression of the self. In 
other words, authenticity is not about rejecting roles or social norms but about 
striving to become the best version of oneself within the framework of shared 
values and mutual respect. At its core, authenticity is tied to ‘positive freedom’.

The age of authenticity
Authenticity – “the leading member of a set of values that includes sincere, es-
sential, natural, original, and real” (Lindholm 2008: 1) – has become a perva-
sive demand across nearly every sphere of life (Boyle 2003; Gilmore and Pine 
2007; Lindholm 2008; Taylor 1991, 2007). From the food we eat to our homes, 
workplaces, entertainment, and extending to education, politics, religion, and 
our personal, sexual, and professional identities, authenticity dominates mod-
ern discourse. This obsession is mirrored in the burgeoning market for per-
sonal coaches, self-help books, and psychospiritual training programs (Furedi 
2004). Although many sociologists and philosophers agree that few ideals hold 
greater cultural significance today than ‘self-actualization’ through personal 
desires, it is a relatively recent development, having emerged within the past 
two centuries (Ferrara 1998; Lipovetsky 2021, Taylor 1991, 2007; Varga 2012). 
In traditional societies, individuals were expected to conform to collective 
norms, with personal desires subordinated to communal expectations. Even in 
Ancient Greece, the idea of authenticity as we understand it today was absent. 
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Philosophical schools such as Stoicism and Epicureanism, for example, empha-
sized self-mastery, the rejection of false values, and alignment with ‘universal 
reason’, ‘nature’, and ‘cosmic order’. All this eschewed any notion of individual 
identity as a central goal (Lipovetsky 2021). 

It was only during the Enlightenment that we witnessed a crucial shift, in 
which authenticity came into focus as a new moral ideal. From the late 18th 
century to the mid-20th century, authenticity was mainly understood as a resis-
tance to societal conformity. Two paradigms of authenticity emerged: ‘self-dis-
covery’ and ‘self-creation’ (e.g. Lipovetsky 2021). Rousseau – who believed that 
the good nature of the ‘noble savage’ was being eroded by civilisation – in-
spired the first paradigm, emphasizing alignment with one’s inner truth and 
the rejection of external expectations. Romantic artists and bohemians em-
braced this ethos by valuing spontaneity, freedom, and nonconformity while 
rejecting materialism and bourgeois ideals. Nietzsche is one of the key authors 
of the second paradigm who defined authenticity as the creation of one’s own 
values and self-transformation. Building on this, thinkers like Heidegger and 
Sartre emphasized authenticity as a process of self-definition through individ-
ual choices and actions, viewing it not as an inherent trait but as a construct. 
Heidegger (1962), for example, described how, in everyday life, individuals 
conform to das Man (the They), which eases personal responsibility but erodes 
individuality, rendering life detached and superficial. For Sartre (1992), life is 
a creation where the authentic individual, guided by the principle that “exis-
tence precedes essence” defines themselves through actions and choices. Poets 
such as Baudelaire and Wilde exemplified this approach, transforming their 
lives into personal works of art. 

The 1960s and 1970s ushered in a ‘second phase of authenticity’, fuelled by 
countercultural movements that expanded its pursuit from intellectual elites 
to youth-led revolutions (Lipovetsky 2021; Taylor 2007). These movements 
rejected institutional structures such as work, family, and religion, seeking 
liberation from alienation and celebrating communal living through festivals, 
communes, and love-ins. Authenticity during this time was not just about in-
dividual self-expression but also about forming new ways of living, stimulating 
genuine relationships, and creating alternative lifestyles. This communal ethos 
coexisted with a growing emphasis on self-realization and personal autonomy, 
which reflected the deeply individualistic foundation of the counterculture.

Since the late 1970s, society has entered the ‘third and current phase of 
authenticity’, marked by its democratization and commercialization. So, once 
the domain of cultural elites, authenticity has now become a universal ethos, 
deeply ingrained in advertising, reality TV, corporate branding, consumerism, 
and therapeutic culture (Boyle 2003; Furedi 2004; Gilmore and Pine 2007; 
Lindholm 2008). This so-called ‘hypermodern authenticity’ (Lipovetsky 2021) 
embodies radical individualism, prominently reflected in movements such as 
LGBTQIA+ advocacy, transhumanism, and cultural hybridity. The quest for 
authenticity, often celebrated as a path to liberation, has paradoxically be-
come a vehicle for conformity. Once an ideal of originality, authenticity has 
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been transformed into a product, a lifestyle, and a marketing tool. As Gilmore 
and Pine (2007) observe, “Authenticity is what consumers want.” This desire 
for authenticity is commodified into goods, lifestyles, and behavioural norms 
that promise to make us ‘more real’. Yet, as Heath and Potter (2004) and Slater 
(2008) argue, it ultimately becomes just another brand, offering a curated and 
polished version of authenticity. Far from providing an escape from artificial-
ity, it reinforces the very constructs it claims to oppose, reducing authenticity 
to a marketable illusion (Campbell, 2005). The many externalisations of ‘au-
thenticity’ are ‘simulacra’, to use the concept of Jean Baudrillard (1995). In his 
theory, simulacra are representations or copies of things that no longer have 
an original or real counterpart. For Baudrillard, simulacra blur the distinction 
between reality and representation, where the imitation becomes more real 
or influential than what it originally referred to. As such, they create what he 
calls a ‘hyperreality’. Consider, for example, the handmade, organic or ‘authen-
tic’ products such as artisanal food or ‘authentic’ travel experiences. These 
products are sold as gateways to a real, pure lifestyle, but are in fact stylised 
simulations of authenticity. Or take television shows and social media, where 
individuals present themselves as ‘authentic’ and ‘unfiltered’. Yet, their online 
personas are often meticulously crafted, showcasing curated performances of 
highly stylized lives. In the digital arena, individuals are pressured to market 
themselves as unique brands, constantly striving to seduce, move, and per-
suade others to recognize their value (Lipovetsky 2017). It is this very societal 
dynamic which has given rise to a landscape dominated by fake news, avatars, 
silicone bodies, artificial intelligence, and kitsch.

This brief overview clarifies that the ideals of ‘being yourself’ and ‘becom-
ing who you are’, once celebrated by intellectual and artistic elites, have now 
become dominant cultural imperatives. While these ideals have undoubted-
ly driven emancipation and social struggles for recognition – feminist move-
ments, LGBTQ+ rights, multiculturalism, and others – they also raise critical 
questions. How can a society of ‘authentic selves’ coexist without constant 
friction? Does the emphasis on personal authenticity conflict with social in-
stitutions that require restraint, discipline, or self-limitation? Indeed, when 
individuals are guided by the mantra ‘My life, my rules!’, external norms may 
come to be perceived as obstacles, turning the social world into a battleground 
of competing desires and expectations. In the remainder of this paper, I argue 
that navigating this tension requires reconciling authenticity with shared val-
ues, norms, and collective responsibilities. Without such a balance, authentic-
ity risks undermining the forms of coordination and mutual orientation that 
make shared social life possible. This claim should not be understood as pre-
supposing a static or fully consensual conception of social harmony. After all, 
social life is characterized by ongoing processes of conflict, negotiation, and 
the provisional stabilization of norms. The question, rather, is how particular 
forms of authenticity interact with these fragile and contested arrangements. 
As I will argue, unfettered authenticity must therefore be tempered. Through 
moral role-playing and pretense, adherence to shared social scripts, and a 
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renewed commitment to the public good, individuals can cultivate forms of 
self-restraint that contribute to a society in which people can live well togeth-
er. It is also important to emphasize that the contemporary emphasis on au-
thenticity should not be understood as an entirely unprecedented rupture with 
earlier phases of modern individuation. As Norbert Elias (2000) and others 
have shown, successive waves of individualization have repeatedly disrupt-
ed established norms and institutions, only to give rise to new, often fragile, 
forms of social regulation and moral expectations. In this sense, the current 
moment may be understood as part of a longer historical pattern of destabi-
lization and reconfiguration. At the same time, the present emphasis on au-
thenticity appears to differ in degree rather than in kind, insofar as it is more 
pervasive, more reflexively articulated, and more tightly coupled to consumer 
culture, digital media, and therapeutic vocabularies. These features may ren-
der the consolidation of new normative equilibria more difficult, more con-
tested, or more prolonged than in earlier periods – without implying that such 
consolidation is impossible.

‘My life, my rules, our loss’
This relentless pressure not only to be authentic but also to perform authen-
ticity is a cultural imperative. ‘Authenticity’ therefore is both a descriptive 
(sociological) and normative (moral) concept (Varga 2012). Some of our most 
influential sociologists and philosophers have raised their voice in criticizing 
this imperative, as it gives rise to boundless self-expression, subjectivism, or 
narcissism rampant in Western culture, further eroding community spirit and 
undermining trust in modern institutions. I’ll briefly summarize some of the 
main claims as it helps to understand why ‘authenticity’ needs a renewed mor-
al reflection – as I will argue it needs to be redefined as an aspirational align-
ment with one’s better moral self.

Christopher Lasch (1979) critiques the modern focus on authenticity, link-
ing it to a ‘culture of narcissism’, where self-interest and instant gratification 
replace community, tradition, and meaningful relationships. Modern capital-
ism stimulates this narcissism through consumption, advertising, and exter-
nal validation, eroding traditional sources of stability like family and religion. 
Lasch warns that this self-absorption and the rise of a ‘therapeutic ethos’ lead 
to a decline of societal cohesion and to ‘diminishing expectations’. People no 
longer strive for large, transformative goals but settle for managing their per-
sonal anxieties and coping with social and economic uncertainty. Similarly, 
Robert Bellah et al. (1985) explore two forms of individualism that dominate 
modern society: expressive and utilitarian. ‘Expressive individualism’ empha-
sizes personal authenticity, self-expression, and the pursuit of one’s unique 
identity, rooted in Romanticism. In contrast, ‘utilitarian individualism’ focuses 
on pure self-interest, efficiency, and material success, inspired by the rational 
Enlightenment ideals. Both forms prioritize individual fulfilment over commu-
nal well-being, weakening shared values and undermining civic engagement. 
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Richard Sennett (1977) laments the ‘fall of public man’ and the ‘tyranny of in-
timacy’, noting how the dominance of personal emotions and identity in civic 
life have led to a decline of impersonal public spaces, further eroding collec-
tive engagement. Also Charles Taylor (1989; 1991; 2007) critiques the modern 
conception of authenticity, arguing that the 1960s marked a pivotal period of 
change. During this time, general wealth and education levels rose, liberal de-
mocracy expanded, consumer culture emerged, religion declined, a youth-ori-
ented market developed, and numerous technological and scientific advance-
ments – such as the birth control pill and television – reshaped society. These 
developments, Taylor (1989) argues, led to the degeneration of modern indi-
vidualism, reducing personal ethics to the self-serving question of “What’s in it 
for me?”. People detach from traditional ethical horizons and become increas-
ingly focused on amusement and consumption (see also Barber 2007; Postman 
1985). This shift narrows their perspective, as attention becomes fixated on 
individual lives, disconnected from broader frameworks. Such individualism 
results in a one-sided preoccupation with the self, flattening life and impov-
erishing it of deeper meaning.

What these intellectual heavyweights have in common is their focus on the 
tension between the individual and the collective, identifying self-obsession and 
the relentless pursuit of being true to oneself as central issues. Decades earlier, 
José Ortega y Gasset (1957: 97) had already described the 20th century as the 
“self-satisfied age”, characterized by the average European man’s lack of drive 
for achievement and his fixation on lifestyle choices and material well-being. 
He in particular warned of what he called “the psychology of the spoiled child” 
(ibid.) which manifests in four distinct ways. First, it stimulates a sense of pow-
er and triumph in the average person, leading them to regard themselves as in-
herently complete. By this, Ortega does not mean that individuals experience 
actual political or material power, but rather a subjective sense of self-suffi-
ciency and entitlement, hence the belief that one’s own perspectives, desires, 
and inclinations require no external justification, discipline, or deference to 
tradition, authority, or shared standards. To regard oneself as ‘inherently com-
plete’ is thus to experience one’s moral and intellectual outlook as already fin-
ished and beyond the need for self-correction, cultivation, or restraint. Second, 
this self-righteousness causes them to reject external authority, refusing to lis-
ten and accept criticism, or consider the perspectives of others. Third, this in-
flated self-perception creates a desire to dominate and behave as if they were 
the only individuals that matter. Finally, it produces a fervent urge to impose 
their often-vulgar opinions without respect or reservation. For Ortega y Gas-
set, this so-called ‘mass man’ – found across all social strata – sees happiness as 
an entitlement and a right (not necessarily in a strictly legal sense), and blames 
others or external circumstances for any obstacles to achieving it. He does not 
show gratitude anymore for culture, science and traditions. Mary Ann Glen-
don (1990) aptly describes this phenomenon as the rise of ‘lonely rights bearers’. 
This proliferation of individual rights, however, disrupts social order and hier-
archy, resulting in what Ortega Y Gasset beliefs are ‘absurd forms of equality’. 
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After all, when strict equality is applied indiscriminately beyond the political 
sphere – where equality before the law is a foundational principle – it leads to 
a lamentable flattening of society. In such a democratic context, where every-
one views themselves as equal in every respect – a society akin to the dodo’s 
proclamation in Alice in Wonderland that “All have won and must have prizes” 
– it becomes increasingly difficult for figures of authority such as politicians, 
teachers, physicians, intellectuals, police officers, train conductors, scholars, 
or parents to gain voluntary compliance (Levrau 2023). The mass-man seems 
to resist the idea that “I did it my way” is not always the best approach. This 
aligns with what Carol Dweck (2006) describes as a ‘fixed mindset’’ which also 
sheds light on why contemporary individuals often exhibit unwarranted con-
fidence in situations where seeking expert advice would be the wiser course 
of action. Such overconfidence exemplifies the Dunning-Kruger effect (1999), 
which can be summarized by the defiant retorts: “Who are you to tell me what 
to do?” and “I know better than you…” 

Re-uniting authenticity with the collective
The aforementioned critiques highlight the rise of a hollow, therapeutic self, 
shaped by consumer culture and psychological self-help ideologies, which has 
led to a flattening of moral horizons. As a result, shallow forms of individual 
self-expression and emotional self-absorption are often prioritized over com-
munal belonging, traditions, social institutions, and civic or (religious) com-
mitments. This shift has led to the emergence of a superficial, narcissistic ego 
that rejects external obligations as paternalistic, insisting: “I alone decide who 
I am and how I live.” Understanding this dynamic allows us to more precisely 
frame the ‘liberal’ and ‘conservative’ positions in debates over authenticity – 
with liberals emphasizing personal autonomy and self-invention, while con-
servatives stress the importance of rootedness in tradition, shared values, and 
external sources of meaning.

The 18th-century ideal of staying true to oneself or constructing one’s identity 
has, in late-modern society, allied with the liberal principle of free self-deter-
mination. Liberals, reluctant to impose on others, are eager to embrace Mill’s 
(1975) ‘damage principle’ – as long as no harm is caused, they think, “What-
ever floats your boat.” Their emphasis is on establishing a just societal ‘basic 
structure’. Rawls (1999: 6) famously defined the ‘basic structure’ – “(…) the way 
in which the major social institutions distribute fundamental rights and du-
ties and determine the division of advantages from social cooperation. By major 
institutions I understand the political constitution and the principal econom-
ic and social arrangements” – as the primary subject of justice. Since the fo-
cus is on fair institutions, the idea is that as long as individuals comply with 
fair laws, ‘anything goes’. In that sense they prioritize ‘negative liberty’ (Berlin 
1969) – freedom from interference by other people and the state – neglecting 
to differentiate between a ‘shallow authentic self’ and the ‘moral ideal of au-
thenticity’. Conservatives and communitarians like Alasdair MacIntyre (2007), 
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Michael Sandel (1982), and Charles Taylor (1989), however, contend that au-
thentic identities are rooted in history, culture, and traditions. According to 
Taylor (1991: 33), for example, authenticity can only thrive when grounded in 
the ‘language’ of community, traditions, and shared values. Recognition from 
others is essential, as the self is shaped through dialogue and interaction. He 
emphasizes that authenticity requires ‘connectedness’ and ‘engagement,’ re-
jecting the superficiality of radical individualism. To be authentic is to embrace 
the “horizons of significance” (Taylor 1991: 52) – the collective frameworks of 
meaning that make individual choice and expression possible. Taylor’s (1991; 
2007) authenticity concept does not provide a license for self-absorption or 
retreat from social ties. Being true to yourself is not the same as being ob-
sessed with yourself. Authentic freedom is not indulging whims or rejecting 
all constraints but understanding and navigating shared moral boundaries. In 
that sense, one could argue that unlike the liberal interpretation which does 
not see a problem with egoism or hedonism, true authenticity embodies ‘pos-
itive liberty’ (Berlin, 1969) – the ability to govern oneself and realize one’s true 
potential by acting in accordance with one’s rational will, free from internal 
constraints such as ignorance or desires. As the mentioned authors argue, this 
type of liberty presupposes a strong social dimension. This does not amount 
to an unqualified endorsement of communal belonging as such. The value of 
ethical lifeworlds depends on their moral orientation. Only forms of commu-
nal belonging that are compatible with values of equal respect, civility, and 
tolerance can plausibly be said to enhance positive liberty. The upshot is that 
the modern-day conflation of authenticity with egoism and hedonism is mis-
guided. A truly authentic person critically examines the quality of their plea-
sures, resists the lures of consumerism, and rejects enslavement to desires and 
greed. Authenticity, therefore, is not a retreat into the (narcissistic) self but a 
commitment to an ongoing, meaningful dialogue with the world. It involves 
continuous reflection on one’s responsibilities to others. Someone who is gen-
uinely honest with themselves, for example, will persistently question what 
forms of engagement with others they ought to pursue and how to live respon-
sibly in a shared world.

If we take all this into consideration, it becomes clear that there is an urge 
to re-unite ‘authenticity’ with the ‘collective’. In the remainder of this paper I 
will explain that a vision of authenticity – rooted in positive liberty and social 
responsibility – provides a constructive framework for navigating the chal-
lenges of hyper-individualism in late-modern societies. In contrast to current 
liberal tendencies that prioritize self-expression and associated group forma-
tion, and the conservative appeal that causes people to withdraw in separate 
and more traditional communities, I will argue that it is key to (1) develop a 
sustainable form of self-control over one’s impulses, and (2) to recognize that 
outward behaviour serves as a reflection of the moral person you aspire to be. 
Participation in public life is less about being yourself all the time and more 
about aligning your behaviour with a ‘moral ego-ideal’. At this juncture, ‘social 
norms’ become critical, as they act as signposts for those aspiring to uphold 
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universal values like respect. Moreover (3), people must understand that the 
public sphere is not simply an extension of their private lives or convictions. 
Instead, public behaviour should reflect an attunement to others. The public 
sphere is where individuals can display a gentle ‘mindfulness of others’, grad-
ually transforming it into what Karen Stohr (2019: 101) calls a ‘moral neigh-
bourhood – “a jointly constructed normative space, built and sustained primar-
ily through social practices and conventions in particular settings.” In such a 
neighbourhood, people help one another act in accordance with their better 
selves, enabling them to grow into their moral ideals. An essential precondi-
tion for this is a ‘shared sense of belonging’. As Ortega y Gasset noted in the 
introduction to this paper, civilization requires (4) the enduring will to live to-
gether and overcome differences. Without this sense of connection, people are 
less likely to view themselves through the eyes of others, thereby reducing the 
likelihood of experiencing shame when they fall short of social expectations. 
We thus must avoid the paradoxical situation in which a dominant social norm 
dictates that norms themselves are unnecessary. Instead, maintaining healthy 
inhibitions and respect for norms is vital for the greater good of society. This 
responsibility is collective: by adhering to social norms, individuals do play a 
role as they reinforce the validity of these norms and encourage others to fol-
low suit. People should thus (5) remain keenly aware of the ‘spillover effects’ of 
their behaviour on the broader social fabric. The contemporary emphasis on 
authenticity thus raises a series of normative questions about how individual 
self-expression relates to shared expectations, social coordination, and moral 
evaluation. If individuals increasingly understand public behaviour as an ex-
tension of their inner selves, questions arise concerning norm compliance, the 
moral status of social conventions, and the role of values in structuring col-
lective life. To address these questions in a systematic way, I will elaborate on 
these five closely interconnected points and will introduce a set of conceptu-
al distinctions – between norms and values, between descriptive regularities 
and normative commitments, and between conformity and moral justification 
– that will serve as the theoretical framework for the analysis that follows.

Social norms
Social norms define what is deemed ‘appropriate’ or ‘decent’ within specif-
ic contexts and communities (Bicchieri 2006; see also Wenzel and Woodyatt 
2005). These (un)written rules guide behaviour, indicating what one should 
or should not do (Cialdini, Reno and Kallgren 1990). While some norms are 
local, others have universal appeal. For instance, in the Dutch speaking part 
of Belgium, greeting typically involves a handshake, whereas in the French 
speaking part, a fleeting kiss on the cheek is customary. In Tibet, sticking out 
one’s tongue is a traditional gesture of respect, while in most other countries 
it’s a sign of disregard (Lundmark, 2009). Such differences can create multi-
cultural unease (Laegaard 2011), but they need not deter interaction – I will re-
turn to this point when introducing the concept of ‘values’. Norms also govern 
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when and how other norms are overridden. Consider the rule ‘First come, first 
served,’ which dictates queue behaviour. However, if someone enters a waiting 
room visibly injured and in distress, this rule is set aside for ‘Necessity knows 
no laws.’ Failure to recognize this shift would render one socially rude or in-
sensitive. Therefore, and despite their adaptability, norms often carry what 
Jonathan Wolff (2020) terms ‘deontic force’ – a moral weight that makes their 
violation taboo. For example, paying someone on a crowded train, where all 
seats are occupied, for their seat might be economically rational – it is a ‘Pare-
to improvement’ – yet it evokes moral discomfort because it violates the norm 
of ‘First come, first served.’ Such norms are not tied to the nature of the good 
itself (the seats) but to ideas about how society should regulate scarcity and 
fairness. Social norms also serve an ‘instrumental function’ by facilitating or-
derly, predictable, and harmonious social interactions (Bicchieri 2006; Ciald-
ini 1984). They act as a ‘societal lubricant’ (Laegaard 2011), fostering trust and 
mutual understanding. Adhering to norms signals alignment with shared ex-
pectations, affirming group membership and earning social approval (Henrich 
and Henrich 2007; Heatherton 2010).

Beyond their deontic and instrumental roles, norms embody moral mean-
ing by translating abstract values into practice (Calhoun 2012; Bicchieri 2006). 
Values such as civility and honesty represent ideals of what is ‘good’ or ‘worth 
pursuing’, and social norms align individual behaviour with these collective 
principles. By making values concrete, norms shape decision-making and con-
duct across various contexts. For example, the value of ‘civility’ is reflected 
in norms like allowing passengers to exit a train before boarding, queuing in 
turn, or expressing gratitude. Likewise, ‘tolerance’ is upheld through norms 
that discourage berating those with differing opinions or imposing one’s be-
liefs through force. Ultimately, values such as ‘civility’ and ‘tolerance’ commu-
nicate ‘respect’ – treating others as equals, neither superior nor inferior (Stohr 
2012). Recognizing that values can be expressed through diverse norms is es-
sential for social cohesion in multicultural societies. For instance, if someone 
declines a handshake for cultural or religious reasons but offers a smile or bow 
instead, the focus can shift to the shared underlying value of respect rather 
than the differing cultural norms. Cultivating ‘cultural openness’ and empathy 
can help mitigate intercultural tensions, encouraging a willingness to embrace 
‘reasonable accommodations’ depending on the context and the stakes involved 
(Beaman 2017).

However, not all norms align with moral values; norms must therefore be 
assessed in light of the underlying moral landscape they presuppose. This is 
also why Immanuel Kant (1996a: 49) famously argues: “It is impossible to think 
of anything at all in the world, or indeed even beyond it, that could be considered 
good without limitation except a good will.” What characterizes a person of good 
will is the capacity to choose reasons for action that reflect a commitment to 
morality. According to Kant, all individuals equally bear this moral responsi-
bility. A virtuous person is thus someone who overcomes the temptation to 
choose easier or more pleasant options and instead commits to the morally 
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right course of action. Virtue, Kant writes, is “the moral strength of a human 
being’s will in fulfilling his duty” (Kant 1996b: 533), a strength that is essential 
for sustaining one’s dedication to morality over time. A morally virtuous indi-
vidual therefore does not act out of self-interest or inclination, but out of an 
overriding sense of duty, adhering to the categorical imperative, which Kant 
conceives as the moral law grounded in human rationality – even if individuals 
do not always consciously recognize it. While Kant understands the capacity 
for moral reasoning as universal, the concrete recognition and application of 
moral principles is always mediated by historical conditions, social practices, 
and available moral vocabularies. One formulation of the categorical imper-
ative entails respecting others by treating them always as ends in themselves 
and never merely as means to an end. From this perspective, it becomes clear 
why a terrorist’s loyalty to a cause may demonstrate perseverance as a valuable 
character trait but nevertheless lacks moral worth insofar as it disregards the 
respect owed to humanity. Similarly, harmful norms – such as those enforc-
ing gender inequality or racial segregation – fail to uphold higher-order ideals 
like respect for the moral equality of all people. In such cases, norm-break-
ing behaviour may become morally justified, taking the form of legitimate 
civil disobedience (Rawls 1999), as exemplified by Rosa Parks’ refusal to give 
up her bus seat. This claim should not necessarily be understood as implying 
that individuals possess a timeless or context-independent ability to imme-
diately distinguish harmful from morally justified norms. Moral judgment is 
itself historically and socially mediated, shaped by prevailing moral vocabu-
laries, institutional arrangements, and forms of habituation. As a result, prac-
tices that are now widely recognized as morally indefensible – such as slavery, 
racial segregation, or gender inequality – were for long periods embedded in 
normative frameworks that rendered them socially intelligible and morally 
permissible. The capacity to critically assess and eventually reject such norms 
emerges only gradually, through processes of moral learning, social struggle, 
and the transformation of shared evaluative standards (Killen & Dahl 2021; 
Habermas 1990/1991).

It is important to emphasize, in this context, that norms and values do not 
necessarily coincide. Norms regulate behaviour within specific social groups 
and contexts, and some may emerge that are misaligned with, or even directly 
opposed to, more general moral values. Subgroups can develop internal nor-
mative expectations that stabilize identity or cohesion within the group while 
simultaneously conflicting with broader ideals of equality, respect, or justice. 
The existence of such ‘norm-value dissonance’ underscores the need for a nor-
mative perspective that does not equate social conformity with moral legiti-
macy. The fact that a behaviour is normatively expected within a given group 
does not, by itself, confer moral justification. On the contrary, it is precisely 
in situations of this dissonance that critical moral reflection and, at times, jus-
tified norm-breaking become necessary.

The link between seemingly arbitrary social behaviours – shaped by time and 
place – and enduring moral principles of respect underscores why individuals 
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cannot present themselves as wholly unique in every situation. While there 
is some flexibility in how people engage with norms, outright disregard often 
leads to social disapproval. For example, showing up late to an appointment 
or wearing an overly flashy outfit to a funeral may not be illegal, but they are 
widely considered inappropriate. Such actions can signal a lack of consider-
ation for others and even for oneself (Stohr 2012). Or consider a noisy stu-
dent in a classroom: their behaviour not only disrupts other students’ ability 
to learn and the teacher’s capacity to teach but also damages their own repu-
tation, making them appear untrustworthy and self-centred. Predictable be-
haviour, as Dixon & McAuley (2006) observe, is vital for mutual comfort and 
trust in social interactions. So, while some view norms as infringing on ‘nega-
tive liberty’ – defined by Isaiah Berlin (1969) as a ‘freedom from interference’ 
– this perspective overlooks the significant social benefits they offer. Without 
norms, everyday interactions would be filled with uncertainty and awkward-
ness, hampering effective communication and cooperation. Social norms, 
therefore, enable ‘positive liberty’ – a ‘freedom to realize one’s goals and aspi-
rations’. For example, simple conversational conventions, like starting a con-
versation with “Nice weather, isn’t it?” or “Do you come here often?” help 
people engage with each other in a predictable and comfortable way while still 
allowing for individuality. Conversely, the absence of such norms can lead to 
miscommunication or discomfort, particularly in sensitive contexts. The #Me-
Too movement, for example, illustrates the consequences of unregulated social 
behaviour. More specifically, the emergence of this movement can be under-
stood as a response to professional environments – most notably within the 
entertainment industry – that were insufficiently regulated by social norms 
grounded in values such as civility, equal respect, and role-appropriate con-
duct. In these contexts, the absence of clear professional scripts, shared ex-
pectations, and a stable professional jargon blurred the boundaries between 
personal inclination and professional interaction. As a result, behaviour that 
was experienced by some as harmless, humorous, or flattering could simulta-
neously be experienced by others as degrading, coercive, or threatening. The 
#MeToo movement thus did not reveal an excess of normative regulation, but 
rather the moral costs of its absence. As Bern Rasmussen and Yaouzis (2020) 
note, social norms – such as adopting professional jargon in the workplace – 
guide interactions and set clear expectations, helping to create an environment 
where both men and women feel respected. Professional jargon functions as a 
form of ‘role-playing’ – a concept which I will further elaborate in the sections 
below – aligning individuals with workplace norms. In settings where macho 
or derogatory language goes unchallenged – where people do not resist vices 
like contempt, arrogance, and ridicule – people may not receive the respect 
they deserve. This highlights the role of social norms of civility as they func-
tion as moral safeguards, protecting boundaries and fostering both positive 
freedom and societal cohesion. Even though we don’t necessarily like all peo-
ple, we must actively acknowledge the moral worth of them and must accept 
people as imperfect and resist our own tendencies to see ourselves as superior 
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(or inferior). Adhering to basic social norms allows us to express at least an 
outward form of equal respect. This does not mean we must admire everyone 
in the same way, but it does mean that we owe all individuals a fundamental 
level of moral recognition, regardless of their flaws or past actions. This per-
spective aligns with Darwall’s (1977) distinction between ‘appraisal respect’ – 
which must be earned through commendable actions – and ‘recognition respect’ 
which is due to all rational beings simply by virtue of their humanity.

Normcompliance
The ‘deontic’ (it feels as a duty), ‘moral’ (it is related to values and moral duties 
of equality) and ‘instrumental’ (it makes social life more predictable) functions 
of social norms explain why sober people often feel uneasy around someone 
who is drunk, as the latter’s unpredictability breaches social norms. It also ex-
plains why seeing litter triggered my irritation. It reflects a disdain for shared 
rules. At least subconsciously, during my daily walk to my office, I must have 
thought “Who do they think they are, believing they don’t have to follow the 
social rules of keeping the streets tidy?!” When people observe others disre-
garding social norms, they are more likely to follow suit, highlighting the in-
teraction between ‘injunctive norms’ and ‘descriptive norms’ (Bicchieri 2006; 
Cialdini 2003). ‘Injunctive norms’, which dictate what individuals ought to do 
or what is deemed desirable by society, are grounded in a sense of moral ob-
ligation and the pursuit of social approval. Their influence is contingent upon 
the belief that others expect adherence to these norms and will respond with 
approval or disapproval accordingly. In contrast, ‘descriptive norms’ pertain 
to actual behaviours observed within a specific group or community. Individ-
uals tend to conform to descriptive norms not only to align with others but 
also because they perceive such behaviours as effective or appropriate with-
in a given context. While injunctive norms motivate behaviour by appealing 
to moral obligations and social sanctions, descriptive norms do so by signal-
ling what is commonly practiced or deemed effective. Many injunctive norms 
eventually become legal norms, turning social expectations into enforceable 
regulations (Bicchieri 2006). The legal system reinforces injunctive norms by 
imposing sanctions for non-compliance or by legitimizing prevailing societal 
values. For instance, anti-discrimination laws reflect the injunctive norm that 
all individuals should be treated equitably, even if discriminatory behaviour 
persists in practice (as reflected in descriptive norms) within certain contexts. 
Conversely, the law can also seek to reshape descriptive norms by encouraging 
new behaviours. Smoking bans, for example, not only address public health 
concerns but also contribute to the shifting attitudes towards smoking over 
time. In this way, injunctive norms set moral standards for behaviour, while 
the legal system plays a crucial role in institutionalizing and enforcing them, 
helping to align social ideals with actual practices.

A growing body of research demonstrates how the distinction between in-
junctive and descriptive norms helps explain both adherence to and disregard 
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for social norms (e.g. Bicchieri 2006; Cialdini 2003). When these norms align 
– such as in a city where littering is rare – orderly behaviour tends to follow. 
However, when they diverge, as in cities where littering persists, descriptive 
norms often prevail. People tend to imitate what they see, reinforcing the idea 
that actions speak louder than words. This dynamic ties into the ‘broken win-
dows theory’ (Kelling & Wilson, 1982), which suggests visible signs of disorder 
– like graffiti or trash – signal a breakdown in norms and encourages further 
violations. People also rationalize norm violations for personal gain, exempli-
fying the ‘tragedy of the commons’ (Hardin 1968), where individual self-interest 
undermines shared resources. Over time, such behaviours can lead to ‘cultural 
pollution’ or even cultural shifts (Kernohan 1998), as minor transgressions be-
come normalized. For instance, tolerating derogatory remarks about migrants 
can pave the way for broader societal acceptance of discrimination. Also Kant 
(1996b) warned that indulging in negative gossip is like sinking into quicksand 
as it cultivates an atmosphere of contempt and even hatred, making it hard-
er to develop the attitudes of love and respect. The endless stream of snarky 
comments on social media, for example, only reinforces this cycle; consuming 
negativity leads to a similar disposition in ourselves, which then seeps into our 
interactions with others. Kant, therefore, treats vices like contagious diseas-
es: if we inhale an air of defamation, we become infected, and by spreading 
it, we infect others. As I will explain, to counter this, we must ‘mask up’ and 
keep such toxicity out of our shared moral environment by behaving accord-
ing to our better version. Similarly, repeated violations of a norm like “Don’t 
leave garbage on the streets.” can erode the norm entirely, as individuals be-
come less likely to uphold it when others consistently disregard it. This taps 
into an innate sense of fairness as no one wants to feel like the ‘crazy Hanky’ 
who carries their trash while others litter. That is exactly what people mean 
when saying that there is moral decay (Herman 1997). 

The Focus theory of normative conduct, developed by Cialdini and colleagues, 
provides valuable insights into combating the erosion of norm compliance by 
effectively leveraging both descriptive and injunctive norms. Supporting re-
search demonstrates that descriptive norms and injunctive norms produce 
distinct behavioural responses (Reno, Cialdini and Kallgren 1993) and guide 
action only when activated (Kallgren, Reno and Cialdini 2000). Bicchieri et 
al. (2022), for example, found that providing information about anonymous 
strangers’ behaviour (a clue about the descriptive norm) can backfire if it re-
veals widespread non-compliance. Emphasising, for example, that many peo-
ple litter can inadvertently normalize that unwanted behaviour (Cialdini et al. 
2006). Instead, targeted information about socially similar others is more ef-
fective, highlighting the importance of social proximity cues (Bicchieri et al. 
2022). This aligns with broader research showing significant differences in 
behaviour toward socially proximate versus socially distant individuals (for a 
meta-analysis, see Lane 2006). Appealing to moral obligations (the injunctive 
norms) is particularly effective in encouraging prosocial behaviour, especial-
ly when descriptive norms reflect undesirable actions. Cialdini et al. (2006), 
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for example, argue that messages should focus solely on injunctive norms and 
emphasize what people should not do, as this approach better aligns behaviour 
with socially preferred outcomes. Research suggests that injunctive norms tend 
to be most persuasive when framed negatively, as negative information natu-
rally attracts more attention and scrutiny (Baumeister et al. 2001; Rozin and 
Royzman 2001). However, public officials sometimes overlook this insight by 
using negatively framed descriptive messages that inadvertently reinforce the 
very behaviours they aim to discourage. For instance, a sign that reads, “Many 
visitors steal wood” unintentionally normalizes theft rather than condemning it.

This well-documented interdependence among individuals underpins the 
concept of ‘nudging’ (Thaler and Sunstein 2009), which involves subtly guid-
ing people toward desired behaviours while preserving their autonomy. For 
example, signs that state “90% of residents have already filed their tax returns” 
motivate others to do the same, leveraging social proof. Similarly, hotel guests 
are more likely to reuse towels when informed that most previous occupants 
of their room did so. Unlike traditional approaches – such as legislation and 
punishment, education and information, or financial incentives – nudging is 
non-coercive, non-paternalistic, and cost-effective. It recognizes that humans 
are not purely rational actors but social and emotional beings whose deci-
sions are often subconscious. A compelling example of effective nudging is 
the ‘Don’t Mess with Texas’ campaign, which significantly reduced littering on 
Texas roads (McClure and Spence 2006). By associating cleanliness with Tex-
an identity, the campaign instilled pride in maintaining clean roads. Through 
billboards, radio ads, t-shirts, bumper stickers, and celebrity endorsements, 
Texans were encouraged to view litter-free roads as a marker of good citizen-
ship. Over time, this behaviour became internalized, demonstrating how de-
scriptive norms (what people observe others doing) can reinforce injunctive 
norms (what people believe they ought to do).

Megalomaniac role-players
As I have explained, norm abiding behaviour emerges from shared expecta-
tions within a reference group and is sustained by two mechanisms: norma-
tive expectations (beliefs about what others think should be done and would 
disapprove of if violated) and empirical expectations (beliefs about what most 
people actually do). The dynamic interplay between the injunctive and de-
scriptive norms can be an important tool for policymakers and individuals 
who are directed towards moral improvement. Shifts in one can influence the 
other. For example, a decline in littering as a descriptive norm can strengthen 
injunctive norms discouraging littering, while increased littering can weaken 
societal disapproval of such behaviour. This evolution of norms underscores 
their fluidity and highlights the need to address both empirical and normative 
expectations in policy design. Laws, punishments, or incentives alone are often 
insufficient to change behaviour if the underlying social norms remain intact 
(Bicchieri 2006). At this precise moment, every individual assumes a distinct 
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role – one I will refer to as the ‘megalomaniac’ role – in the collective con-
struction of what Stohr (2019) terms a ‘moral neighbourhood’. It is important to 
clarify that moral neighbourhoods and practices of ‘moral stagecraft’ are not 
conceived here as exclusively institutional arrangements, nor as purely indi-
vidual moral initiatives. Rather, they operate across multiple social levels. At 
the micro level, they involve everyday acts of self-restraint, role-playing, and 
exemplary behaviour. At the meso level, they are sustained by informal group 
norms, shared expectations, and patterns of mutual adjustment. At the macro 
level, institutional actors – such as local governments or organizations – can 
support these dynamics through policies, symbolic interventions, or nudging 
strategies that reinforce desirable norms without resorting to coercion. The ef-
fectiveness of moral neighbourhoods lies precisely in the interaction between 
these levels, where individual conduct, social expectations, and institutional 
cues mutually reinforce one another.

In a moral neighbourhood, the principle of always ‘being yourself’ – cen-
tered on ‘living by your own rules’, ‘prioritizing self-interest’ and ‘yielding to 
inclinations’ – is replaced or at the very least, balanced by an emphasis on 
maintaining a ‘façade’ and acting in alignment with one’s ‘morally better self.’ 
It is important to stress that acting in alignment with one’s ‘morally better self’ 
is not meant as a purely subjective or self-authorizing moral standard. The 
morally better self, as understood here, is not whatever an individual sincere-
ly believes to be right, but a self-understanding that is critically oriented to-
ward fundamental moral values such as equal respect, civility, and tolerance. 
Appeals to authenticity cannot therefore legitimize forms of behaviour that 
undermine these values, even when such behaviour is experienced as honest, 
courageous, or resistant to perceived ‘political correctness’. Where individuals 
invoke sincerity or truthfulness to justify exclusionary or degrading speech or 
conduct, the problem lies not in insufficient authenticity, but in a distorted or 
insufficiently critical conception of moral selfhood. This shift entails self-re-
straint and adopting behaviours that gradually shape individuals into their 
ideal moral selves. Public life becomes a stage where roles are played not out 
of insincerity but as part of a transformative process. Aristotle’s (2005) the-
ory of virtues demonstrates this process: by consistently embodying virtues 
like modesty, sensitivity, and respect, these behaviours become internalized 
and develop into habitual qualities. For example, someone who consciously 
restrains their anger and chooses respectful communication will, over time, 
find this behaviour becoming second nature. In a moral neighbourhood, indi-
viduals view themselves as catalysts for change, fully aware of the mimetic dy-
namics outlined in the previous section. This positive form of ‘megalomania’ is 
far from the dictator’s delusion of grandeur; instead, it reflects the belief that 
one’s example can influence others. This aligns with Kant’s (1996a) categor-
ical imperative: individuals should act as if their behaviour creates universal 
laws. For example, if someone adopts the maxim – Kant’s concept for a sub-
jective principle of action – “I litter whenever it suits me”, they must recognize 
that universalizing this rule would render clean public spaces impossible. One 
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simply cannot both want a universal rule of littering and a clean public space. 
In this sense, Kant’s moral philosophy rejects free-rider mentalities by insist-
ing that one’s actions must be fit for universal imitation. Acting as though your 
behaviour will inspire others reinforces the idea that small, principled actions 
may have far-reaching consequences. 

This moral framework finds practical application in daily life. If litter frus-
trates you, take action – start picking up trash in your neighbourhood or try 
plogging. This small act can subtly encourage others to follow suit or, at the 
very least, discourage them from adding to the problem. Here, it is important 
to be reminded that social norms are continuously shaped by the cumulative 
actions of individuals. In settings as varied as elevators, buses, parks, or even 
online forums, implicit expectations guide behaviour. By adhering to these ex-
pectations and setting an example – a contribution to the descriptive norms 
– individuals help to realize a normative space where mutual respect becomes 
the standard. For instance, treating others politely reinforces a reciprocal ex-
pectation of respect, whereas toxic or disrespectful behaviour erodes civility 
and gives tacit permission for others to act similarly. Or when a driver stops to 
let a pedestrian cross, a simple wave in acknowledgement can go a long way. 
This gesture shows appreciation for the driver’s behaviour, making them feel 
good and encouraging them to stop for pedestrians more often. People should 
be mindful of these ripple effects – especially political leaders, whose words 
and actions carry a magnified impact, as they are also moral leaders who are 
uniquely positioned to shape societal norms through example. The idea is that 
everyone, in their own way, can subtly influence those around them. ‘Nudg-
ing’ works by tapping into our natural tendency to mirror the behaviour we 
see. It highlights how countless small interactions shape the broader social 
landscape. It complements the broader idea of the moral neighbourhood as it 
underscores that countless small-scale interactions collectively shape societal 
norms. A person who picks up litter in a park, greets others with kindness, or 
gives up their seat for an elderly passenger models behaviour that others are 
likely to follow. These actions, though seemingly minor, contribute to a more 
respectful and cohesive social environment. However, the opposite is also true: 
behaviour that disregards decorum or social expectations – such as toxic lan-
guage, overtly selfish actions, or public rudeness – degrades the moral fabric 
of society and encourages others to act in kind. Building a ‘moral neighbour-
hood’ means recognizing these everyday influences and reinforcing the positive 
ones. The moral neighbourhood bears resemblance with Kant’s (1998) ‘ethical 
commonwealth’. Kant’s ‘kingdom of ends’ (1996a) is an ideal moral world where 
everyone treats each other with respect and follows universal moral laws. It is 
a guiding principle, a way to think about how people should act if they were 
perfectly moral. However, Kant knew that in the real world, people are not al-
ways moral, and societies need institutions to support moral progress. That’s 
where the ‘ethical commonwealth’ comes in – it is a practical project aimed at 
creating communities that encourage people to develop virtue and act morally. 
So, while the ‘kingdom of ends’ is a thought-experiment about perfect morality, 
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the ‘ethical commonwealth’ is about actually building a society that promotes 
moral values. The creation of a ‘moral neighbourhood’ is an example where 
people behave as moral megalomaniacs. So, nudging, leading by example, 
role-playing, and adhering to shared norms are not just strategies for individ-
ual improvement; they are essential for cultivating a society where freedom, 
mutual respect, and collective well-being coexist harmoniously. 

Mindfulness of others
Another example that demonstrates how these social principles can work in 
real life and can help to create a moral neighbourhood, is a specific policy im-
plemented by the city of Rotterdam. The council has sought to address dan-
gerous and antisocial cycling behaviour on the Erasmus Bridge (Markus, 2018). 
Policymakers, guided by social psychologists, implemented nudging techniques 
by marking arrows on the bike lanes to indicate the correct direction. They 
also painted the phrase “Shout boo at wrong-way cyclists” on the pavement – 
for clarification: in Dutch, these type of cyclists are called ‘spookfietsers’, in a 
literal translation this means ‘ghostriders’, therefore calling ‘Boo!’ makes sense 
– and installed a traffic light that activated when someone cycled against the 
flow. Cyclists heading in the right direction were ‘rewarded’ with a thumbs-up. 
As a result, bystanders did indeed shout “Boo!” at wrong-way cyclists, and vi-
olations decreased by 11%. The reduction of ‘ghostriders’ highlights the role of 
collective accountability in fostering moral neighbourhoods. Good behaviour 
is encouraged through positive reinforcement, while bad behaviour is discour-
aged through disapproval. Social feedback significantly influences how we act. 
Social norms are largely upheld through interpersonal surveillance and subtle 
enforcement (Henrich and Henrich 2007). 

A reduction of 11% may not seem substantial, reflecting that people today 
resist being held to account by others. The emphasis on ‘being oneself,’ rein-
forced by the concept of ‘negative liberty,’ dismisses shame as an alienating 
emotion (“Why should I feel ashamed if I’m simply doing what I want and 
when what I do is beneficial for ‘Me, Myself and I’?”). When social norms, 
however, increasingly prioritize ‘being your authentic self’ over community 
obligations, it becomes vital to reemphasize this ‘mindfulness of others’. This 
underscores the importance of distinguishing between the ‘private’ and ‘public’ 
realms and emphasizes the need to thoughtfully choose how one presents one-
self in public. Acting with calmness and restraint (even if one feels angry), for 
example, is an intentional effort to craft an image and narrative about oneself, 
aiming to elicit acceptance and appropriate responses from others. Drawing 
from Aristotle’s theory of habituation, one could claim that consistently act-
ing respectfully can eventually lead to genuine respect. Although he obviously 
values honesty, even Kant (1996b 257) endorses some form of pretense as an 
essential element of social life. “On the whole, the more civilized human beings 
are, the more they are actors. They adopt the illusion of affection, of respect for 
others, of modesty, and of unselfishness without deceiving anyone at all, because 
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it is understood that nothing is meant sincerely by this. (…) And it is also very 
good that this happens in the world; for when human beings play these roles, 
eventually the virtues, whose illusion they have merely affected for a consider-
able length of time, will gradually really be aroused and merge into the disposi-
tion.” Kant, thus, argues that appearing virtuous is more significant than we 
might think – not as mere deception, but as a way to cultivate genuine virtue.

Relying upon this Kantian insight, Stohr (2012, 2019, 2021) presents ‘good 
manners’ as tools for moral development, mechanisms through which indi-
viduals refine their moral character over time. Within this framework, Stohr 
introduces the concept of ‘moral stagecraft’, which highlights the importance 
of performing socially prescribed roles to uphold moral values. For instance, 
demonstrating decorum at a funeral – even when one’s personal and authen-
tic emotions are absent – shows respect for the solemnity of the occasion and 
the feelings of others. As Stohr argues, far from being hypocritical, this form 
of role-playing enables individuals to embody and express moral values, even 
when their immediate inclinations diverge. Acting respectfully, even when in-
sincere, stimulates genuine respect and love, creating a positive feedback loop: 
fulfilling our moral duties makes us more inclined to like others, which in turn 
reinforces our virtuous behaviour. Pretending to be our better selves is not hy-
pocrisy but a step toward becoming that self. If I fake enthusiasm for a friend’s 
joy despite a rough day, I am not deceiving but striving toward the kindness I 
wish to embody. This is not the same as dishonesty for personal gain; rather, it 
is the practice of becoming the person I aspire to be. Good manners enable this 
transformation. By living the illusion of moral goodness, we gradually turn it 
into reality. By adopting such roles, people embrace mutual respect and social 
harmony, making it possible to engage in moral life even when internal moral 
reasoning or emotions fall short. This argument complements Sennett’s (1977) 
critique of the diminishing boundaries between public and private life. Histor-
ically, the public sphere functioned as a space for formal, role-based interac-
tions, where personal emotions were set aside to prioritize shared norms and 
decorum. In today’s society, however, this boundary has become blurred, with 
personal self-expression increasingly encroaching upon public roles. Sennett 
cautions that this ‘tyranny of intimacy’ weakens social cohesion by prioritiz-
ing individual authenticity over collective norms, causing people to withdraw 
into their own private worlds. Together, Stohr and Sennett make a compelling 
case for the importance of outward behaviour and role-playing as stabilizing 
forces in both moral and social life. By challenging the modern focus on un-
restricted self-expression, they highlight how deliberate actions, grounded in 
shared values, help to sustain communal bonds and cultivate an environment 
conducive to moral growth.

Moral stagecraft is a deliberate and constructive way of stimulating both 
personal growth and societal cohesion. Consider, for instance, someone who 
refuses to laugh at a racist joke in public. By withholding laughter, one im-
plicitly calls on bystanders to join their silent disapproval. A well-functioning 
moral neighbourhood involves a kind of theatre, where individuals engage in 
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carefully constructed self-presentations tailored to the various ‘front regions’ 
where they interact with others. So, in an ideal ‘moral neighbourhood’, however, 
individuals hold each other accountable for their moral identities and reflect 
thoughtfully on their behaviour, choices, and interactions. Erving Goffman 
(1959), for example, captures this idea of ‘social feedback’ with the concept of 
‘civil inattention’, a subtle form of communication in which we acknowledge 
another’s presence without engaging them directly. For example, runners pass-
ing each other on a trail might exchange a quick nod or a brief “Hi.” Ignoring 
fellow runners entirely would seem rude, yet striking up a conversation would 
feel overly intrusive. This deliberate modulation of interaction can also serve 
as a gentle form of social correction. On a train, for example, if someone is 
playing music too loudly, a polite glance or a subtle clearing of the throat can 
often be enough to encourage them to turn it down – without the need for a 
direct confrontation. These small, intentional gestures help uphold norms of 
respect and consideration in shared spaces.

By adhering to social norms, people engage with their ‘morally better selves’, 
striving to align their actions with shared ethical principles. Within such a com-
munity, ‘shame’ plays a constructive role. When someone discreetly points out 
a moral shortcoming, it is taken as an opportunity for self-improvement rather 
than met with indignation. For this reason, it is essential that individuals re-
main open to being held accountable for their moral character. The vital role 
of shame in upholding morality was assessed by Adam Smith (2009). Already 
in the 18th century he warned that a society without shame risks moral decay, 
as people would no longer care about how their actions are perceived by others 
or about the image they project. According to Smith, morality is fundamental-
ly shaped by viewing oneself through the lens of the ‘impartial spectator’ – an 
internalized, fair, and objective observer that helps us evaluate our actions. Do 
your actions align with the approval of this impartial spectator? Would you ac-
cept the same behaviour in others if you were an observer? Reflecting on such 
questions enables individuals to grow morally, taking into account both the 
immediate well-being of others and the broader needs of society. Ultimately, 
Smith urged us to adopt the perspective of a ‘universal impartial spectator’ as 
a moral compass guiding our actions. This precludes racism, sexism and oth-
er forms of key injustices. 

Conclusion: The collective challenge of individual moral growth
In this paper, I have explored the modern emphasis on authenticity, which 
often prioritizes self-expression and individualism. I have argued that these 
tendencies, while seemingly liberating, can contribute to hyper-individualism 
and ultimately weaken social cohesion. This makes it all the more urgent to re-
connect authenticity with a sense of the collective. Rather than focusing solely 
on the idea of ‘being oneself’, I propose that we should strive towards becom-
ing the best possible version of ourselves. Achieving this moral ideal, howev-
er, demands a collective effort to create an environment where the pursuit of 



STUDIES AND ARTICLES │ 323

moral growth is both visible and encouraged. Outward behaviour is essential 
in this endeavour. I have shown that following social norms and conventions 
is not merely a matter of superficial politeness but a fundamental part of fos-
tering respect, empathy, and social trust. Simple gestures – such as holding a 
door open or refraining from interrupting – acknowledge the dignity of oth-
ers and help build a sense of mutual respect, even when they are not accom-
panied by deep personal sentiment. At this point, good examples that set the 
tone and moral education become crucial. According to Aristotle (2009), this 
receptivity to moral growth is not innate but cultivated through education 
and habituation. He suggests that the repeated practice of norm-driven be-
haviour, starting in childhood, eventually integrates good manners and moral 
virtues into one’s character (Jacobs 2020). Because the human brain instinc-
tively seeks patterns to embed behaviour (Kahneman 2011), repeated actions 
– whether learning to drive or practising civility – become ingrained over 
time. Regularly adhering to social norms gradually integrates these norms into 
one’s character. The foundational role of moral education in teaching young 
people moral behaviour has also been emphasised by Kant (2007). Education, 
in his view, is not about learning morality but about enabling individuals to 
act in accordance with what they already rationally recognize as morally re-
quired. Schools, thus, should not simply train obedience but help students 
develop the capacity to act from duty rather than fear of punishment or pur-
suit of self-interest. However, this is no simple task, as humans are prone to 
what Kant (1998) calls ‘radical evil’ – the tendency to subordinate morality to 
all sorts of inclinations and different types of concerns, like those stemming 
from self-love and self-conceit, and later rationalize this choice. Kant (1996b) 
is particularly wary of vices that threaten moral progress by leading individuals 
to subordinate duty to self-interest or subjective preference. Kant (2006: 103) 
emphasized the need for self-discipline over self-indulgence, warning against 
rationalizing immoral behaviour by appealing to human vulnerability. “The 
true courage of virtue (…) does not so much consists in taking on the troubles 
and sacrifices which must be encountered, but rather in facing and conquering 
the deception of the far more dangerous, untruthful, and treacherous principle 
of evil within us that seeks to rationalize and justify all violations of right by 
appealing to the weakness of human nature.” By holding ourselves accountable, 
we naturally reflect on how our actions affect others. Civilization, at its core, 
relies on individuals exercising moral self-discipline, guided by shared norms 
that sustain a cohesive society. As Norbert Elias (2000) observed, civilization 
is not simply about conforming to expectations due to external enforcement 
but stems from internalizing those expectations. In this paper, I have aimed 
to explain how such internalization can be achieved, why it is essential, and 
particularly why it holds significant importance in what has been termed the 
“age of authenticity” (Taylor 2007: 473).
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Povezivanje individua u vreme autentičnosti. O važnosti društvenih 
normi i moralne dramaturgije
Apstrakt
Promišljanjem autentičnosti i reafirmacijom značaja društvenih normi, ovaj rad se bavi pro-
blemima koji nastaju usled fragmentacije u pozno-modernim društvima i predlaže neka re-
šenja za suživot. Dok je, s jedne strane, autentičnost – koja se slavi kao izraz individualne 
slobode – uistinu omogućila značajan društveni napredak i emancipaciju, u hiper-individua-
lističkoj verziji, ona sve više skrajnjuje društvenost i zajedničke vrednosti. Povezujući filozof-
sku raspravu o autentičnosti sa sociološkim teorijama društvenih normi, ovaj rad istražuje 
koncept moralne dramaturgije (eng. moral stagecraft), model kroz koji hotimično igranje uloga 
i pridržavanje deljenim normama pospešuje moralni razvoj i sanaciju uzajamnog poverenja. 
Redefinišući autentičnost kao težnji za ličnim moralnim napretkom, koje je pak za osnovu 
ima zajedničke norme i vrednosti, kao i povezano sa idealom ’pozitivne slobode’, ovaj naučni 
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rad doprinosi savremenim raspravama o etici, individualnosti i kolektivnoj odgovornosti. Kroz 
praktične primere, ilustruje se kako ova rekoncpetualizacija autentičnosti potencijalno miri 
ličnu slobodu i društvenu koheziju u doba hiper-individualizma.

Ključne reči: autentičnost, društvenost, moralna dramaturgija, norme i vrednosti, pozitivna 
sloboda, društvene normeKljučne reči: autentičnost, društvenost, moralna dramaturgija, nor-
me i vrednosti, pozitivna sloboda, društvene norme
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Introduction
The American public first learned of extensive Soviet espionage in the United 
States in 1948 when a ‘red spy queen’ came in from the cold and told her story 
to the New York World-Telegram (Olmsted 2004: 78). Elizabeth Bentley had 
managed two large spy rings in New York and Washington, but then she had 
suffered from ‘gnawing pangs of conscience’ and defected to the FBI.2 Around 
the same time, across the Atlantic, on the Iron Curtain borders, one woman 
was entrusted with the most sensitive secret task—to fly to Moscow and per-
sonally deliver the letter from Yugoslav leader Josip Broz Tito to Joseph Stalin. 
As a result of this strictly confidential letter, Yugoslavia was condemned by the 
Soviets, creating a sharp rupture between Moscow and Belgrade in 1948. As ar-
gued by historians, ‘there is nothing as important and as defiant in the history 
of Tito’s (or republican) Yugoslavia than the split between Tito and Stalin in 
the summer of 1948’ (Jakovina and Previšić 2020: 7). This shattered the Sovi-
et monolith, Yugoslavia exited the Eastern Bloc, made a rapprochement with 
the West, and the history of the Cold War in Europe took an unexpected turn. 

The woman who, through her secret mission in Moscow, symbolically 
changed history, was later accused of espionage on the Soviet behalf. Her 
name was Dragica Vitolović Srzentić (1912-2015). This article tells the story of 
a partisan and revolutionary, anti-fascist fighter and diplomat who, after the 
liberation of Yugoslavia from fascism, received most confidential tasks in the 
Federal Ministry of Foreign Affairs, serving in managerial positions, which was 
rare at that time, in Yugoslavia and beyond. Once accused of siding with the 
Soviets, she was interrogated by the closest associate of the influential Yugoslav 
Minister of Internal Affairs, Aleksandar Ranković. Eventually, she was con-
victed for a plan to ‘violently overthrow the existing state and political leader-
ship’, aiming to subjugate Yugoslavia to Soviet control. She received a ten-year 
sentence, with an additional three-year restriction on civil rights following her 
release, and confiscation of property. Upon release from the prison, she with-
drew into anonymity, emerging from it only in the tenth decade of her life. 

In 2007, she was exonerated of all charges, and the renowned director Želi-
mir Žilnik made a film about her with the striking title—One Woman, One Cen-
tury. Apart from this film and her rare media appearances, the existing litera-
ture has failed to recognize her role, despite being pivotal to the events of the 
Cold War. There is no scholarly study addressing the interesting life path and 
eventful professional career of Dragica Srzentić. To fill this gap, the authors 
reconstruct critical points in her life, the historical context, and the content of 
her most confidential diplomatic mission, as well as subsequent accusations, 
legal processes, and contemporary exoneration. This case study undoubted-
ly surpasses the personal fate of one woman. It is of broader significance for 

2  By naming more than 80 people in the United States who had helped her to spy, she 
effectively shut down Soviet espionage in North America for several years. Olmsted 
2004: 78.
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three strands of literature: on women in intelligence and diplomatic services, 
the history of Yugoslavia and the Cold War. 

There is a growing literature on the role of women in intelligence during 
the First and Second World Wars (e.g. Proctor 2006; Toy and Smit 2018; Fry 
2023) and individual accounts of female spies, intelligence operatives, and 
agents during the Cold War (e.g. Wilson 1999; Shahan 2019). Yet, this litera-
ture almost exclusively focuses on Western countries, especially the U.S. and 
the U.K. It is similar with recent literature on the role and status of women 
in intelligence organizations (Martin 2015; Durbin 2015; Lomas 2021), which 
is (1) still mainly devoted to intelligence organizations rather than on women 
as individuals (Shahan 2021: 570), and (2) centres on the West, with some ex-
ceptions (see: Hungary, Indonesia and Nigeria, in Pető 2020; Veronika 2024). 
Scholars have also been interested in the Yugoslav resistance movement during 
World War Two, the role of Yugoslavia during the Cold War due to its unique 
geopolitical position, and have studied its security apparatus (Trifković 2022; 
Jakovina 2011; Marković 2023). Yet, the role of women in this context has been 
largely neglected. To this end, this article contributes to increasing the diversi-
ty in intelligence studies, which has been recognised as a challenge (Scott and 
Jackson 2004; Van Puyvelde 2020; Stephenson and Rimmer 2023), by focusing 
on a personal account of a notable woman in intelligence/diplomatic service 
in socialist Yugoslavia during one of the most turbulent episodes of the Cold 
War in Europe. To tell Dragica Srzentić’s story, the article relies on her own 
words (oral history), as shared in the documentary One Woman, One Century, 
media interviews and written recollections. Scholarly literature, archives, press 
clippings and legal documentation have been used to compare, add, clarify and 
verify her accounts, where needed, to paint a complete picture. 

This research, thus, recognises the importance of oral history and memoirs 
in intelligence research (Haire 2014), by ‘providing insights into lived experi-
ences not available elsewhere’ (Shahan 2021: 571). It advocates for a balance 
between official sources and documentation and women’s voices and experi-
ences, an emerging source that can speak to and supplement the official history 
(ibid: 574). The limitations of what personal narratives can do are known, as 
one has to account for the individual’s motivations (Smith and Watson 2010), 
imperfections of human memory, and intended audiences. Still, such personal 
storytelling is rich and of great value, calling for critical engagement with the 
complexities existing within women’s recollections of historical events (Bean 
2013). As argued by Shahan, women’s ‘narratives tell us as much about the ex-
ternal world as they do the internal’, as we can ‘gain insights into the world 
around them both in terms of wider socio-political context and organization-
al structures, but it is also possible to gain insights into how they view them-
selves, their past work, and the stories they want to tell’ (Shahan 2021: 575). 

Finally, while this article acknowledges the role of women (and men) in 
various ‘sexpionage’ operations, including honey trapping and swallow rela-
tionships, it is firmly committed to surpassing the portrayal of women in in-
telligence as sexualised perversions or demonised objects (Proctor 2006: 3). 
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It aims to celebrate their pivotal contributions to intelligence and diplomat-
ic operations in various official and unofficial roles, including as field agents, 
intelligence officers, managers, intelligence strategists and diplomats. As will 
be shown, Dragica Srzentić has contributed to strengthening the position of 
women in Yugoslav social and political life, as well as promoted left feminism. 

From here, the article develops as follows. It starts by mapping Yugoslav-So-
viet relations until 1948. It then introduces Dragica Srzentić, her biography, 
especially during World War Two, including the role of women in the libera-
tion of Yugoslavia. The following section focuses on the early post-war years 
and the Tito-Stalin split 1948, centred on Dragica Srzentić’s role. The article 
then moves to describe her return to Yugoslavia from Moscow, allegations of 
and trial for supporting the Soviets, as well as her recollections of her long 
time in prison. The following section covers the legal and political aspects of 
her exoneration 2007, as well as the relevance of Danica’s story to Yugoslav 
and post-Yugoslav popular culture, primarily through the reactions to Žilnik›s 
film about her. The conclusion summarises the main findings.

Shifting Alliances: The Yugoslav-Soviet Split and Its Origins
Shortly after the creation of the Union of Soviet Socialist Republics (USSR), 
its founding figure and leader of the revolution, Vladimir Lenin, passed away 
in 1924. He was succeeded as General Secretary of the All-Union Communist 
Party (Bolsheviks) by Joseph Vissarionovich Stalin until 1953. Stalin institut-
ed a regime marked by total unity, an inviolable cult of personality, and abso-
lute control, underpinned by unprecedented repressive measures and terror. 
This system, later known as Stalinism, established a model of totalitarian rule 
(Muhić 1981; Arent 1998; Elleinstein 1980; Edele, 2020). A pervasive control 
extended even into the most private aspects of life, creating a society wholly 
subjugated to state power (Medvedev 2012; Gregory 2009; Wood 2004; Kot-
kin 1997). The extent of this terror is starkly illustrated by the extensive net-
work of labour camps and the millions of citizens who were imprisoned, toiled, 
and perished within them. The historian and Sovietologist Robert Conquest 
famously referred to Stalin’s regime as a ‘camp empire’ (Conquest 2007; Peri 
2000). Ideologically, Stalinism represented a confluence of Great Russian im-
perial nationalism in foreign affairs and assimilatory chauvinism in domestic 
policy, intertwined with traditional anti-Semitism, xenophobia, and a persistent 
form of state socialism. Domestically, Stalinism was characterized by a par-
adoxical blend of ‘chaos and petrified rigidity,’ with the terror of the ‘revolu-
tionary dictatorship’ being waged predominantly against the ‘common people,’ 
who had also suffered under the previous order, overthrown in the socialist 
revolution (Mur 2000: 444-445). In his foreign policy, Stalin’s imperial ambi-
tions—of which Yugoslavia was a casualty—were driven by the conflation of 
security with territorial expansion. This reflected a belief that a large state was 
essential for security and defence against external threats. Promoting prole-
tarian revolutions was merely a veneer, concealing the longstanding expansive 
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aspirations of Russian nationalism to global dominance and the imposition of 
repressive regimes across Eastern Europe (Luis Gedis 2000: 30–33; Medvedev 
2012: 744–749; Mastný 1998).

During the interwar period, the Kingdom of Yugoslavia maintained no dip-
lomatic relations with the Soviet Union’s communist authorities, establishing 
a connection only with the onset of the Second World War in 1940. However, 
the Communist Party of Yugoslavia (CPY), established in 1919, operated as a 
revolutionary force under the aegis of the Comintern, headquartered in Mos-
cow. The Yugoslav regime banned the Communist Party in 1921, unleashing 
two decades of relentless repression and brutal persecution against its mem-
bers. Despite this, the Party managed to survive, sustained by its underground 
operations and the backing of the Comintern—effectively, the Soviet Party. 
However, this external support proved a double-edged sword, as the Party also 
fell victim to Stalin’s purges during the 1930s. Many cadres, who had eluded 
arrest and torture in Yugoslav prisons, met their end as victims of Stalinist ter-
ror within the Soviet Union. By 1937, the CPY lay fractured and decimated, not 
only by the murders, repression, and persecution it endured but also by the in-
ternal factionalism and divisions that plagued it until that year. In this turbu-
lent context, Josip Broz Tito ascended to leadership, emerging as the unchal-
lenged leader of the Yugoslav communists, a position he would hold through 
war and peace until he died in 1980.

In April 1941, the few Yugoslav communists who had survived both domes-
tic and Soviet repression and awaited Hitler’s inevitable assault on Yugoslavia 
swiftly launched a liberation war and a socialist revolution organized under the 
banner of the People’s Liberation Army of Yugoslavia (Partisans). Throughout 
the conflict, while Tito’s leadership was indisputable, the driving force behind 
the victorious anti-fascist movement—which ended the war with 800,000 
fighters under arms—was also the authority of Stalin. Consequently, after the 
triumph over fascism and the subsequent seizure of power in 1944-45, the new 
Yugoslav government, led by the communists, regarded its relationship with 
the Soviet Union, the hegemon of the Eastern Bloc, as paramount. This rela-
tionship was so crucial that it fell under the personal oversight of President 
Tito, who considered it the most delicate aspect of Yugoslav foreign policy. 
The Yugoslav president insisted that the ambassador in Moscow keep him in-
formed at every opportunity and provide regular reports to the government 
and the relevant ministry (Mićunović 1984: 33; Kuljić 2005: 302). 

Nevertheless, Soviet-Yugoslav relations deteriorated over time due to a com-
plex interplay of divergence, cooperation and misunderstandings. The most 
dramatic rupture occurred in 1948, with by the Cominform Resolution. Stalin 
levelled grave accusations against Tito and the CPY, leading to a complete sev-
erance of ties between the two nations (Kačavenda 1999; Dedijer 1969; Radonjić 
1979; Petranović and Dautović 1999; Kardelj 1980: 99–137). This split, the first 
within the socialist bloc, triggered significant geopolitical shifts with dramat-
ic consequences for the CPY and its established political order. The conflict, 
though sudden, was not entirely unforeseen. Despite appearances—American 
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observers had deemed Yugoslavia ‘the most loyal Soviet satellite’—tensions had 
been brewing (Jakovina 2003: 232–242; Lis 2003: 17). Stalin’s need for absolute 
control over the states within his sphere of influence met with resistance in 
Yugoslavia, where internal dynamics obstructed complete Soviet dominance. 
The CPY, having waged a successful liberation war and an authentic social-
ist revolution independently, could not reconcile itself to a subordinate role.

The Yugoslav experience of emancipation and national liberation was fun-
damentally incompatible with subordination to any external power, including 
the headquarters of the international workers’ movement. By cultivating a form 
of socialist patriotism rooted in the pride of their recognized role in the global 
victory over fascism, Yugoslavia had already resisted Soviet attempts to impose 
unequal partnerships, such as the establishment of mixed Soviet-Yugoslav en-
terprises, by the summer of 1946. Proposals to create a joint bank were also 
rejected, and Yugoslav criticism of Soviet military and civilian experts work-
ing in the Federal People’s Republic of Yugoslavia further strained relations. 
Such actions did not conform to Stalin’s model of unquestioning obedience 
and threatened to set a dangerous precedent for other countries of the East-
ern Bloc. For these reasons, the Kremlin sought to bring Yugoslavia to heel, 
making conflict inevitable.

Stalin’s attempt to suppress Yugoslavia’s independence in foreign policy un-
folded on the international stage as he sought to impose control over a defiant 
ally. Viewing Yugoslavia’s resistance to Western powers—such as the downing 
of American planes and the refusal to back down in the Trieste crisis—as dan-
gerous adventurism, Stalin initially employed subtler methods of control. When 
these failed, he turned to direct pressure, believing that by crushing the CPY, 
which he viewed merely as an extension of the Soviet apparatus, Yugoslavia 
would submit to Soviet hegemony. The Information Bureau became the vehi-
cle for enforcing this imperial policy, with tensions reaching a critical point at 
the end of 1947 when the USSR’s refusal to sign trade agreements threatened 
Yugoslavia’s industrialization and survival. The self-confidence of Yugoslavia’s 
leadership, bolstered by their wartime successes and revolutionary legitimacy, 
further exacerbated the rift. Tito’s triumphant tours of Eastern Bloc countries, 
where he was hailed as a hero, and his pursuit of a Balkan federation, posed 
a direct challenge to Stalin’s authority. This culminated in Stalin’s public re-
buke of Bulgarian communist leader Georgi Dimitrov in January 1948 and the 
removal of Tito’s portraits from Eastern Bloc nations by February, signalling 
the beginning of a profound rupture in Yugoslav-Soviet relations.

The final visit of the Yugoslav delegation to Stalin in Moscow took place 
on 8 February 1948, marking a pivotal moment in the unravelling Soviet-Yu-
goslav relations. During this encounter, Stalin, alongside Molotov, confront-
ed the Yugoslav representatives and the leadership of socialist Bulgaria. The 
broader idea of a Balkan and Eastern European federation, championed by 
Georgi Dimitrov, came under fierce scrutiny. Stalin unequivocally demand-
ed the formation of a Bulgarian-Yugoslav federation. This directive was as 
much a means of political discipline as a strategy for the internal dissolution 
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of the Yugoslav federation, a prospect that Tito’s government could not coun-
tenance. Stalin’s frustration with the Yugoslav leadership was further fuelled 
by the deployment of Yugoslav soldiers to Albania, an act perceived as a bold 
assertion of autonomy. During the February meeting, the Yugoslav delegation 
reluctantly agreed to sign an accord committing them to consult with the So-
viet government on all significant matters. Although tactically accepted, this 
concession posed a clear threat to Yugoslav sovereignty. Throughout the vis-
it, Stalin treated the Yugoslavs as mere satellites, intent on imposing a policy 
of ‘subordination’ that sought to reduce Yugoslavia to the status of an occu-
pied Eastern European state. Milovan Djilas, a member of that last Yugoslav 
delegation, later reflected on this experience, noting Stalin’s determination to 
‘bring Yugoslavia down to the level of occupied Eastern European countries’ 
(Djilas 1990: 110–119).

Shortly after their return to Belgrade, Tito convened a closed-door meet-
ing of the party’s top leadership at his private residence. The discussions were 
candid: the agreements on economic cooperation with the USSR were deemed 
unequal, relations with Moscow were deteriorating, and Yugoslavia’s inde-
pendence appeared increasingly under threat. Stalin’s proposal for a federa-
tion with Bulgaria was dismissed as unfeasible and thus outright rejected (Pe-
tranović and Zečević 1988: 909-910). In response, Tito penned his first letter to 
Vyacheslav Molotov on 20 March 1948. This letter, a crucial step in addressing 
the deteriorating relations, expressed Tito’s bewilderment at the recent Sovi-
et actions, describing them as ‘incomprehensible and surprising to us.’ In his 
brief address to the Soviet foreign minister, Tito asserted that none of the So-
viet advisers had ever complained about their treatment in Yugoslavia. Given 
the absence of genuine grievances, Tito demanded that the Soviet government 
disclose the actual reasons behind the withdrawal of its advisers. Dragica Srz-
entic, a member of the Ministry of Foreign Affairs of socialist Yugoslavia, was 
entrusted with delivering Tito’s letter to Moscow and bringing back the Soviet 
leadership’s response to Belgrade.

From the anti-fascist struggle to the fight for gender equality
Dragica Srzentić’s journey from life in the impoverished village of Sovinjak in 
Istria (Croatia) to her confidential mission in 1948 exemplifies the hardships 
endured by many women in the Kingdom of Yugoslavia. Born into a low-in-
come family of six, Srzentić faced adversity early on with the death of her fa-
ther. Her mother worked tirelessly to secure her education, culminating in her 
completion of the Trade School in Zagreb (Stavrić 2012a). In the predominant-
ly patriarchal and conservative environment of the Kingdom, women faced 
significant obstacles and limited prospects. The prevailing social and political 
milieu largely ignored their aspirations, with inequality manifesting in myri-
ad ways—from denying suffrage to stringent legal constraints curtailing their 
autonomy and choices. Despite the daunting challenges, women’s social or-
ganizations, such as, the liberal feminist Women’s Movement from Belgrade, 
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and its Youth Section consisted of young communist women. These groups 
were pivotal in raising awareness about women’s issues and pushing for great-
er rights (Pantelić 2011: 18-21). Many activists were part of left-wing political 
circles, mainly through the efforts of the banned CPY and the involvement of 
leftist intellectuals who were critical of the Kingdom’s social realities. These 
intellectuals were instrumental in advocating radical changes and influencing 
the broader movement for equality and social justice.

Dragica Srzentić’s move to Belgrade was significantly influenced by the so-
cial literature shared by her acquaintances and intellectuals, which steered her 
toward the left-wing principles of Soviet communism. The Communist Par-
ty of Yugoslavia’s program articulated the most comprehensive stance against 
social and gender inequality, fascism, and ethnic nationalism. During the in-
terwar period, the Kingdom of Yugoslavia faced severe crises that challenged 
its liberal democratic framework. Discussions on the state organization, fed-
eralism, and decentralization, mainly through the lens of national issues, often 
overshadowed the question of women’s rights. Unlike most political parties 
in the Kingdom, the Yugoslav Communists actively recruited young women. 
Despite the challenging clandestine conditions, the party was committed to 
promoting economic, social, and political equality between the sexes. Dragica 
Srzentić officially joined the CPY in 1940 and was deeply involved in Belgrade’s 
left-wing circles before World War II. She and her first husband, writer Jovan 
Popović, contributed significantly to the weekly NIN (Nedeljne informativne 
novine, that is, weekly information newspaper), which took a strong anti-fas-
cist stance. However, her work with Žena Danas (woman today), a magazine 
advocating women’s equality and emancipation, was particularly influential 
(Barać: 2022). Many of her female colleagues from the magazine later became 
active in the partisan movement and the anti-fascist struggle, a testament to 
the impact of her work.

“I joined the war primarily because I felt that fascism was a terrible danger, 
and an evil that surpassed just our country.” (Pantelić 2011), Dragica Srzentić 
later reflected on her motivations. Many women joined the Partisan movement 
during World War II, giving them new social roles and equality with men. Un-
der the new revolutionary authorities, women were granted the right to elect 
and be elected to various positions. The substantial involvement of women in 
the People’s Liberation Army is evidenced by the estimated 100,000 partici-
pants by the war’s end (Pantelić 2011: 35). A pivotal institution during the war 
that facilitated greater female activism was the Anti-Fascist Women’s Front of 
Yugoslavia (AFŽJ), established in Bosanski Petrovac in 1942. The wartime ex-
perience was transformative for women partisans, fostering a new revolution-
ary identity that reshaped their post-war prospects. Dragica Srzentić spent the 
initial phase of the war in an Italian internment camp in Albania (1941-1943) 
following her arrest by Italian military in Montenegro. After the camp’s liber-
ation by Albanian Partisans in the summer of 1943 and Italy’s surrender, she 
was assigned to Partisan units in Macedonia. In 1944, Dragica and her second 
husband, Vojislav Srzentić, were invited to the Supreme Headquarters of the 
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People’s Liberation Army on the island of Vis. There, she swiftly earned the 
trust of the party leadership. By the decision of Aleksandar Ranković, a Polit-
buro member of the CPY and the primary figure in the security sector, Dragica 
and her husband, along with mission head Vladimir Velebit, were dispatched 
to London. In London, her husband was responsible for negotiating UNRRA 
(United Nations Relief and Rehabilitation Administration) aid for Yugoslavia, 
while she led weekly BBC broadcasts, in which she reported on the war situ-
ation in Yugoslavia. Within a short period, she mastered English and gained 
her initial diplomatic and intelligence experience (Stavrić 2012a).

World War II in Yugoslavia concluded with the triumph of the anti-fascist 
partisan movement, surpassing all comparable resistance movements in Eu-
rope in scale and organization. The subsequent revolutionary change in power 
marked a complete departure from the political and social values of the King-
dom of Yugoslavia. The new Yugoslav Federal Republic was founded on prin-
ciples of anti-fascist struggle, social equality, and a distinct socialist political 
system. One of the key indicators of this transformation was the advancement 
of women’s rights. The 1946 constitution, a milestone in the history of gen-
der equality, enshrined women’s rights in the legislative sphere and granted 
them full political and social rights for the first time. However, despite these 
advances, the representation of women in the leading post-war political, mil-
itary, and security structures was notably limited. Even though influential for-
mer partisans could use their sway to advance gender equality, they were still 
a minority in the highest party and state positions. Although women consti-
tuted approximately 12% of the Partisan army, their representation in military 
structures decreased markedly to only 0.3% in the post-war period (Pantelić 
2011: 52). Despite this decline, the changes from the Kingdom period were both 
visible and significant, laying a foundation for a new perspective on the role 
of women in early Yugoslav socialism.

In the summer of 1945, Dragica Srzentić stepped into the complex world of 
Yugoslav diplomacy and intelligence, having been recommended by Aleksandar 
Ranković, the head of the Yugoslav Intelligence Service (OZNA). The post-war 
communist regime faced an acute shortage of diplomatic expertise, experience, 
and effective organization. Consequently, the new leadership retained several 
diplomats from the erstwhile civil parties in pivotal ambassadorial roles. Upon 
her appointment, Dragica, alongside Vladimir Velebit, was granted consider-
able autonomy by the Central Committee of the CPY to rebuild the Yugoslav 
diplomatic corps from the ground up. She was Deputy Secretary General and 
Deputy Head of the Department for Africa and Asia at the Ministry of For-
eign Affairs, being one of the very few women of such high rank at that time. 

Until early 1948, Yugoslav diplomacy was deeply entwined with Soviet in-
terests. The Treaty of Friendship and Cooperation, signed on April 11, 1945, 
in Moscow, was the cornerstone of post-war Yugoslav-Soviet relations. This 
treaty, sealed by Josip Broz Tito and the Soviet delegation, marked the peak of 
Yugoslavia’s alignment with Soviet policies. In a ceremonial toast, Tito hailed 
the agreement as the realization of Yugoslavia’s long-held aspiration to live in a 
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harmonious alliance with the Soviet Union, which, under Stalin’s ‘genius lead-
ership,’ had triumphed over a common adversary (Dimić et al 2010: 19). For the 
nascent Yugoslav Federal People’s Republic (FNRJ), the Soviet Union and its 
bloc of ‘people’s democracies’ were perceived as the sole bastion of support for 
Yugoslav interests on the global stage. Tito declared in the National Assembly 
on 1 February 1946, that the ‘unbreakable alliance’ with the Soviet Union was a 
cornerstone of Yugoslav sovereignty and peaceful progress (Dimić and Životić 
2012: 354). However, by the first half 1948, the correspondence between Yugo-
slav and Soviet leaders began to unravel this perceived unbreakable alliance. 
The fabric of Yugoslav communism’s post-war orientation was increasingly 
questioned, setting the stage for a significant and dramatic realignment in the 
geopolitical landscape of Eastern Europe.

A Letter as a Point of Historical Separation
In late March 1948, Dragica Srzentić was tasked with a delicate mission: to de-
liver a confidential letter from the Yugoslav party leadership to Moscow. The 
travel arrangements were expedited under the authority of the Marshal Tito 
cabinet. Her stay in Moscow, which lasted a week, was marked by an increas-
ing sense of unease, which she later reported back to Belgrade. On 27 March 
1948, she received Stalin’s response, in the form of a letter from the Central 
Committee of the Soviet Communist Party (Bolsheviks) addressed to Josip Broz 
Tito and the CPY leadership, and she took it to Belgrade. The choice of date 
was not accidental: it marked the anniversary of the 1941 coup in Belgrade that 
had overthrown the pro-Nazi Yugoslav government and triggered the German 
occupation of Yugoslavia. This deliberate date imbued the Soviet letter with an 
added layer of defiance and confrontation. The content of Stalin’s letter was 
markedly different from previous communications. It was unusually harsh, 
laden with severe accusations against the CPY. These accusations, which in-
cluded charges of ‘nationalism’ and ‘bourgeois’ tendencies, reflected the es-
calating rift between the two communist parties. This letter was not merely 
a diplomatic rebuke but an explicit effort to compel the CPY to realign itself 
with Soviet directives, effectively subordinating the party and Yugoslavia to 
Soviet hegemony. The tone and content of the letter underscored a strategic 
shift from ideological solidarity to outright political domination, signalling a 
profound transformation in Soviet-Yugoslav relations. (Banac 1990: 119-141)

The crux of the Soviet complaint was that the Yugoslav party continued to 
function as a semi-illegal organization shrouded in secrecy. It was alleged that 
the CPY failed to publish its positions, announcements, or meeting information, 
stifling internal party democracy and subjecting officials to the surveillance of 
the secret police. The Soviets specifically targeted Aleksandar Ranković, ob-
jecting to his dual role as Minister of State Security and chief personnel officer 
of the CPY. They suggested that this arrangement allowed the secret police to 
overshadow the party. Another accusation was that the Yugoslav communists 
neglected ‘class struggle’ and failed to curb capitalist elements within society, 
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particularly in the rural areas. The Soviets contended that the CPY’s integration 
into the Popular Front had diluted its revolutionary commitment. Finally, the 
letter accused the CPY of failing to address ‘suspicious Marxists’ and alleged 
‘spies’ within its ranks. Vladimir Velebit, in particular, was highlighted as an 
‘English spy’ (Petranović and Zečević 1988: 908-909). Additionally, Dragica’s 
husband, Vojislav Srzentić, who was employed in the Economic Council, was 
directly mentioned and accused of undermining relations.

In response, the CPY leadership convened on 12 April 1948, to formulate a 
reply. Tito proposed a shift in the framework of relations—from party-to-party 
subordination to state-to-state equality. This marked a strategic redefinition of 
Yugoslavia’s position, asserting national sovereignty and reframing resistance 
to Stalin as a broader struggle for independence. The CPY’s reply emphasized 
that Soviet accusations stemmed from misinformation and misinterpretation. 
It rejected claims of anti-Soviet conspiracy and reaffirmed ideological soli-
darity with socialism, stating: “No matter how deeply one of us may love the 
land of socialism—the USSR—they must not love their own country any less, 
especially when it too is building socialism, as is the case with the FPRY, for 
which hundreds of thousands of its finest people have died” (Petranović and 
Zečević 1988: 912).

This statement laid the ideological foundation for Yugoslav socialist patrio-
tism and the development of a distinct path to socialism. Loyalty to the USSR 
was no longer seen as a virtue if it conflicted with national interests; in fact, 
it was increasingly viewed as betrayal. The CPY firmly denied conducting any 
covert anti-Soviet campaign and reminded Moscow of its unwavering sup-
port during WWII, portraying Yugoslav communists as the USSR’s most sin-
cere allies. The Soviet insinuation that the CPY had turned against the USSR 
while deceiving the Yugoslav people was particularly offensive, as it implied 
a rupture between the party and the masses. The CPY countered by asserting 
the inseparability of the party and the people, and that pro-Soviet sentiment 
among Yugoslavs had been cultivated by the CPY itself. This episode marked 
a decisive moment in Yugoslavia’s assertion of independence, with long-term 
implications for its domestic and foreign policy. The defence of sovereignty 
became a central tenet of Yugoslav governance, persisting well beyond Sta-
lin’s death and into the era of Gorbachev (Petranović and Zečević 1988: 913).

In response to Soviet accusations, the Communist Party of Yugoslavia (CPY) 
firmly rejected claims of lacking internal democracy or failing to pursue class 
struggle. It denied the alleged rise of capitalist elements, asserting that no 
country had undergone such rapid and profound social transformation as Yu-
goslavia following its liberation and socialist revolution. While acknowledg-
ing the Soviet model as a source of inspiration, the CPY emphasized its right 
to build socialism in forms suited to its own national conditions, stating: “We 
are not inventing a new socialism, but adapting to the realities of our society” 
(Petranović and Zečević 1988: 915).

This assertion of a distinct Yugoslav path to socialism—in contrast to the 
imposition of Soviet orthodoxy—became a central ideological controversy that 
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persisted for decades, raising the broader question: do socialist states have the 
right to pursue independent models, or must they conform to Soviet author-
ity? For the first time, a socialist country openly criticized Soviet activities. 
The CPY accused Soviet intelligence services of recruiting Yugoslav citizens, 
including military officers and high-ranking officials, which it viewed as a di-
rect threat to national sovereignty. The party reiterated previous verbal protests 
and declared it would not tolerate such practices. It insisted that Yugoslavia’s 
own security services were fully capable of countering foreign capitalist in-
fluences and internal class enemies, and offered to share relevant information 
with Soviet authorities through official channels (Ibid).

The Soviet response in early May 1948 was harsh and dismissive. Moscow 
interpreted Yugoslavia’s stance as a refusal to acknowledge its “errors” and 
accused the CPY of reacting to criticism in a petty-bourgeois manner rather 
than through Marxist self-reflection. The letter ridiculed Yugoslav leaders for 
allegedly denying facts and behaving childishly, and condemned criticism of 
the Soviet ambassador in Belgrade as offensive and hostile—equating him with 
Western envoys. Among the many insults, the Soviets twice claimed they had 
“liberated Yugoslavia and Belgrade from German occupation,” and reiterated 
previous accusations: anti-Sovietism, abandonment of Marxist principles, and 
lack of party democracy. The final blow came with a comparison between Yu-
goslav communists and their Eastern bloc counterparts, praising the latter for 
their modesty while accusing Yugoslav leaders of excessive self-congratulation 
(Petranović and Zečević 1988: 917-922).

To discipline the Yugoslav communists and bring them under his control, 
Stalin convened a meeting of the Information Bureau (IB; Cominform), an or-
ganization of communist parties. The conference, held in Bucharest on 28 June 
1948 culminated in adopting a Resolution on the situation in the CPY. Neither 
the location, close to Yugoslavia’s eastern borders nor the date, laden with war 
symbolism, were chosen by chance. The resolution delivered a clear and om-
inous message. After listing the various ‘errors’ of the Yugoslav communists, 
it called upon the membership and ‘healthy forces’ within the CPY to over-
throw the current party leadership and install a ‘new internationalist leader-
ship of the CPY.’ The Resolution received almost universal endorsement from 
communist parties worldwide, who quickly aligned themselves with Stalin’s 
condemnation of Yugoslavia (Gibianskii 2004: 27–47; Pleterski 1985: 359–361; 
Petranović 1998: 204–216). They moved to sever all ties with the CPY, effec-
tively isolating it on the global communist stage. Within the CPY, members 
were forced to take a stand: either support the resolution and Stalin or reject 
them both. Dragica Srzentić, by her admission, refused to accept the accusa-
tions levied by the Soviet leadership in the IB Resolution. However, the writ-
ten polemic between Belgrade and Moscow, set in motion by her mission to 
Moscow in March 1948, would have far-reaching consequences. It opened a 
Pandora’s box of issues and dilemmas for every Yugoslav communist, forcing 
them to confront the existential crisis facing their party and their country.
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Dragica Srzentić as ‘Ibeovac’
The Resolution did not immediately bring changes to Yugoslavia’s foreign pol-
icy or its internal development model. Despite the accusations from the Soviet 
Union, Yugoslav diplomacy outwardly supported the USSR in international 
relations. This stance was visibly demonstrated at the Danube Conference in 
Belgrade at the end of July and at the session of the UN General Assembly in 
September 1948. These actions were part of a broader, albeit short-lived, strat-
egy by the Yugoslav communists to counter the claims of ‘anti-Sovietism’ in 
their country. By maintaining their support for the Soviet Union on the inter-
national stage, they aimed to dispel doubts about Yugoslavia’s commitment to 
‘internationalist’ principles. However, the situation deteriorated as the Soviet 
government began increasingly hostile actions in 1949. These actions included 
cancelling agreements and withdrawing international support in disputes in-
volving Yugoslavia, further exacerbating the conflict and leading to Yugoslavia’s 
growing isolation on the global scene. Stalin used the negative example of Yu-
goslavia as a pretext to initiate the complete Sovietization of Eastern Europe. 
The criticism of the Yugoslav communists by the CPSU became a template for 
constructing an indictment of ‘Titoism,’ which provided a rationale for purg-
ing all questionable elements within the Eastern European communist parties. 
This marked the beginning of widespread party purges and staged trials across 
Eastern Europe at the end of the 1940s and the early 1950s.

With the correspondence with the Yugoslav leadership and the IB Reso-
lution failing to induce the CPY into repentance and self-criticism, Stalin es-
calated his measures, directly threatening the survival of socialist Yugoslavia. 
From the autumn of 1949, Yugoslavia faced a complete economic blockade im-
posed by the Eastern Bloc countries. In a context where relations with the West 
were virtually non-existent, this blockade inflicted severe material damage on 
a country already devastated by the four-year war. In late November 1949, the 
Information Bureau held another meeting in Budapest. After the session, the 
Cominform issued a Second Resolution against Yugoslavia, ominously titled 
‘The Yugoslav Communist Party in the Hands of Murderers and Spies.’ The 
resolution branded Tito’s leadership as a ‘group of spies’ and ‘enemies of the 
people of Yugoslavia,’ claiming they served the interests of Anglo-American 
imperialists. As a result, the CPY was deemed unworthy of calling itself ‘com-
munist.’ This resolution declared that the struggle against ‘Tito’s clique’ was 
an ‘international duty’ that all communists were obliged to fulfil. The inten-
sifying hostility towards the CPY was intended to persuade European com-
munists that any means used to overthrow ‘Tito’s clique’ were justified, giv-
en the characterization of the Yugoslav regime as ‘fascist’ and subservient to 
Western imperialism. This rhetoric exacerbated the economic pressure and 
international isolation of Yugoslavia and was compounded by military threats 
from the East. In 1949, these threats manifested in frequent troop movements 
along the Yugoslav border, and daily border incidents resulted in the deaths 
of numerous Yugoslav soldiers and civilians. The escalating tension forced 
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Yugoslavia to make large allocations for defence, keeping the army in a high 
readiness state, further strained the country’s already fragile economy. Tito, 
who had long been a symbol of Yugoslav resistance against fascism and now 
against Stalinism, became the target of multiple assassination attempts by So-
viet agents, as documented by Stalin’s biographers. These efforts to eliminate 
Tito highlighted the extreme measures Stalin was willing to take to subdue 
Yugoslavia and bring it back under Soviet control (Ministry of foreign affairs 
of the Federal People’s Republic of Yugoslavia, 1951).

Amid an escalating threat of war and the potential for aggression against 
Yugoslavia, the Yugoslav leadership became acutely sensitive to any signs of 
internal dissent. From the summer of 1948, Stalin anticipated that the ‘inter-
nationalism’ of a significant portion of the CPY’s membership would prevail, 
undermining Yugoslavia’s independent course of resistance. He expected in-
ternal opposition to thwart Tito’s defiance, believing that Yugoslav loyalty to 
the Soviet model would reassert itself. Moscow also bolstered its position by 
supporting the IB emigration, which by August 1948 had swelled to around 
5,000 individuals. Should the need arise, these émigrés were ready to serve 
as a foundation for a potential new party leadership in Yugoslavia. Concur-
rently, Yugoslav intelligence and security structures, under the supervision of 
Aleksandar Ranković and the UDBA (Internal Security Administration), began 
to detect that support for the IB Resolution had sympathizers within the par-
ty’s ranks. Within a year, it became evident that such internal support posed 
a significant threat to the country’s independence, especially if accompanied 
by a military intervention from the Soviet Union. This fear was further ex-
acerbated by the onset of the Korean War, which intensified the repression 
of those who supported Stalin’s policies. The repression manifested in both 
heightened surveillance and the establishment of the first internment camps 
for those deemed to be pro-Soviet sympathizers (Goli otok, Sveti Grgur). Histo-
rian Martin Previšić (2022: 87-102) identifies several motivations among Party 
members who aligned themselves with Stalin’s critical stance. Some IB sympa-
thizers harboured a sincere ideological attachment to Moscow, deeply rooted 
in their commitment to the Soviet model of socialism. Others combined this 
ideological loyalty with traditional Russophile sentiments, particularly prev-
alent in Serbia and Montenegro. Additionally, some party members used the 
contents of the IB Resolution as a vehicle to voice their criticisms of certain 
aspects of Yugoslav internal policies. Becoming an ‘Ibeovac’ (a supporter of the 
IB) could signify various things: a staunch Stalinist commitment, involvement 
in espionage, a critique of the Party’s direction, or simply a continued loyalty 
to information and influence emanating from Moscow.

Dragica Srzentić recalled her position after the 1948 split with Moscow: 

I also thought it was wrong to talk about Russians condescendingly. A caricature 
of a Russian soldier adorned with wristwatches appeared in Jež. Furthermore, 
that soldier left his bones here. Then, a series of articles with the worst insults 
to Russians appeared in Borba. Listen, we were brought up on their socialism. 
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Nobody ever mentioned Stalin’s crimes! On the contrary, the executives glori-
fied him to the point of distaste: ‘We should be happy that Stalin and we live 
under the same sun!’ I thought we should agree with the Russians and solve the 
problems through dialogue (Stavrić 2012b).

Dragica and her husband, Vojislav Srzentić, were part of a small faction 
within the Party that did not openly endorse the IB Resolution but harboured 
reservations and doubts about how Yugoslav politics was handling the break 
with Moscow. The climate of widespread arrests required caution, particular-
ly since Dragica’s husband was directly mentioned in Stalin’s letter. UDBA’s 
methods relied on a network of informants who provided information on the 
movements and conversations of those deemed suspicious. In her Belgrade 
home, UDBA operatives quickly gathered evidence of the couple’s disputed 
activities and statements, linking them to several other individuals in their 
circle. On 31 May 1951, Dragica and Vojislav Srzentić were arrested. The in-
vestigative process began in late June, with Aleksandar Ranković’s confidant, 
Svetislav Stefanović, involved in some of the proceedings. 

After half a year of investigation, the public prosecutor filed an indictment 
at the end of 1951, leading to a trial from 7 to 10 January 1952, in the District 
Court of Belgrade. The central charge accused Vojislav Srzentić, Dragica Srz-
entić, Milka Žicina, Ljuba Mihajlović, Mitar Sredanović and Dragomir Lalović 
under the Law on Criminal Offenses Against the People and the State. Accord-
ing to the indictment, the group had embraced the ‘hostile actions’ of the East-
ern Bloc against Yugoslavia and participated in a plan to ‘violently overthrow 
the existing state and political leadership’ and to change the state and social 
order of the FNRJ, allegedly aiming to subjugate Yugoslavia to Soviet control 
(Archives of Bosnia and Herzegovina vol. 36, fasc. 38). The prosecution’s evi-
dence relied heavily on information from the UDBA and confessions extract-
ed during the investigative process. Vojislav Srzentić was primarily accused of 
accepting the Cominform Resolution of 1948, criticizing Yugoslav government 
policies, and attempting to expand and organize a network of individuals aligned 
with that line of thought. Notably, the prosecution highlighted Dragica Srz-
entić’s trip to Italy in November 1949, allegedly under Vojislav’s instructions, 
to establish contacts with members of the Central Committee of the Commu-
nist Party of Italy. Vojislav was also accused of planning to flee Yugoslavia and 
continuing his fight against the Yugoslav leadership from abroad. Because of 
that, later party narratives portrayed him as an ‘NKVD spy’.3 Dragica Srzentić 
was also implicated in the group, which repeatedly criticized Yugoslav poli-
cies and supposedly sought a violent change with Moscow’s assistance. The 
investigation focused primarily on instances of verbal dissent. However, it also 
cited the reading of confidential cables from the Ministry of Foreign Affairs, 
which Ljubo Mihajlović allegedly brought to members of the accused group. 

3  The People’s Commissariat for Internal Affairs (Russian: Narodnyy komissariat vnu-
trennikh del) abbreviated as NKVD, was the interior ministry of the Soviet Union from 
1934 to 1946. 
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The trial was brief, with defence lawyers appointed ex officio. On 11 January 
1952, the District Court sentenced Vojislav Srzentić to 15 years of rigorous 
imprisonment (District Court of the City of Belgrade 1952). Dragica Srzentić 
received a 10-year sentence, with an additional three-year restriction on civil 
rights following her release and confiscation of property. 

At the height of the conflict with the Soviet Union (1948-1956), a total of 
15,737 individuals were arrested and sentenced in Yugoslavia. Among them, it 
is estimated that between 3,000 and 5,000 were women (Previšić 2022: 109; 
Pantelić 2011: 93; Pantelić 2010: 97-106). All convicted women were sent to 
special camps in Ramski Rit, Zabela, Stolac, Lonjsko Polje, and on the island 
of Sveti Grgur. Following the normalization of Yugoslav-Soviet relations after 
Stalin’s death—formalized by Belgrade and Moscow declarations—the threat 
of Soviet military intervention receded, leading to the cessation of repression 
and the release of many prisoners. Dragica Srzentić’s sentence was initially re-
duced to eight years in 1954, and she was eventually released on parole in 1955. 
Her husband, Vojislav, was paroled in 1956. Dragica spent a total of four-and-
a-half years in prison, primarily in Stolac (Herzegovina), under harsh condi-
tions. Later, she recalled all the suffering she experienced in prison:

‘At first, we were held in isolation. Then, Milka [mentioned above as part of the 
group; authors’ note] and I were taken to a wing, where on the wall a banner 
was displayed, with the words “we are returning to the party.” They put a crown 
of thorns, leaves, and nettles on me, torn shoes without toes that had a ‘Made 
in USSR’ label on them, as well as a ribbon that read “Queen of the Infrombi-
ro Ball.” I laugh about it now, but it was terrifying at the time’. (Stavrić 2012b)

The prison sentences were intended not only to isolate those deemed threats 
to national independence but also to serve as a means of political ‘re-educa-
tion.’ Even after their release, the stigma of being an ‘ibeovac’ lingered for all 
convicts. They remained under the surveillance of police and intelligence au-
thorities, making reintegration into society challenging (Škodrić 2024: 179-
204). Until the end of socialist Yugoslavia, Dragica Srzentić led a reclusive life, 
continually monitored and suspected by local authorities. For a long time, she 
struggled to find work, as local party officials and members of the UDBA ac-
tively prevented her from securing any employment. Eventually, in 1960, she 
was able to retire. Through her acquaintance with a prominent party official, 
Svetozar Vukmanović Tempo—whom she had known since her partisan days in 
Macedonia—she obtained an apartment in Belgrade, where she lived until her 
death in 2015. She continued to live in Serbia after the break-up of Yugoslavia. 

Legal and Social Rehabilitation 
Since the postwar period, Europe has frequently employed mediated trials and 
a range of specific laws to regulate the commemoration of the Second World 
War. Additionally, processes like ‘decommunization’ in Central and Eastern 
Europe and transitional justice measures in recent decades have produced 
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many instances of legislation explicitly designed to address historical issues, 
commonly known as memory laws. Some scholars refer to it as ‘the judicia-
rization of the legacy of traumatic pasts’ (Rousso 2007: 31). In comparison with 
Western European countries, where the purpose of the law is to limit radical 
revision of the past, ‘becoming an important tool in preventing the offense 
to the memory of war victims, in the post-Yugoslav space, courts are precise-
ly used to cement the revisionist image of the past’ (Bešlin 2013: 85; see also 
Škorić and Bešlin 2017). Contrary to other post-communist European states, 
Serbia was reluctant for a long time to address its communist past, including 
the crimes committed by the communist regime against its own citizens. Once 
it finally started to cope with the past, this led to the reinterpretation of the 
Second World War and state socialism. Law has been an essential instrument 
of the official politics of memory in Serbia since the overthrow of Slobodan 
Milošević in 2000 (Djureinovic 2018: 234). In 2006, exactly half a century af-
ter the dissolution of the Cominform in 1956 and the abolition of the political 
prisoners’ prison on Goli Otok, Serbia adopted its first lex specialis (Rehabili-
tation Act, ‘Official Gazette of the Republic of Serbia”, No. 33/06), regulating 
the rehabilitation of persons who were deprived of life, liberty or other rights 
for political or ideological reasons, with or without a court or administrative 
decision, starting from 6 April 1941 (start of the war in Yugoslavia) to the date 
of the law’s commencement.

As argued by Vodinelić, ‘legal rehabilitation serves to remove the stigma 
of conviction from the victim of political repression to repair or mitigate the 
consequences of conviction or punishment, and to distinguish between the 
law of a democratic state and the injustice of an authoritarian state’ (Vodinelić 
2004: 9). It essentially refers to measures aimed at annulling a conviction or 
punishment, which were the result of three forms of political injustice char-
acteristic of authoritarian regimes: political legislation, political judiciary, and 
punishment without any formal procedure (ibid). Exoneration is conducted as 
a court procedure and (if successful) leads to the annulment of all legal conse-
quences that resulted from a particular decision, as well as the annulment of 
legal consequences that arose from the persecution of individuals for political 
and ideological reasons without judicial or administrative decisions (Midorovic 
2008: 560). Convictions of exonerated individuals were vacated, decisions made 
against them annulled, the rights taken away, limited or denied were restored.4

The 2006 Rehabilitation Act was heavily criticised by legal experts and 
judges due to material and procedural deficiencies, and it was replaced in 
2011 with a new law.5 Still, thousands of people used the 2006 Act, aiming to 

4  Complete rehabilitation cannot be achieved without simultaneously addressing the 
issue of compensation for rehabilitated individuals, the return of confiscated property, 
and compensation for rights that were taken away, limited, or denied. Yet, this was not 
really done in Serbia. See: Midorovic 2008.
5  See more on rehabilitation in Serbia in: Djureinovic 2018: Vodinelić 2007: Samardžić 
2021.
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rehabilitate themselves or their relatives, including Dragica Srzentić. On 23 
June 2006, she filed requests for the exoneration of herself (Case No. 132/06) 
and her husband, Vojislav (Case No. 128/06). According to the information 
received by the Higher Court in Belgrade, the two cases were joined (High-
er Court of Belgrade 2024b). On 27 February 2007, the Court approved their 
exoneration. The case files were destroyed after the retention period expired 
(Higher Court of Belgrade 2024a).

The exoneration coincided with a broader social rehabilitation of Dragica 
Srzentić. The renowned film director Želimir Žilnik played a pivotal role in 
putting her story in the spotlight. As one of the pioneers of docu-fiction, Žil-
nik›s extensive filmography is marked by a deep engagement with socially rel-
evant themes, often exploring the lives of ordinary, marginalized people and 
their struggles within various social and political systems. The story of Drag-
ica Srzentić was compelling enough to inspire Žilnik to adapt it into a film. 
According to him, Dragica’s narrative offers a unique lens through which the 
tumultuous history of the 20th century could be understood—distinct from 
the conventional portrayals found in the media or scholarly literature. The 
documentary title, One Woman, One Century, implicitly suggests a histori-
cal perspective centred on a woman’s experience, through which key events 
in Yugoslav history are reflected. By choosing this approach, Žilnik allows the 
audience to engage with the remarkable life of a 20th-century woman without 
the mediating voice of historians and political experts.

The film was well received, garnering sympathetic responses from audi-
ences across the former Yugoslavia. At numerous festivals, viewers connected 
deeply with Dragica Srzentić’s story, often engaging in discussions with her 
during screenings, where many of the historical topics raised in the film were 
further explored. Screenings were frequently attended by former Goli Otok in-
mates and their families, adding a personal dimension to the experience. The 
film’s popularity led to its adaptation into a three-part documentary series, 
which premiered on Radio-Television Vojvodina in 2012. It was also shown at 
Stanford University, where Želimir Žilnik spoke to students at the invitation 
of the Center for Russian, East European, and Eurasian Studies (Žilnik 2013). 
At the event, Žilnik reiterated his intent to provide a more nuanced historical 
interpretation through Dragica’s testimony, offering a fresh perspective on the 
turbulent history of the 20th century (Stanford 2014).

Conclusion
The role of women in Yugoslav society underwent a profound transformation 
during the War of Liberation and the socialist revolution of 1941-1945. Unlike 
the earlier era under the Kingdom, women emerged as pivotal agents of polit-
ical and social change. Their collective experience in the anti-fascist struggle 
became foundational for subsequent generations, legitimizing post-war expres-
sions of gender equality and emancipation as core values of the communist left, 
which were subsequently codified and institutionalized. The life of Dragica 
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Vitolović Srzentić vividly exemplifies the motivations, aspirations, and chal-
lenges faced by Yugoslav women in the revolutionary struggle. It highlights the 
opportunities and limitations for their political and social affirmation in the 
nascent socialist state. The post-war government, committed to revolutionary 
societal change, sought to replicate Soviet systems and value norms. The first 
Yugoslav post-war constitution, modelled after the Soviet Constitution of 1936, 
enshrined full legal equality and political and social rights for women. Drag-
ica Srzentić’s career reflects this social change and continuity with the equal-
ity experienced during the partisan war. Her numerous roles in the post-war 
diplomatic structures, where the Communist Party of Yugoslavia (CPY) began 
building the system from the ground up, signified the leadership’s trust in her 
abilities. However, her example was not widespread within the highest ech-
elons of socialist Yugoslavia’s party and state structures. The full affirmation 
of women and the pursuit of complete equality encountered numerous chal-
lenges in the construction of a socialist society, where the close alliance with 
the Soviet Union played a central role.

The 1948 conflict between Yugoslavia and the Soviet Union was a critical 
event at the dawn of the Cold War in Europe. Its importance and consequences 
were formative for Yugoslavia’s social transformation, its relations with social-
ist states in Eastern Europe, and the broader left. At the centre of this conflict 
was Dragica Srzentić, who, in March 1948, was entrusted with supervising and 
implementing the first confidential correspondence on the Belgrade-Moscow 
route. The controversy from this exchange catalysed the June breakup when 
Yugoslavia was excluded from all forms of pro-Soviet integration by the Com-
inform Resolution. Stalin’s harsh strategy toward Belgrade, which included mil-
itary threats, not only triggered the ideological demarcation of the Yugoslav 
communists from Moscow but also led to a complete reversal in Yugoslavia’s 
foreign policy orientation and internal security. In a short time, Yugoslavia 
transformed from the most loyal “Soviet satellite” to the fiercest critic of So-
viet foreign and domestic policy. This abrupt shift had to be managed by the 
Yugoslav communists, with severe repercussions for those whose sympathies 
leaned more towards Moscow, and Dragica Srzentić was a victim of this policy.

By her admission, Dragica did not accept the content of the Cominform Res-
olution, but she was critical of Yugoslav policy towards the Soviet Union. The 
fear that Stalin might launch a military intervention accelerated the regime’s 
repressive measures, making dissent within the Party, especially factionalism, 
intolerable. The arrest and trial of Dragica Srzentić and her husband, along with 
others labelled as pro-Soviet (Ibeovci), illustrate the extent of the violent trans-
formation within the Yugoslav Party and state. To affirm its independence and 
ensure exceptional socialist development, the CPY defined the term “Ibeovac” 
as a political disqualification to be ruthlessly suppressed to safeguard the inde-
pendence of domestic and foreign policy during the Cold War. Thus, Dragica 
Srzentić’s brutal imprisonment, subsequent social ostracism, and surveillance 
by security services underscore the severity of Yugoslav-Soviet relations during 
the Cold War and their impact on domestic social trends.
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The exoneration of individuals unjustly convicted in socialist Yugoslavia 
was only addressed after 2000 in Serbia, following political changes after the 
fall of Slobodan Milošević. Paradoxically, Dragica Srzentić, a staunch com-
munist condemned by her comrades, found social and judicial rehabilitation 
in post-communism. The legal rehabilitation thus became part of a broader 
debate on the socialist legacy, often marked by uncritical historical revision-
ism and selective remembrance within the postsocialist “politics of history.” In 
this context, Želimir Žilnik’s documentary One Woman, One Century offers 
a more nuanced and profoundly humanized portrayal of the past—one that 
resists binary divisions of victims and perpetrators, and instead opens a space 
for understanding a forgotten generation of Yugoslav women whose life sto-
ries both shaped and transcended the ideological frameworks of their time.
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Između revolucije i represije: Dragica Vitolović Srzentić 
i jugoslovensko-sovjetski raskol
Apstrakt
Ovaj rad rekonstruše životnu priču Dragice Vitolović Srzentić (1912–2015), partizanke i re-
volucionarke koja je, nakon oslobođenja Jugoslavije od fašizma, u Ministarstvu inostranih 
poslova dobijala najpoverljivije zadatke. Kada su se odnosi između Sovjetskog Saveza i Ju-
goslavije pogoršali 1948. godine, povereno joj je da u Moskvu odnese pismo Josipa Broza 
Tita Staljinu. Posledice te prepiske bile su dalekosežne: Jugoslavija je napustila istočni blok, 
a tok Hladnog rata u Evropi dobio je neočekivan pravac. Međutim, po povratku iz Moskve 
Dragica je optužena da se svrstala uz Sovjete i osuđena na višegodišnju zatvorsku kaznu. 
Godine 2007. sud je donеo odluku o njenoj rehabilitaciji, a poznati reditelj Želimir Žilnik sni-
mio je film o njenom slučaju. Autori u ovom članku rekonstruišu ključne trenutke njenog ži-
vota, širi istorijski kontekst, kao i sadržaj najpoverljivije diplomatske misije, te potonje optu-
žbe, pravne postupke i savremeni proces rehabilitacije. Kao studija slučaja, ova priča prevazilazi 
individualnu sudbinu jedne žene i ima širi značaj za razumevanje istorije Jugoslavije i Hladnog 
rata. U tom smislu, rad doprinosi trima istraživačkim poljima: studijama o ženama u obave-
štajnim i diplomatskim službama, istoriji Jugoslavije i istoriji Hladnog rata. Istovremeno, cilj 
mu je da prevaziđe seksističke obrasce predstavljanja žena u obaveštajnom radu, ukazujući 
na njihove važne doprinose obaveštajnim i diplomatskim operacijama u različitim, formalnim 
i neformalnim ulogama.

Ključne reči: Hladni rat; Jugoslavija; Informbiro; Dragica Vitolović Srzentić; Sovjetski Savez
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TECHNOLOGY DEFEATING DEATH. FROM A 
METAPHYSICAL ISSUE TO AN ENGINEERING PROBLEM?

ABSTRACT
Contemporary Western research is increasingly characterised by the 
move from thinking of ageing and, consequently, death as metaphysical 
issues to thinking of them as engineering problems that can, and even 
must, be solved. And an increasing number of millionaires funds science 
and technology whose objective is the extreme extension of life, i.e. 
prolongevity, and possibly the defeat of death, as if winning over ageing 
and death is the highest success one can possibly achieve as a highly 
successful human being. From a philosophical perspective, the following 
two questions arise. First, what may be the meaning of the ever closer 
correlation between the idea of human (individual) success and (social) 
progress and the idea of defeating ageing and death? Second, what may 
be the meaning of the ever closer correlation between the idea of 
defeating ageing and death and the idea of (even ultimate) scientific and 
technological development? Their possible answers start with the following 
insights. First, that constitutively, and not by accident, we have a drive 
to transcend our humanity as it is. Second, that we have possible alternatives 
to transcending our humanity by transcending our ageing and death, i.e. 
trying to remove time from our ontology: indeed, ageing as moving from 
life to death may not be thought of as the worst kind of individual failure, 
but as a kind of individual success, i.e. the individual capability to think 
of it as one great existential experience of whose values and opportunities 
we would otherwise be deprived.

Introduction
In 2023, “The Guardian” reported the following news about Bryan Johnson, 
who is a forty-eight-year-old millionaire spending around $2 million a year 
to reverse ageing by using the most sophisticated technologies under the su-
pervision of several scientists and physicians. According to “The Guardian”,

Bryan Johnson […] rises at 4.30am, eats all his meals before 11am and goes 
to bed – alone – at 8.30pm, without exception. In the intervening hours, he 
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ingests more than 100 pills, bathes his body in LED light and sits on a high-in-
tensity electromagnetic device that he believes will strengthen his pelvic floor. 
This is all done in the service of slowing his rate of ageing until, he hopes, one 
year of chronological time can pass while his biological age stays the same. His 
ultimate goal? ‘Don’t die’. Oh, and, incidentally, he wants as many people as 
possible to join him. […] Johnson refers to himself as ‘the world’s most mea-
sured human’. His team of doctors and health experts are constantly monitor-
ing everything his body does, from his cholesterol levels to the length of his 
telomeres – DNA ‘caps’ that prevent our chromosomes from fraying, like the 
plastic tips on shoelaces, and are thought to play a key role in cell death and 
ageing. (Snape, 2023, no page number)

If we move from the journalist’s report to Bryan Johnson’s website1, we find 
the following three sections. First and foremost, the section entitled ‘Don’t die 
community’, where, under the words ‘Join or die’2, we can read that the com-
munity’s objective is ‘defeating all causes of human and planetary death’. The 
tool is technology, i.e. ‘an algorithm […] that could better care for me than I can 
myself’ when it comes to ‘helping me not die’. For instance, ‘instead of my mind 
eating what it “was in the mood for” or “what sounded good”, I shifted decision 
authority to my body. We measured my 70+ organs, enabling them to speak 
via data what they needed to be in peak condition. My mind did not have the 
authority to override the algorithm’. Second, the section entitled ‘Protocol in-
formation’3, where we can read the minutest details of his ‘up-to-date proto-
col, daily routine and current therapies’. Third, the section entitled ‘Blueprint 
interventions’4, where objectives and tools translate into business, i.e. the sale 
of a variety of products, from food to pills.

Bryan Johnson is not an eccentric and isolated case. On the one hand, ac-
cording to his website, in 60 days since the launch of his initiative in Novem-
ber 2023, about 13,000 people have joined it. On the other hand, an increasing 
number of millionaires funds science and technology whose objective is the 
extreme extension of life, i.e. prolongevity, and possibly the defeat of death 
(see Friend, 2017). Interestingly enough, what Bryan Johnson and the other mil-
lionaires share is not only the general objective of defeating ageing and death 
by using their wealth but also the particular tool to do it, i.e. technology, to 
the point that the phenomenon described above seems to be a kind of Silicon 
Valley thing – and, most interestingly, to the point that death seems to move 
from being a metaphysical issue to being a ‘merely […] technical’ (Friend, 2017, 

1   See https://www.bryanjohnson.com/ (last accessed: September 16, 2024). It goes 
without saying that the kind of rhetoric used on the website, starting with the use of 
the imperative verb ‘[d]on’t die’, may undermine the credibility of science among citi-
zens (see at least Collins and Evans, 2007, and Collins, 2014).
2   See, also for the following quotes, https://dontdie.bryanjohnson.com/ (last accessed: 
September 16, 2024).
3   See, also for the following quote, https://protocol.bryanjohnson.com/ (last accessed: 
September 16, 2024).
4   See https://blueprint.bryanjohnson.com/ (last accessed: September 16, 2024).
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no page number) problem to be solved (and solvable), i.e. an engineering prob-
lem to be solved (and solvable).

Thus, the following clues upon which to reflect emerge. First, it seems that 
the wealthier one is, the easier it is to set oneself the objective of defeating 
ageing and death – as if winning over ageing and death is the highest success 
one can possibly achieve as a highly successful human being. Second, it seems 
that the more powerful technology is, the more it faces ageing and death as its 
ultimate challenges to be won over – as if the post-Enlightenment challenge 
masterfully expressed by Shelley’s Frankenstein, or the modern Prometheus 
can come to fruition through contemporary technology: ‘if I could banish dis-
ease from the human frame and render man invulnerable to any but violent 
death!’, Shelley’s protagonist, who is a gifted scientist, exclaims (Shelley 1994 
[1818 and 1831]: 37).

The two clues listed above lead to the following further clue: it seems that 
contemporary Western culture takes to the extremes one of the most distinc-
tive ideas of its genesis between the Enlightenment and Romanticism, which 
is the idea of human progress – more precisely, the idea that human progress 
results first and foremost from scientific and technological development.

It is no coincidence that, even in the specific case of prolongevity, Western 
culture moves from the idea that it was possible in the (far) past, i.e. the ante-
diluvian era (see Gruman, 1966), to the idea that it will be possible in the (near) 
future precisely because of scientific and technological development: ‘because 
of the progress of science, the length of life may be extended beyond the ante-
diluvian standard’ (Gruman 1966: 83), to the point that, ‘[i]n a word, why may 
not man be one day immortal?’ (Godwin 1946 [1793]: 224).

The question quoted above also gives me the opportunity to clarify from the 
outset the way in which I will approach the relationship between immortality, 
on the one hand, and geroscience, on the other hand. Even though they are 
distinct areas, in that the former addresses metaphysical issues and the latter 
addresses medical issues, they seem to increasingly converge in today’s reality, 
from the case of Bryan Johnson to other cases I will analyse. Indeed, there is a 
meaningful sense in which geroscience seems to increasingly be to immortal-
ity as the means is to the end, as I will develop in what follows.

Starting with the clues listed above, I will try to answer the following two 
questions from a philosophical perspective. First, what may be the meaning 
of the ever closer correlation between the idea of human (individual) success 
and (social) progress and the idea of defeating ageing and death (against, for 
instance, thinking of human individual success and social progress as the in-
creasing capability to think of ageing and death as meaningful existential ex-
periences)? Second, what may be the meaning of the ever closer correlation 
between the idea of defeating ageing and death and the idea of (even ultimate) 
scientific and technological development?

The proposal I will argue as a possible alternative to the two correlations 
described above is the following: if it is true that we, as humans, constitutively 
have a drive to transcend our humanity as it is, it is also true that we can do 
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it not only by transcending our ageing and death, i.e. trying to remove time 
from our ontology, but also by ageing and dying, i.e. trying to exploit our be-
ing temporal beings – which means that we can transcend our humanity as 
it is by thinking of ageing and death not as a kind of failure, but as a kind of 
success, in that they can be great existential experiences of whose values and 
opportunities we would otherwise be deprived.

Historical cornerstones of the idea of prolongevity
As we have partly seen, prolongevity as the extreme extension of life, and even 
as immortality, is especially an objective of contemporary Western culture, 
specifically science and technology. Conversely, ancient Western culture is 
especially characterised by the opposite idea, according to which ageing and 
death not only cannot be avoided but also should not be avoided, in that im-
mortality is not better than mortality (see Gruman, 1966). For instance, if we 
go back to the ancient Prometheus, who inspires Shelley’s masterpiece, we 
learn that ageing and death are constitutively human as a divine punishment 
to be accepted (see Hes. Op.).

Ancient philosophers emphasise the acceptability, and even the desirabil-
ity, of ageing and death. According to Aristotle, death is the natural end of life 
(see Arist. De An.). According to the Epicureans, there is no reason to defeat 
ageing and death not only because they are nothing to us but also because ex-
istent pleasures are finite and cannot be increased by immortality (see espe-
cially Lucr. De rer. nat.). According to the Stoics, wisdom also means the ca-
pability to accept the rules of nature, including ageing and death, which make 
future generations possible (see especially M. Aur. Med.). Also, the intersection 
between ancient philosophy and Christian theology adds a further argument 
for ageing and death: if it is true that mortal (earthly) life is followed by im-
mortal (heavenly) life, it is also true that ageing and death are the conditions 
under which the latter, i.e. humans’ ultimate objective, is possible (see espe-
cially Aquinas STh.).

Thus, according to ancient Western culture, ageing and death are not thought 
of as something to be defeated. Conversely, in the worst case, they are con-
sidered not only as acceptable but also as desirable and, in the best case, they 
are considered as possible in unreachable spatiotemporal scenarios, from an 
out-of-reach past time (as in the case of the antediluvian era, as we have seen) 
to an out-of-reach future time (as in the case of the desperate search for the 
fountain of eternal youth, see Gruman, 1966), in addition to an out-of-reach 
space (as in the case of the Hyperboreans, see Gruman, 1966).

Something starts changing from the Middle Ages onwards, when, interest-
ingly enough, the alchemists start strengthening the idea that science can ex-
ert a strong power over nature, including human nature and its limits. Doctor 
Mirabilis, i.e. Roger Bacon, especially emphasises that ‘[t]he possibility of the 
prolongation of life is confirmed by the consideration that the soul naturally 
is immortal and capable of not dying. So, after the fall, a man might live for 
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a thousand years [i.e., Methuselah]; and since that time the length of life has 
been gradually shortened. Therefore, it follows that this shortening is acciden-
tal and may be remedied wholly or in part’ (Bacon 1923: 35).

The Renaissance is characterised by a further strengthening of prolongev-
ity, especially through Cornaro, who even starts introducing ideas typical of 
contemporary Western culture. More precisely, human life starts being con-
sidered as successful not only in terms of exceptional feats but also, and es-
pecially, in terms of (healthy) longevity, no matter if immortal heavenly life 
follows mortal earthly life: ‘Our Maker, having ordained that the life of man 
should last for many years, is desirous that everyone should attain the extreme 
limit […]. Wherefore it is that God wishes we should all live to extreme age’ 
(Cornaro 1905: 98). Typically contemporary practices, starting with calorie re-
striction, are also introduced as the conditions under which healthy longevity 
is possible: ‘these two very important rules which I have always so carefully 
observed [are] relative to eating and drinking, namely, to take only the quan-
tity which my stomach can easily digest and only the kinds that agree with it’ 
(Cornaro 1905: 48).

Modern Western culture, as we have seen through the nod to the Enlight-
enment, continues to develop the idea that the scientific and technological de-
feat of ageing and death is an effective measure of human individual success 
and social progress. Specifically, according to Condorcet, ‘[w]ould it be absurd 
then to suppose that […] the day will come when death will be due only to ex-
traordinary accidents or to the decay of the vital forces, and that ultimately the 
average span between birth and decay will have no assignable value?’ (Con-
dorcet 1955 [1795]: 200).

The transition from Enlightenment to Romanticism contributes to prolon-
gevity through the idea that humans’ power can win over nature’s power. The 
twentieth century also contributes through at least the following two phenom-
ena. First, increasing secularisation emerges, which means that, if mortal earthly 
life is not followed by immortal heavenly life, ageing and death move from be-
ing the conditions under which the latter is possible to being the worst ene-
mies of human life. Second, an increasing development of medicine emerges, 
especially when it comes to treating infections that affect humans from birth 
onwards, which means that ageing becomes something far more widespread 
and, consequently, death becomes something far more correlated with ageing, 
from fewer young women dying in childbirth to fewer babies dying immedi-
ately after birth. In other words, the older humans die, the more ageing and, 
consequently, death are thought of as their worst enemies.

It is worth noting that the history of Eastern culture does not document an 
analogous phenomenon. It is no coincidence that classical Chinese culture, 
starting with Taoism, is the first to translate prolongevity into a kind of disci-
pline, i.e. respiratory, dietary, sexual, gymnastic and spiritual techniques, to the 
point that the Chinese word ‘hsien’, i.e. humans who achieve earthly immor-
tality through discipline, has no translation in Western languages (see Giles, 
1948. See also Gruman, 1966).
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The idea of prolongevity in contemporary language
Yet, contemporary Western culture seems to take prolongevity to the extremes, 
which is a phenomenon emerging from both the kind of language we use and 
the kind of technology we design and use.

The following premise is necessary: speaking of prolongevity in contem-
porary Western culture means speaking of something complex, including both 
moderate and extreme positions. In the first case, there is an attempt to pro-
long lifespan, and especially healthspan. In the second case, there is an attempt 
to achieve immortality. And objectives vary accordingly, from slowing down 
ageing to stopping ageing to even reversing ageing.

In any case, the complex variety of positions seems to share the following 
binomial, which is symptomatic of contemporary Western culture in general: 
the noun “ageing” increasingly correlates with the adjective “successful” (see 
at least Baltes and Baltes, 1990, Rowe and Kahn, 1997, Charness and Schaie, 
2003, Wykle, Whitehouse and Morris, 2005, Lamb, 2017, Levitin, 2020, and 
Howard et al., 2022).

As far as the first point is concerned, i.e. the kind of language we use, we 
may analyse the contemporary debate on prolongevity starting with the fol-
lowing three sources: first, the websites of biotechnology companies, second, 
the websites of associations and, third, publications.

In the case of biotechnology companies, we can read, for instance, that the 
objective of Altos Labs, i.e. the 2022 biotechnology company also funded by 
Bezos, is ‘the battle against ageing and age-related disease’5 through ‘pushing 
the reset button on our cells’. Again, we can read that the objective of Calico 
Labs, i.e. the 2013 biotechnology company founded by Google, is ‘delay[ing] 
[ageing’s] start or reduce its speed’6. And, restricting ourselves to cases of rel-
evant biotechnology companies founded between the former and the latter, 
we can read that the objectives are, in chronological order, to ‘[r]educe your 
biologic age and optimise your healthspan’7, ‘to extend healthy productive 
longevity’8, to produce ‘disruptive pharmaceuticals that slow, halt or reverse 
ageing’9, ‘to unlock cellular immortality and regenerative capacity to reverse 
age-related changes in the body’10, to develop ‘cellular rejuvenation therapies 
to reverse and prevent diseases of ageing’11 and to ‘restore cell effectiveness by 

5   See, also for the following quote, https://www.inverse.com/science/the-cellular-re-
set (last accessed: September 22, 2024).
6   See https://www.calicolabs.com/ (last accessed: September 22, 2024).
7   See https://www.humanlongevity.com/our-care-ecosystem/ (last accessed: Septem-
ber 22, 2024).
8   See https://insilico.com/ (last accessed: September 22, 2024).
9   See https://juvlabs.com/pages/our-story (last accessed: September 22, 2024).
10   See https://investors.agexinc.com/company-info/default.aspx (last accessed: Sep-
tember 22, 2024).
11   See https://www.lifebiosciences.com/ (last accessed: September 22, 2024).
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“turning back the clock” on the epigenome’12. At least three issues are worth 
noting (and upon which I will reflect in what follows). First, that, sometimes 
explicitly and sometimes implicitly, the almost military rhetoric used implies 
that ageing is not a meaningful existential experience, but an enemy to be ‘bat-
tle[d] against’. Second, that, sometimes explicitly and sometimes implicitly, ‘the 
battle against ageing’ is driven by the typically Western idea of success, which 
implies the optimisation of one’s performance, from the particular objective 
of optimising one’s ‘healthspan’ to the general objective of optimising one’s 
‘healthy productive longevity’. Third, that, more explicitly than implicitly, the 
optimisation of one’s performance and, finally, life coincides with the most 
ambitious objective of even ‘revers[ing] ageing’ through ‘rejuvenation thera-
pies’, from the metaphors ‘pushing the reset button on our cells’ and ‘“turning 
back the clock” on the epigenome’ to the metaphor ‘unlock[ing]’ ‘regenerative 
capacity’ and, finally, ‘cellular immortality’.

In the case of the websites of associations, we can read, for instance, that 
the Academy for Health and Lifespan Research, which defines itself as ‘the 
world’s leading ageing research unit’13, has the ‘mission’ to ‘[d]rive change among 
states and payers to recognise ageing as a treatable condition’ on the basis of 
the ‘vision’ that ‘breakthroughs in longevity research are not just accelerated 
but, more importantly, made accessible to all’. Among other analogous associ-
ations, there are, in chronological order, the International Longevity Alliance, 
whose ‘fight against degenerative ageing processes’14 is ‘for all’, the Longevity 
Science Foundation, whose ‘mission’15 is ‘making longevity medicine accessi-
ble to all’, and Healthy Longevity Medicine Society, whose ‘vision’ is ‘[t]o de-
velop longevity medicine as a respected and independent medical speciality 
that extends the healthspan of ageing individuals, tackles ageing mechanisms 
and optimises an individual’s performance’16. Interestingly enough, the three 
issues emerging from the websites of biotechnology companies reappear, first, 
as the ‘fight against degenerative ageing processes’, second, as ‘optimis[ing] an 
individual’s performance’ and, third, as ‘breakthroughs’ that make ageing ‘a 
treatable condition’. Also, two further issues emerge. First, that the establish-
ment of associations serves to give credibility to prolongevity, specifically ‘[t]o 

12   See https://www.turn.bio/the-science (last accessed: September 22, 2024). It is 
worth noting that the word ‘epigenome’ increasingly becomes popular in today’s real-
ity to emphasise the distinction between chronological age (for instance, Bryan John-
son’s forty-eight years) and biological age (for instance, Bryan Johnson’s younger age 
from a medical perspective.) See at least Horvath, 2013, Horvath and Raj, 2018, Levine 
et al., 2018, Belsky et al., 2020, and García-Barranquero et al., 2024.
13   See, also for the following quotes, https://www.ahlresearch.org/ (last accessed: 
September 22, 2024).
14   See, also for the following quote, https://longevityalliance.org/manifesto/ (last ac-
cessed: September 22, 2024).
15   See, also for the following quote, https://longevity.foundation/ (last accessed: Sep-
tember 22, 2024).
16   See https://hlms.co/ (last accessed: September 22, 2024).
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develop longevity medicine as a respected and independent medical speciality’ 
(see also Hamzelou, 2024). Second, that, even though prolongevity is a wealthy 
thing, paradoxically enough, the rhetoric used is that it is ‘made accessible to 
all’, ‘for all’ and ‘accessible to all’ (which leads us to ask to what extent it is a 
matter of humanitarianism and to what extent it is a matter of marketing).

In the case of publications, restricting ourselves to cases of monographs 
written by advocates of prolongevity, we can read, for instance, the following 
titles and subtitles: Ending ageing. The rejuvenation breakthroughs that could 
reverse human ageing in our lifetime (see De Grey, 2008), Life span. Why we 
age and why we don’t have to (see Sinclair, 2019), Outlive. The science and art 
of longevity (see Attia, 2023) and Why we die. The new science of ageing and 
the quest for immortality (see Ramakrishnan, 2024). The titles and subtitles 
quoted above are in themselves quite eloquent, but I will elaborate on their 
arguments in what follows.

From theory to practice: the idea of prolongevity  
and contemporary technology
If we move from the first point, i.e. the kind of language we use, to the second 
point, i.e. the kind of technology we design and use, we may say that, even 
though various kinds of technology are designed and used to pursue prolon-
gevity, something quite specific seems to emerge as their essential core: the 
engineering of ageing and, consequently, death – the move from thinking of 
ageing and, consequently, death as metaphysical issues to thinking of them as 
engineering problems.

If we go back to what we have quoted above, we cannot help but note, first, 
that biotechnology companies lead the way, second, that associations are mostly 
made up of various kinds of technologists and, third, that, according to the 
authors of the monographs, ‘the body is a machine, and […] machines can […] 
be kept going indefinitely’ (De Grey 2008: 326), in that ‘[a]ging of the body, 
just like ageing of a car […], is merely a maintenance problem’ (De Grey 2008: 
21). More precisely, we ‘could stop thinking of ageing as a hopelessly complex 
theoretical problem to solve, and get on with attacking it head-on, as an engi-
neering challenge that needed to be overcome […] [in terms of] “[e]ngineered 
negligible senescence”’ (De Grey 2008: 44), which means that ‘the dark spec-
ter of the age plague [will be] driven away by the sunshine of perpetual youth’ 
(De Grey 2008: 339). Also, an engineering approach emerges when ‘[a]ging, 
quite simply, is a loss of information’ (Sinclair 2019: 20): if it is true that ‘our 
cells retain their youthful digital information even when we are old […] [and 
that, to] become young again, we just need to find some polish to remove the 
scratches’ (Sinclair 2019: 23), it is also true that ‘ageing can be reset’ (Sinclair 
2019: 161). Again, an engineering approach emerges when, ‘subscrib[ing] to a 
kind of Silicon Valley approach to longevity and health […] [and] believing that 
it is possible to hack our biology, and hack it, and hack it’ (Attia 2023: 409), 
ageing and, consequently, death are ‘basically an engineering problem’ (Attia 
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2023: 409). Finally, an engineering approach emerges when we think of ageing 
and, consequently, death, in terms of ‘[r]esetting the biological clock’ (as even 
the contents of Ramakrishnan’s 2024 monograph introduce).

As a philosopher, the purpose of my article is not the review of the vari-
ous kinds of technology designed and used to pursue prolongevity. Thus, be-
fore moving from basic information to a theoretical, specifically philosophi-
cal, perspective, I restrict myself to using one exemplary case, i.e. Altos Labs, 
whose biotechnology research is based on what follows17. First, the work of 
Nobel laureate Yamanaka (who is also Altos Labs’ scientific advisor) on re-
programming cells ‘to erase […] [their] identity and age’. Second, the work of 
Izpisua Belmonte (who is also Altos Labs’ founding scientist and director) on 
reprogramming cells ‘to a state that is more resilient to stressors while retain-
ing both their identity and the enhanced functions seen in young cells’. Third, 
Altos Labs hired researchers who have distinguished themselves in studies on 
ageing, including Horvath and Levine, who, according to the “MIT Technology 
Review” (see Hamzelou, 2022), lead the way when it comes to working on the 
so-called ‘ageing clocks’ (Hamzelou, 2022, no page number), which not only 
‘aim to predict how long you’ll live’ (Hamzelou, 2022, no page number) but 
also ‘promise to measure biological age and help identify anti-ageing drugs’ 
(Hamzelou, 2022, no page number). In any case, Altos Labs’ keywords, which 
are also documented in their press release, result, again, from an engineering 
approach, which translates into ‘unravelling the deep biology of cellular reju-
venation programming’18 – again, when it comes to ageing and death, contem-
porary Western research in particular, together with contemporary Western 
culture in general, is increasingly characterised by the move from thinking of 
ageing and, consequently, death as metaphysical issues to thinking of them 
as engineering problems (which, precisely as engineering problems, can, and 
even must, be solved).

The idea of prolongevity from a philosophical perspective
Thus, our starting questions arise. First, what may be the meaning of the ever 
closer correlation between the idea of human individual success and social 
progress and the idea of defeating ageing and death? Second, what may be the 
meaning of the ever closer correlation between the idea of defeating ageing and 
death and the idea of even ultimate scientific and technological development?

From a philosophical perspective, and for the purpose of my article, I will 
start with the seminal works of Nagel (1970, 1979 and 1986) and Williams (1973), 
in addition to Overall’s philosophical work (2003) and Bauman’s sociological 

17   See, also for the following quotes, https://www.altoslabs.com/science (last accessed: 
September 24, 2024).
18   See https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/altos-labs-launches-with-the-
goal-to-transform-medicine-through-cellular-rejuvenation-programming-301463541.
html?tc=eml_cleartime (last accessed: September 24, 2024).
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work (1992), which may also offer meaningful philosophical insights (as far as 
further philosophical publications are concerned, see at least Donnelly, 1978, 
Nussbaum, 1994, Malpas and Solomon, 1999, Hardwig, 2000, Luper, 2009 and 
2014, Schumacher, 2010, Bradley, Feldman and Johansson, 2013, Taylor, 2013, 
Cholbi, 2015, Bruckner, 2021, and Cholbi and Timmerman, 2021).

According to the philosophical debate arising from the opposite positions 
of Nagel and Williams, on the one hand (following Nagel’s argument), death 
(of old age) is legitimately considered as humans’ enemy (to be possibly de-
feated), in that their lives are thought of as experiences worth prolonging in-
definitely, and, on the other hand (following Williams’ argument), death (of old 
age) is not legitimately considered as humans’ enemy (to be possibly defeated), 
in that their lives are thought of as boring and meaningless experiences if pro-
longed indefinitely. More precisely, Williams’ argument is inspired by the lit-
erary character of Elina Makropulos (see Čapek, 1922), who achieves immor-
tality and, after having reached the age of 342, testifies that her indefinitely 
long life means boredom and meaninglessness, in that, at least after having 
reached old age, adding years does not mean adding a meaningful variety of 
experiences and, ultimately, meaning (see Williams, 1973). Nagel’s opposite 
argument is that additional years mean additional meaning both in the case of 
good events and in the case of bad events (see especially Nagel, 1970). In other 
words, humans’ lives are always experiences worth prolonging indefinitely, 
which is an argument that frequently serves as the basis for contemporary ad-
vocates of prolongevity, starting with transhumanists (see at least More, 1990, 
Bostrom, 2005 and 2008, Kurzweil, 2005, Kurzweil and Grossman, 2005, and 
More and Vita-More, 2013).

It is worth quoting at least Overall’s elaborations on the opposite positions 
of Nagel and Williams, in addition to her elaborations on both past and pres-
ent arguments (especially Nussbaum’s arguments, according to which death 
‘does not only frustrate projects and desires that just happen to be there. It in-
trudes upon the value and beauty of temporally evolving activities and rela-
tions’, Nussbaum 1994: 209). Overall, who states that she is ‘no longer […] sure 
[…] that immortality is a desirable state’ (Overall 2003: 218), at least advocates 
what she defines as ‘affirmative prolongevitism’ (Overall 2003: 194), i.e., first, 
the need for ‘directing resources, research and services toward boosting life 
expectancy’ (Overall 2003: 194), second, the need for ‘placing a special em-
phasis on improving the life expectancy of members of disadvantaged groups 
with current low life expectancy’ (Overall 2003: 194) and, third, the need for 
‘recognis[ing] that young people have interests in supporting elderly people 
rather than regarding them as a “burden”’ (Overall 2003: 194-195).

Overall’s ‘affirmative prolongevitism’ is also an effective way of reviewing 
contemporary arguments against prolongevity. More precisely, her position 
results from her critical dialogue with the following four attacks on prolongev-
ity. First, that prolongevity is caused by nothing more than the fear of death 
(which is a typically Epicurean argument). Second, that death is natural, and 
even necessary, both individually and socially (which is an argument advocated, 
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for instance, by Callahan 1998: 130 and 448: if it is true that the cycle of life is 
the ‘foundation for living within the boundaries of nature’, it is also true that 
‘people […] must accept the finitude of the body, the fragility of the mind and 
the fleeting nature of health’). Third, that humans already live long enough 
(which is an argument advocated both in the past, starting with the Epicureans, 
and in the present. See at least Callahan 1998: 82: ‘The average person in good 
health in the developed countries of the world […] already lives long enough 
to accomplish most reasonable human ends’). Fourth, that prolongevity is not 
socially sustainable, which is an argument advocated, for instance, by Hard-
wig (who answers the question posed by the title of his 2000 monograph, i.e. 
Is there a duty to die?, in the affirmative) and Harris (who even goes so far as 
to call for a ‘generational cleansing […] either by suicide or euthanasia, or by 
programming cells […] to make way for future generations’, Harris 2000: 59). 
The last attack on prolongevity makes Overall write that she is ‘willing to ac-
knowledge rare cases in which a duty to die may be incumbent […] [, i.e.] when 
the continuation of my life is an immediate mortal threat to other persons’ 
(Overall 2003: 93). Yet, she continues to feel a ‘sense of the injustice of death’ 
(Overall 2003: 218) and, consequently, a need for thinking of prolongevity as 
an opportunity to ‘re-creat[e] one’s identity by adopting innovative life plans, 
different values and new goals’ (Overall 2003: 184).

Thus, reviewing contemporary arguments against prolongevity, together 
with their counterarguments, especially means reflecting upon our starting 
questions against the background of at least the following issue, not only as 
what most challenges Overall’s ‘affirmative prolongevitism’ but also as what 
most characterises the recent debate: the divergence between the drive towards 
sustainability, including the best interest from a social perspective, and the 
drive towards what we may define as individualism, i.e. the best interest from 
an individual perspective. To put it as Kant would have put it, what if we uni-
versalise, for instance, the idea that (my) individual success, including ‘adopt-
ing innovative life plans, different values and new goals’, correlates with (my) 
defeat of ageing and death, which correlates with (my) use of even ultimate 
scientific and technological development? In other words, what if we univer-
salise, for instance, Bryan Johnson’s spending around $2 million a year to re-
verse ageing by using the most sophisticated technologies?

If it is true that the question posed above makes most of us answer that 
the universalisation of prolongevity is not socially sustainable, especially in 
its extreme version, it is also true that, from a philosophical perspective, what 
we should ask ourselves most is not why it is not socially sustainable, but why 
it is an increasingly widespread drive, to the point that, as we have seen, it is 
described as ‘made accessible to all’, ‘for all’ and ‘accessible to all’ – from a 
philosophical perspective, what we should ask ourselves most is not about the 
effects of (extreme) prolongevity, but about the causes of (extreme) prolongev-
ity, starting with the kind of culture from which it results.
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Philosophical questions (and first steps towards their  
possible answers)
Bauman, i.e. the last author identified above as especially relevant when it 
comes to our starting questions, may offer us meaningful philosophical in-
sights, even though he is a sociologist. According to his farsighted vision, ‘[e]
schatology has been successfully dissolved in technology’ (Bauman 1992: 141).

We may translate his position into the following logical steps. First, the 
fear of death makes us use culture as a privileged way of overcoming it by 
transcending our (finite) lives through our (possibly infinite) cultural arte-
facts, both material and immaterial. Second, our (possibly infinite) cultural 
artefacts prove our most important success: ‘Mortality is ours without asking 
– but immortality is something we must build ourselves’, i.e. ‘a heroic feat’ 
(Bauman 1992: 7 and 67). Third, the present time seems to show that we es-
pecially pursue immortality through the following kind of cultural artefacts: 
science and technology applied to health, which means that we use the for-
mer to translate their solutionism into the latter – and, finally, to solve and 
dissolve death in science and technology. For instance, ‘[k]eeping fit, taking 
exercise, “balancing the diet”, eating fibres and not eating fat, avoiding smok-
ers or fighting the pollution of drinking water are all feasible tasks, tasks that 
can be performed and that redefine the unmanageable problem (or, rather, 
non-problem) of death (which one can do nothing about) as a series of utterly 
manageable problems (which one can do something about; indeed, which one 
can do a lot about)’ (Bauman 1992: 130). In other words, science and technol-
ogy are our privileged ways of deconstructing death by making us move from 
our (unmanageable) problem of mortality to our (manageable) health prob-
lems: ‘The doctors who stand between me and my death do not fight mortal-
ity; but they do fight […] each and any of its particular cases. They fight mor-
tal diseases. Quite often they win […] [on the basis of] a world-view that splits 
mortality into a multitude of individual occurrences, each with its own cause, 
each with a principally preventable cause’ (Bauman 1992: 139 and 142). Fourth, 
death is sometimes unspeakable and sometimes our worst failure, precisely 
because science and technology make it ‘preventable’: ‘Death is […] the con-
sequence of personal neglect […]. Death is a defeat, a business lost’ (Bauman 
1992: 135 and 137). Fifth, we deconstruct not only mortality but also immor-
tality though its ‘democratisation […] [by] levelling up (or down) […] the value 
of events and their performers’ (Bauman 1992: 171): no matter what our social 
class is, if it is true that ‘[s]kills, jobs, occupations, residences, marriage part-
ners – they all come and go, and tend to annoy or bore or embarrass when they 
stay too long’ (Bauman 1992: 188-189), it is also true that ‘permanence is noth-
ing but the sequence of evanescences’ (Bauman 1992: 190). Sixth, even though 
Bauman’s monograph was published in 1992, it may also offer a meaningful 
philosophical insight into the most recent kind of prolongevity, which, as we 
have seen, is based on extremely expensive technology: ‘The allurements of 
survival offered by advancing medicine […] become more and more selective 
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– socially selective. The condition of survival offered by contemporary med-
icine is an explicit or implicit refusal of solidarity. When translated into life 
policy, it results in the deconstruction of sociality’ (Bauman 1992: 192). Yet, 
as we have also seen, the pursue of immortality is described as ‘made acces-
sible to all’, ‘for all’ and ‘accessible to all’.

What may we learn from Bauman that can help us read the present time? 
And what further logical step may we add to his farsighted vision to best read 
the present time? The answers I propose, and upon which I will reflect through 
further cases in what follows, are the following:

1. as far as what we may learn is concerned, the most important thing when 
it comes to the issue at stake is that, if it is true that immortality is something 
we do not possess by nature, it is also true not only that science and technol-
ogy as cultural artefacts are our privileged ways of trying to achieve it but also 
that, paradoxically enough, its achievement is thought of as the best measure of 
our success as humans – we may say that, paradoxically enough, the achieve-
ment of something that is not human by nature is thought of as the best mea-
sure of human success. (It is no coincidence that both the ancient Prometheus 
and the modern Prometheus symbolise something analogous: the former by 
representing the idea that humans can overcome their fragile existential sta-
tus through the achievement of something divine, i.e. divine fire as the symbol 
of technology, and the latter, as we have seen, by representing the idea that 
humans can even overcome their mortal existential status through technolo-
gy.19) Also, we may learn that, if it is true that we cannot achieve immortality 
(at least as things stand at present), it is also true that we manage the resulting 
frustration by deconstructing it.

2. As far as what further logical step we may add is concerned, the most 
important thing when it comes to the issue at stake is that technological solu-
tionism is a great symptom to understand the present time. It seems that the 
more complex and uncertain the present time is, the more technologically 
solutionist we are, to the point that, as we have seen, we ‘hack our biology, 
and hack it, and hack it’, and ageing and, consequently, death are ‘basically an 
engineering problem’. As I will argue in what follows, technological solution-
ism is challenging from a philosophical perspective, in that it means trading 
human autonomy for technological automation in an extreme way20. More 
precisely, the application of technological solutionism to ageing and, conse-
quently, death means their automation, i.e. engineering, which, after having 
been automated, i.e. engineered, move from an autonomous sphere (for which 
we are totally, i.e. even existentially, responsible) to a heteronomous sphere (for 
which we are not totally, i.e. even existentially, responsible). In other words, 
even though Bryan Johnson’s routine requires strict discipline, it is easier to 

19   I especially worked on the philosophical issues described above in Chiodo, 2020.
20   I especially worked on the philosophical issues described above in Chiodo, 2023 
and 2024.
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observe strict discipline, especially if it is automated, i.e. engineered, than au-
tonomously facing death from an existential perspective.

Before developing the philosophical meaning of technological solutionism, 
we may add at least what follows: the present time seems to take individual-
ism to extremes, to the point that the kinds of words we have quoted above, 
i.e. ‘made accessible to all’, ‘for all’ and ‘accessible to all’, seem to result more 
from marketing than from humanitarianism. Theoretically speaking, if it is true 
that achieving immortality is the best measure of human success, it is also true 
that human success is by definition something elitist in Western, extremely 
competitive societies. Practically speaking, even though prolongevity requires 
substantial funding and, thus, invites ‘all’ not only to achieve immortality but 
also to donate money, it is hard to imagine a reality of more than eight billion 
immortals (despite the motto that invites ‘all’ to ‘[e]at well, exercise, and sup-
port the Methuselah Foundation’, De Grey, 2008, p. 339).

To develop the philosophical meaning of technological solutionism, I will 
use further (real and imaginary) cases.

Let us start with a real case, which is offered by the words of one of the ad-
vocates of prolongevity:

And for the first time in history, that [real-time monitoring of our bodies] will 
permit us to make data-driven day-to-day health decisions. The most critical 
daily decisions that affect how long we live are centred around the foods we eat. 
If your blood sugar is high at breakfast, you’ll know how to avoid sugar in your 
morning coffee. If your body is low on iron at lunch, you’ll know it and can or-
der a spinach salad to compensate. When you get home from work, if you’ve 
failed to go outside for your daily dose of vitamin D from the sun, you’ll know 
that, too, and you’ll be able to mix up a smoothie that will address that defi-
ciency. If you’re on the road and you need X vitamin or Y mineral, you’ll know 
not only what you need but where to get it. Your personal virtual assistant – the 
same AI-driven being who answers your internet search queries and reminds 
you about your next meeting – will point you to the nearest restaurant that has 
what you need or offer to have it delivered by a drone to wherever you are. It 
could, quite literally, be dropped into your hands from the sky. Biometrics and 
analytics already tell us when and how much to exercise, but increasingly they 
will also help us monitor the effects of our exercise – or lack thereof. And our 
levels of stress. And even how the fluids we drink and the air we’re breathing 
are impacting our body’s chemistry and functionality. Increasingly, our devices 
will offer recommendations on what to do to mitigate suboptimal blood bio-
markers: to take a walk, meditate, drink a green tea, or change the filter on the 
air conditioner. (Sinclair 2019: 190)

The scenario described above is a kind of cheaper version of Bryan Johnson’s 
routine. Are we among the individuals whose ‘levels of stress’ increase, and do 
not decrease, after having read the words quoted above? If yes, the following 
argument may be more meaningful. If no, it may not be totally meaningless.

From a philosophical perspective, the point is that we should decide what 
is essential for the definition of our identity. For instance, we may decide that 
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memory is not essential and, thus, externalise it by using a ‘personal virtual 
assistant’ that ‘reminds […] [us] about […] [our] next meeting’. But externalis-
ing our ‘most critical daily decisions’ means externalising our self-perception, 
starting with the scenario described above – which means that we decide that 
both the capability of self-perception and, consequently, the capability of de-
cision-making are not essential for the definition of our identity, to the point 
that ‘[j]ust as I now wonder how I ever managed to drive without a GPS, I won-
der how I ever made decisions about what I should be eating and how much I 
should be exercising before I received regular updates from my biosensor ring 
and blood biomarker reports’ (Sinclair 2019: 199).

The extreme externalisation of capabilities from ourselves, i.e. human au-
tonomy, to technology, i.e. technological automation, characterises not only the 
equally extreme positions on prolongevity but also the far more widespread po-
sitions on the use of self-tracking technology monitoring health. For instance, 
in the case of a self-tracker, it may happen that, ‘[o]n a crisp Tuesday morning / 
after 40 measurements a day for 1,5 years / I. Stopped. Tracking. / Why? / […] 
I had stopped trusting myself / letting the numbers drown out / my intuition / 
my instincts[.] / Each day / my self-worth was tied to the data[.] / One pound 
heavier this morning? / You’re fat. / 2 g too much fat ingested? / You’re out 
of control. / Skipped a day of running? / You’re lazy’21. In other words, it may 
happen that self-perception and decision-making are replaced by self-track-
ing technology even when the former (according to which today we feel good) 
are truer than the latter (according to which today we do not feel good), as in 
the case of another self-tracker: ‘The feedback from that digital model often 
took precedence over how I physically felt. When I didn’t eat “enough” pro-
tein I felt weaker, and when I had too much sugar I felt fatter’ (Williams 2013: 
3) – which means not only that we trade essential autonomous capabilities for 
automated technology even when the former perform better than the latter 
but also that we trade something properly complex (i.e. the concepts of being 
‘out of control’ and ‘lazy’) for something embarrassingly simplistic (i.e. ‘2 g too 
much fat ingested´ and ‘[s]kipped a day of running´).

If we move from the real cases described above to at least one imaginary 
case, we may try the following thought experiment to further reflect upon the 
issues at stake. Let us imagine that we have absolute certainty that, if today we 
start one of the daily routines described above (from Bryan Johnson’s as the 
strictest to the self-trackers’ as the least strict), we will achieve immortality by 
defeating even death (in the case of the strictest daily routine) and prolongev-
ity by defeating at least standard ageing, i.e. living a healthy life of at least 150 
years (in the case of the least strict daily routine)22. First, would we be will-
ing to achieve immortality, and why? Second, would we be willing to achieve 

21   See https://quantifiedself.com/blog/why-i-stopped-tracking/ (last accessed: Sep-
tember 30, 2024).
22   The longest living human being should be Jeanne Louise Calment, who died at the 
age of 122.
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prolongevity, and why? As far as their possible answers are concerned, I can 
do no more than share my logical steps as intellectually honest as possible23.

In the case of the first question, i.e. defeating even death, two sets of issues 
would deter me:

1. First, the issue of social sustainability (which has already been discussed 
in the literature: in addition to Hardwig, 2000, and Harris, 2000, see at least 
Jebari, 2014), which also extends to natural, infrastructural and economic re-
sources. I restrict myself to adding that speaking of social sustainability also 
means speaking of societies in which, on the one hand, the old, i.e. the im-
mortals, would become by far the social majority and, on the other hand, the 
young would become by far the social minority – which also means that, on 
the one hand, older visions and modes would become by far the majority and, 
on the other hand, younger visions and modes would become by far the mi-
nority. And, if I translate the scenario described above into my reality, i.e. ac-
ademia, I may honestly say that ‘active people over 70 still in the workforce’ 
(Sinclair 2019: 259) may be a gerontocratic nightmare also characterised by 
power monopolies rather than ‘experiences that could be shared, […] institu-
tional knowledge that could be relied upon […] and […] wise leadership that 
would emerge’ (Sinclair 2019: 259).

2. Second, the issue of what may be defined as individual sustainability 
(which has not already been discussed in the literature, at least to my knowl-
edge), which means not only the widely discussed issues of boredom and mean-
inglessness, as we have seen, but also what follows: if it is true that infinite lives 
means equally infinite existential experiences, as the advocates of prolongev-
ity state, it is also true that infinite lives exclude at least one great existential 
experience, i.e. ageing and death – more precisely, ageing as moving from life 
to death. The kind of individual sustainability I propose results from the fol-
lowing argument: ageing as moving from life to death may not be thought of 
as the worst kind of individual failure – conversely, it may be thought of as a 
kind of individual success, i.e. the individual capability, which may increase 
precisely with ageing, to think of it as one great existential experience: for in-
stance, the (meaningful) existential experience of overcoming one’s individ-
ualism by accepting both one’s old skin, physical and cognitive impairment, 
more dependence on others and inexorable fall and others’ young skin, physi-
cal and cognitive development, less dependence on others and inexorable rise.

In the case of the second question, i.e. defeating at least standard ageing, 
analogous sets of issues would deter me, but with the following specifications.

1. First, as far as the issue of social sustainability is concerned, I would not 
say that I am not at all interested in living a healthy life of at least 150 years. 
But I would argue that, if its condition is an extreme social divide, which means 

23   As the title of the section specifies, what I can propose in the necessarily limited 
space of an article are the first steps towards the possible answers to the philosophical 
questions I have posed above, which I will extensively address in my forthcoming mono-
graph Hacking Death. Life-Extension Technologies and the Fate of Western Culture.
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that the longer my life is, the shorter others’ lives are, I would not be willing 
to achieve prolongevity – more precisely, I would want to be capable of liv-
ing up to the kind of human being I would ideally want to be, who is, again, a 
human being capable of overcoming individualism in its various articulations.

2. Second, as far as the issue of individual sustainability is concerned, I would 
not say that I am not at all interested in living a healthy life of at least 150 years. 
But I would argue that, if its condition is that today I start one of the self-track-
ers’ daily routines, which means that I trade my autonomy, i.e. capabilities I de-
cide are essential for the definition of my identity, for technological automa-
tion, I would not be willing to achieve prolongevity – more precisely, I would 
want to be capable of living up to the kind of human being I would ideally want 
to be, who is, again, a human being capable of autonomy, starting with auton-
omous self-perception and decision-making (and who is also a human being 
capable of autonomously facing death from an existential perspective as the 
meaningful existential experience of accepting old skin, physical and cognitive 
impairment, more dependence on others and inexorable fall).

Further philosophical steps (towards their possible conclusion)
In other words, my proposal is a kind of thoughtful reaction to prolongevity 
as a phenomenon characterising the present time in an increasingly extreme 
way. More precisely, I have the following two objectives. First, a contribution 
to the understanding of the extreme version of prolongevity as a promising 
way to understand the present time through the possible philosophical mean-
ing of its scientific and technological development. Second, a contribution to 
possible insights to better decide what to do with the extreme version of pro-
longevity and what its possible alternatives may be.

On the one hand, the present time seems to embody a kind of contempo-
rary Prometheus as an extreme version of both the ancient one and the mod-
ern one. Science and technology are not only our best ways of surviving nature 
(as the ancient Prometheus symbolises) and challenging diseases and natural 
death (as the modern Prometheus symbolises, even though the challenge is 
unsuccessfully lost) but also our best ways of trying to successfully win the 
challenge against natural death by fighting ageing even more than diseases – 
which is most interesting from a philosophical perspective. From a more su-
perficial perspective, fighting ageing even more than diseases may mean mak-
ing more money by extending the health market to the old who do not suffer 
from serious diseases. From a philosophical perspective, thinking of ageing as 
the most ‘deadly pandemic disease’ (De Grey 2008: 78) than which ‘[t]here is 
nothing more dangerous to us’ (Sinclair 2019: 75), and which should be fought 
even more than other diseases, is meaningful: paradoxically enough, ageing 
moves from being our best symptom of life, i.e. longevity, to being our best 
symptom of death – ageing moves from being what we should hopefully be to 
being what we should hopefully not be.
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The overturning of the meaning of ageing is rather revolutionary from an 
ontological perspective. It seems that we increasingly try to live an eternal 
present without the signs of our past as anticipations of the signs of our fu-
ture, from ageing to death – it seems that we increasingly try to remove time 
from our ontology. It is not a matter of reflecting upon the difference between 
languages in which age is attributed through the verb ‘to be’ (for instance, En-
glish) and languages in which age is attributed through the verb ‘to have’ (for 
instance, Italian). Conversely, it is a matter of reflecting upon the difference 
between including and excluding time, i.e. age, ageing and death, from our 
ontology – the more powerful technology is, the more it faces time, specifi-
cally its removal from our ontology, as its ultimate challenge to be won over.

On the other hand, the extreme version of prolongevity, which may be 
thought of as the attempt to remove time from our ontology, may have the pos-
sible alternatives argued above, starting with individual sustainability. First, 
individual sustainability means thinking of ageing as a kind of individual suc-
cess, i.e. the individual capability to think of it as one great existential expe-
rience. Second, individual sustainability means being capable of autonomy, 
from autonomous self-perception and decision-making to autonomously fac-
ing death from an existential perspective.

Thus, and finally, what may be the possible answers to our starting ques-
tions from a philosophical perspective?

Let us start from the second question, which is on the possible meaning 
of the ever closer correlation between the idea of defeating ageing and death 
and the idea of even ultimate scientific and technological development. We 
may start with the insight that the present time seems to embody a kind of 
contemporary Prometheus symbolising our best ways of trying to successfully 
win the challenge against natural death by fighting ageing even more than dis-
eases. If it is true that the overturning of the meaning of ageing (from what we 
should hopefully be to what we should hopefully not be) may mean that we 
increasingly try to remove time from our ontology, it is also true that we seem 
to think of science and, especially, technology as our best escape route from 
our ontology, i.e. ourselves. Thus, on the one hand, technology is constitutively 
human, as we learn even from the ancient Prometheus (see not only Hes. Op. 
but also Aesch. PB), and, on the other hand, the more it develops, the more it 
seems to become our best escape route from our own constitution as humans 
– paradoxically enough, technology seems to be what makes us humans (see 
especially Aesch. PB B 436-470) and, at the same time, what makes us tran-
scend our own humanity (see especially Ovid Met. I 77-87, whose Prometheus, 
most interestingly, gives humans a constitutive drive to transcend their own 
humanity: ‘And while other animals look on all fours at the ground he gave to 
humans an upturned face, and told them to lift their eyes to the stars’).

Is there a way to solve the paradox described above? I think that it may be 
solved starting with the following insight: even according to the cradle of West-
ern culture, constitutively, and not by accident, we have a drive to transcend 
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our own humanity – constitutively, and not by accident, we, as humans, are 
beings who are (also) their own ontological transcendence.

The proposed solution to the paradox described above may explain the ex-
treme version of prolongevity, from the drive ‘to hack our biology, and hack it, 
and hack it’, to being ‘the world’s most measured human’, i.e. Bryan Johnson, 
to even getting to the following point:

When you began to see and feel the effects of ageing, likely sometime in your 
mid-40s, you would be prescribed a month’s course of doxycycline. With that, 
the reprogramming genes would be switched on. During the process, you’d likely 
place a drop of blood in a home biotracker or pay a visit to the doctor to make 
sure the system was working as expected […]. Over the next month, your body 
would undergo a rejuvenation process […]. Grey hair would disappear. Wounds 
would heal faster. Wrinkles would fade. Organs would regenerate. You would 
think faster, hear higher-pitched sounds, and no longer need glasses to read a 
menu. Your body would feel young again. Like Benjamin Button, you would 
feel 35 again. Then 30. Then 25. But unlike Benjamin Button, that’s where you 
would stop. […] Then, a few more decades down the road, when those grey 
hairs begin showing up again, you’d start another cycle of the prescribed trig-
ger. (Sinclair 2019: 165-166)

In other words, ‘[w]hat if we didn’t have to worry that the clock was tick-
ing?’ (Sinclair, 2019: XVIII) – which means, again (and more literally than fig-
uratively), the attempt to remove time from our ontology.

Yet, we may have possible alternatives – and our possible alternatives may 
be constitutively human ways of transcending ourselves as the extreme version 
of prolongevity is: indeed, they may be other ways of transcending ourselves.

The move from the second question to the first question (which is on the 
possible meaning of the ever closer correlation between the idea of human in-
dividual success and social progress and the idea of defeating ageing and death) 
is a promising way of addressing precisely other constitutively human ways of 
transcending ourselves. For instance, we may replace the words ‘[y]our body 
would feel young again’ and ‘[g]rey hair would disappear’, first, with the exis-
tential experience of feeling our bodies getting old, specifically less performing, 
and, second, with the existential experience of seeing our hair turning white. 
The first case may coincide, for instance, with the meaningful existential ex-
perience of learning that slowness can also be valuable, especially after de-
cades of speed, in that it may offer us opportunities to pause, stop, reflect and 
act without being under pressure and, thus, to enjoy the pleasure of not being 
subjected to the rhythm of others, but of finding our own rhythm, whatever it 
may be. The second case may coincide, for instance, with the meaningful ex-
istential experience of learning that our identity can unfold over different life 
stages, which can increase values and opportunities precisely because of their 
difference from our previous life stages, in which we could not experience what 
it means to judge our own adulthood, starting with our own choices, from the 
perspective of our old age and what it means to be ourselves, i.e. what truly 
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makes us who we are, even through profound identity changes, from the literal 
colour of our hair to the figurative colour of our character.

If it makes sense, we may argue what follows:
1. first, that, if it is true that we constitutively have a drive to transcend our 

own humanity (as the founding myth of Prometheus shows us from antiquity 
to modernity, as we have seen), it is also true that, even within the typically 
Western idea of success, we have possible alternatives to the idea of success 
coinciding with defeating ageing and death;

2. second, that we can think of success, from individual success to social 
progress, as the increasing capability to think of ageing and death as meaning-
ful existential experiences in the ways argued above – in other words, ageing 
and death can be thought of as successful even if they are not a matter of de-
feating the most ‘deadly pandemic disease’ than which ‘[t]here is nothing more 
dangerous to us’, but a matter of meaningful existential experiences of whose 
values and opportunities we would otherwise be deprived.

If it makes sense, my proposal is that we may learn to think of time, i.e. 
our being temporal beings, not only as something we should remove from our 
ontology (precisely to transcend it) but also, and especially, as something we 
should exploit as great existential experiences of whose values and opportu-
nities we would otherwise be deprived (again, precisely to transcend our on-
tology), starting with the evolutionary values of learning to pause, stop, reflect 
and contemplate, honestly and courageously understanding and judging our-
selves from the perspective of our old age, depending on others, accepting re-
ality, trusting others, relying on others, relinquishing control and command, 
passing the baton and being less individualistic and narcissistic.

And, if we happen to be interested in the kind of proposal argued above, a 
promising first step may be offered by an insight rooted, again, in the cradle 
of Western culture, where Plato’s Socrates may be read as teaching us to ex-
ploit our death as a way to learn to pass the baton and be less individualistic 
and narcissistic not only towards others (by opposing our death to their life24) 
but also, and especially, towards ourselves (by accepting death as a mystery 
that wisdom would advise us not to solve at all25).

24   “But now the time has come to go away. I go to die, and you to live” (Plat. Apol. 42 a).
25   “[B]ut which of us goes to the better lot, is known to none but God” (Plat. Apol. 42 
a), “[f]or to fear death […] is thinking one knows what one does not know. For no one 
knows whether death be not even the greatest of all blessings to man, but they fear it as 
if they knew that it is the greatest of evils. And is not this the most reprehensible form 
of ignorance, that of thinking one knows what one does not know? Perhaps, gentlemen, 
in this matter also I differ from other men in this way, and if I were to say that I am wis-
er in anything, it would be in this, that not knowing very much about the other world, 
I do not think I know. […] So I shall never fear or avoid those things concerning which 
I do not know whether they are good or bad” (Plat. Apol. 29 a-b).
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Simona Kiodo

Tehnologija koja pobeđuje smrt. Od metafizičkog pitanja 
do inženjerskog problema?
Apstrakt
Savremena Zapadna istraživanja sve više karakteriše pomeranje od razumevanja starenja i, 
posledično, smrti kao metafizičkih pitanja ka njihovom razumevanju kao inženjerskih proble-
ma koji se mogu, pa čak i moraju rešiti. Sve veći broj milionera finansira nauku i tehnologiju 
čiji je cilj radikalno produženje života, odnosno produženje dugovečnosti, a potencijalno i 
pobeda nad smrću, kao da je trijumf nad starenjem i smrću najveći uspeh koji jedno izuzetno 
uspešno ljudsko biće može postići. Iz filozofske perspektive nameću se sledeća dva pitanja. 
Prvo, kakvo bi moglo biti značenje sve bliže povezanosti između ideje ljudskog (individual-
nog) uspeha i (društvenog) napretka i ideje prevazilaženja starenja i smrti? Drugo, kakvo bi 
moglo biti značenje sve bliže povezanosti između ideje prevazilaženja starenja i smrti i ideje 
naučnog i tehnološkog razvoja (pa čak i njegovih krajnjih dometa)? Mogući odgovori na ova 
pitanja polaze od sledećih uvida. Prvo, da u nama konstitutivno, a ne slučajno, postoji težnja 
da prevaziđemo svoju ljudskost onakvu kakva jeste. Drugo, da postoje moguće alternative 
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prevazilaženju naše ljudskosti putem prevazilaženja starenja i smrti, odnosno pokušaja da se 
vreme ukloni iz naše ontologije: naime, starenje kao kretanje od života ka smrti možda ne 
treba posmatrati kao najgoru vrstu individualnog neuspeha, već kao oblik individualnog uspe-
ha, odnosno sposobnost pojedinca da ga razume kao veliko egzistencijalno iskustvo čijih bi-
smo vrednosti i mogućnosti inače bili lišeni.

Ključne reči: starenje, smrt, dugovečnost, produženje dugovečnosti, tehnologije u razvoju, 
veštačka inteligencija
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REEXAMINING THE ESTABLISHED: 
THE CASE OF TRIUMPH OF THE WILL

ABSTRACT
This article critically reexamines Triumph of the Will and its widely accepted 
role as a paradigmatic example of immoral art. Although frequently cited 
in discussions of the interaction value debate and ethical criticism of art 
as an immoral artwork, the article argues that the film’s complexity 
undermines its suitability as a clear example of immorality in art. By 
discussing its immorality from various perspectives and forms of immorality 
(content, production, authorship), the article highlights the film’s ambiguity, 
especially when interpreted through different time and genre frameworks. 
Reexamining the Established: The Case of Triumph of the Will investigates 
notions of content, artistic intentions, and reliability, questioning the 
debate over the film’s immorality by juxtaposing propaganda, documentary, 
and historical context. The article offers an extensive analysis of artistic 
procedures, aesthetic achievements, genre determinants, and historical 
data, emphasizing the need to understand the complexity of the case. 
This extensive analysis offers a new reading of the film, noting that the 
film’s immorality heavily depends on background knowledge, historical 
distance, and audience perspective. Consequently, the article concludes 
that while Triumph of the Will is morally and politically troubling, the 
extensive investigation and interpretation tasks make its use as a 
foundational example in discussions of immoral art problematic and call 
for greater critical nuance.

Introduction
The discussion about the value of art, particularly the relationship between 
aesthetic and/or artistic value and ethical value, becomes especially demand-
ing in examples of immoral art. 

Within the debate on the relationship between aesthetic and ethical values, 
two main directions have emerged: the autonomist, which attempts to main-
tain the autonomy of aesthetic value in the evaluation of works of art, and the 
interactionist, which brings together several different proposals on how this 
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relationship works. The value interaction debate concerns various proposals 
of mutual influence of the ethical and aesthetic dimensions. In this sense, we 
are talking about different versions of moderate autonomism (keeping the con-
ceptual distance between aesthetic and moral, unlike the more radical version 
of autonomism, it still allows that moral features are significant and affect val-
ue, but indirectly), moralism (very generally, it claims that moral value has a 
relevant importance in assessing the value of a work of art, i.e. that it stands 
in relation to the aesthetic value of the work, which is most often manifested 
in the way that the moral flaw of the work of art is also an aesthetic flaw, i.e. 
that a moral flaw diminishes the value of a work) and immoralism (the basic 
assumption of immoralism in general is that the immorality of a work affects 
its aesthetic value; that the immorality of the work itself increases the value of 
a work, i.e. a work of art can be successful, despite or precisely because of its 
moral flaw). The value interaction debate is a vibrant discussion that becomes 
increasingly interesting and diverse in proposals, particularly when it involves 
examples of immoral art.

Methodologically, this article operates within the framework of philosophi-
cal aesthetics, or ethical criticism of art. In doing so, it draws in part on insights 
from film studies. I develop my argument as a case study, treating Triumph of 
the Will as a complex work whose formal, contextual, and historical features 
I carefully examine in order to test and refine claims about immoral art. The 
analysis combines what Nannicelli (Nannicelli 2020) calls an interpretation 
and production-oriented approach: I address both the film’s representational 
content and the conditions of its production, including issues of authorship, 
epistemological reliability, and moral responsibility. In this way, the paper is 
situated within interactionist accounts of the relationship between aesthetic and 
ethical value, without assuming a simple priority of one domain over the other.

When discussing immoral works of art, they are generally considered those 
that portray or support an immoral perspective, character, features, content, 
or emotions, or invite the audience to a similar affective response. In anoth-
er place, I wrote in more detail about the types of immorality in works of art 
(Czerny Urban 2021) and generally separated them into three categories: con-
tent immorality, immorality of the creation of the work, and works by immor-
al authors. At this point, I will only briefly mention the specifics of the types 
of immorality, and later emphasize the one I refer to in the discussion. The 
first type - substantive immorality concerns cases when art can offer immoral 
characters, deal with immoral themes, only to describe them, promote them, 
or make them desirable and/or beautiful. Such art is contrary to the attitudes 
that in real life we ​​consider correct, which we strive to follow and which we 
wish to promote and respect. This view of immorality is consistent with what 
Nannicelli (2020) speaks about as a kind of immorality observed in cases where 
we consider a work immoral from an interpretation-oriented perspective. 
Therefore, in these cases, immorality is revealed primarily by dealing with the 
content, that is, it is seen and recognized in the interpretation of the work it-
self. The second type of immorality consists of works of art that we consider 
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immoral due to the way they are produced, which is compatible to the prod-
uct-oriented approach proposed by Nannicelli (2020). The third type of immo-
rality is that which we see as morally problematic due to the immorality of the 
author himself. This type of immorality is also found in the context of a pro-
posal for a product-oriented approach to the ethical evaluation of art. When I 
discuss immorality in the rest of the text, I will consider applying both an in-
terpretation-oriented and a production-oriented approach to our analyses of 
the selected example, for which we claim to have identified some ethical flaws.

Triumph of the Will
The film Triumph of the Will (Riefenstahl 1935) is, in this vibrant discussion 
about ethical evaluation and assessing (im)moral art, one of the most frequent-
ly used examples. By reviewing the literature1, it is justified to claim that the 
authors use it as a paradigmatic example of immoral art, particularly where 
something morally wrong is presented as desirable, right, good, and/or beau-
tiful. Additionally, we need to take into account important aspects of produc-
tion and authorship, as well as tasks related to genre and context.

This article will demonstrate that the example, although frequently used, is 
not entirely appropriate. Its immorality, viewed from different temporal and 
genre positions, is not as unquestionable as it seems at first glance. I do not 
intend to discuss the assessment of artistic value itself, or the value interaction 
debate (vibrant discussion and argumentation between different positions of 
autonomism, moralism, and immoralism, which frequently use Triumph of the 
Will as an example) that would result in delivering the final verdict about the 
Triumph of the Will, as it is conditioned by an ethical discussion (since I sup-
port the notion that artistic value is composite value), and I believe it should 
certainly follow. The article primarily questions the adequacy of the example 
itself, asking whether it is precise and reliable enough to be suitable for (par-
tially) building a discussion on it. This analysis will demonstrate that, unlike 
previous analyses, the film is not inherently immoral in content; instead, ex-
ternal factors condition its immorality. It will also be shown that by pointing 
to the author, a new perspective on the film’s possible immorality will open 
up. Finally, it will demonstrate that the complexity of the example does not 
contribute to the clarity of the value interaction debate.

Before arguing this position, the article will present some general data and 
characteristics of the film and emphasize its significant aesthetic achievements. 
I will demonstrate that the film Triumph of the Will is artistically extremely 

1   In the context of the discussion about the Triumph of the Will as an example of an 
immoral work of art, see, for example: (Anderson and Dean 1998); (Carroll 1996); (Car-
roll 1998); (Eaton 2012); (Gaut 1998, 2007); (Kieran 2002); (Kieran 2003); (Kieran 2004); 
(Mullin 2004); (Jacobson 1997); (Walton 2008). But these authors also discuss the film: 
(Bach 2002); (Burns 2019); (Gunston 1960); (Harold 2005); (Hinton 1975); (Nannicelli 
2020); (Sennett 2014); (Gunston 1960); (Ross 2002); (Sklar 1994); (Soussloff and Nichols 
1996).
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valuable and that discussing it as an example of the problematic relationship 
between aesthetic and ethical value is justified. Then, by placing it at the core 
of the debate on the film’s genre and the temporal conditionality of interpre-
tation, I will indicate multiple possibilities for evaluation and emphasize the 
content problem. Also, some notions about the author’s epistemic and ethical 
reliability will be discussed. 

Although the discussion of the value of immoral works of art is important, 
justified, and rich, the complexity of the film Triumph of the Will does not 
contribute to its clarity. Of course, this does not mean that one should ignore 
the fact that Triumph of the Will is commonly considered an immoral film in 
philosophical debates and discussions outside academic life. However, although 
it has been presented so far as a paradigmatic example of immorality in art, it 
will be shown that it can hardly be one.

About Triumph of the Will
Leni Riefenstahl, real name Berta Helene Amalie, made one of the most con-
troversial films ever, Triumph of the Will. Triumph of the Will was a film made 
during the Sixth Congress of the National Socialist Party in Nuremberg in 1934. 
The Congress lasted seven days and involved tens of thousands of participants 
and about 500,000 spectators (Devereaux 1998:347).

Leni Riefenstahl made the film at Hitler’s request2. In an interview titled 
“The Immoderation of Me”, which was recorded with her on the occasion of 
her 100th birthday by Sandra Maischberger (Panitz 2002), Riefenstahl says that 
she was blackmailed and had to agree to make the film. She also adds that she 
stipulated that it would be the only film of its kind she would make. In addi-
tion, Hitler provided organizational and operational support3 and named it Tri-
umph des Willens himself. According to Deveraux, Hitler went to Nuremberg 
to help with pre-production plans, carefully organizing an event that included 

2   Triumph of the Will was not the only film Riefenstahl made for Hitler. The film Vic-
tory by Fate had been released the year before, but at her request, her name was removed 
from the list of people who worked on the film. Although she opposed its production, 
Hitler demanded that the film be completed. Copies of the film disappeared, and only 
one copy was found in Great Britain in 1986 (Chornyi 2019). 
3   Riefenstahl arranged for the film’s production to be underwritten by her studio 
(Chornyi, Maksym 2019). Thus, the credits for the film’s production were Lena Riefen-
stahl-Produktion and the Reichspropagandaleitung der NSDAP. Given that she refused 
at first, not wanting to take on the responsibility of filming the film, they agreed by al-
lowing her the autonomy she requested for filming. She says this in her book: “Since I 
would never cooperate with the party, only private financing would be considered for 
that project. Moreover, I succeeded faster than I expected because UFA, which was not 
yet under the auspices of the Ministry of Propaganda, was enthusiastic about that proj-
ect. After an agreement with the general director Ludvig Klic, my company ‘L. R. stu-
dio-film d. o. o.’, which I renamed because of that production “Rajhspartajfilm d. o. o.” 
concluded a contract of 300,000 marks. I could work as an independent producer and 
hire Valter Rutman, and I hoped that this would also make Hitler happy” (Rifenšal 2006).
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thousands of troops, marching soldiers, and ordinary citizens. The film’s pro-
duction was extensive, and the team consisted of about 170 people, including 
camera operators, assistants, drivers, and pilots for airplanes and airships. The 
entire team was disguised as military forces to not stand out in the crowd; they 
used 30 cameras and worked seven days non-stop. Riefenstahl held meetings 
every day to give instructions on teamwork. The scenes were rehearsed (De-
vereaux 1998:347–348) (Hickey 1994:9–10).

Devereaux lists a series of processes and methods Riefenstahl used to make 
the film. For example, considering long parades, speeches, and monotonous 
events would be boring to her audience, Riefenstahl rejected the static format 
and narration of typical film works. Instead, she adopted and developed the 
methods of motion photography. Narration is completely omitted from the 
film; the narrator does not exist, and all the narrative content is placed in the 
speeches that are exchanged at the Congress (Devereaux 1998:348).  As Corliss 
states: “She needed no narration to tell you what to think or feel; her images 
and editing were persuasive enough” (Corliss 2002). Speeches will prove highly 
significant for further discussion in the second part of the text. 

Devereaux points out that Riefenstahl developed and improved filming 
methods with a moving camera, using rails to get shots in the crowd and around 
the podium where the speeches were being given. She also installed one cam-
era on a crane tied to a 40-meter-high mast and secured the moving image by 
asking the film crew to learn how to roller skate to have liveliness and dyna-
mism in the still images (Devereaux 1998:348). 

The filming resulted in a large amount of material (61 hours), and after five 
months of work, Riefenstahl made the film’s final version, lasting just over two 
hours. Wagner’s music, German folk songs, military marches, and anthems, 
including the official anthem, “Das Horst Wessel Leid,” punctuated by the 
sounds of crowds and speeches, only contributed to the final result. Triumph 
of the Will was radically different from the newsreels of the time. Just as it 
was recognized as an innovation in documentary film, Triumph of the Will is 
also generally accepted as a film that greatly contributed to film history (De-
vereaux 1998:348) (Burns 2019). Corliss maintains that because of her work 
on Triumph of the Will (and Olympia), Leni Riefenstahl can be regarded as a 
major innovator in cinema history, comparable to figures such as Eisenstein, 
Griffith, and Welles (Corliss 2002).

The film premiered in Berlin in March 1935 in front of foreign diplomats, 
generals, and party leaders, including Hitler. As Riefenstahl herself (Riefenstahl 
1995) notes, the film did not go through the usual procedure of the Censorship 
Board, and even Hitler did not watch the film before its official release. Name-
ly, it was common practice that every film had to pass the Board’s review, so 
such a move indicates that Hitler fully trusted that Riefenstahl would present 
it in the light he wanted it to be. Devereaux agrees and writes that some party 
members criticized the film as too artistic and resented the omission of some 
military exercises, but that Hitler himself was delighted with the film (Dever-
eaux 1998:348).
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Artistically, the film secured recognition in Germany, where it was awarded 
the National Film Award. Welch writes that Goebbels awarded her the award, 
explaining the decision to award the Triumph of the Will: 

The film marks with a very great achievement amongst the total film produc-
tion for the year. It is topical, in that it shows the present: it conveys in monu-
mental and hitherto unseen images the stirring events of our political life. It is 
a magnificent cinematic vision of the Führer, seen here for the first time with 
a power that has not been revealed before. The film has successfully avoided 
the danger of merely a politically slanted film. It has translated the powerful 
rhythm of this great epoch into something outstandingly artistic; it is an epic, 
forging the tempo of marching formations, steel-like in its conviction and fired 
by a passionate artistry. (Welch 1983)

The film was recognized abroad, winning the Gold Medal at the Venice 
Film Festival and, two years later, the Grand Prix at the Paris Film Festival 
(Sennett 2014:54). 

However, beyond the historical background, it is essential to emphasize the 
extraordinary contribution that the main features, structure, vision, and narra-
tive, made to the film. Deveraux states that the director almost did not respect 
the chronological order of events but created a rhythmic structure of the film, 
independent of the actual order of events. She made most of the progress in 
editing, working without a script, using many devices: switching scenes of day 
and night, moving frames from ceremony to wealth, changing the film’s pace-
from scene to scene and creating a dynamic rhythmic structure (Devereaux 
1998:348349). Strögten explains the role music played in the film, from being 
crucial in establishing the rhythm to using familiar melodies to contribute to 
Hitler’s demand that propaganda must be “colloquial and must be able to ad-
just its message to the comprehension level of the most limited mind among 
the target group.” The musical dramaturgy was given the same attention as the 
visual one (Strögten 2008).

Although it is accepted that the formal side of Leni Riefenstahl l’s work is 
of exceptional artistic value, it sometimes goes unrecognized that equally im-
portant is her masterful handling of traditional narrative devices: theme and 
character characterization, use of symbols, and use of ideas and telling the sto-
ry of the New Germany, with which she forms a very striking image of Hitler 
and the party (Devereaux 1998:348-349).  From the film’s perspective, Hitler 
is a hero, a leader, and a savior, a new Siegfried who will restore Germany and 
its former glory (Devereaux 1998:348–349).

Devereaux believes that with artistic means, Leni Riefenstahl wants to cause 
enthusiasm for Hitler but also wants to arouse fear. Riefenstahl (and Hitler) 
change the motives for achieving this, from the spontaneous expressions of 
emotions of ordinary people at the film’s beginning through the central part 
dominated by military parades and faces ready to go to war. From the smiling 
faces at the beginning of the film, there is a final parade, the longest in the film, 
which shows a tireless mass of the army, showing people who are ready to go 
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to war. The story of Hitler becomes the story of the German people. His will 
is theirs because his strength is their future (Devereaux 1998:350). Devereaux 
says: “The power of the Nazis is presented as daunting and unquestionable.” 
(Devereaux 1998:350).  

This presentation of the film’s formal features, which highlights the artistic 
decisions Riefenstahl made and the methods she used, reveals her thoughtful 
and carefully conceived artistic work. It is evidence of clear intentions to cre-
ate not only a document of the times but also a work of art that will express a 
particular view of the directed reality it depicts.

Two significant sequences in the film help concretize the connection between 
the film’s formal devices and its propaganda power. The film begins with Hit-
ler’s arrival by plane. It is shot in a way that transforms the mere act of travel 
into a quasi-mythical descent. First, we see the plane above the clouds, accom-
panied by music that creates a sense of solemn anticipation. Then we see the 
city below, the crowd, and finally Hitler himself. The montage, the alternation 
of aerial and ground shots, and the absence of verbal commentary invite the 
viewer to experience the leader as literally “above” the ordinary world. The 
imposing, theatrical presentation and the aesthetics of elevation and distance 
support the political idea of ​​an almost superhuman figure.

Riefenstahl applies a similar method to scenes of youth gatherings. The 
camera often lingers on the faces of young boys and girls, their expressions 
of excitement, admiration, and pride. These close-ups are interspersed with 
medium and long shots of large marching masses, creating a visual grammar 
in which individuality is absorbed into collective unity. Speeches addressed 
to the youth, emphasizing obedience, sacrifice, and courage, are framed by 
images that make these qualities appealing. The film’s formal characteristics 
thus serve the familiar nationalist rhetoric. Through a powerful affective ex-
perience, the viewer is encouraged not only to understand but also to feel the 
appeal of the political vision presented.

As we will see in the continuation of this discussion of Triumph of the Will, 
the problem of the status of the work encompasses two possible approaches; 
that is, it relies on two issues that we encounter in the discussion - one concerns 
whether Triumph of the Will is propaganda art or a document of the times. 
The conclusions we draw from this part of the discussion are relevant for the 
further discussion of the value of the work itself. The second issue concerns 
the temporal context and the conditionality of the period from which we ap-
proach the analysis of the film. This issue is almost absent in the literature, but 
it is an important one to notice. 

By addressing these two topics, I will also emphasize the elements of author-
ship, which can be observed through the prism of reliability and responsibility.

Propaganda or a Document of the Times?
If we briefly leave aside what seems to be the fundamental problem of the film’s 
status, which is, of course, the debate on how to evaluate a work of art that so 
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unequivocally glorifies Nazism, we are left with the primary task of trying to 
unravel the genre issue of the film. Namely, on the one hand, we have clear 
reasons to claim that the film is a work of propaganda art, and on the other 
hand, Leni Riefenstahl has maintained throughout her life that the film is sim-
ply a document of the times. The following text will offer reasons in support 
of the claim that we correctly interpret it when we see it as a propaganda film.

Leni Riefenstahl has argued on several occasions that the film Triumph of the 
Will, like her other works, is a work of artistic creation, not a political stance; 
that, as Devereaux writes, she believed in the cult of beauty, not the cult of the 
Fuhrer (Devereaux 1998:351). In an interview she gave to Sandra Maischberg-
er, she says: “I don’t see anything political in Triumph of the Will, I look at it 
like all the other films” (Panitz 2002). She similarly claims: 

But if you see this film again today you ascertain that it doesn’t contain a sin-
gle reconstructed scene. Everything in it is true. And it contains no tendentious 
commentary at all. It is history. A pure historical film … it is film-vérité. It re-
flects the truth that was then, in 1934, history. It is therefore a documentary. 
Not a propaganda film. Oh! I know very well what propaganda is. That consists 
of recreating certain events in order to illustrate a thesis or, in the face of cer-
tain events, to let one thing go in order to accentuate another. (Thomson 2010)

The opening line of Ebert’s film review of Triumph of the Will reads: “These 
[Olympia and Triumph of the Will],  are by general consent two of the best 
documentaries ever made” (Ebert, Roger 2008).

Referring to the well-known discussion of documentary and propaganda, it 
is worth briefly considering the idea that film is a document of time, as Riefen-
stahl claims. If there are specificities of the medium, or rather differences in 
it, and I believe that there are, at this point, it is, I believe, useful to make an 
analogy with what Nannicelli claims, when discussing photography and the 
characteristics of the medium, or rather the difference between documentary 
and artistic photography. Namely, Nannicelli, speaking of photography, cor-
rectly emphasizes that the medium in which the artist works is something that 
offers particular possibilities, ethical challenges, but also limitations, or “obvi-
ates certain possibilities for moral achievement or moral failure” (Nannicelli 
2020:79). There is a difference in that an artist can convey a specific ethically 
content as a document, or try to aestheticize it, or express a certain attitude 
towards what the work represents (Nannicelli 2020:81). Although he is not 
discussing documentaries in film here, I believe that his discussion of the dif-
ference between simply documenting and creating a work of art from ethical-
ly problematic scenes is helpful to us. Of course, I am not equating the exam-
ples, primarily because it is questionable whether Triumph of the Will really 
represents something ethically problematic, which we will explore in the rest 
of the text. However, the fact is that she manages the material, shoots, and di-
rects it in a way that would make it artistically successful while aestheticizing 
its content. Just as war photography can be documentary, it can become mor-
ally problematic if its primary intention is to serve an artistic purpose, which 
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drastically changes how we evaluate it ethically. Similarly, Triumph of the Will 
is problematic, even if we try to interpret it as a documentary film, because it 
contains clearly visible artistic moves indicating that Riefenstahl aimed to do 
more than merely portray the Congress. Her artistic moves are proof that she 
made shifts in the depiction of events with a specific intention - to aestheti-
cize the Congress which is clearly visible. It would be too ambitious to go into 
a deeper discussion about the very nature of documentary film, its interpretive 
dimension, the demand for delivering facts, the need for clearly emphasized 
and transparent subjectivity, and epistemological responsibility. I will briefly 
refer to is the latter.

However, the fact that the film is a representation and document of the 
times, and that it will truly remain in the history of cinema as one of the best 
documentaries does not diminish the fact that interpreting it only as a docu-
mentary means not to see the power and value of film as a propaganda art, for 
which we have good reasons.

Its value at least partially lies in the good fulfillment of the function of pro-
paganda art. If we look at how propaganda is defined, we find the following: 

Propaganda is a more or less systematic effort to manipulate the beliefs, atti-
tudes, or actions of others by means of symbols (words, gestures, banners, mon-
uments, music, clothing, signs, hairstyles, coin designs, postage stamps, and so 
on). Intentionality and a relatively heavy emphasis on manipulation distinguish 
propaganda from ordinary conversation or the simple free exchange of ideas. 
Propaganda practitioners have a specific goal or set of goals. To achieve these 
goals, they deliberately select facts, arguments, and symbols and present them 
in a way that they believe will have the greatest effect. To maximize their effect, 
they may omit relevant facts or lie, and they may try to divert the attention of 
those who need to respond (i.e., the people they are trying to sway) from every-
thing but what they are propagandizing. (Smith n.d.).

Propaganda is, therefore, an attempt to influence public opinion or attitudes, 
which, according to Ross, implies a type of intentionality (Ross 2002:18). All 
of the above speaks in favor of the clear intention of portraying Hitler and the 
National Socialist Party as something desirable and correct.

Although Riefenstahl claims to have documented events, Sennett emphasizes 
that this is not necessarily the opposite of propaganda, because, as he argues: 
“Often the most successful propaganda involves the truth, or at least a version 
of it” (Sennett 2014:48). Therefore, the fact that it used real footage and actu-
al events does not argue against the claim that it is a propaganda film because 
the truth, although not the goal of propaganda but a means to achieve the goal, 
can undoubtedly be used to maximize the desired effect (Sennett 2014:48).

Sennett emphasizes that many commentators have given the film the status 
of art first and then propaganda, but that the Nazis saw the film primarily as 
“politically especially valuable” rather than “artistically and politically valu-
able,” which contradicts Leni Riefenstahl’s claims (Sennett 2014:57). Namely, as 
Sennett claims, she insisted that she was not responsible for the film’s content 
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or political messages because she did not write the speeches, but rather Hitler 
and the other people whose speeches were shown in the film. However, Sen-
nett correctly argues that, although she did not write the speeches, nor did she 
devise aspects of Nazi ideology or design the entire spectacle, we cannot see 
her role as neutral. “It was she who shaped the filmic record of the events in 
the first instance through choice of shot, position of camera, and direction of 
many of those involved in close-up sequences. She then refashioned the raw 
footage through her aesthetically impressive editing into the arresting images 
of the completed film.” (Sennett 2014:58–59).

Recent work has sharpened this line of argument. Andres Veiel’s documen-
tary Riefenstahl (Veiel 2024) based on newly available archival materials, fur-
ther undermines the image of Riefenstahl as a politically naïve documentarist 
who merely “recorded” what others staged.

One of the significant indicators supporting the claim that this work is a 
work of propaganda art is that, some 80 years later, the film cannot be freely 
shown publicly in Germany. Germany still finds the political messages in the 
film powerful and persuasive (Sennett 2014:61).

Thus, by filming and documenting a real event, Leni Riefenstahl used many 
aesthetic means and methods to portray Hitler and the ideology of a people, 
a leader, and an empire as desirable and beautiful. She claimed that her role 
was neither political nor propagandistic. At the same time, Bach claims that 
Riefenstahl said that her relationship with Hitler and the people was of ex-
ceptional importance and that she set herself the task of portraying and ex-
pressing it in a way that glorified him (Bach 2007:124–40). Considering the 
facts that Riefenstahl made the film at Hitler’s request, that he financed it, 
that he gave it a title, that the film’s premiere took place without the Censor-
ship Board, that Riefenstahl stipulated that she had complete artistic freedom 
over the project, that at least some scenes were pre-directed (new arguments 
in favour of this claim are represented by Wahl (Wahl, 2025)), and that she ed-
ited the raw material, disregarding the chronology of events and thus avoid-
ing the boring sequencing of scenes, to create a visually impressive work that 
portrays the congress, Hitler, and the events of those seven days as beautiful, 
correct, and desirable. We are not wrong to claim that the film is a significant 
propaganda work.

To summarize, although there are arguments against the claim that Tri-
umph of the Will is a propaganda work, the appeal to artistic intentions (and, 
at the same time, the refutation of propaganda intentions) and, as previously 
discussed, the appeal to documentary, these seem not to be sufficient to dis-
pute the propagandistic notion.

What remains questionable is how much impact the film had on viewers, or 
how much of its supposed purpose was achieved. There are two reasons why 
it is problematic to have a further discussion about the success of Triumph of 
the Will as a propaganda film: one concerns the fact that we should enter into 
a broader discussion about the consequences of works of art and “proving” 
them; and the other, more problematic, that data on audience reactions and 
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effects are almost unavailable to us. This is because the documentation from 
that period is very scarce, and we have legitimate reasons to believe it was also 
censored or explicitly fabricated as part of the policy of National Socialism. 
However, I believe that this is not too important for us here, let alone disas-
trous. What is important is to show the genre orientation, thereby underlin-
ing the author’s intentions.

We cannot deny that the film shows a visible worship of beauty, the claim 
that she was only interested in artistic and stylistic innovations and formal 
beauty is still rugged to accept. Namely, all these segments are visible, but they 
were used to create a particular vision of Hitler and the National Socialist Par-
ty. After all, she never distanced herself from the political content attributed to 
her in Triumph of the Will or any film made for Hitler, and she did not show 
remorse for her artistic and personal attachment to members of the National 
Socialist Party (Devereaux 1998:353).

It is precisely the fact that it is both a work of propaganda and art that 
makes it historically important and deeply problematic. Namely, the fact that 
Triumph of the Will is a work of propaganda would not be problematic if the 
film’s message were not (Devereaux 1998:357).

The Immorality of Triumph of the Will and the Historical Context
In her text on Robust Immoralism (Eaton 2012) Eaton, noting that there is 
something she calls the extrinsic immorality of the work, spoke about both 
temporal conditioning and the target audience. Namely, how we evaluate Tit-
ian’s painting has been completely changed by the time gap between the mo-
ment Titian painted it and the more contemporary moment in which we be-
gin to criticize the same scene as immoral, and that, quite clearly, nothing has 
changed in the painting. Eaton explains this, among other things, by referring 
to the fact that we are not the target audience for the work today and that, in 
this example, we are dealing with extrinsic immorality. In this situation, the 
work of art does not prescribe immorality itself. 

Although it may not seem so at first glance, this example has something to 
do with how we evaluate the Triumph of the Will.

There are two legitimately different temporal contexts within which it is 
possible to observe, analyze, and evaluate Triumph of the Will. The outcomes 
that we will obtain from these two distinct contexts are different. I believe that 
there are differences in interpretation and evaluation between that moment 
immediately after the creation of Triumph of the Will, that is, when its inten-
tion to influence the masses, promoting a particular ideology, was significant 
and possible, and today, almost 90 years later, with the knowledge of every-
thing that Nazism brought.

How are these perspectives different, and what are their conditions? To con-
sider the same, we need some historical data and place the plot and content of 
the film in a historical context in order to determine that the immorality that 
we see and load into the film today is not the same as the “immorality” that 
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could have been visible in the film at the time it was shown. However, first, 
it is necessary to detect what kind of immorality we are referring to when we 
claim that Triumph of the Will is an immoral film. The common understanding 
is that Triumph of the Will is immoral because the perspective it portrays, pro-
motes, and glorifies is immoral because it presents something morally wrong 
as beautiful and desirable. Therefore, we should analyze the film content. 

The film’s content is monotonous, dramaturgically and artistically well exe-
cuted. However, the film (apart from the use of artistic means in editing, the use 
of music, and the previously mentioned methods) does not contain narrative 
content except for that expressed through the speeches of the main characters. 
It is important to note that in the content of the work itself, in the speeches, 
there is no specific record that we would characterize as immoral outside the 
context of time, especially the perspective we have during and after the war, 
or that we certainly could not characterize it as undoubtedly immoral. Here 
are examples of the most significant speeches that will demonstrate the above:

Hitler’s speech to young Germans:

My German youth. After one year I can greet you again here. You standing here 
today represent something that is happening all over Germany. And we want 
that you, German boys and girls will absorb everything that we wish for Germa-
ny. We want to be one people and through you, to become this people. We want 
a society with neither castes nor ranks. And you must not allow these ideas to 
grow within you. We want to see one Reich! And you must educate yourselves 
for this. We want this people to be obedient and you must practice obedience 
in yourselves. We want this people to be peace-loving but at the same time to 
be courageous. And you must for that reason, be both peace-loving, you must 
be both peace-loving and strong. We want this people not to become soft but 
to become hard and, therefore you must steel yourselves for this in your youth. 
You must learn sacrifice and also never to collapse. Whatever we create today, 
whatever we do will all pass away... But in you Germany will live on. And when 
we can no longer hold, the flag that we tore from nothing you must hold it firmly 
in your fists! And I know that it cannot be any other way as we bind ourselves 
together. For you are flesh of our flesh and blood from our blood! The same 
spirit that governs us burns in your young minds. And when the great columns 
of the movement sweep through Germany today then I know that you will close 
ranks and we know that Germany lies in front of us, Germany marches within 
us and Germany follows behind us! (Translations: Gushue, P. B., Santoro, A. R. 
and Transcribed from the movie by Carreon T. n.d.)

Hitler’s closing speech:

The sixth party day of the Movement has come to an end. To millions of Ger-
mans outside our ranks this might be seen as a show of political strength. But 
to hundreds of thousands of fighters it was much more than that. This was a 
great spiritual gathering of old fighters and comrades in battle. And perhaps, 
despite the splendor of this display, some of you will think longingly of the 
days when it was hard to be a National Socialist. Even when our party consist-
ed of only seven people, its members proclaimed two principles: the first was 
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that it (the party) aspired to be a party with the right ideology, the second was 
that it wanted to be an uncompromising and united force in Germany. We, as 
a party, had to remain a minority, because we had mobilized the most valuable 
elements of struggle and sacrifice in the nation, and they are never a majority 
but always a minority. Since the best racial component of the German nation, 
proudly self-confident, courageous and daring, demanded the leadership of the 
Reich and the people, the people followed their lead in in ever greater numbers 
and have submitted to it. The German people are joyfully aware that the eternal 
flight of appearances has now been replaced by a stable wedge, which feels and 
knows that it represents the best German blood, rises to the leadership of the 
people and is determined to hold on to the leadership, to perfect it and never 
again to surrender it. There will always be a section of people who will be active 
fighters, and more is required of them than of millions of other people. For it 
is not enough for them simply to say: “I believe”, they swear “I will fight”. The 
Party will forever be the leadership of the German people, unchanging in its 
doctrine, solid as steel in its organization, pliable and adaptable in its tactics, 
it is the complete manifestation of the spirit of the nation. All decent Germans 
become National Socialists. Only the best National Socialists become members 
of the party. Previously, our opponents saw that through the ban and persecu-
tion of our movement the mold that has inhabited it is being purified. Now we 
ourselves must practice selectivity in ourselves and we must throw out what has 
proven to be rotten and therefore what not of our kind. It is our wish and inten-
tion that this state and this Reich should endure through the millennia ahead. 
We rejoice in the knowledge that the future belongs entirely to us. Where old-
er generations might still waver, our youth swears and gives us body and spirit. 
If we in the party grasp the ultimate essence and idea of ​​National Socialism, 
through the joining of the forces of all of us, it will forever and indestructibly be 
the heritage of the German people. Then the splendid and glorious army of the 
old and proud armed services of our nation will be united with a party no less 
bound by traditional leadership, and together they will establish and strength-
en the German people and carry on their shoulders the German state and the 
German Reich. At this moment tens of thousands of comrades are leaving the 
city. While some are still remembering, others are already preparing for the 
next roll call and people will always come and go and will always be caught up, 
absorbed and inspired, because the idea and the Movement live in our people 
and with the Movement are the symbol of eternity. Long live the National So-
cialist Movement! Long live Germany! (Translations: Gushue, P. B., Santoro, A. 
R. and Transcribed from the movie by Carreon T. n.d.)

These speeches are tools to strengthen the spirit and raise the morale of the 
people and the army, especially the young. We can clearly link them in terms 
of content, style, pace, and performance to the most often policies of nation-
alism. Moreover, while we do not (have to) agree with such ideologies, nor see 
the value and significance in what has been said, the fact is that they are very 
flat, simple, intended for the broad masses, clear and explicit in strengthen-
ing the unity, in this case, of the German people. Unfortunately, very similar 
speeches can still be found in some political arenas today.

However, content-wise, they do not represent what makes Triumph of the 
Will morally reprehensible. Namely, by reviewing the literature, that is, criticism 
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of the film itself (not ethical criticism of the work), we do not find a primary 
concern with the content of the film. Criticisms and evaluations are primarily 
based on the formal characteristics of the film, data on its creation and pre-
miere, and similar aspects. 

Ethical interpretation and evaluation of a film, on the other hand, is usually 
most often related to elements that are not inherent to the work itself, that is, to 
insights into what followed in the period after 1934, and not to the work itself.

The reason we usually consider Triumph of the Will to be immoral is that 
we say it promotes an ideology that we know is horribly, wrongly, terrifying-
ly evil. However, what we are referring to is not what is present in the film 
(substantially speaking, certainly not in the speeches). There is no mention 
of anti-Semitism in the film, no clear indication of the horrors that lie in the 
background or in the immediate future of what is said. From this perspective, 
with knowledge of what followed, we inscribe the content into Triumph of the 
Will ourselves. 

Ebert, in his commentary on the documentary about Lena Riefenstahl, 
notes that Riefenstahl claims that there is no mention of anti-Semitism in her 
films, that she did not know about Hitler’s genocidal plans until after the war, 
and that she was a naive artist who was interested in images, not ideas. How-
ever, he emphasizes: 

But the very absence of anti-Semitism in “Triumph of the Will” looks like a cal-
culation; excluding a central motif of Hitler’s speeches must have been delib-
erate, to make the film go down more easily as propaganda. Nor could a film 
professional working in Berlin have been unaware of the disappearance of all 
of the Jews in the movie industry. (Ebert 2012)

Let us therefore return for a moment to Eaton and her example of The 
Rape of Europe. Eaton argues that the immorality of The Rape of Europe is 
extrinsic to the work. Similarly, immorality operates in the example of Tri-
umph of the Will. Its content is not unquestionably immoral. We can try to 
approach the work beyond our knowledge of Hitler and National Socialism 
and notice that what the film promotes is political single-mindedness, obedi-
ence, but also the glorification of the people and the state, which, however, is 
nothing significant specific exclusively to Hitler’s speeches. What makes the 
film’s content deeply problematic is contained more in what the film does not 
show than in what it does.

However, what we know today and simultaneously condemn, and to which 
we attach artistic importance, is the assumption that Riefenstahl’s position was 
not neutral. Because of her close connection with Hitler and the entire regime, 
it seems justified to condemn her move to present such an ideology as positive, 
one that we should admire, one that we should support.

This is why, among other things, we need to briefly focus on a feature that 
Nannicelli strongly links to the product-oriented approach, which concerns 
the moral responsibility of the author. Although nothing immoral happened 
in the production itself, based on the available information, we still see Leni 
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Riefenstahl as responsible for what she presented to the audience. I believe 
that two key things speak in favor of the questionable ethical effect of her 
work:  epistemic unreliability, the fact that she maneuvered with the data in 
the film, or instead, what she did not show is equally significant for the film, 
which makes her an unreliable author, and the fact that she made a propagan-
da film under the guise of documentary. 

Eaton also refers to target audience and argues that, in the case of the ex-
ample of The Rape of Europe, we are not the appropriate audience today, which 
we can to some extent apply to the example of Triumph of the Will (Eaton 
2012:283). Here, I am not claiming that we have to agree with the idea of ​​a 
target audience, but that invoking the idea that the same work that can play 
its role or fulfill its function at a certain moment may be a work that will be 
completely unsuccessful in that sense at another moment. Invoking the no-
tion of the target audience actually detects the point at which the context of 
evaluation and interpretation becomes significant. We can discuss Triumph of 
the Will from this position, asking ourselves to what extent the immorality of 
Triumph of the Will depends on the temporal conditioning of the audience?

The question of context is, of course, more complex than this short pre-
sentation. When I talk about context here, I primarily refer to the historical 
context of the work’s creation in relation to today. Nothing fundamental has 
changed in the moral sense, and this is not the case of moral relativism. The 
change in assessment does not come from a modification of moral attitudes, 
as is the case, for example, in the film The Birth of a Nation (Griffith 1915). 

In The Birth of a Nation, racism is much more explicitly inscribed in the 
content: black characters are presented through dehumanizing stereotypes, 
and the Ku Klux Klan is openly glorified as a heroic and desirable force. The 
work prescribes, in Eaton’s sense, very clearly immoral responses. In contrast, 
the immorality of Triumph of the Will depends mainly on what the film does 
not show and on the historical knowledge we bring to its interpretation. The 
speeches and images in the film promote unity, obedience, and national pride, 
but they do not explicitly articulate anti-Semitism or genocide. This does not, 
of course, make the film morally innocent, but it does mean that its immoral-
ity is more mediated by background information and temporal distance than 
in The Birth of a Nation. For this very reason, and in comparison to the above 
example, Triumph of the Will is a poor candidate for being a paradigmatic 
case of immoral art.

The fact that we experience a film’s content differently depending on the 
temporal context is conditioned by the horrors that occurred subsequently. 
However, to truly understand the difference between the two perspectives, 
the one from 1934 and today, it is necessary to briefly reconstruct the histori-
cal context of the film Triumph of the Will’s creation.

Hitler came to power in 1933 when he became Chancellor of the Third 
Reich. With him came three National Socialists: Frick, Göring, and Goeb-
bels as Minister of Public Enlightenment and Propaganda (Reichsminister 
für Volksaufklärung und Propaganda). In order to centralize power, Goebbels 
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established the State Department for Culture and, with the help of the Minis-
try of Propaganda, supervised, directed, and censored all German mass media 
(Angelovski 2012:54). As Brenner writes, Minister of the Interior Frick and his 
advisory office began to change public artistic life with various regulations. By 
a decree issued at the end of June 1933, Hitler appointed Goebbels responsible 
for matters related to spiritual activities, including events, public information, 
and advertising for the needs of the state and all institutions dealing with the 
aforementioned activities. From the Ministry of the Interior, it takes over the 
Department of General Education, issues of national celebrations, radio, the 
College of Politics, the Department of Art, music, theatre, and Film. The Foreign 
Service has transferred to it the news service, education, art, film, and sports; 
the Ministry of Economy and Food has transferred trade fairs and advertising, 
and the Ministry of Education has transferred to art (Brenner 1992:50–60).

The Nazis realized very early on that art had a significant influence on in-
dividuals, that is, that art was a highly successful way of creating public opin-
ion and directing the behaviour and thinking of the audience. However, at 
the same time, they realized that this influence needed to be directed. In early 
February 1934, they established the Film Censorship Board, on whose behalf 
the film supervisor accepted or rejected the offered scripts. After filming and 
editing, the films had to be shown to the board. The Minister of Propaganda 
appointed the board and ensured that no domestic or foreign film threatened 
the state’s interests, the National Socialist regime. Guided by the idea that film 
could cause strong psychological effects, National Socialism managed it as a 
state medium and supported its ideology through film art (Angelovski 2012:54). 
As stated in the Teacher’s manual related to Triumph of the Will, Hitler’s un-
derstanding of propaganda and its importance is evident from several quotes 
from Mein Kampf, which he wrote in 1924-1925, for example: “The task of 
propaganda is not to objectively present the truth, but to convince the mass-
es.” and “Never try to convert the masses to your opinion in the morning sun. 
Instead, dim lights are useful - especially in the evening when people are tired, 
their powers of resistance are small and their complete emotional capitulation 
is easy to achieve” (Social Studies School Service n.d.).

These political moves and methods were widely used in the period preceding 
the time point that Riefenstahl recorded. However, a few months (even years) 
before the Congress, Goebbels began a campaign of persecution of artists and 
burning books. Namely, the Germans believed that part of the identity of the 
people was tied to their literature. So, due to the National Socialists’ belief that 
Jews were undesirable people in Germany, they believed that their literature 
was also a threat to society. For this reason, in 1933, they began burning books. 
In April 1933, the Association of German Students (DS) and the National As-
sociation of German Socialist Students (NSDStB) organized “Action against 
the Jewish Destruction of German Literature”. These two organizations invited 
members and announced the public burning of Jewish literature (Lelas 2019:7). 
“Blacklists” (Schwarzen Listen) of undesirable authors and works began to be 
compiled, and it became dangerous to own left-wing literature. During March 



STUDIES AND ARTICLES │ 393

1933, there was a plan within the Ministry to burn books, even entire libraries, 
and the National Socialist Party and journalists supported the action, resulting 
in illegal confiscation and destruction of books. In April 1933, two manifes-
tos were written - “Twelve Theses Against the Un-German Spirit” and “Fiery 
Speeches” - which were read at book burnings. On the night of May 10, 1933, 
public book burnings began across Germany, for which preparatory activities 
had been organized the day before - tons of books were brought to the meet-
ing places. Goebbels was present at the Berlin book burning and also gave a 
significant speech (Lelas 2019:18). Brenner talks about the media perception 
of this act, that is, that the book burning was covered by the media in Germa-
ny and abroad (Brenner 1992:65–67).

The historical events described here are important because of the perception 
of what is shown in the film, or rather, what is not in the film. Namely, although 
more specific anti-Semitic events only followed later - in 1935, the anti-Semit-
ic law known as the Nuremberg Laws, and three years later, Kristallnacht, and 
then the camps and the most horrific genocide the world has ever seen, the fact 
is that an anti-Semitic atmosphere prevailed in Germany. It seems that Leni 
Riefenstahl can, therefore, be justifiably criticized for ignoring the situation 
that she could not have been unaware of. However, it is difficult to place on her 
shoulders the burden of everything that makes us judge the film as immoral. 

Another piece of information is important for understanding the histori-
cal context - Dachau, the first concentration camp, was established in March 
1933. In its first years, it was primarily a camp for German communists, social 
democrats, and other opponents of the Nazi regime. After 1935, i.e., after the 
establishment of the Nuremberg Laws and after Kristallnacht, it became pri-
marily a camp for Jews (Dachau n.d.).

Bach is right; Triumph of the Will can be seen as two films - one for the 
audience of the 1930s and the other for us today. In this sense, it makes sense 
and connects with Eaton’s target audience. One is a film for those who saw it 
then; it is ignorant of the things to come, and those who watched it then had 
a different view of it than we do today. It is another film for us, in which we 
see Auschwitz, Dachau, Bergen-Belsen, Dresden, or the Nuremberg Tribunal 
(Bach 2007:140).

The specificity and phenomenon of what is happening with The Triumph 
of the Will is that subsequent events conditioned the immorality, which was 
not necessarily related to the film itself. We can imagine (some nicer) world in 
which Triumph of the Will was simply a propaganda or documentary aesthet-
ically impressive work of art from 1934, about a man who had the support of 
the masses and grand political ambitions, a rather right-wing ideology, who 
did not realize them. The question is, would we see the film as immoral in that 
case? Without intending to diminish the interpretative power with which it 
is usually interpreted as an immoral work here, but the question is: what is it 
conditioned by? The answer should be: from something external to the film it-
self. We can also imagine a situation where, for example, a person watches the 
film who knows absolutely nothing about the Second World War. In that case, 
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the interpretation would depend on what the film depicts, not on our knowl-
edge of historical information. It is evident that if we focus on interpreting the 
film’s content, which should primarily concern its representational properties 
or the content it represents, we will struggle to defend the film’s immorality.

As for the target audience, Triumph of the Will is a successful (artistically) 
propaganda film that presents Hitler and the idea of National Socialism as the 
correct, desirable, beautiful political worldview and life option. The same film 
is morally completely unbearable today but also artistically very successful. 
How Leni Riefenstahl masterfully “convinces” us of the correctness of what 
we now know with certainty to be more immoral is genuinely worthy of artis-
tic admiration. It is immoral, among other things, because it is false; that is be-
cause it successfully presents to us a false value as one that we should admire.

None of this leads us to a form of relativism according to which the same 
work can be simply “morally good” in one context and “morally bad” in anoth-
er. The basic moral standards - concerning, for example, political oppression, 
violence, or racism - remain stable across contexts. What changes is which fea-
tures of the work are epistemologically and interpretively accessible, and how 
much background knowledge we are entitled to bring into our evaluation. In 
the case of Triumph of the Will, our current assessment is shaped by a histor-
ically informed awareness of what National Socialism actually achieved, not 
by a change in basic moral principles.

So, all of the above, and related to the historical context of the film’s cre-
ation and artist, points to several key things - Triumph of the Will did not show 
the full complexity of the moment it seeks to document. We cannot view Leni 
Riefenstahl as (completely) innocent in depicting the Congress because the im-
age she offered us is an embellished picture of the political situation; ignoring 
certain events of which she was a contemporary is highly significant. Howev-
er, it is equally correct to say that the film itself, in terms of content, does not 
represent everything that we know will happen as a result of Hitler’s rule, that 
is, what kind of horrible world will emerge from the glorification and blind ad-
herence to the Nazi political ideology that the film presents to us as acceptable.

Conclusion
This presentation of the problems that Triumph of the Will brings has shown 
us why I believe I am right when I claim that, although perceived as immoral, 
it is not the ideal example of immoral art, or at least not an ideal example of 
content immorality. Its ethical evaluation and determining it as immoral rests 
on a whole series of background information, which is not an integral part of 
the work and is not necessarily provided by the film. Namely, art often counts 
on the audience entering the interpretation with specific knowledge and atti-
tudes. However, in the example of Triumph of the Will, handling background 
information, awareness of the author’s intention, her doubtful epistemic and 
moral reliability and responsibility, and noticing the complexity of the inter-
pretational context are tools that go beyond the usual way of interpreting and 
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evaluating works of art. The extensive research that the film requires makes it 
problematic for discussion and challenging to consider it a paradigmatic ex-
ample of immoral art. Given that it can be interpreted in terms of genre both 
as a documentary film and as a film of propaganda art, and that it can be in-
terpreted from the context of the time when it was created, which is different 
from the context of the time in which we interpret it today, it seems that its 
immorality is not fixed and intrinsically, unequivocally written into the work 
itself. Therefore, it is inadequate to be a paradigmatic example of immoral art.

However, this new reading of the film does not diminish the importance of 
the value interaction discussion. On the contrary, it only shows how complex 
and important the discussion is. This example emphasizes the importance of 
evaluating from both the content and production sides, considering the foun-
dations of the interpretation and the completeness of the creation process, and 
the author’s figure. At the same time, this procedure that has been undertaken 
for the value interaction discussion that is yet to come is too complex to serve 
as a guide for examples of other works. On the contrary, the complexity of 
Triumph of the Will is the exception rather than the rule, which further argues 
in favor of its difficulty in serving as a paradigmatic example.

Although I cannot offer an entirely positive explanation here, the discussion 
I have presented points to a dynamic, hybrid view of the relationship between 
aesthetic and ethical value. Rather than strongly prioritizing moral over aes-
thetic value or vice versa, it is suggested that different contexts, genres, and, 
obviously, the conditioning of audience attitudes can influence which value is 
perceived as crucial. In the case of Triumph of the Will, aesthetic achievement 
and ethical failure are tightly intertwined, but not in a way that allows for a 
simple, one-way reduction of one domain to the other. Any adequate evalu-
ation must keep both dimensions in mind and monitor how they interact in 
different temporal and interpretive contexts.

In this text, I have shown why the complexity of the film Triumph of the Will 
is inappropriate for it to be taken as a paradigmatic example in the discussion 
of immoral art. Namely, I have shown that its content is questionably immoral 
and that two different time perspectives also condition different interpreta-
tions or evaluations. When we add to this the widely known discussion of the 
film genre and notion of author (un)reliability, this results in the possibility of 
obtaining very diverse positions and the impossibility of generating one pre-
cisely founded and unquestionable type of immorality. Despite our primary 
beliefs that the film is immoral, its immorality is not as unambiguous. At the 
same time, the film is extremely valuable, apart from its aesthetic value, as it 
is cognitively and morally challenging and offers us an opportunity for mor-
al and cognitive progress. However, for such an understanding, observing the 
previously mentioned key elements is necessary. 
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Ponovno preispitivanje prihvaćenog: slučaj Trijumfa volje
Apstrakt
Ovaj rad kritički preispituje film Trijumf volje i njegovu široko prihvaćenu ulogu paradigmskog 
primera nemoralne umetnosti. Iako se često navodi u raspravama o debati o interakcionoj 
vrednosti i etičkoj kritici umetnosti kao nemoralno umetničko delo, rad tvrdi da složenost 
filma podriva njegovu podobnost kao jasnog i nedvosmislenog primera nemoralnosti u umet-
nosti. Razmatrajući njegovu nemoralnost iz različitih perspektiva i oblika nemoralnosti (sa-
držaj, produkcija, autorstvo), rad ističe ambivalentnost filma, naročito kada se tumači kroz 
različite vremenske i žanrovske okvire. Ovaj tekst ispituje pojmove sadržaja, umetničkih na-
mera i pouzdanosti, dovodeći u pitanje samu debatu o nemoralnosti filma kroz sučeljavanje 
propagande, dokumentarnog pristupa i istorijskog konteksta. Rad nudi opsežnu analizu umet-
ničkih postupaka, estetskih dostignuća, žanrovskih odrednica i istorijskih podataka, naglaša-
vajući potrebu da se razume složenost ovog slučaja. Ovakva detaljna analiza pruža novo či-
tanje filma, ukazujući na to da njegova nemoralnost u velikoj meri zavisi od pozadinskog 
znanja, istorijske distance i perspektive publike. Shodno tome, rad zaključuje da, iako je Tri-
jumf volje moralno i politički problematičan, obimni zahtevi istraživanja i interpretacije čine 
njegovu upotrebu kao temeljni primer u raspravama o nemoralnoj umetnosti problematič-
nom i pozivaju na veću kritičku nijansiranost.

Ključne reči: Trijumf volje, Leni Rifenštal, nemoralna umetnička dela, etička kritika umetnosti, 
debata o interakciji vrednosti, propagandna umetnost, istorijski kontekst, umetnička name-
ra, estetska i moralna vrednost
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Bojana Brajkov
School of Sanskrit, Philosophy and Indic Studies, Goa University 

Wittgenstein in his letter to Ludwig von 
Ficker regarding Tractatus Logico-Phil-
osophicus writes that the point of his 
book is an “ethical one”. In a similar 
vein, Jay L. Garfield in the preface to 
his book tells his readers that the main 
import of his work in arguing for the 
non-existence of self, but that of persons 
is an ethical one. In advancing his claim, 
he relies on the 7th C Buddhist philos-
opher Candrakīrti and David Hume, 
with whom a parallel can be drawn. Gar-
field undertakes conceptual analysis of 
the notion of self in a rigorous manner 
through ten chapters spanning over 170 
pages to convincingly show that in the 
end, it is not selves but persons that per-
sist. As he points out, this, the non-exis-
tence of selves but existence of persons, 
has ethical bearings in our lives.

What is the self? For this question, 
we have to identify what self is sup-
posed to be. Self is construed as ātman 
in the Indian context and as psyche in 
the Christian tradition, a unitary being, 
a witness (sāksin) and agent, always a 
subject, and always persistent. Hume 
and Heidegger argue against self in 
the Western tradition, as Buddhism in 
the Indian tradition. Śāntideva, a mid-
eighth C Buddhist monk, argues that we 

think we have selves primarily because 
of the fear of death and that the notion 
of self arises in challenging situations. 
Instead of the self, Garfield brings in 
the notion of person to account for our 
sense of mortality and morals. 

The book under review deals with 
the Buddhist arguments of no self, fo-
cusing on Candrakīrti and briefly with 
Hume’s analysis, and conclude with 
contemporary neuroscience. It also 
takes us swiftly to the arguments offered 
by Vasubandhu, Heidegger, and Witt-
genstein and build the case, through 
four conceptual ingredients for the exis-
tence of self, namely:1. Priority; 2. Uni-
ty; 3. Subject-object duality; 4. Agency. 

The author thoroughly considers 
the Classical argument, both in West-
ern and in Indian traditions, and the 
Transcendental argument for the exis-
tence of self. Quick argument for the 
existence of self is the Cartesian, famil-
iar to us as cogito argument. The cogito 
argument, I am thinking, does not prove 
self – thought is not self. Cartesian view 
is based on classical metaphysics where 
object is construed as substance with 
properties. Garfield concludes that cogi-
to argument may demonstrate that we 
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exist but it fails to show the existence 
of selves as opposed to persons. 

Transcendental argument is that 
reality of self is needed to explain fol-
lowing: “(1) the synchronic unity of con-
sciousness and of its objects; (2) the dia-
chronic unity of personal identity; (3) the 
sense of oneself in agency and subjectiv-
ity; (4) the possibility of individuating 
and distinguishing obviously distinct 
individual persons.” (p. 49) The main 
premise of transcendental argument is 
that I recognize experiences as mine 
because of the reality of a same sub-
ject who has those experiences, a sin-
gle consciousness which is self. Con-
trary to this, the premise that our ex-
perience is unified and the conclusion 
of existence of the singular self is inval-
id. Though it can be a good argument 
for the existence of person, it is not an 
argument for the existence of self that 
persist through time. 

So, what are we if we are not selves? 
Garfield claims that we are persons. In 
Latin, persona means a mask which is 
worn in theatre, a role. To be a person 
means to play a role, for example, fam-
ily role, role in society, among friends 
etc. While, self is primordial, preex-
istent, unitary, transcendent of social 
world and independent of the body or 
mind, person, on the other hand, is con-
structed, dependent on body and mind, 
as well as a social context.

Does this notion of person support 
the idea of the minimal self? Fifth Chap-
ter, the longest one, deals with the argu-
ments for the existence of minimal self. 
Here Garfield engages with the minimal 
self or a bare subjectivity, and the narra-
tive self. Arguments from philosophers 
like Galen Strawson, Evan Thompson, 
Dan Zahavi and Daniel Hutto figure in 
this chapter. Strawson takes the stand-
point of reflexivity to defend the ex-
istence of a self-aware self. However, 
this is false, as these arguments do not 
prove the existence of self. Strawson’s 
arguments are transcendental in form, 

presupposing the duality of subject and 
object as structure of experience. Gar-
field rejects those arguments as he sees 
the duality as an illusion. Next, he takes 
up Thompson’s argument which accord-
ing to him is a development of the ar-
guments of the classical Indian philoso-
pher Dignāga. Thompson’s argument is 
quite similar to Strawson’s, though the 
understanding of reflexivity differs in 
that it is not an explicit awareness, but 
only an implicit sense of owning one’s 
self-experience. 

The argument for the “minimal self” 
in Zahavi’s thought proceeds as follows: 
the object of experience of person has 
to be understood in relation to the sub-
ject, it “must be owned by subjectivity.” 
(p. 83) And self is that subjectivity. There 
is something common in different expe-
riences of a person, subjective opposing 
the other, and that Zahavi calls for-me-
ness or mine-ness. Garfield rejects this 
position too. He says that one will not 
have an experience first and then ques-
tion whose it is. There is no property of 
my experience that I can differentiate 
that is different from the property of 
somebody else’s experience. And that 
the experience is mine again does not 
prove that there is self, contrary to per-
son. Finally, the notion of the narrative 
or constructed self is taken up for anal-
ysis. Hutto argues for this kind of self, 
where our identity is built upon narra-
tives that we create about ourselves as 
the foundation of our subjectivity. This 
explanation is true for the person, not 
for the self. Even though it looks natu-
ral to us to see oneself as a self, albeit a 
constructed one through narration, it is 
still a delusion to take ourselves to be in-
dependent subject, the agent behind all 
activity. To me, this resonates with the 
account offered by Janko Nešić with re-
gard to the notion of “uncertain selves”. 
(Nešić, J.: Self: From One to Many and 
Back to None, Belgrade: Institute of So-
cial Sciences, 2024, p. 127)
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Having thus distinguished the idea 
of “self” and “person,” the next chapter 
portrays the “selfless spontaneity and 
skillful living,” (p. 101) in which there is 
no self. There is deep connection be-
tween what we take ourselves to be sub-
jects, and between how we understand 
our experience in the subject-object du-
ality. When we see ourselves as subject, 
we see ourselves as standing against the 
world, and not as Being-in-the-world (a 
la Heidegger). From the understanding 
of subject-object duality arises the no-
tion of agency. All these separations are 
denied as we do not stand in opposition 
to the world, but we are immersed in it. 
Garfield suggests, as any proper Bud-
dhist will, that through skillful practice 
immersion happens. The difference is 
not psychological, but phenomenolog-
ical – how we experience: when one is 
a novice, learning new skill, and when 
one is expert.

The non-existence of self has a pos-
itive outcome in as it helps one to aban-
don egoism. It is egoism that prompts 
us to see ourselves as the center of the 
landscape. Our cognitive relation to the 
world defines our ethical relation to the 
world. The alternative is to take our-
selves as persons, together with other 
persons in the world, always already re-
lational. Referring to Śāntideva, author 
brings out another dimension of mor-
al implications for the notion of self as 
an enduring substance, independent-
ly standing outside of causation. Self 
with its free will is not influenced by the 
causal chain. However, the embodied 
person is subjected to causation. As in-
terdependent persons it gives us health-
ier moral responses than merely blam-
ing the other self for any moral wrongs.

There are many levels of personhood 
from the bottom up - biological, psycho-
logical, and finally social. This is known 
as supervenience. But Garfield is claim-
ing, rightly, that this is not the right or-
der to understand ourselves. Actually, it 
is the opposite. “We are an ultrasocial 

species.” (p. 137) Our language shapes 
our understanding. Our political context 
can condition our social failure or suc-
cess, and so on. We cannot understand 
our psychology without understanding 
who we are socially. The persona, the 
role one is playing in social life, cannot 
be understood if the context is not un-
derstood. To understand a person, we 
must take multidimensional perspec-
tive and the interaction of those levels.

How we emerge as a person is 
through the recognition of a second per-
son. Infant communicates with nonlin-
guistic actions and those are interpreted 
by caregivers. Those actions are dialog-
ical. Language has a crucial role in dif-
ferentiating humans from animals and 
is possible because of linguistic rules. 
Customs and conventions that are also 
important as far as norms and laws are 
concerned. To be normative is one of the 
deepest aspects of our nature.

Nineth chapter starts with analogy 
of the bee and the bee hive explaining 
how one can understand persons. One 
does not understand a bee by observing 
one bee in isolation, but the whole bee 
hive. Similarly, we understand persons 
only in connection with the world, un-
derstanding different roles and context 
in which persons are. And in this, the 
self does not find its place. As pointed 
out earlier, we develop our subjectivi-
ty through second-person interactions 
and this is how we differentiate our-
selves from others. Thus, subjectivity is 
based on intersubjectivity, it is not pri-
vate. With accepting norms and acting 
responsibly, taking ourselves to be per-
sons, we take others to be persons too. 
We are collective. Here, we are brought 
back to the narrative self, where our 
identity is really narrative, but for the 
person, not for the self. Narratives can 
be positive but they can also be destruc-
tive. And, just as Hamlet does not exist 
outside of the story, we are also con-
structed within the role we are. There is 
no reality outside of the narrative that is 
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created and that is why we are persons, 
not selves. We are embedded, embodied 
and enactive. 

If we take seriously that we are per-
sons, interrelated, interpreting one an-
other, and interpreting ourselves, then 
division between oneself and other 
stops to exist, together with the illu-
sion of a private, inner world. To allow 
others to be recognized, to be addressed 
is to recognize them as members of the 
same community, being together with 
them in the world. As pointed out in 
the beginning, what matters to Garfield 
ultimately is ethics and values. Under-
standing us as persons, relational, inter-
dependent, in the world, together with 
others, brings the ethical way of our pos-
sible existence. Taking Śāntideva, he 
concludes that when we are able to see 
ourselves as being in others’ shoes, when 
we regard others as our closest friends, 
or mothers, and recognize interdepen-
dence with them, then we will see that 
suffering is bad in itself, not because it 
is mine or yours. This points towards 
universal care and true moral concern. 

What strikes in this book is that 
there are many stories, analogies and 

examples, so one can get a very clear 
view and understanding what the writ-
er so passionately tries to prove. 

Jay L. Garfield, in this interesting 
book persuasively argues that there is 
no self, that self is an illusion, and what 
exists is a person. We are persons, first 
of all, social organism, playing social 
roles in the world, interacting causal-
ly with others. Realizing that we are no 
psyche or ātman may feel scary and dis-
turbing, and can feel we are less worthy. 
However, Garfield convincingly shows 
that the truth is it’s opposite. The self, 
what we were taught we are, is limiting 
us, making us separated from others, as 
well from the context in which we exist, 
and it reduces the quality of our life. The 
strength of the book lies in its strong ar-
ticulation of cross-cultural philosophy 
of (no)self.  Losing Ourselves: Learning 
to Live without a Self  is valuable ad-
dition to the works like Attention, Not 
Self  by Jonardon Ganeri. This way of 
doing philosophy has gain acceptance 
in recent times, finally recognizing the 
value of non-western philosophies in 
advancing out understanding and en-
hancing knowledge.
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