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Culture as a ”collective programming of the mind” defines and forms us 
as individuals, as well as members of society (or societies). Indeed, he or 
she is not a self-contained entity as they need a creator, a person who 
acts, along with the fact that this occurs not in isolation, but in coopera-
tion with other existing persons. It is important to emphasise that culture 
is not a product of one person, place or time but that one may link with 
confidence certain cultural objects and artefacts with certain figures (cre-
ator, author/s), dates or geographical locations.

   Values comprise the motor of human activity, a substance blending the 
will to cooperate with others. They constitute, at the same time, a cultural 
nucleus, stimulating the human mind, influencing the making of choices, 
decisions and actions. Homo faber is, by nature, inclined towards creation 
while owing both his individual and communal being to the community. 
We are therefore social, collective entities, the vast majority of whom are 
unable to function in isolation from other people. Group belonging 
(initially related to family, subsequently to peers, neighbours, society, 
nation or civilization), causes a common sharing of values, the (co-) forming 
of the identities of a certain individual – identities, one may add, remain-
ing in the process of continual development.
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CULTURES, VALUES, IDENTITIES –  
INTRODUCTION

The second electronic edition of the journal International Relations, in ac-
cordance with accepted rules, is entirely devoted to the particular triad 
outlined in the terms culture, value, identity. Taking into account the vari-
ety of forms in which these three phenomena appear, the title of this pub-
lication is written in the plural form. Looking from the perspective of the 
first decades of the 21st century, however, it is impossible to ignore or avoid 
the crucial fact of the cultural and axiological variety of the contemporary 
world, along with that concerning identity. This is a world comprised in 
turn of other smaller worlds, similar and joined to each other to a greater 
or lesser degree, or often also completely different and poles apart. These 
worlds, or to put it another way “spheres of culture and civilization”, re-
main with each other in ambiguous relations, mutually influential and with 
differing degrees of communication, some cases of which are intense, oth-
ers measured or sporadic, and yet others which are fragmentary or ab-
sent. What is the reason for this? Which factors, elements, subjects and 
conditions decide the character, quality and dynamics of such relations?

Although the questions concerning intercultural relations may be mul-
tiplied, in this issue we would like to focus attention on three main areas 
around which one may seek answers to the issues outlined above, namely: 
the uniqueness of a certain culture (exactly what makes a given culture dif-
ferent from another), the group of values which dominates a given culture/
cultures, as well as the identities resulting from the practicing or applica-
tion of values. Why these values in particular? This is due to the fact that 
each of them remains in a direct relationship with each other and under 
the influence of a person, both in their individual life, as well as their col-
lective existence. It is through this that such a relationship is, for obvious 
reasons, a reflexive relationship, one in which a person as the acting party 
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co-forms both the culture which contains values, and co-shapes their own 
individual and communal identity.

Culture as a “collective programming of the mind” defines and forms 
us as individuals, as well as members of society (or societies).1 Indeed, he 
or she is not a self-contained entity as they need a creator, a person who 
acts, along with the fact that this occurs not in isolation but in cooperation 
with other existing persons. It is important to emphasise that culture is not 
a product of one person, place or time but that one may link with confi-
dence certain cultural objects and artefacts with certain figures (creator, 
author/s), dates or geographical locations.

Values comprise the motor of human activity, a substance blend-
ing the will to cooperate with others. They constitute, at the same time, 
a cultural nucleus, stimulating the human mind, influencing the making of 
choices, decisions and actions. Homo faber is, by nature, inclined towards 
creation while owing both his individual and communal being to the com-
munity. We are therefore social, collective entities, the vast majority of 
whom are unable to function in isolation from other people. Group be-
longing (initially related to family, subsequently to peers, neighbours, 
society, nation or civilization), causes a common sharing of values, the 
(co-)forming of the identity of a certain individual – an identity, one may 
add, remaining in the process of continual development.

Identity, once treated as a static construct, has, through the influence 
of the ever-increasing speed of emerging changes in the contemporary 
world, become dynamic, free-flowing matter allowing continual transfor-
mation, in a similar way to how fluid post-modernity and the period follow-
ing it have become. The manifestation of this may be observed on a social, 
economic, political and, of course, cultural basis.2 The self-determination 
of the individual or community resulting from the experience of interacting 
with other people or communities is expressed in a direct form as a decla-
ration of “who I am” and “who we are”. It is also expressed in the artefacts 
and relations which these objects (individual and collective) create among 
themselves, as well as the environment in which they function, employing 
them in a creative or anti-creative (destructive) manner.

1 G. Hofstede, Cultures and organizations: Software of the mind, London 1991, p. 5.
2 “Contemporary Transformations: Culture, Politics, Economy”, Politeja, 3 (20/3) 

(2012), pp. 3–9 (ed. M. Banaś).
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Material and non-material goods are, at the same time, forms of the 
manifestation – in certain cases also a demonstration – of the identity of 
the creator/author, and through which kinds of values also define their 
culture.

The articles contained within this volume concern various aspects of 
human activity: language, music, literature, art, philosophy, education, 
society and politics. They comprise an example of descriptions, interpre-
tations and the inspiring thoughts regarding the interrelations of values, 
identities and cultures and the rich variety within them. We hope that 
reading it provides the reader with many reasons to further reflect on the 
function of cultures, values and identities in the building, moderating, as 
well as the management of intercultural relations in which we ourselves 
are participants – subjects, recipients and (co-)creators.

Monika Banaś
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Dariusz Juruś1

VIRTUE AND CARE IN MODERN ETHICS
Abstract

In this paper I compare two contemporary moral theories; virtue ethics and the 
ethics of care. They both reject traditional ethical positions – Kantian ethics and 
utilitarianism. Virtue ethics focuses on the question what person should I be, in-
stead, as in the case of Kantian ethics and utilitarianism, what should I do. 
It holds that value concepts (good, value) in contrary to deontological concepts 
(duty, obligation) are fundamental in ethical theory. Ethics of care, in rejecting 
a position based on justice, emphasises the role of care in human relations. 
It concentrates on personal relationships like love, friendship and charity. Virtue 
ethics emphasises the crucial role of individual character in moral life, whereas 
ethics of care holds that relations between people based on attentiveness, re-
sponsiveness and respect are the most important in moral life.

Key words: virtue, value, character, care, justice

In the modern world, one may observe the continual clash of various val-
ues and value systems with each other. Such conflicts may be found in 
spheres connected with religion, society, politics, economics and, last but 
not least, aesthetics. In the shadow of these axiological conflicts, ethics 
seems to have found a place in which there has been a “redefinition of 
values” during the last 20–30 years. The reign of the modern Kantian-util-
itarian paradigm has come under question with its place being taken by 
a new paradigm alluding to ancient positions, namely virtue ethics. Above 
all, this questioning has changed the key assumptions of Kantianism and 
utilitarianism, namely concerning the primacy of the deontological concept 
with regard to value judgements, as well as the primacy of actions regard-
ing people.

1 Assoc. Prof.; Jagiellonian University in Kraków; dariusz.jurus@uj.edu.pl.
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In parallel to virtue ethics, the 1980s saw the appearance of a trend 
known as ethics of care which also undermined the rationale of a position 
based on duty and justice. Both of these trends stand in opposition to Kan-
tianism and utilitarianism by assuming an anti-theory position.2 These are 
also linked by concentrating on the agent and the conviction that feelings 
and emotions not only do not pose an obstacle to taking moral decisions, 
but are actually key in this regard. Both of these positions refer to values 
regarding virtue and care and not abstract laws and principles. They also 
arise from the conviction that it is more important in our moral life what 
kind of person we are and what we are like towards others rather than 
how we conduct ourselves and which norms and rules we follow.

VIRTUE ETHICS3

Virtue ethicists are linked by a conviction regarding an erroneous stance 
towards the ethics of Kantianism and utilitarianism. They define these 
positions as theoretical and oppose them with their anti-theory.4 One ex-
ponent of the anti-theory position regarding ethics is Robert B. Louden 
who writes that “virtue ethics is best interpreted both as a protest against 
certain modern assumptions concerning what ethical theory should look 
like as well as an attempt to return us to more realistic avenues of moral 
reflection.”5 Louden outlines several characteristics which describe theo-
retical approaches to ethics. The supporters of theorization in ethics as-
sume that ethical theory should aid an individual by setting out certain 

2 Anti-theory does not, however, deny its supporters the possibility of engaging in 
rational argument. On the contrary, virtue ethicists propound serious arguments of a ra-
tional nature against Kantianism and utilitarianism.

3 It is important to differentiate virtue theory (aretology) from virtue ethics: the first 
deals with general deliberations on the subject of virtue while the second has a prescrip-
tive character and defends the concept of virtue. In particular, virtue theory may ignore 
virtue ethics or take a hostile stance towards it.

4 Such a view was voiced by Bernard Williams and Annette Baier. They criticised the 
position stating that one should seek and find a set of universal and hierarchically organ-
ised principles which would enable the taking of morally sound decisions. See A. Baier, 
Postures of the Mind, Minneapolis 1985; B. Williams, Ethics and the Limits of Philosophy, 
Cambridge 1985.

5 R. Louden, “Virtue Ethics and Anti-Theory”, Philosophia, vol. 20, nos. 1–2 (July 
1990), p. 94.
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procedures in taking moral decisions. It should also serve as a test of one’s 
moral convictions, as well as a criterion of their coherence. Theoretical 
approaches are also characterised by formalism regarding principles and 
rules of which – as in mathematics or logic – should be informed correct 
decisions. Utilitarianism and Kantianism are aimed at creating a completely 
coherent ethical system which should serve as a theoretical background 
for an agent taking moral decisions. This theory is also characterised by 
universalism, referring to the universal rationality of human existence, as 
well as objectivism displaying the independence of reason from subjective 
desires and individual convictions. Supporters of the theoretical position 
in ethics believe that ethical dilemmas do not exist and that every conflict 
in ethics can be solved. They also state that there exists within ethics ex-
pertise based on knowledge of universal, objective and abstract principles 
and rules.6 The Kantian-utilitarian paradigm also leads to the splitting of 
the agent into rational and emotional parts, by which the second is to be 
purged from the moral sphere. This model also covers the difference of 
the sphere of facts from the sphere of duty.7 A characteristic trait of this 
approach is also the impersonal treatment of moral agents. This also cov-
ers both the ontological, as in the work of Kant (depriving the moral agent 
of their emotional sphere), and the procedural, as in utilitarianism, the ra-
tionality of the agent. 

The exponents of anti-theory believe that moral theories are not 
only undesirable, but are impossible since they, as Louden writes: “have 
aims which are incompatible with certain fundamental features of moral 
practices.”8 This occurs because firstly, the moral rules and principles are 
not properly defined as the supporters of the theory wish, but always de-
mand an interpretation which is deeply-rooted in culture and moral prac-
tices; secondly, real and unsolvable moral dilemmas exist while people 
stand in the face of conflicting duties; thirdly, certain virtues (humility) ex-
ist which are unable to be expressed in categories of calls to action and are 
present “in terms of dispositions to act according to rules”9; and fourth-
ly, in order to understand the actions of people while taking moral 

6 Ibid., pp. 46–50.
7 According to Kant, the world of facts and the world of values are incompatible 

with each other, the first being governed by the principle of determinism and the second 
by the principle of free will.

8 R. Louden, “Virtue Ethics . . .”, op. cit., p. 100.
9 Ibid., p. 100.
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decisions, one may not ignore their emotional sphere. The enhancement 
of the emotional sphere and the basing of virtue ethics upon it also signi-
fies the bridging of a gap between the sphere of being (moral psychology) 
and the sphere of values.

The rejection of certain theoretical assumptions on which Kantian-
ism and utilitarianism are mainly based does not mean, however, that vir-
tue ethicists reject theorization entirely.10 It concerns the building of such 
a theory which is free from elements characteristic of Kantianism and utili-
tarianism. This would be possible on the basis of a new paradigm proposed 
by virtue ethicists. 

The pioneering work for virtue ethicists was an article by Elizabeth 
Anscombe in Modern Moral Philosophy in 1958 in which the author, reject-
ing the ethic of duty, proposed a return to Aristotle and the concept of vir-
tue while awakening contemporary ethicists from their philosophical nap 
with the same article.11 The philosophers who, especially during the 1980s 
and 1990s, took up this challenge brought about the establishment of vir-
tue ethics.12 Although it was founded on the ancient concept of virtue, it 
was not identical to it.

Due to the fact that virtues are related to people, not actions, virtue 
ethics seeks above all answers to questions as to which kind of person 
should someone be, how a person should live, and not whether this or 
that principle or moral precept allows us to solve any kind of conflict. Vir-
tue ethics places emphasis on character, not on actions, stemming from 
the assumption that all actions are a reflection of one’s character.13 Proper 

10 The patron of virtue ethicists, Aristotle, was a theoretician. 
11 She wrote: “. . . it is not profitable for us at present to do moral philosophy, that 

should be laid aside at any rate until we have an adequate philosophy of psychology, in 
which we are conspicuously lacking. . . . concepts of obligation, and duty – moral ob-
ligation and moral duty, that is to say – and of what is morally right or wrong, and of 
the moral sense of ‘ought’, ought to be jettisoned if this is psychologically possible; be-
cause they are survivals, or derivatives from survivals, from an earlier conception of eth-
ics which no longer generally survives, and are only harmful without it.” E. Anscombe, 
Modern Moral Philosophy, in: R. Crisp, M. Slote (eds.), Virtue Ethics, Oxford – New York 
1998, p. 26.

12 They included: A. MacIntyre, M. Slote, R. Audi, T. Irwin, R. Hursthouse, C. Taylor, 
R. Crisp, J. Annas, P. Foot, M. Nussbaum, B. Williams.

13 As Rosalind Hursthouse writes: “. . . virtue ethics, in being ‘agent-centred’ rath-
er than ‘act-centred’, is concerned with Being Rather than Doing, with good (and bad) 
character rather than right (and wrong action, with the question ‘What sort of person 
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actions are defined in turn as those which a person full of virtue would 
take in a manner typical of themselves in given circumstances.14 One be-
haves in life in a given way not because he is applying certain rules and 
moral principles, but because that is the character they have. Moral judge-
ments result from one’s character rather than preceding it. A person of 
experience may, on the basis of their experience, formulate certain moral 
principles, although these principles do not shape their character. Moreo-
ver, it seems that a person of good character does not refer to principles 
and moral precepts in the decision-making process, but acts in accordance 
with their character. As Louden believes: “It simply is not the case that 
morally good people have always engaged in rule-guided deliberation.”15 
Thus, neither are they moral experts who are competently able to apply 
given moral precepts to concrete situations. The application of appropri-
ate formulas does not mean, however, automatically being a good person. 
In this context, virtue ethicists quote Aristotle who wrote: 

But virtuous acts are not done in a just or temperate way merely because 
they have a certain quality, but only if the agent also acts in a certain state 
viz (1) if he knows what he is doing, (2) if he chooses it for its own sake, and 
(3) if he does it from a fixed and permanent disposition.16 

In the opinion of Aristotle, we cannot say much about a given action if 
we do not refer to the concept of the good or virtuous person. For Aristo-
tle, a good action was one carried out by a virtuous person defined as one 
who bore a disposition which: “. . . lead virtuous agents to be sensitive to 
the goods and ills to which people are exposed in particular situations and 

should I be?’ rather than the question ‘What should I do?’.” R. Hursthouse, Normative 
Virtue Ethics, in: R. Crisp (ed.), How Should One Live?, Oxford 1996, p. 19. Roger Crisp 
believes that emphasis on actions is a reflection of deep-rooted modern ethics in the 
Judeo-Christian tradition based on the principle in which the most important question 
was not “How do I live?” but “How should I behave?” The answer to the latter ques-
tion always refers to the category of duty. R. Crisp, Modern Moral Philosophy and the 
Virtues, in: idem (ed.), How Should I live?, Oxford 1996, p. 1. A similar view is expressed 
by Anscombe. See E. Anscombe, Modern Moral Philosophy, op. cit., pp. 30–31.

14 R. Hursthouse, Normative Virtue Ethics, op. cit., p. 22. 
15 R. Louden, “Virtue Ethics . . .”, op. cit., p. 104.
16 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, trans. by J.A.K. Thomson, London 1976, 1105 a, 

p. 97.



DARIUSZ JURUŚ16

to respond by bringing about good and preventing harm.”17 A virtuous per-
son, stresses Julia Annas, “not only does the right thing but has the right 
feelings and emotions about what she does.”18

In place of the theorising expert supporters of virtue ethics would rath-
er see the Aristotelian phronimos, namely a person who possesses practi-
cal wisdom, or one who “can aim, by the help of his calculation, at the best 
of the goods attainable by man.”19 However, the Aristotelian phronimos is 
not a technocratic expert because they are also guided by intuition (aisthe-
sis) in their decisions.20 

The supporters of virtue ethics also reject the premise of objectivity 
understood as impartiality in ethics. They are thus convinced that the car-
rying out of certain practices in respect of virtue demands special involve-
ment and favouring one of the parties involved – therefore, it demands 
partiality.

Virtue ethicists believe that principles and moral precepts which should 
have an influence on moral practice must be deeply-rooted in a concrete 
tradition and the characters of people. They also consider the individual, 
not as an abstraction taken out of context (the rational being) but as con-
nected with a particular time and place. A similarly particularistic position 
is taken by virtue ethicists in the case of virtue itself, believing that ethics 
“must research the particular motives and hidden mechanisms directing 
the agent.”21 These in turn must also not only refer to actions and choices, 
as the Kantians and utilitarians would wish, but also, perhaps even above 

17 J.B. Schneewind, The Misfortunes of Virtue, in: R. Crisp, M. Slote (eds.), Virtue 
Ethics, Oxford – New York 1998, p. 179. Michael Slote differentiates two interpretations 
of moral behaviour. The first of these, the Aristotelian interpretation, is termed “agent-
focused”, while the second is termed “agent-based”. In applying the first interpretation, 
one should state that a virtuous person does that which is noble because it is noble. In 
the second interpretation, that which is noble is so because it is done by a person full of 
virtue. See M. Slote, Agent-based Virtue Ethics, in: R. Crisp, M. Slote (eds.), Virtue Ethics, 
Oxford – New York 1998, pp. 239–240 and M. Slote, From Morality to Virtue, New York – 
Oxford 1992, p. 89.

18 J. Annas, The morality of happiness, New York 1993, p. 56.
19 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, op. cit., 1141 b 13–14, p. 213.
20 “Such questions of degree occur in particular cases, and the decision lies with our 

perception.” Ibid., 1109 b, p. 110.
21 R. Louden, “Virtue Ethics . . .”, op. cit., p. 59.
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all, to the character and virtue of the agent,22 as well as the dispositions 
and motivations which make them a virtuous person.23

In contrast to Kantianism which refers, above all, to deontic (from the 
Greek – ‘that which is necessary’) concepts of duty and rightness, virtue 
ethics prefers aretaic (from the Greek, arete ‘virtue, courage’) concepts, 
such as “good” or “virtuous”. Virtue ethicists state that referring to deontic 
concepts is an error as they narrow the scope of ethics.24 

Supporters of virtue ethics also see their dissimilarity with Kantianism 
in relation to actions and character. They perceive Kantian ethics as put-
ting actions, not character, centre-stage and the categorical imperative as 
a test of which actions are morally acceptable, (meaning they are carried 
out in the name of duty) and which are not.25 Moreover, in the question of 
the motivation of a position they are different: while Kantianism favours 
a deontic motivation, the dominant role in virtue ethics is played by the 
desires and aims which a virtuous person possesses.26 Virtue ethicists re-
ject the Kantian view of a good person as someone motivated by duty, 
maintaining that acting from duty or acting regarding one’s responsibility 
may not be traits for improving one’s character. In the opinion of virtue 
ethicists, Kantian ethics (along with utilitarian ethics) place too little weight 
on the interests of the individual agent.27 Kantians and utilitarians believe 
that the essence of morality is proper treatment of principles and moral 
precepts while virtue ethicists are of the opinion that understanding moral 
life requires understanding of that which is virtuous behaviour and who 

22 M. Slote, From Morality . . ., op. cit., p. 89.
23 Idem, Virtue Ethics, in: M.W. Baron, P. Pettit, M. Slote (eds.), Three Methods of 

Ethics, Oxford 2005, p. 177.
24 Some, such as Michael Slote, believe that deontic concepts may be derived from 

aretaic concepts. See M. Slote, From Morality . . ., op. cit., pp. xiv–xv, and idem, Virtue 
Ethics, op. cit., p. 177.

25 As Marcia Baron believes, the Kantian categorical imperative is not primarily 
a criterion for the rightness of an action but a maxim, as subjective principles of action: 
M. Baron, Kantian Ethics, in: M.W. Baron, P. Pettit, M. Slote (eds.), Three Methods of Eth-
ics, Oxford 2005, p. 35. Baron also maintains that while Kant places great weight on be-
haviour, this is not separate from the character of the acting individual, and in particular 
from its maxim. Ibid., p. 37. She even states that if virtue ethicists are seeking a theory 
which places emphasis on the internal aspects of one’s character, Kant’s ethics would be 
a good proposition. Ibid., p. 38.

26 Ibid., p. 34.
27 M. Slote, From Morality . . ., op. cit., p. 4.
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a virtuous person is. This is why, as Michael Slote writes, virtue ethics are 
ethics which concentrate on the agent (agent-focused) in contrast to Kan-
tianism and utilitarianism which concentrate on actions (act-focused).28 The 
reasons forming the basis of given assumptions in the case of these three 
varieties of ethics are also varied. For example, both a Kantian, a utilitar-
ian, as well as a virtue ethicist would agree with the point that in concrete 
situations one should not lie. The Kantian would state that one should not 
do this as it is in opposition to the categorical imperative, the utilitarian 
would argue that lying will not engender more usefulness while the virtue 
ethicist would invoke the virtue of honesty.29 

In contrast to Kantianism and utilitarianism, supporters of virtue ethics 
reject the splitting of the agent into rational and emotional spheres. This 
understanding of the agent prevents its complete presentation, as well as 
understanding the relations between their past actions and behaviour and 
the current situation. Julia Annas presents this question in the following 
manner:

Modern discussions encourage us to discuss an action in a vacuum without 
regard to previous decisions that inclined the agent to do it, or its effects in 
terms of the agent’s future character. The ancient thought that virtue is a sta-
ble disposition, by contrast, reminds us that every action has both a past and 
a future.30 

In virtue ethics, the agent is spread between their own past and pre-
sent and understood to be in possession of their own story or, as McIntyre 
writes, a narrative unity which is understood as an individual story of the 
agent about themselves, itself deeply-rooted in culture and social life.31 

Virtues are understood as valuable internal states of the agent, states 
which are primary regarding actions. Their value may be understood as 
a secondary aim which they serve, as in the case of eudaimonia, or for 
their intrinsic value, independent of whether the aim was achieved with 
their help. In the first case, one may use the teleological concept of virtue 

28 Idem, Virtue Ethics, op. cit., pp. 177–178.
29 R. Crisp, Modern Moral Philosophy . . ., op. cit., pp. 6–7. This does not mean, how-

ever, that virtue ethicists exclude other types of reasoning.
30 J. Annas, The morality . . ., op. cit., p. 52.
31 A. MacIntyre, Dziedzictwo cnoty, trans. by A. Chmielowski, Warszawa 1996, 

pp. 337, 366.
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while the second may be seen through motivation.32 Virtues are instruc-
tions and possess an affective aspect: “they involve our feelings, especially 
our feelings of pleasure and pain, and developing a virtue involves habitu-
ating our feelings in certain ways.”33 Virtues also possess intellectual as-
pects, aiding through reason the grasping of that which it is necessary to 
do in a given situation.34

Virtue ethicists place centre-stage, neither the motivation as in Kan-
tianism nor the consequences as in utilitarianism, but the person. This also 
causes that ethics has ceased to be merely an intellectual activity but is 
becoming the art of living a good life. 

ETHICS OF CARE35

In a similar manner to virtue ethics, ethics of care places itself in oppo-
sition to traditional ethics and defines its position in a comparable way, 
taking a critical view of Kantianism and utilitarianism while adding liberal-
ism as a political manifestation of both of these trends. One of the basic 
charges addressed towards Kantianism and utilitarianism was one in rela-
tion to a polemic by Carol Gilligan and Lawrence Kohlberg concerning the 
role of justice in the moral life of the individual.36 Supporters of the ethics 
of care maintain that justice may not have, as Kohlberg wanted, the aim of 
moral development in mind. They stressed that, from the results of his re-
search, boys think in the categories of law and values. As Gilligan showed, 
girls perceive dilemmas and moral conflicts in categories of disrupted 

32 J. Jaśtal, Etyka cnót, etyka charakteru, in: idem (ed.), Etyka i charakter, Kraków 
2004, p. 28. 

33 J. Annas, The morality . . ., op. cit., p. 49.
34 Ibid., p. 87.
35 In this section, I have used an extract from my article “Czy etyka troski może 

prowadzić do zaniku troski?”, Roczniki Filozoficzne, vol. LXIII, no. 2 (2015), pp. 186–206.
36 This fairly well-known theory is presented by Kohlberg in the following works: 

Moral Stages and Moralization. The Cognitive-Developmental Approach, in: T. Lickona 
(ed.), Moral Development and Behavior, New York 1976; Essays on Moral Development, 
Vol. I: The Philosophy of Moral Development, San Francisco 1981; From Is to Ought: How 
to Commit the Naturalistic Fallacy and Get Away with It in the Study of Moral Develop-
ment, in: T. Mischel (ed.), Cognitive Development and Epistemology, New York, London 
1971. 
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relations, not conflicts regarding law or values. Thus, ethicists of care have 
rejected the view of justice as the only acceptable position in ethics. They 
also criticised the approach in which all social relations were treated from 
a male perspective,37 in particular “judges, managers, officials”.38

This perspective prevents the formation of close relations with others as 
other people are treated as strangers – citizens, voters, customers. In trans-
ferring relations appearing in the public sphere to the private sphere, ethics 
oriented towards justice also prevents understanding of such personal and 
intimate relations as love, friendship or care. Thus, the Kantian-utilitarian 
approach ignores the role of feelings and emotions in reflection of moral be-
haviour. In particular, on the basis of this paradigm it is difficult to understand 
such emotions as “sympathy, empathy, sensitivity and responsiveness”.39 
The ignoring of feelings in moral discourse and practice was supposed, 
in the opinion of Kantians and utilitarians, to ensure that ethics would have 
an objective and universal character, while the agent itself would have moral 
impartiality. According to ethicists of care, such an approach is unjustified 
when, as Nel Noddings writes, abstract and universal principles separate us 
from each other while ethics is neither universal nor abstract but particularis-
tic and contextual.40 Rather, moral decisions require realization and a feeling 
of putting oneself in the place of others, not abstraction and deduction.41 
Moreover, the universalism called for by Kantians and utilitarians, along with 
liberals in the political and social spheres, assumes by implication an equality 
of interests and statuses of all moral agents, not discerning the inequalities 
appearing in such relationships as parent/guardian-child, a healthy person-
ill person and rich person-poor person.42 In the opinion of ethicists of care, 
universal principles and rules may not comprise the only source of moral 
precepts. Thus, moral decisions always have a contextual character and re-
sult from relations with another person. They are also based upon feelings 
and emotions resulting from such relationships. Supporters of the ethics of 

37 As ethics of care, more than virtue ethics, is to a large degree linked to feminism, 
its criticism of traditional ethics includes aspects relating to domination and control.

38 M.U. Walker, Moral Understandings: A Feminist Study in Ethics, New York 1998, 
p. 21.

39 V. Held, The Ethics of Care: Personal, Political, and Global, Oxford 2006, p. 10.
40 See N. Noddings, Caring: The Feminine Approach to Ethics and Moral Education, 

Berkeley, Los Angeles 1984, p. 5.
41 Ibid., pp. 8 and 16–17.
42 M. Uliński, Etyka troski i jej pogranicza, Kraków 2012, p. 70.
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care also do not agree with the vision of the agent proposed by Kantianism, 
utilitarianism and liberalism. In this vision, the individual appears as self-
sufficient, independent, rational and autonomous. Ethicists of care oppose 
this image with one of a person entering into relationships with other people, 
dependent on others (children, the elderly, the ill), relatively autonomous 
and reacting emotionally to the needs of others.43 They also maintain that 
it is relations which decide the identity of an individual, as well as that the 
agent not being prior to them.

The basis of care is characterised by a belief indicating sensitivity to 
problems requiring a moral response.44 It is this form of sensitization in 
which a person discerns the necessity of entering a relationship with an-
other person and coming to them with help. Sensitivity is also an essential 
characteristic, appearing in the desire to communicate with others and in 
recognising their needs. This sensitivity is directed at observing the reac-
tions of others to the help provided with the aim of better suiting care to 
their needs. An important element resting on the basis of care is respect, 
understood as equality of the positions taken in relations of care. The basis 
of respect with others in relationships of care also appears in the equal 
treatment of “care-givers” and “care-takers”. In relationships of care it is 
thus not only important what we do, but also, above all, how we do it. Car-
ing for others without attentiveness, sensitivity and respect is not genuine 
care. As Daniel Engster writes: 

Caring means something more that satisfying needs, developing basic abili-
ties or protection from pain; it also means the form in which care is provided: 
we must deal with those who need it in an attentive, sensitive and respectful 
manner.45 

Noddings writes in turn about empathy with another person whose 
essence is “to receive the other into myself”.46 

43 This is a person, as Held writes, “who with other persons, maintains some and 
remakes other and creates still other morally admirable relations.” V. Held, The Ethics of 
Care . . ., op. cit., p. 135.

44 For Noddings care for means real care for another person or people while care 
about refers to a verbal undertaking of the possibility of providing care, meaning a readi-
ness to provide care. See N. Noddings, Caring . . ., op. cit., p. 18. 

45 D. Engster, Rozważania na temat teorii opieki: praktyka i obowiązek opieki, http://
www.ekologiasztuka.pl/pdf/f00087engster.pdf, 18 February 2015.

46 N. Noddings, Caring . . ., op. cit., p. 30.

http://www.ekologiasztuka.pl/pdf/f00087engster.pdf
http://www.ekologiasztuka.pl/pdf/f00087engster.pdf
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The starting point for justifying ethics of care is a conviction regard-
ing the universal dependence of people on each other. In order to survive 
and develop, as well as to function well in society, everyone needs appro-
priate care from others at various stages of their lives. Such care, which 
is essential for conducting a good life, should be treated as an indispens-
able value, namely a value which should be accessible to every individual. 
The indispensability of values, such as care, indicates the necessity for it 
to be satisfied, or a right to have it. This right must serve all, meaning that 
a readiness to provide care must become something universal. Thus, care 
possesses a universal character which indicates that everyone is obliged, 
within their capabilities, to provide it to others. The moral duty to envelop 
others with care results from an assumption regarding the importance of 
life for the good of society. Care is needed by everyone in order to survive 
and develop. This is why a permanent dependence on others and the val-
ues which we attribute to life oblige to provide care to others.

In the approach to care we may differentiate natural care, which is un-
derstood as a spontaneous reflex not filtered through theories, principles 
or rules, as well as moral care. The former possesses a wider scope than 
the latter as it is not limited, in contrast to moral care, to people (the lift-
ing of an injured bird from the ground or the cleaning of offensive graffiti 
from the wall of a house). At the basis of moral care lies a reflection on 
the nature of the universal dependence of people on each other. Natural 
care is perceived as secondary in relation to moral care.47 Moral care may 
be also found in relationships with those close to us, as well as those far 
from us, along with those known and unknown to us. It may also be pro-
vided in a direct and indirect manner. An example of the first instance may 
be daily care of the sick (not necessarily those close to us), while an ex-
ample of the second may be paying for such care. If we put these four 
types of care together, we gain the following possibilities: (i) direct care 
of those closest to us (permanent care of parents or children); (ii) direct 
care of strangers (nursing care either in hospital or at home); (iii) indirect 
care of those close to us (payment for care either at home or in a care 
home); (iv) indirect care of strangers (financial support delivered to victims 
of war or disasters). All kinds of care are based on relationships. Thus, rela-
tionality belongs to the essence of care. Relations based on feelings do not 

47 In the opinion of certain supporters of the ethics of care, natural care does not 
occupy an inferior position to moral care, in contrast to the Kantian tradition. Ibid., p. 80.
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exclusively have either a selfish or an altruistic character. As Held writes: 
“the value of care relations are comprised of the good of those entering 
into these relations, as well as the good of the relationships themselves.”48 
For ethicists of care, as this author stresses, care is “the most basic of oral 
values” as “without some level of caring concern for other human beings, 
we cannot have any morality.”49 It is from here also that the ethics of care 
negates and does away with the traditional liberal division into the public 
and private spheres, indicating the possibility of extending care to the en-
tire life of a moral individual, meaning, in particular, merging the scope of 
the public sphere within it.50

SUMMARY

What links virtue ethics and the ethics of care is a conviction regarding the 
necessity of introducing psychological aspects into the ethical discourse. 
From here, there is also a great emphasis in these two theories placed on 
the role of feelings and emotions in one’s moral life. While virtue ethics 
focuses on the agent and their virtues in respect of moral perfections, eth-
ics of care places the entering into relations between agents at its centre 
of interest. Both attempt, above all, to answer the questions “How do I live 
a good life?” and “What kind of person should I be?”

It seems, however, that in order to conclusively answer the question 
as to how to live a happy life, thus a basic ethical question, one must re-
fer to deliberations concerning human nature (which, of course, has no 
place here), particularly regarding its ethical aspects. We only observe, in 
a summary form, that Kantianism and utilitarianism suggest that the moral 
nature of the person leads one to follow principles and rules which may 
be discovered or deduced from a given ethical system. A moral person is 
a being who obeys laws. Virtue ethics in turn perceives the individual as 
having being equipped with certain virtues which facilitate a good life; the 

48 Ibid., p. 12.
49 V. Held, The Ethics of Care . . ., op. cit., p. 73.
50 One may say, with a certain level of simplification, that liberalism reserves justice 

for the public sphere while concern remains in the private sphere; liberal feminism ex-
tends justice to the private sphere whereas the ethics of care calls for its extension to 
the public sphere.
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following and recognition of principles is not a key factor here. Indeed, the 
decisive factors which decide moral behaviour are, above all, one’s psy-
chological state, not one’s mental state. However, ethics of care sees the 
person as entangled in various relationships, and thereby requiring con-
tinual support. From this perspective, it is not crucial whether they obey 
given principles, or (although to a lesser degree), what the person is like, 
but what kind of relationships they have with others who need them.
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CULTURAL SLAVERY OR FREEDOM? 
VALUES AT A CROSSROADS IN THE 21ST CENTURY

Abstract

Values have played a major role in the creation and formation of the European 
cultural space. It was Europe, a continent found at the forefront of ideological, 
cultural, social and religious revolutions that was involved centrally in continual 
searching and re-evaluation. Cultural values are not regarded only as a result 
of a moment of artistic activity with such values having played a key role in the 
evolution of human society. However, they are still being misused in a period of 
technical revolution, in a similar manner to the past, when values were misused 
by ideologies opposing human rights and human dignity. The aim of this analysis 
is to show the position of freedom as one of the democratic values in contem-
porary society, one described as a civilization with high level of risk and danger, 
along with a very visible crisis of trust and responsibility, termed as a crisis of 
values and cultural slavery.

Key words: values, culture, freedom, cultural slavery, liberty

INTRODUCTION

Values have played a huge role in creation and formation of the European 
cultural space. Thanks to continual searching and evaluation, Europe has 
been the stage for ideological, cultural, social and religious upheavals. Al-
though values in general have had a calming effect on people, there have 
also been times when values made people satisfied or worried, along with 
motivating them to activity and making them feel united.2 While values 
can be found hidden in the sphere of different historical events influencing 

1 PhD; Matej Bel University, Banská Bystrica; jana.pecnikova@umb.sk.
2 V. Brožík, O hodnotách a ľuďoch, Nitra 2006, p. 115.
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world affairs, they are also the reason for many conflicts. When conduct-
ing a detailed look at the history of the term, it is interesting to follow 
Whitehead who uses the term “value” in order to define the inner reality 
of an event.3 However, it is very difficult to view the world as an event of 
values without a historical connection with tradition. The presence, qual-
ity and polarity of values can be examined only during the process of life 
events concerning the individual. Values cannot be made similar to quali-
ties, although they can be wrongly presented by individuals as if they were 
values. Values can be performed in the rational, functional relations of 
events, knowledge and ideas which are changed without human effort.

The rapidly changing nature of values has become the reason for their 
relative state. Due to natural catastrophes or changes in political regimes, 
diametrically different values have appeared in comparison to those which 
were valid in the past, before such changes occurred. Morris can be consid-
ered to be the founding father of the value theory.4 Following this theory, 
values are interconnected, creating one complex unit with change in one 
area being automatically performed in other areas, thus defining relative 
and changeable value criteria. When trying to measure values, we should 
consider the idea that for individuals (acting in order to satisfy their needs) 
values can be so diverse that anything can become a value. As this is the 
reason why values are changing so quickly, people have learned how to 
differentiate whole groups of values according to different functions which 
the same thing can have during one’s lifetime.5

Values may be categorised into those which are ethical, aesthetic, eco-
logical, legal, cultural, etc. As every individual valuates on the basis of their 
own attitudes and norms, these valuations can contradict the norms of 
other people, i.e. the quality of function is different for every individual. 
For example, Elliot, an English literary scientist, discovered in the second 
half of the 19th century that the value of each new literary work changes 
existing classical literary values to a certain extent. Indeed, a new literary 
work can emphasise the previous values, revive them or overcome them, 
a phenomenon which Morris calls a changeable value pole.6 

3 Ch. Whitehead, Matematika a dobro a iné eseje, Praha 1970.
4 Ch. Morris, Sign, Language and Behavior, New York 1955.
5 V. Brožík, Hodnotové orientácie, Nitra 2007, p. 8.
6 Ch. Morris, Sign . . ., op. cit.
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A value is the result of conducting a valuation. Although nothing is of 
value per se, a value can be reached through the medium of a process, 
namely the process of human activity. Traditionally, the identification of 
values with norms has been present in the field of ethics. The valuation 
viewpoint is performed via an opinion which reflects one’s personal expe-
rience. This opinion presents one’s mental approach towards values. Indi-
viduals often acquire opinions and the patterns of others and follow them 
in their own actions. It is important to differentiate patterns and schemes 
of behaviour (models of actions). Human values are gained through ex-
perience. An individual ascribes the value according to the standards of 
a group, differentiating what is “good” and “bad” following established 
norms. All individuals (identities) have their own system of values which 
supplement the common system shared with their environment and socio-
cultural group. A value system is defined by an individual’s relationship to-
wards the world, their position in the world, as well as relationships with 
the environment and the motives of their activities. 

CULTURAL VALUES

When defining cultural values, one also has to take into consideration dif-
ferent social approaches. Some opinions, dating back to the previous cen-
tury, perceive culture merely as a system of outcomes of human activity, 
not acknowledging the idea that culture is a permanent process. A very 
sharp contrast may be observed when asking questions about the real 
world of values which is viewed in two polarities, either as the world of 
value relations, or as the world of material and spiritual culture. 

Cultural values are permanently shaped and re-shaped by every soci-
ety and individual being a member of a given society. Although they are 
usually divided into two basic categories, namely material and spiritual, 
this categorization is not finite, whereas one and the same object or rela-
tionship may be viewed as a part of both. Cultural values are part of the 
world of values and they are dependent on human activity. A huge impor-
tance has been attributed to ethnic, cultural and religious values as they 
dominate the emotional feeling of a nation.7 Thus, when defining the term 

7 E. Čulenová, Jazyk: Matrica alebo plášť?, Banská Bystrica 2012, p. 98.
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“cultural values”, the spiritual basis of culture and its values should be tak-
en into account.

Cultural values are very peculiar in their nature. While on many oc-
casions culture is identified with art, art is just one of the cultural forms 
in existence. Although art as a reflection of culture, as a statement about 
cultural values, represents in reality the complexity of culture, it cannot 
substitute or replace it in any way.8 As cultural values are considered to 
be the products of the cultural activity of humankind which is a charac-
teristic quality, it is not represented only by quantity. While evaluation of 
this activity is conducted on the basis of results, these do not have to be in 
the form of material products. Thus, a cultural value does not result from 
a moment of individual creative activity.

A cultural need is the result of preferring certain values which are the 
product of the creative activity of man and which were promoted by indi-
viduals as dominant in their way of life. Cultural needs are conditions to in-
terest that which could be described as an active relationship of the com-
mon subject towards any value inevitable for the creative way of being.9 
Signs which enable our identification of values should not be interchanged 
with values per se. Although valuation is always the process of comparison, 
not every comparison is a valuation.

The experience with satisfying higher cultural needs leads to “person-
alization” shaping individuals in a unique way. Art helps us to realise the 
meaning and value of our own roles and all that is connected with them 
via values.10 Culture is often perceived as a system of duties which we 
must respect if we want to live in a society which has accepted this system 
(norms). 

Cultural norms are based on a system of rules.11 This is connected with 
how to put values into practice. Norms are specifically designed in order 
to be able to measure values. We suppose that values are anchored in the 
mind of people and their ideas. They often become starting points and tar-
gets of human efforts. Therefore, individuals find their way in life by recog-
nising and focusing on values.

8 V. Brožík, Hodnotové . . ., op. cit., p. 76.
9 Ibid., p. 43.
10 Ibid., p. 67.
11 E. Morin, From the Concept of System to the Paradigm of Complexity, Wordpress 

(PDF), 1977.
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CULTURAL SLAVERY OF VALUE APPROACHES

Contemporary society can be described as a civilization with high level of 
risks and dangers, as well as one with a very visible crisis of trust and re-
sponsibility, termed as a crisis of values and approaches towards values. 
Values have played a key role in the evolution of human society. However, 
there is still misuse of them in a period of technical revolution, in a similar 
manner to the past, when values were misused by ideologies opposing hu-
man rights and human dignity.

Today, this feeling has doubled due to increasing extremism and ter-
rorism. As stated by Tondl:

The increase of danger, its extent and impact, is also influenced by the fact 
that the standard of the contemporary society provides an incomparably larg-
er and more serious extent of risks and possibilities regarding the abuse of all 
available technical appliances.12

Values can also be found present in seemingly unrelated individual 
performances. They can be abused by radical groups, often spreading the 
cause of conflicts in a virtual space. 

People’s decisions are always choices between what is possible and 
tolerated. This decision applies and respects certain values and approach-
es towards values that are performed in society in the form of norms. Eve-
ry culture has developed own system of these norms as a precondition for 
own existence. Values and norms direct society towards so-called civilised 
behaviour. Ethical, social and cultural norms are mutually connected with 
global values and a cultural atmosphere, as well as with traditions, images 
and duties. These norms create functional borders of a system that should 
not be violated. 

Values and norms are bound to human activity, determining the qual-
ity of these relations and disseminating them through the medium of com-
munication. This concerns the processes of communication, linguistic and 
non-linguistic forms of communication, the use of social patterns and the 
preferred forms of human behaviour.13 Through the medium of communi-

12 L. Tondl, O aplikacích etických hodnot a hodnotových postojů I., Banská Bystrica 
2010, p. 3.

13 Ibid., p. 6.
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cation, understanding, adequate acceptance and proper interpretation, it 
is possible to disseminate values trouble-free between different cultures. 
Respecting differences in a socially tolerated way is, therefore, an inevita-
ble condition. There are many ways to make intercultural communication 
easier. One of them is to admit the existence of exceptions while assuming 
that a value valid in a society does not have to be regarded as universal. 

Different social patterns represent one of the most common prob-
lems when the values of two different cultural groups clash. Although in 
the past, the gender positions, relationships and tasks assigned to individ-
ual members in society were clearly determined, today we face new non-
standard and unusual situations, connected with global changes and tech-
nical developments. Therefore, we need to focus again on values and their 
impact on individual or group behaviour. 

As a consequence, we favour the idea that the education system should 
be comprised of a complex level of knowledge about society, humankind 
and culture to the broadest extent. If in the past the education was influ-
enced by fundamental ideology, today there has been a new space opened 
(especially at secondary schools and universities), in order that this kind of 
knowledge can be introduced to students in an innovative way.

As was mentioned earlier, knowledge as a value may be also mis-
used and manipulated. Knowledge as a value presupposes perception and 
valuation from both points of view, positive and negative, leading to its 
individual employment: acceptance or non-acceptance of situation, per-
son, etc. A tolerant approach towards values should lead to acceptance 
of permissive conditions, whether presence of an activity/person is possi-
ble, allowed, or at least tolerated. However, it is also true that many things 
which are considered now as unacceptable, unsuitable or often harmful, 
were regarded as normal, standard and totally acceptable by previous 
generations.14 Thus, we assume that there is a constant dynamism in this 
process. 

The development of values and attitudes towards them has never 
been trouble-free and from a historical point of view, arose from concepts 
of conflict which were influenced by the development of culture and civi-
lization, reflected especially in the creation of cultural, artistic and tech-
nical artefacts. The whole development of human knowledge has been 

14 Ibid., p. 12.
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accompanied by new requirements towards culture and crisis. Weber also 
differentiates two types of rationalities, namely one of purpose and one of 
value.15 

When taking into account attitudes towards values, one also needs to 
pay attention to the possibility of seeking new and better concepts. As val-
ues are elements present in the process of decision-making, it is important 
to integrate them into the process of intercultural communication. Nowa-
days, we have been facing new challenges in the sphere of the individual 
values of humankind. In the past, values were bound to religion and tied 
to close family-social relationships. Thus, individuals were determined by 
their upbringing in a family setting resulting in the acquisition of such con-
cepts as honesty and truthfulness, both being the reason for pride when 
employed in certain occupations. Human solidarity was also considered to 
be an especially positive value. 

Crisis and conflicts in contemporary society are usually not conditioned 
by differences in the level of civilization. Indeed, this is not primarily about 
“the conflicts of civilizations”, but about the conflicts of different orienta-
tions towards values.16 This opinion is in opposition to that of Huntington 
who does not pay as much attention to the value approaches of societies, 
but rather views the material side of the development of civilization.17

Scientific and intellectual isolationism, a phenomenon which dates 
back to the 19th century, is the problem of complex value approaches to 
development. It rests on very narrow specialization limiting cross-cultural 
communication. As a result, there is a certain amount of doubt created in 
the area of some fields and the relevance of knowledge, whereby mutual 
respect is missing. Thus, value tasks and challenges require an interdiscipli-
nary approach. 

Generally, current European culture is more often than not indifferent, 
characterised in abstract concepts such as freedom, equality, democracy, 
solidarity, continuous development and maintaining an open market. The 
so-called Western culture prefers a universality of cultural values, even 
though this universality does not reflect the operation and management 
of individual states. This diversity of systems leads to the acknowledg-
ment of different values in different contexts. 

15 M. Weber, Metodologie, sociologie a politika, Praha 2009.
16 L. Tondl, O aplikacích . . ., op. cit., p. 18.
17 S.Ph. Huntington, Střet civilizací. Boj kultur a proměna světového rádu, Praha 2001.
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Today, there is also a cultural fragmentation arising within states, 
where parallel cultural worlds are created. Many people believe that hap-
piness may be found in achieving freedom, in the shape of unlimited free-
dom, believing that social justice is only an expression of a requirement 
to take share in this happiness that equates to the lack of any responsibil-
ity, and that equality is synonymous with gaining an equal share in ma-
terial benefits, thus enabling a carefree life.18 A society which loses trust 
in the future becomes closed and isolated, leading to resignation from, 
and the rejection of the ideals of freedom and equality.

A free society that is fragmented in this way divides people into groups 
instead of confirming social equality (into young, old, men/women, dis-
abled, etc.).19 Freedom, one of the basic democratic values, is connected 
primarily with security in contemporary society (protection from terrorist 
attacks). However, the protection of the state along with unending con-
flicts, destabilise the idea of freedom as a universal value. 

The French renaissance philosopher Boétie, in his masterpiece entitled 
On Voluntary Slavery, came to the view that life without freedom cannot 
be happy.20 According to him, the freedom of man is limited by fear. While 
those who are at the bottom are afraid of power, those who are at the top 
are afraid not to lose it. The theory of power was later on developed by 
the concepts of Hobbes and Weber.21

Berďajev22 who developed the philosophy of the freedom, rejects 
Western European rationalistic tradition and his theory is based on an in-
tuitive, spiritual perception of freedom, whereas, freedom itself is not the 
only object of research. Thus, human beings should not be the slave of 
their existence. Perception of personality and freedom is connected with 
personal reason, will and activity.23 Freedom is performed through active 
performance that is based on this value. Moreover, freedom, in a theoreti-
cal way, without the exertion of practice, may be contested. 

Current slavery is connected with a process of socialization that can 
move to social hypnosis, absorbing humankind itself. Thus, a society of the 

18 U. Di Fabio, Kultura svobody, Brno 2009, p. 16.
19 Z. Bauman, Komunita. Hľadanie bezpečia vo svete bez istôt, Bratislava 2006.
20 É. de la Boétie, O dobrovoľnom otroctve, Bratislava 2014.
21 M. Weber, Metodologie . . ., op. cit.
22 N. Berďajev, Filosofie svobody, Praha 2000. 
23 Ibid., p. 63.
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free must not create the rule of power and the powerful, but should lead 
to solidarity. However, humankind creates slavery itself, as well as its de-
pendency on society thanks to the development of civilization. 

Civilization has helped humankind to set itself free from the hegemony 
of natural powers. Although civilised people have been changing the world 
around them thanks to their intellect, there are also side-effects of their 
activities such as oppression, exploitation, as well as the suffering of great 
masses of people, which are excused by the values of civilization. Great 
writers, such as Tolstoy and Rousseau, warn in their masterpieces that civi-
lization suppresses freedom and makes slaves of people while promising 
emancipation. 

As far as the development of society follows a material basis, it sup-
presses to a great extent the level of the value of human life. Thus, hu-
mankind feels as if it was crushed by this huge variety, disintegration and 
conditionality of the civilised world.24 Although culture and civilization will 
always coexist, in a certain way, civilization is older and more genuine, with 
culture having been created later.25 While the process of civilization takes 
place especially at a level of collective identity, culture is more individu-
alised. Thus, a civilised person is not automatically synonymous with one 
who is cultural. 

As may be noticed in contemporary society, civilization can suppress 
culture, the bearers of which can be made into slaves of other values, 
thereby distanced from the core values of the original culture. Cultural 
styles often imitate traditions, drawing on them and introducing new, in-
novative elements. Up to now, culture has been based on the quality of 
selection. This is why a cultural elite can lead to the formation of an aris-
tocracy. This, in turn, would mean the destruction and degradation of indi-
vidual cultural layers, and thus culture itself. 

Culture is made up of the creative activities of free individuals, not 
slaves of culture. The subjectivity of authors transcends into the objectivity 
of the world through the medium of artistic creativity, whereas the main 
criteria is the reflection of values and perfection within cultural norms. 
However, any person may become a slave of cultural values that are en-
forced by a higher authority. 

24 Ibid., p. 97.
25 See the theory of Ogburn – cultural lag. W.F. Ogburn, Social Change With Respect 

to Culture and Original Nature, London 2012.
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When dealing with the concept of cultural slavery, it is important to 
take into account the relationship between freedom and authority. As 
early as the 19th century, Mill indicated that freedom in society should be 
guaranteed by liberties and rights, as well as by representative groups that 
should make efforts to achieve the so-called common good of society.26 
However, in places where a governing elite exists, a considerable part of 
morality of the given society arises out of own interests and the feeling 
of superiority of this elite.27 Moreover, inequality in social status also re-
flects a dysfunctional society. 

An awareness of collective freedom is developed through the medium 
of faith in a social authority that is not weakened by the fact that this au-
thority is being denounced, e.g. in other parts of the world, or in a different 
country. However, those who accept authority connected with a cultural 
environment without reservations, become slaves. Freedom of thought 
and opinion become substituted by imitation and acceptance of thoughts 
and opinions that are held by a given authority. Therefore, such a person 
or a group is very easily manipulated. This often manifests itself in the 
form of different cultural groups which promote ideological concepts, such 
as fascism, etc. 

Faith in freedom in society is interconnected with the ideal of truth. 
In reality, the saying that the truth always wins over persecution is one of 
the untruths that are repeated by people until they become clichés. Every 
human experience contradicts this statement. Indeed, history has much to 
tell us about cases where truth gave way to persecution. Moreover, if it 
cannot be suppressed forever, it can be muted for a long period.28 Thus, 
it is very difficult to find the truth. In addition, the truth does not have to 
represent the real truth, even if it has been agreed upon by a majority.29

CONCLUSION

When talking about cultural slavery, it is important to suppress free think-
ing as it comprises a threat to doctrines and ideologies. In comparison to 

26 J.S. Mill, O slobode, Bratislava 1995.
27 Ibid., p. 13.
28 Ibid., p. 31.
29 See the post-truth theory.
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actions, thinking does not have borders given by cultural community and 
it does not require power necessarily in order to materialise. A plurality of 
opinions has a better chance to lead to progress than the only ideology, 
governing in the form of totality. In my point of view, Europe is bound to 
plurality for its progress and versatility.30 Because of globalising tenden-
cies, however, we have noticed a similarity in different cultures and their 
systems. As the original values cannot oppose pressures and new trends, 
their uniqueness is gradually replaced by uniformity. 

Humbolt defined two inevitable conditions for human development: 
freedom and a variety of conditions.31 If these two factors are not present, 
the result is mass uniformity, amorality and artificiality, which are respon-
sible for a loss of values, a weakening of the inner structure of a cultural 
community, as well as that of cultural diversity. Following this view, al-
though society has the right to be sovereign and superior over individuals, 
this is only on the condition that their free development is permitted. Re-
specting general criteria, valid for all the people equally, should enlighten 
the members of community about what they can expect. Sovereignty/au-
thority can take neither individuals’ free will, nor their rights to conduct 
their own decision-making. 

We suppose that by acknowledging the values of every individual, the 
fight against cultural slavery is possible. Today, this individual freedom is 
threatened by extreme nationalism, new technologies, industrialization 
or promotion of intolerance. Cultural systems should enable individuals 
to identify personal liberties in such a system, one which does not limit 
their development. Every culture is peculiar regarding its own customs and 
traditions, which form each individual in a specific way. The negative side 
of this appears when individuals become slaves of the system, instead of 
gaining knowledge and becoming open towards their identity through the 
medium of intercultural interactions. Thus, the individual rejects them and 
remains closed within the uniform space around them. 

30 Ibid., p. 25.
31 W. von Humboldt, O rozmanitosti stavby ľudských jazykov a jej vplyve na duchov-

ný rozvoj ľudského rodu, Bratislava 2000.
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IS EVERY SINGLE HUMAN BEING A PERSON?  
A DISPUTE BETWEEN ROBERT SPAEMANN 

AND PETER SINGER
Abstract

One of the central issues of contemporary philosophy concerns the definition of 
the person. Many philosophers and bioethicists have sought to determine the 
basis for ascribing personhood, and to resolve the associated question of wheth-
er only human beings may be properly granted this status. Two contemporary 
thinkers have played a leading role in this debate, namely Robert Spaemann and 
Peter Singer. The former, coming from the tradition of Christian thought, seeks 
to demonstrate that the personality of a human being begins when he or she is 
conceived and ends with his or her death. In his opinion, only God, as the source 
of all life, has a right to exercise authority over human destiny. The opposite 
position is defended by the Australian philosopher Peter Singer. His philosophi-
cal views have emerged from the tradition of empiricist thought initiated by 
Democritus and expanded on later, above all, by John Locke. Singer postulates 
a descriptive theoretical account of persons, claiming that personhood results 
from the possession of a set of qualitative features, namely: to become a per-
son, a human being ought to have certain properties, such as self-awareness, ra-
tionality of thought, or the possession of preferences – without these, he would 
say, one cannot even talk about persons. This paper seeks to confront the te-
nets of personalist ethics (as in Spaemann) with those of preference-based utili-
tarianism (Peter Singer), presenting the metaphysical, ontological and cognitive 
commitments that make up these two positions, but also asking whether there 
is any shared set of underlying concerns that could furnish a basis for dialogue 
between them. 

Key words: personalism, utilitarianism, personhood, preferences, dignity
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INTRODUCTION

The aim of this article is to explore two contrasting philosophical ap-
proaches to the problem of the significance of persons: on the one hand 
personalism (as represented by Robert Spaemann), on the other what is 
known as utilitarianism of preferences (represented by Peter Singer). The 
focus will be on showing how the above-mentioned philosophers construe 
the problem of man’s status as a person, where this issue, together with 
the question of how the term “person” should itself be understood, has 
proved central to contemporary debates in bioethics. We may first note 
that the foundations of contemporary personalism lie in a conception 
of human thought that first emerged in the context of the Boethian and 
Thomistic traditions: mankind is viewed there as somehow linked to the 
Absolute, as the source of all life. It is through Him that every human be-
ing, at his or her moment of coming to life, receives the substantial form 
that determines their status as a person, and this is why the human be-
ing is regarded as being identical with the person. Preference-based utili-
tarianism, meanwhile, stemming from the empiricist tradition of thinkers 
such as Locke and Hume, adopts a quite different attitude. Here the body 
is viewed mechanistically, and the status of personhood is only acquired 
after certain corresponding qualitative characteristics, such as rationality, 
self-awareness or the possession of preferences, have been suitably dis-
closed. Each and every being embodying the features just mentioned will, 
according to proponents of this utilitarianism, qualify as a member of the 
class of persons. The latter class somehow then constitutes an ontologi-
cally significant commitment to the existence of a certain species or kind, 
to be entertained in terms that involve specific metaphysical assumptions. 
Moreover, such a class may include not only members of the species Homo 
sapiens, but also instances of any other species of animal that happens to 
possess some of the above-mentioned features.

In its founding precepts, Western ethical civilization has frequently 
invoked the principle of the sanctity of life, which enjoins us to care for 
all beings belonging to the human family. Revisionist positions, however, 
such as that which we encounter in the philosophy of Singer, seek to deny 
this, appealing instead to the principle of equal consideration of interests 
and economic calculation. Thus, Singer would like to install a new ethic, 
based on the golden rule of utilitarianism namely, that we should maximise 
happiness and minimise suffering. The issue of the person then takes on 
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a special significance, specifically in the context of the problematization of 
the principle of the sanctity of life. Should the latter then be undermined, 
the door will be opened to greater freedom in regard to abortion and eu-
thanasia, while also permitting a significant liberalization of the laws per-
taining to non-persons. 

IS THERE SCOPE FOR COMPARING 
METAPHYSICAL AND EMPIRICAL ARGUMENTS?

The ideas of Spaemann and Singer rest on very different metaphysical 
foundations. The former issues from certain very strong theistic premises 
that play an organising role with respect to the entirety of God’s normative 
system. Starting from the premise that God is the giver of life, Spaemann 
tries to base all of his thinking on a close relationship to the Christian philo-
sophical tradition. In this context, the absolute, as the source of all exist-
ence, is seen as responsible for constituting the structure of the human 
being in terms that are essentially dualistic. According to the Thomistic tra-
dition, the God-given soul is the component of the human being that de-
fines its ontological status as a person. This particular sort of metaphysical 
construal of the structure involved then entails a well-defined ontology, as 
well as a cognitive and normative sphere pertaining to the person as such. 
Singer, on the other hand, takes a completely different approach to this is-
sue, criticising as he does all theistic assumptions and drastically reducing 
the whole structure of metaphysics and ontology to a bare minimum. The 
fundamental point of departure here is certainly not some conception of 
the Absolute as the source of all existence, but rather assumptions based 
around the biological development of human beings. In the absence of the 
relevant empirically disclosed properties, no human (or other animal) can 
be considered a candidate for counting as a person. Only when such quali-
ties as rationality, self-consciousness, or the possession of preferences have 
actually appeared may the being in question be determined to be one.

Hence, it is clear that what differentiates the two positions here is 
largely a matter of the metaphysical and ontological assumptions in play. 
The question which then arises is the following: is it possible to find some 
common ground that would allow these two quite different approaches to 
be meaningfully compared? As was already mentioned, Spaemann embrac-
es a very strong ontological assumption, to the effect that every human 
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being is a person, regardless of his dispositions and properties. To take on 
board what Spaemann is proposing, we must accept without question the 
particular ontological status that personhood comes to possess in the light 
of the metaphysical assumption that every human being is created in the 
image and likeness of God. Singer’s vision of a person, on the other hand, 
focuses exclusively on properties that are strictly empirical and denies any 
relation to the Absolute.2

What underpins the conflict here, then, is that one of these lines of 
argument operates at the level of sharply defined a priori ontological com-
mitments, the other at one where temporally specific, shifting and grade-
able properties show up as significant, such as those pertaining specifically 
to the biological nature of man. Although in embracing either of these two 
assumptions one can talk about the personal status of man, in each case 
this will have to take on a radically different form. Moreover, as the author 
of this article believes, there in fact seems to be no way to straightforward-
ly level the playing field when it comes to comparing and cross-referencing 
metaphysical and ontological arguments with those which are empirical.

 Interestingly, though, Spaemann, in his work, does try to explicate 
the relevant metaphysical-ontological structure in purely empirical terms, 
referring to the idea that this is a feature of all members of the human 
family, invoking the occurrence of propositional acts, and proffering an ex-
planatory account of the status of personhood that appeals to the analysis 
of facts pertaining to how we use language. All of these points would seem 
to open up the possibility of engaging in a discussion with Singer at the 
level of issues of an empirical sort. Yet the fact remains that where Spae-
mann is concerned, even if the argumentation takes a form that is more 
empirical than metaphysical, it is still conducted from a point of view re-
flecting assumptions about the ontological status of persons. Beyond this, 
it is hard to see any viable basis for comparing the visions of Spaemann 
and Singer. At the end of the day, Spaemann’s according of axiomatic sig-
nificance to the status of the human being qua person is, as it were, simply 
closed to all further discussion. The point here is not that we should, on 
this basis, embrace some sort of presumption to the effect that Spaemann 
is approaching the matter on the wrong level. What this shows, rather, is 
that relations holding between assumptions associated with metaphysics 

2 P. Singer, Practical Ethics, Cambridge 1999, p. 17.
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and with empiricism, even when taken together, fail to furnish a meaning-
ful platform for comparing the competing arguments that surround the 
status of the person.

Singer, in his thinking about and conception of persons, focuses on 
quite different issues than Spaemann. In this regard, it will be useful to 
characterise his philosophical approach in terms of three essential fea-
tures. Firstly, it is revisionist, seeking as it does to bring about radical 
change in respect of existing attitudes (especially in the Western world), 
where the latter are taken to largely manifest Christian ethical principles. 
The second feature to be noted here stems directly from this, and con-
sists of his offering descriptions of certain specific phenomena (as in such 
works as Rethinking Life and Death: The Collapse of Our Traditional Ethics 
(Singer 1997) and Animal Liberation (Singer 2004)). The third is his attempt 
to replace the Western tradition of ethics in its entirety with a quite new 
and distinct model.3 These features are revealing of Singer’s motives, es-
pecially as regards his project of creating a philosophy of persons resting 
exclusively on empirically disclosed properties: for him, such an approach 
marks an adaptation that is called for as a response to the newly emerging 
demands placed on bioethics – demands that correspond to problems that 
personalism and its underlying attitudes can no longer adequately address. 
Thus, Singer proposes a move away from the metaphysical assumptions 
and principles pertaining to the sanctity of human life, to a focus on the 
development of the biological and psychological structures observable in 
human beings instead.4 

THE BIOETHICAL CONSEQUENCES

In the philosophies of both Singer and Spaemann, the value that above all 
serves to establish the status of a human being qua person is that which 
we find expressed in the concept of dignity. Singer construes the moral 
sphere as just what is entailed in the way of consequences flowing from 
naturalistic assumptions – assumptions, that is, of the sort that seek to 

3 W. Bołoz, On the need to engage with utilitarianism in bioethics, in: W. Bołoz, 
G. Höver (eds.), Utilitarianism in Bioethics, Warsaw 2002, p. 18.

4 P. Singer, Rethinking Life and Death: The Collapse of Our Traditional Ethics, New 
York 1997, p. 111.
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entirely reduce human nature to its natural biological conditions and also 
rule out any appeals to religiously founded lines or modes of argument. 
Concomitantly with this, he regards any putative instantiation of objec-
tive value as wholly unacceptable, so that his overall approach raises wider 
questions about matters metaphysical and empirical, as well as issues spe-
cifically concerned with human dignity.5 Spaemann, by contrast, in invok-
ing religion as a point of reference, proposes an absolute form of axiol-
ogy – one that permits him to posit the value expressed in the concept 
of dignity as being part and parcel of the objective structure that defines 
membership of the human species itself.

The question of whether the foetus can be considered an entity pos-
sessing the status of a person is the most controversial point in discussions 
relating to the philosophy of personhood. Singer believes that the inter-
ests of all suffering beings – where suffering itself is taken to be a feature 
specific to consciousness – should be taken into account, so that persons 
with an intellectual disability or affected by senile dementia should not be 
excluded from our society. He also argues that, on the basis of such an 
appeal to suffering, the foetus itself should be protected from the third 
trimester of pregnancy on (i.e. from the time of the onset of the nocicep-
tive system), since its interests at that stage should already be considered 
to furnish what essentially matters about suffering. This, however, prompts 
the question of exactly how one is to determine which foetuses do or do 
not count as having a sufficiently developed nociceptive system for such 
purposes. 

There is a genuine problem here – one that may be said to constitute 
the real focus of the thinking of both Spaemann and Singer. Any creatures 
classifiable as Homo sapiens must, one might think, also have the status 
of conscious beings; yet, prior to the third trimester of pregnancy, this 
feature will not actually hold for the human foetus itself. Singer’s position 
on this issue is very clear: if the being does not feel suffering, its inter-
ests need not be taken into account in any event. The personalist stance 
as represented by Spaemann, on the other hand, is precisely to argue that 
the foetus counts as a being possessing the status of a person throughout 
the duration of its development cycle. According to Tadeusz Biesaga, the 
criteria invoked when seeking to determine the status of the foetus in this 

5 W. Bołoz, On the need . . ., p. 20.
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regard fall into two distinct classes: firstly, those that recognise the foetus 
as a person from the very beginning (Spaemann); secondly, those that as-
cribe significance to some particular point in the course of the biological 
development of the human being (Singer). Amongst the former we may 
reasonably include criteria based on the facts connected with fertilization 
(e.g. involving triggering of the male and female gametes), with genetics 
(where what results from conception is taken to already reflect properties 
unique to the human species), or with the continuity of human develop-
ment over the entire course of the prenatal period.6

Of course, these are just the kind of arguments Singer would seek to 
reject. His main point would be that the criteria described above relate 
to the human species as a reproducible type, and not to the person con-
strued as anything more than this. He posits a class of people that is some-
how beyond all biological species. For him, criteria based on the sheer fact 
of fertilization or on genetics will only pertain to a human being at a stage 
where he or she fails the test for classificatory inclusion into the set of all 
beings recognised as persons. Any criterion related to the continuity of de-
velopment of the foetus in the prenatal period would also be problematic 
for Singer. This is partly because of the fact that such arguments are asso-
ciated to some degree with, what we may briefly describe, as the potenti-
ality of the human being for developing person-related properties. At the 
same time, though, above and beyond Singer’s own arguments in connec-
tion with this issue, it is open to him to pose the following question: what 
happens in the event that the continuity of development of the foetus is 
itself not realised? Moreover, linked to this is yet another question, which 
concerns why we should care about some purported essence connected 
with the possession or non-possession of preferences, or even with the 
experiencing or non-experiencing of suffering. Here, we see reflected, in 
a quite special way, the rather hyperbolic character of the metaphysical-
ontological concerns brought into play: somehow, it is assumed, the status 
of a being counting as a person should be assignable to each and every hu-
man. According to the fertilization criterion, for instance, there would have 
to be a specific moment involving a merger of male and female gametes, 
at which point something is brought to life that contains within itself the 
embryo of a God-given human soul (among philosophers and theologians 

6 T. Biesaga, The Anthropological Status of the Human Embryo, in: T. Biesaga (ed.), 
Foundations and Applications of Bioethics, Cracow 2001, p. 101.
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there is an ongoing dispute about the moment of animation, in the sense 
of the point in time from which the embryo “is” the soul of a human, and 
thus has the status of a person). However, for Singer, those who embrace 
such metaphysical assumptions while failing to be explicit about the need 
to recognise any such moment merit criticism, on the grounds that all the 
while the creature does not actually instantiate the requisite properties, it 
cannot be accorded the status of a person. 

The second approach to taking the foetus to constitute a person in-
volves what have come to be known as “late” criteria – these being those 
invoked to determine the status of a creature making a transition be-
tween certain currently instantiated states or properties and others. This 
group may include such criteria as the following: (a) that a zygote has been 
formed (twenty-one hours after fertilization), (b) that implantation has oc-
curred (fourteen days after fertilization), (c) development of the nervous 
system (forty days after fertilization), (d) presence of a capacity for inde-
pendent functioning, (e) the occurrence of birth, (f) conscious reception 
of stimuli from the surrounding reality, (g) the fact of a life’s having been 
conceived by parents (taken as marking their acceptance of it), and (h) the 
social and material circumstances of the embryo (likewise taken as mark-
ing some form of acceptance of its status in this regard).7 However, Spae-
mann would certainly object that such considerations are bound to fail as 
criteria, as they do not recognise the inherent value of the human nature 
possessed by every single person right from the moment of conception 
through to their natural death. Singer, on the other hand, would be open 
to most of these, though he would probably dismiss the first one. (Others, 
we may suppose, he would accept, providing they are made conditional on 
the fact of suffering.) Thus, it is clear that strong assumptions – metaphysi-
cal in the case of Spaemann, empirical for Singer – give rise to radically dif-
ferent approaches to bioethical issues, in particular where the human foe-
tus is concerned. These, in turn, offer no real basis for thinking that widely 
divergent attitudes on such matters as abortion could be reconciled simply 
by an appeal to certain ideas about the status of the embryo or the mo-
ment of a creature’s coming into life. Differences in the basic assumptions 
involved give rise, then, to differences about cognitive issues, and conse-
quently also about normative and/or ethical matters. 

7 T. Biesaga, The Antrhropological . . ., p. 102.
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A DIFFERENT MEANING OF “DIGNITY”

Opponents of recognising the inherent dignity of the human being very 
often distinguish between the fact of its existence in the form of an em-
bryo (or, later, a foetus) and that of its existence as a true essence, where 
the latter is taken to require that it has already developed the appropri-
ate cluster of empirically observable properties.8 A much-raised objection 
is that even if a child does not have the same powers as grown-ups, this 
does not mean that he or she should be denied the right to life. The latter 
relies on very different assumptions than do the more mundane everyday 
social rights associated with adult humans. Hence, we can in fact distin-
guish four concepts of human dignity, each of which refers in a somewhat 
different way to the realm of collective human affairs. The first, ontologi-
cal dignity, is ascribable to every viable instance of human existence and 
human nature. (This, I suspect, will prove to be the concept of dignity most 
relevant to the problem of personhood). The second of these is the dignity 
of the conscious, which accrues to a conscious entity only with the onset 
of those particular tendencies or features uniquely associated with con-
sciousness. A third concept of dignity is acquired dignity, which comes into 
play once the right to possess characteristics associated with beings qua 
persons has been acknowledged. Fourthly and finally, there is relational 
dignity, which conveys respect for the other person, for society, or for the 
Absolute.9 Contemporary reflections on human dignity have, it is fair to 
say, mainly focused on the first and second of these four notions. We see 
the first clearly manifested in the metaphysico-ontological axiom that, as 
was mentioned earlier, is the focus of Singer’s attack, and which furnishes 
the basis for the personalist approach itself. In contrast, Singer’s own phi-
losophy clearly rides on the back of a conception of this that is centred 
on the dignity of the conscious, from which it would follow that human 
dignity is only attained with the arrival at a state of possession of certain 
properties.

Turning to the field of applied medical practice, we find that what fol-
lows from the tenets of the personalist philosophical approach turns out 
to be highly restrictive. At first glance, what we encounter is something 

8 P. Singer, Practical . . ., p. 99.
9 T. Biesaga, “The right to live and other powers”, Life and Fertility, vol. 6, no. 18 

(2012), p. 77.
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founded on the principles of the sanctity of life and dignity, with the latter 
conceived in the context of a specifically Christian ethics, where this offers 
protection to all persons belonging to the human species. As has already 
been noted, for personalism, life begins with the conception of the individ-
ual. Its evolution in the womb, adaptation, and subsequent development, 
only serve to highlight changes to an underlying biological disposition, rela-
tive to which the status of a person counts as already in place. From this 
it would follow that abortion, carried out at any stage of foetal develop-
ment, would constitute the destruction or murder of a person (in a sense 
of the latter term that would be construed as applicable to all members of 
the species Homo sapiens), and this, in turn, is tantamount to a denial 
of the possibility of ever excluding such a living being from the norma-
tive sphere of moral concern that helps to sustain human society. Viewed 
from the standpoint of Christian personalism, then, abortion amounts to 
an act of social exclusion and (at least from a religious perspective) counts 
as a sin, since it involves obliterating from this world the potential future 
life of a being qua person. Of course, it may be asserted that features such 
as the possession of preferences or rationality will themselves only exist 
then in a state of potency, but viewed in these terms the fact remains that 
in depriving the person of their life, the overarching value at stake – ex-
pressed in the concept of dignity – has not been respected. Seen thus, we 
may say that abortion eliminates the continuity of personal life and, in so 
doing, denies its full realization. 

The tenets of preference utilitarianism, as presented by Singer, leave 
room for significantly more freedom in respect of moral and ethical is-
sues. Indeed, his philosophy of personhood is open to being constantly 
updated and modified, with the consequence that the entity in question 
may, in theory, at various times gain or lose the status of being a person. 
This approach allows for a wide range of options where forms of practi-
cal medical intervention or treatment, and their associated moral choices, 
are concerned. Still, a common argument against Singer’s position comes 
from the thought that beings continue to exist when they are in a non-
conscious state, even though – as Locke noted – a person when asleep 
actually loses most of the characteristics which, for Singer, would be con-
stitutive of their being a person. Singer’s response to this objection is to 
insist that just one single declaration of preference stemming from the life 
of a person is sufficient to enforce upon us an obligation not to kill where 
that entity is concerned. The implication here is that a person, in exhibiting 
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self-awareness and the possibility of showing preferences, already declares 
a willingness for further existence. A highly interesting further contribu-
tion to this debate has been made by Derek Parfit, who holds that what 
constitutes a being qua person is something he calls the Relation R. This 
he defines in terms of the “psychological interconnectedness and/or con-
tinuity of the mental, brought about by the right kind of causal factors”.10 
In other words, he claims that what ultimately determines personhood is 
the type of connection – in this instance a causal linkage – obtained be-
tween our thoughts. What is striking is that while such a theory may, in 
certain respects, be adduced in defence of Singer’s position, it neverthe-
less also seems to put in question the latter’s thesis concerning the role of 
self-awareness vis à vis personhood.

Utilitarianism of preferences cannot be interpreted so as to furnish 
strict legal and moral rules, perhaps because it does not have strong meta-
physical assumptions, such as would imply an unchanging attitude to re-
ality. Hence, abortion, construed as the elimination of a live foetus that 
nevertheless does not qualify as a person, is not seen as in any way mor-
ally problematic. Moreover, it does not imply any corresponding exclusion 
of the foetus from the structures of social life, as if the foetus not satisfy-
ing the relevant empirical characteristics demanded by personhood could 
somehow itself be translated into the more obviously normative terms of 
these structures of society. We may therefore conclude that utilitarianism 
does not take the position that condemns abortion as a form of social ex-
clusion. That would involve the elimination of people, whereas in this case 
the entities being excluded simply do not belong to any such group.

The principal challenge posed for practical morality by any sort of ethi-
cal relativism concerns the shifting status attached to the dignity of the 
person. This issue is primarily considered with reference to the doctor-pa-
tient relationship, where what is at stake is how, exactly, we might wish 
to see the patient construed as a person.11 This connects up directly with 
the “feminist argument” introduced by Singer in his book Practical Ethics, 
where he states that the foetus counts as a part of the body of the wom-
an, who in turn is free to decide about its removal.12 In this case, then, 

10 D. Parfit, Reasons and Persons, Warsaw 1984, p. 258.
11 T. Biesaga, Autonomy and human dignity, in: G. Hołub, P. Duchliński, T. Biesaga 

(eds.), From Autonomy of Persons to Autonomy of Patients, Cracow 2013, p. 169.
12 P. Singer, Practical . . ., p. 145.
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the idea of dignity has been, so to speak, “subtracted” from the moral 
equation, and replaced by a radical notion of autonomy. We leave it to 
the woman herself to decide about terminating “her” pregnancy, bypass-
ing the supposedly objective moral order that, according the personalist, 
should be acknowledged as shaping our reality. 

If this is so, then the really fundamental issue being contested here 
between utilitarian and personalist philosophers concerns the concept of 
human nature. The former construe it as a set of empirical characteristics, 
on the basis of which the concept of a person can then be constructed. 
With such a classification we are, from an ethical point of view, able to “in-
stitute” a new kind or species, which by virtue of certain biological proper-
ties can achieve a status that is such that its form, corresponding to ascrip-
tions of the status of a person, counts as disclosing an independent and 
distinct metaphysical norm – one by no means necessarily limited to the 
species Homo sapiens. Singer here relies heavily on biological and socio-
logical accounts of the evolutionary and/or developmental steps that must 
be achieved if an entity is to be judged capable of producing the kind of 
feature set that would merit attributing to it the status of a person.13 

Utilitarianism of preferences is generally assumed to be radically im-
pervious to all forms of religious grounding. It lacks the restrictive assump-
tions of ontological personalism, and is focused instead on empirical ex-
perience. Utilitarians, such as Singer, do not normally accept the existence 
of God, and so are inclined to dismiss any tenets that imply an appeal to 
God as the foundation-stone for the existence of morality. The dignity of 
the person is thus no longer regarded as an a priori abstraction based on 
some kind of substantial form, something which, according to utilitarians, 
does not exist anyway. Man is seen instead as being subject to an evolving 
set of constitutive conditions made up exclusively of empirically disclosed 
characteristics. Neither his biological functions nor his spiritual dimension 
(by which I mean any psychological structures pertaining to human beings) 
determine membership of the class of persons. This contrasts with per-
sonalism, which, as was noted earlier, straightforwardly identifies the con-
cepts “human” and “person” with one another, with the implication that in 
our dealings with any given human being we should always strive to view 
them through the prism of the person they are (as exemplified in Kant’s 

13 J. Synowiec, Human Nature in Peter Singer’s Philosophy, in: P. Duchliński, G. Hołub 
(eds.), Faces of Human Nature, Cracow 2010, p. 234.
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injunction to “Conduct yourself in such a way that you treat humanity, 
whether in your own person or in the person of any other, never merely as 
a means to an end, but always also as an end”14). The anthropology under-
pinning utilitarianism would certainly not endorse any such classification, 
though. Singer demands to know why it is that we are expected to pre-
sume that every being belonging to the species Homo sapiens will qualify 
as a person. Utilitarianism thus rejects any dogmatic view of reality, be it 
couched in anthropological or in ethical terms, and tries instead to define 
the set of all persons on the basis of experience alone. Indeed, such an 
approach was pursued earlier by Locke, an opponent of Christian thought, 
when he argued that the memory of the individual should be considered 
the determinant of whether a human being is a person or not. It was on 
that basis that he felt able to assert that every person, even when just 
drunk, ceases to be a person for a time, becoming one once again only 
when they have fully recovered their capacity for mental functioning.

We can therefore see that personalism views what it means to be 
a person as some sort of whole: a unity of the spiritual with the corpo-
real which, in any case, cannot be separated from each other. This creates 
an objective moral order, implying ethical and legal restrictions that are 
binding in their force. What is controversial, though, is that the Christian 
philosophy invoked here, with its strongly defined metaphysical basis, does 
not appear to allow for any element of ethical relativity to be introduced 
at all. Each and every being embedded in the structure posited by ethical 
personalism will therefore exhibit exactly the same features: it will be ir-
replaceable, and will possess a status that cannot be compromised. This is 
what determines the continuity of its existence as something originating 
with fertilization and terminating with brain-stem death, and on this basis 
we can see that any attempt to intervene in or interfere with the personal 
sphere of a human being is bound to run counter to the dignity and invio-
lability of the person they essentially are.15

Personalist approaches to ethics, we may note, largely rest on Chris-
tian anthropology and ontology. Indeed, to separate out these two aspects 
seems well-nigh impossible, as the basis for both is Thomistic philoso-
phy, which engendered each of them. God is here counted the source of 
all of the values ascribable to a being qua person. Thanks to Him every 

14 I. Kant, Groundwork of the Metaphysic of Morals, Warsaw 2013, p. 62.
15 J. Crosby, Sketch of a Philosophy of the Person, Cracow 2007, pp. 55–56.
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personal being has dignity, which is included in the set of values deemed 
non-negotiable , permanent, and predicable of humankind a priori. Dignity, 
moreover, institutes a relation between the person and God: it is a kind of 
transcendent feature, by virtue of which a human being acquires the sta-
tus of being a person.

At the very centre of ethical personalism lies the notion of a person 
who, as a substantial being, consists of a substantial form – there being, in 
every human being, a soul – along with its material correlate, so that what 
is constituted from this is the human being as a whole. The soul is rooted 
in God, the Creator of all reality. The consequence of such a model is that 
every human being has a soul, received from God. Why? Because every 
human being, without exception, has a substantial form. Such a direct rela-
tion between the human soul and God implies the existence of dignity as 
a non-transferable and universal value, and if every person is created in 
the image and likeness of the Absolute, then this will be an overarching 
feature embodied in the hierarchy of material beings. Even if we are also 
dealing here with the classification of some sort of empirically disclosed 
set of elements, the fact remains that the issue is addressed at the level of 
metaphysics. We can only conceive of the overall ethical reality in which 
the person is granted its special place here on the basis of such a prio-
ri commitments. What this means is that, as was said before, the whole 
anthropological ethics of personalism is really just a matter of ontology, 
and is tantamount to writing an equals sign between the human being and 
the person. 
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REVITALISATION AND PROTECTION
Abstract

The present paper is devoted to the topic of the Irish language and its relation 
to Irish identity in the modern world, taking into account crucial aspects of the 
language’s revitalisation and protection. The focus is predominantly on particu-
lar ways of achieving the ambitious goal of societal bilingualism in Ireland in the 
long term. The notion that language and identity are interrelated is the leitmo-
tif of this chapter. Approaching the issue from socio-linguistic and ethnographic 
perspectives, the revitalisation of the Irish language may trigger the interest of 
the wider public, assuming that language is an invaluable part of spiritual, non-
material culture. Indeed, we consider that the death of the Irish language would 
be a serious loss not only in the sphere of Ireland’s cultural and national heri-
tage, but also in the wider European sphere.

Key words: Irish language, identity, culture, revitalisation

INTRODUCTION

The acquisition and use of a minority language is obviously a key element 
in any language’s revitalisation process. One must stress the significant po-
sition of the Irish language not only in Irish society, but also in a worldwide 
perspective, taking into account the added value generated by all languag-
es, not omitting minority and lesser-used languages which create an inte-
gral part of the wider European identity.
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The Irish language is part of Irish history and culture. Acknowledging 
our history enables us to keep the bond with our family or ancestors, si-
multaneously giving us a sense of unity. Thanks to identification with our 
roots, we feel a sense of belonging to a wider community.2 The Irish lan-
guage is then viewed as an essential part of the Irish past and cultural her-
itage of the nation. 

This topic of linguistic and ethnic revitalisation is being intensely de-
bated nowadays in all parts of Europe. Certain efforts have recently been 
made to reverse the process of “the death of language” and thereby prevent 
the assimilation and/or extinction of the majority of the world’s languages. 
These efforts can be traced in different regions of the world, not only in the 
European context. On the one hand, we may observe various globalising and 
unifying tendencies, while, on the other, we may also notice a considerable 
interest in the preservation and cultivation of specific, localised phenomena 
connected with minority languages threatened with extinction. 

Linguistic and cultural diversity is one of the core elements on which 
the “European” identity is built. Therefore, we stress the importance of Eu-
ropean language policy in terms of the need to protect minority, regional 
and lesser-used languages. The Irish language is the first national and of-
ficial language of the Republic of Ireland, whereas the English language is 
defined as its second official language, according to the Irish Constitution. 
Although the majority of people in the Republic of Ireland speak only Eng-
lish, Irish (or Irish Gaelic) is arguably one of the most important elements 
of Irish national and cultural identity, despite its minority position in the 
public sphere and in daily life. 

It is very difficult to measure in a quantitative way the extent to which 
people value any given language. It is the same with identity. We view 
a language as a part of its users’ identity, and both language and identity 
evolve in time. These are not static but fluid, undergoing changes in time. 
Moreover, we approach the topic of language and identity in an interdisci-
plinary way. 

As one assumes that language, culture and identity are interrelated, 
the loss of any language could have serious consequences for the preser-
vation of an original culture, and vice versa. Although the public is hugely 
polarised in its views on what would happen if a minority language died 

2 S. Ó Tuama, The Facts About Irish, Baile Atha Cliath: An Chead Chlo (Irish Edition) 
1964, p. 48.
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out one day, we must suppose that it is very important to pay attention to 
the revitalisation of any minority or lesser-used languages in view of the 
fact that other European languages might face a similar problem at some 
stage in the future. In the following sections we focus on some aspects of 
why language and identity are intertwined, and on specific ways of revital-
ising the Irish language.

THE PRESENT STATE OF AFFAIRS

One assumes that the more people are exposed to Irish Gaelic through 
the medium of various Irish-language services and cultural activities, the 
more viable and vivid their participation in Gaelic ethno-culture will be. 
As we have found, economic support for the Gaeltacht (Irish-speaking ar-
eas, located predominantly in the west of Ireland) plays a crucial role in 
language revitalisation. In addition to this, attention should be paid to the 
dissemination of information about the benefits of bilingualism. We also 
suggest that families should be supported in bringing up their children 
through the medium of Irish, in view of the fact that they can play a huge 
role in preserving the language and reversing the language shift. In many 
Irish-speaking communities there is a tendency to prefer English as the lan-
guage of communication nowadays. Thus, the role of the family as well as 
of educational institutions is of utmost importance in the case of the inter-
generational transmission of Irish. A successful transfer of language habits 
depends, however, on a positive attitude and on a more enthusiastic ap-
proach to the establishment of the Irish language, or more realistically of 
bilingual households in view of the fact that monolingual speakers exist 
no more (with the exception of a tiny percentage of children brought up 
solely through the medium of Irish). 

Currently, the Irish language is being revitalised as a unique cultural 
element. There are many organisations which support language revitalisa-
tion, among them Conradh na Gaelige, Foras na Gaelige, Údarás na Gael-
tachta, the National University of Ireland, Galway, and the Irish Language 
Theatre. All the above-mentioned organisations have the use of the Irish 
language on their agenda and Irish language revitalisation as one of their 
key goals. 

The Irish language was declared one of the official working languag-
es of the European Union in 2007, generating new working positions for 
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prospective translators, interpreters and teachers. The Irish language is 
a compulsory subject in mainstream schools, as well as being a language 
of instruction within Irish-language medium schools (gaelscoileanna). Cur-
rently, there are many students studying the Irish Language, Irish Studies 
or Celtic Studies at universities in Ireland and abroad, which is also a sign 
of interest in the language. Moreover, the language itself has gained popu-
larity and prestige in comparison with an earlier period when it was con-
sidered to be of inferior status.

THE METHODOLOGY

The decision to use any particular language can, in the case of a minority 
language, be the democratic choice of every individual, simultaneously be-
ing an expression of that individual’s identity. Language in this context is 
thus viewed as the very condition of an identity. The interrelation of lan-
guage and identity can, therefore, be examined from different perspec-
tives (linguistic, sociolinguistic, psychological, and historical). 

The aim of this paper is to present the information gathered through 
the medium of field research carried out in the city of Galway, with-
in the National University of Ireland (abbreviated as NUIG), as well as out-
side the city, accentuating the cardinal aims and priorities of the officially 
adopted 20-Year Strategy for the Irish Language 2010–2030 and the Of-
ficial Languages Act, which came into force in 2003, on the current state 
and position of the Irish language in the Republic of Ireland, focusing in 
a more detailed way on how the language positions itself within the cultur-
al identity of the Irish. Furthermore, we focus on possible techniques for 
revitalising and protecting the language for future generations. All the data 
acquired was gained, using the techniques of qualitative research, through 
the medium of semi-structured interviews, focus group discussions, and 
direct and indirect observations carried out during our short-term stay in 
the Republic of Ireland.

The field research aimed to uncover both the real state of the Irish 
language today and the attitudes of people towards language revitalisation 
and towards different issues concerning the probability of Irish language 
survival in the future.
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LANGUAGE AND IDENTITY

Each language is obviously an invaluable element in terms of national cultural 
heritage. Language is therefore a significant cultural and social construct. 
Although language usage can generate feelings of pride, it can also cause the 
emergence of fear (“the fear factor”), uncertainty and shame, especially in 
the case of minority or lesser-used languages. These were regarded in the 
past as inferior languages spoken by backward or rural people in comparison 
to the dominant language, the language of “progress”. Indeed,

Language symbolizes who we are and where we belong, it is a sign of affili-
ation to an ethnic community (language as an ethno-significant element) al-
though the ideal of one language and one state cannot be realized anymore.3

Simultaneously, a language intertwines with the collective awareness 
(the historical awareness) of a given community. Cultural groups can be 
defined by language, which is believed to be the key aspect of human capi-
tal. People tend to construct their identities through the semiotic charac-
ter of language, taking into account the communicative and identificational 
performance of identity following the fundamental categorization principle 
(“them versus us”).

Language is one of the nodal cultural expressions of individuality. It en-
ables the transfer of memories and experience to play a pivotal role for 
future generations. Language has the power to unite and divide. According 
to Bilovesky:

Language is a cultural product of man’s having the ability to cultivate human 
beings. Human language develops together with man and the cultural environ-
ment in which it exists. Language is very tightly connected with the culture of 
its bearer.4

In addition, language plays a key role in terms of social interaction 
although this is more difficult with minority, regional and lesser-used 
languages. 

3 S. Ondrejovič, V. Krupa, My a tí druhí v modernej spoločnosti, Bratislava 2009, 
p. 113.

4 V. Biloveský, “Does Integrating Europe Need Polylingualism and Multiculturalism?”, 
European Researcher, vol. 42, no. 2–3 (2012), p. 455.
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Languages reflect the culture and environment of those who use them in ev-
eryday communication. 

Languages react and adapt to the needs of the culture. Through the medium 
of language we observe the world.5 [re-translation from Czech – AS]

A significant part of culture is reflected in language. Thanks to the use 
of language, we also come into contact with the culture of the relevant 
cultural environment.

The studies mentioned above include frequent references to the fact 
of language acting as a determinant of social stature in terms of social 
class. Individuals speaking the Irish language in Ireland were seen in the 
past as backward oriented. The Irish language can, however, be described 
today as a phenomenon of middle-class culture concerning the Irish-medi-
um schools (gaelscoileanna). Language as a part of culture reflects the per-
ception of the world by its speakers. Language embodies, interprets, and 
constitutes the world. Language creates a language worldview reflected in 
the relevant culture on the basis of its own narration, and thus the his-
torical consciousness of the inhabitants of the given states emerges (also 
through the medium of school history).

As the previous comments show, language may be perceived as a key 
aspect of cultural and national identity. For Schröder, language creates 
a fertile ground for the identification of the individual with the communi-
ty.6 Identity expressed through language may be manifested through the 
means of language communication which anticipates social interaction, 
maintains interpersonal relationships and creates a feeling of together-
ness, solidarity and belonging. In the words of Ripka, a national language 
plays invaluable part in the preservation and creation of national and cul-
tural identity.7

Nowadays, the issue of language and identity is a central issue. One 
reason may be a negative prognosis of the very possible extinction of the 
majority of the world’s languages in the future. Indeed,

5 R.F. Murphy, Úvod do kulturní a sociální antropologie, Praha 1997, p. 39.
6 K. Schröder et al., What is Europe? Aspects of European Cultural Diversity, London 

1995, p. 84.
7 I. Ripka, Jazyk ako fenomén kultúry, Bratislava 2000, p. 44.
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It is estimated that until 2050 there will be approximately 1,000 living languag-
es in the world. More than 80% of languages are threatened with extinction.8

In connection with the process of preventing the death of languages, 
we should also be more aware of the possibility of the revitalisation of mi-
nority languages. Languages are conceived as a part of the spiritual cultural 
heritage of mankind, which is perceived by Bitušíková as a fundamental el-
ement supporting and enriching cultural identity.9 In a similar way, the Irish 
language is also viewed as one of the key aspects of the cultural and na-
tional identity of the Irish. It is a unique phenomenon which could be used 
very productively in the future in the sphere of cultural tourism. There are 
many students nowadays studying the Irish language and having very clear 
ambitions linked to their future employability through the medium of Irish 
language. This gives any minority language hope for a better future and 
is a prerequisite to its preservation. For most people, it is a challenge to 
learn the Irish language and to use it within the family setting. Enthusiasm 
to make the effort to protect and use the language in daily life is, there-
fore, needed in order to preserve the language for future generations. 

Nowadays we may notice a new relationship between language and 
identity in the context of post-nationalism. There is a new element pre-
sent between them, namely globalization, or alternatively, resistance to 
globalization. In the Irish context we can see this resistance to globalization 
in terms of consolidated support for the Irish language in different spheres 
of life. 

Although on the one hand, globalising tendencies enrich diversity, 
on the other hand, they are also catalysts of uniformity and are viewed 
as a threat to the existence of small or less-dominant cultures or lan-
guages. In this case, the encroachment of English in the Gaeltacht and the 
dominance of English in the sphere of education, economics and politics 
threaten the local language.10 However, there exists another view of glo-
balization as one which is not a counterproductive element for national 
identities and cultures, which are considered to have a unique and specific 

8 L. Šatava, Etnicita a jazyk, Trnava 2013, p. 38. 
9 A. Bitušíková, Kultúrna a sociálna diverzita na Slovensku. Štúdie, dokumenty, ma-

teriály I., Banská Bystrica 2007, p. 45.
10 S. Feeney et al., “Measuring Attitudes to National Identity and Nation-Building in 

Papua New Guinea”, Political Science, vol. 64, no. 2 (2012), p. 27.
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place in the mosaic of global identity. Exogenous changes can be then rein-
terpreted and transformed in the local culture in terms of global and local 
coexistence.

We view the Irish language as an important marker in the context of 
Irish cultural identity. Irish Gaelic today performs more a symbolic than 
an instrumental role. Although official language policy is focused on Irish 
language revitalisation, the fact is that the perception of the language as 
a mere symbol prevails among the predominantly Anglophone inhabitants. 
Despite this, we would like to think that investments put into the Irish lan-
guage revitalisation can be of benefit in the sphere of cultural identity en-
hancement. Any effort dedicated to language revitalisation in the context 
of its original culture and autochthonous language maintenance is, there-
fore, to be seen as worthwhile. 

LANGUAGES AS UNIQUE ELEMENTS  
OF EUROPEAN DIVERSITY AND CULTURE

The European Union is a kaleidoscope of languages, nationalities, cul-
tures and local identities united in diversity. It has never desired to create 
a monolithic culture based on one single expression of identity related to 
one dominant language. Indeed, 

Support of national and local languages can be a successful alternative to 
western Anglocentrism in order to foster centripetal tendencies to support 
non-dominant languages.11

The maintenance of linguistic diversity is also of crucial importance, 
considering the fact that approximately 3,000 languages are now spoken 
around the world, although the precise number is difficult to obtain. More-
over, without any support for regional and minority languages, this herit-
age could have been lost forever. Several activities were, therefore, under-
taken, and documents adopted, in order to foster and support officially the 
cultivation and preservation of lesser-used languages.

Furthermore, it could seem unenlightened and not in accordance with 
the main principles of the EU to concentrate on the adoption of only a few 

11 S. Ondrejovič, V. Krupa, My a tí druhí . . ., op. cit., p. 127.
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core European languages as they could then marginalise other languages. 
Nowadays, the idea of one European language that would fit all occasions 
is often discussed. Schröder concurrently views the introduction of one 
uniform language as a Utopian dream because it could bring about the 
possible end of a Europe “united in diversity”.12 In his view, the post-Babel 
world should not be viewed as a failure, but on the contrary, as a huge 
treasure. Linguistic diversity should be viewed as a benefit to humanity. 
This is also connected with the idea of nationhood, which will not be lost 
in the decades to come, but will probably continue to gain importance. 
Moreover, national languages are considered manifestations of national 
cultural traditions. 

However, it is important to avoid the failures of the past concerning 
the ideology of Social Darwinism. The main aim of such ideology was to 
create a homogenous environment and to engage in resettlement policies 
which repudiated members of minority communities who spoke a lan-
guage other than a dominant language. Furthermore, today it is viewed as 
a myth that a single language constitutes a guarantee of peace and mutual 
understanding. Indeed, such a linguistic programme was carried out in the 
19th and 20th centuries by large empires which pursued and realised their 
aims through the medium of imperial or colonization policies aimed at oth-
er countries’ subjugation.13 

According to Grindheim and Lohndal, language as a crucial part of 
cultural identity does not have to be an obstacle in achieving an ever-
closer union in Europe.14 The EU can be seen as an advocate for individ-
ual languages and identities. Linguistic diversity is not only about domi-
nant languages, but also about dialects and other regional and minority 
languages. According to the “Eurobarometer Survey” (2006), 72% of Eu-
ropean citizens think that all languages should be treated equally, thus 
favouring both multiculturalism and multilingualism. As Stein Rokkan has 
remarked, although language is only one of several expressions of identity, 
it is deemed the most pervasive and an obvious factor of distinctiveness.

12 K. Schröder et al., What is Europe? . . ., op. cit., p. 115.
13 D. Crystal, Language Death, New York 2002, p. 23.
14 J.E. Grindheim, T. Lohndal, “Lost in Translation? European Integration and Lan-

guage Diversity”, Perspectives on European Politics and Society, vol. 9, no. 4 (2008), 
p. 459.
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“THE DEATH OF LANGUAGE” – SAVING THE IRISH LANGUAGE

Language is one of the crucial parts of cultural and national identity. Lan-
guage enables us to pass on experience which is also vital for future gen-
erations. With regard to the linguistic diversity and protection of regional 
and minority languages, one should pay close attention to the topic of “the 
death of language” as cited by various authors. According to Crystal, lan-
guages may be classified into several groups depending on the number of 
their speakers and thus their future viability.15 They are therefore divided 
into “viable languages”, “viable but small”, “endangered languages”, “near-
ly extinct languages” and “extinct languages” (such as the Cornish and 
Manx languages). Little-used languages can be further divided into “endan-
gered languages with few or no children learning the languages”, “seriously 
endangered, moribund languages and extinct languages”. 

Although language and culture are inextricably linked together, they 
should not be equated. Language and culture can both die. The death of 
one of them can imply the death of the other. They are mutually inter-
connected and artificial preservation (in museums and other, mainly cul-
tural institutions) cannot substitute for the loss of a living language. This 
has been the case with Cornish (spoken in Cornwall, situated at the south-
western tip of England) and Manx (spoken on the Isle of Man). The for-
mer became extinct in the 19th century and the latter in the 20th century 
(1891, 1974 respectively). It is very important to stress the fact that both of 
them have been revived. In the case of Irish, “the death of the language” 
was almost achieved by the English policy of supplanting the Irish language 
with English. Indeed, Elizabethan officials in Ireland believed that Gaelic 
bred sedition. 

Later, during the Victorian era, the Irish people and their native lan-
guage were viewed as backward and “inferior”. There were many negative 
stereotypes of the Irish depicting them as wild, reckless and indolent, and 
hostility toward them was extended to their language.

Irish language decline was also caused by the Great Famine which 
struck Ireland in the period between 1845-1849 and caused huge numbers 
of deaths and mass emigration abroad.

15 D. Crystal, Language Death, op. cit., p. 54.
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Presently, in contrast to the past, Irish Gaelic, the first official and na-
tional language of the Republic of Ireland, is considered to be the supreme 
embodiment of independent Irish-Celtic culture. However, it is threatened 
with extinction (belonging to a group of endangered languages) because 
of the rapid decline in the number of active users. Irish Gaelic, however, as 
well as other Celtic languages, is supported financially in terms of a broad-
er Celtic heritage enhancement, language and culture being conceived as 
part and parcel of an ecological approach towards society.

Nowadays, we can observe more efforts to bring minority languages 
to life. This is also because language is viewed as an important ethno-sig-
nificant element which constitutes identity. It may be noticed that many 
dormant elements of national and cultural identity are being reintroduced 
in this period of ethnic and cultural revitalisation. It is often claimed by 
various authors that without the Irish language Ireland would not be Ire-
land, just as without Finnish Finland would not be Finland. This is why the 
marginalization of autochthonous languages could be considered, from 
a psychological point of view, as a threat to the quality of national exis-
tence. This can then be viewed as a stimulus for national mobilization and 
agitation for the protection of original (regional, minority, lesser-used) 
languages.

The national renaissance of the Irish language in the Republic of Ire-
land has become of crucial importance for the national and cultural iden-
tification of the Irish. The Irish language can be perceived as an important 
element in terms of cultural identity enhancement. This means that the 
use of the language should be transmitted to all parts of Ireland in order 
not to be confined only to the western coastal areas collectively known as 
the Gaeltachtaí.

In the Republic of Ireland there are many significant institutions and 
organisations which are crucial for Irish language revitalisation and nor-
malization, for instance: Údarás na Gaeltachta (the Gaeltacht Authority), 
Ealáin na Gaeltachta Teoranta (organisation aimed at promotion of arts 
in Gaeltacht) Conradh Gaelige (the Gaelic League), Gaillimh le Gaelige (Gal-
way with Irish), the National University of Ireland, Galway (NUIG), Foras na 
Gaelige (Organisation for Promoting the Irish Language) An Taibhdhearc 
(the National Irish Language Theatre). Such institutions are of great value 
in making Irish people more aware of the significance of the Irish language 
as an invaluable part of their cultural identity and of the history of the Irish 
nation. This is done through the medium of various activities ranging from 
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Irish language courses, cultural events and the organisation of festivals 
(Seachtain na Gaelige, Fleadh na Gaillimhe, Sean-nós, etc.), the translation 
of international stage plays into Irish and advisory services offered to all 
firms and companies that wish to include Irish in their agenda, thereby cre-
ating an added value to their business. In this way, all those concerned 
participate actively in the promotion of Irish language as a unique element, 
both national and European, as well as part of the world’s heritage in the 
context of distinctive identity creation.

Furthermore, the media also play an important role in minority lan-
guage maintenance. In the Republic of Ireland there are TV and radio chan-
nels called TG4 and Raidió na Gaeltachta respectively which try to make 
the language more generally popular. Their support is, therefore, crucial in 
saving the language for future generations.

REVITALISATION AND PROTECTION OF THE IRISH LANGUAGE

This paper suggests the following recommendations for revitalising the 
Irish language in the future and thus preventing the possible “death of lan-
guage”. These recommendations might conceivably be applied in the con-
text of other minority, regional or lesser-used languages in the European 
context.

The first recommendation is connected with the appointment of 
a Language Commissioner, a very important position or authority which 
was established in the Republic of Ireland in order to protect the rights of 
the linguistic minority. It is very important for any minority language to 
have a language commissioner, who could be described as an ombudsman 
for the rights of minority-language users. 

Another means of revitalising the Irish language could be through the 
medium of the creation of new Gaeltachtaí (Irish-speaking areas or net-
works) in the urban centres which could be equipped with a range of dif-
ferent Irish-language services (nursery schools, youth clubs, Irish-medium 
kindergartens, religious services, sports clubs, groups for adults and for 
pre-school children). The establishment of such services could facilitate, in 
the long-term, communication through the medium of Irish and enhance 
the identity of the affected community.

Counselling and advisory services to parents (also carried out by 
Údarás na Gaeltachta) in the area of Irish-language education seems to 
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be another potentially key factor in the intergenerational transmission 
of language. However, the success of such activities depends hugely on 
the future implementation of the 20-Year Strategy for the Irish Language 
2010–2030. This strategy interacts with support for bilingualism, stress-
ing the positive effects and benefits of education of bilingual children 
beginning at an early, pre-school age. The dissemination of information 
about how positive bilingualism, or even multilingualism can be for chil-
dren is a real necessity and future parents should be made aware of 
such potential benefits for their children. This could happen in counsel-
ling centres for future parents or for young couples who have decided to 
start a family. Future parents have to be aware of all the possible benefits 
which raising their children in two languages, namely Irish and English, 
would bring to them, ranging from the development of cognitive, crea-
tive and communication skills to other social and personal competences 
the child could easily acquire through the medium of such an elaborate 
and considered upbringing. Awareness about the benefits of bilingualism 
could also involve prenatal services in hospitals, reminding future moth-
ers that such an upbringing could undoubtedly have a positive long-term 
impact in broadening the child’s future horizons. 

Another recommendation involves the creation of a new curriculum 
which could be divided into two parts, the first one for native – L1 speak-
ers (speakers who view Irish as their first language or mother tongue, the 
language they were brought up in or which they were introduced to since 
their birth), while the second would be suitable for L2 speakers (speakers 
who started learning Irish language at school only). If this is the case in the 
future, then it will be also necessary to develop new students’ and teach-
ers’ books for both language categories of students. It could also be ben-
eficial to think about the division of the subject of “Irish” into two subjects: 
firstly, the Irish language, and secondly, Irish literature or Irish studies. The 
first subject would be devoted to the development of the main receptive 
and productive language skills, while the second, optional subject would 
be selected by those students interested in topics related to Irish literature 
or Irish studies. However, this could make the Irish language optional and 
Irish society is highly polarised over the question of making the language 
optional or compulsory. Although there are certain views that making Irish 
optional at secondary level would not do any harm to the language, the 
question remains as to how many students would choose to attend Irish 
language lessons, if they were not mandatory. All such decisions should 



ANNA SLATINSKá66

be discussed openly in public. While it might be a good recommendation 
to create another subject besides Irish language lessons, the realization of 
such a step remains a subject for future debate. 

As students are potentially transmitters of language, so it is crucial to 
make them more aware of the importance of Irish language through the 
medium of different subjects (history, geography, civics, arts) and cultural 
events, in order that their interest in the Irish language as a unique product 
and part of their identity may be increased. In this case, constant reminding 
of how effectively the Irish language could be used even in the sphere of 
business activities and future employment is necessary. Moreover, it should 
be stressed that improving one’s language skills and using the Irish language 
really counts, so that it becomes more than a symbolic item of culture.

As far as the minority media are concerned, it is necessary to make 
a platform for new media which would support the promotion of Irish. The 
Irish language media which currently ensure Irish language coverage are, as 
mentioned above, TG4 and Raidió na Gaeltachta. Both of them play a cru-
cial role in making Irish language visible and audible. There is still, however, 
no Irish language daily newspaper which could effectively promote the lan-
guage among the public. 

Support for bilingualism, or even multilingualism, is important in terms 
of effective minority language revitalisation in the context of our multicul-
tural and globalised world. In the Republic of Ireland there are many Eu-
ropean and non-European residents who give the country an added value 
shaped by their different cultural and language practices reflected in spe-
cific lifestyles and attitudes towards life. This fact could be viewed as an in-
centive to changing people’s opinions towards studying foreign languages. 
Upon encountering people from different countries we can see that mas-
tering different languages can bring many long-term benefits. Non-Irish na-
tionals speaking several languages can demonstrate that language skills are 
crucially needed nowadays and monolingualism is not a blessing anymore, 
if it ever was. Even the trite saying that “the more languages you know, 
the more human you are” may be worth following. The value of monolin-
gualism as a norm has become shattered nowadays in the context of the 
linguistic and cultural diversity of the world. Constant reminding people 
about the benefits of multilingualism may also increase their wish to study 
languages other than that which is dominant. 

As for education, the key point is immersion in the language, beginning 
with pre-school education and continuing through to tertiary education. 
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Generally, it has been shown that students attending gaelscoils (Irish-me-
dium schools situated outside the Gaeltacht) have attained better results 
than students studying within mainstream schools. It was stressed many 
times by respondents that innovative forms of teaching can provide an 
impetus for motivating pupils to study the given language. Furthermore, 
there is increased pressure put on teachers of Irish to use innovative mate-
rials in an extensive way, and to bring more enthusiasm and positive think-
ing to classroom. Many respondents agreed that an Irish language lesson 
should be focused more on the development of communication compe-
tencies (oral language skills) which could be used in real life situations. In 
terms of education at mainstream schools, it would help to have another 
subject taught through the medium of Irish (arts, civics, drama) in order to 
make the students aware of the enormous value of the Irish language.

The organisation of summer schools was identified as another signifi-
cant activity, which is part of youth culture. Summer schools support the 
social and communication skills of students through immersion in the Irish 
language and participation in different extracurricular activities in which 
Irish dominates (e.g. sports or other cultural activities done through Irish). 
For young people, such exposure to the Irish language may make learn-
ing the language fun, “cool” and “trendy” which is really crucial for the fu-
ture transmission of language. Summer schools also help to keep the Gael-
tachtaí economically more sustainable.

As far as tertiary education is concerned, more courses could be pos-
sible through the medium of Irish in the future. Such a step, however, de-
mands active use of Irish and increased interest in full or partial studies 
through the medium of Irish. One good sign for this language is that many 
students take the opportunity to study Irish or Celtic studies at foreign uni-
versities in the USA, Canada, Australia and continental Europe. Such study 
programs organised outside the borders of Ireland can ignite foreign learn-
ers’ interest in the Irish language. Any external help counts in revitalising 
the language and keeping it alive for future generations.

Students (future primary and secondary school teachers) will hopefully 
have the chance to spend an extended period of their study in the Gael-
tacht. Such long-term exposure to Irish- language-speaking communities 
could itself help to sustain the language and make young people aware 
that studying a language really matters. As the revitalisation of Irish lan-
guage presupposes the creation of new working posts for new users of the 
language, then people would see real material benefits based on language 
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acquisition. Unless new working posts are created or a number of servic-
es effectively provided through the medium of Irish, no demand for such 
posts or services will arise. 

In addition to all these factors, financial support for the Gaeltacht is 
crucial. The successful implementation of all activities deemed necessary 
for the sustainability of Gaeltacht regions could also alleviate outflow of 
young people from areas deprived by unemployment. All in all, in order to 
retain the strong presence of the young generation in the area, the Gael-
tacht’s economy must be invested in as the economy and culture are inter-
dependent. In particular, we have in mind the support of small and middle-
sized businesses and the creative use of the rural environment, with all 
its natural and historical beauties for which the region is well-known. This 
could ensure more income for the inhabitants, making the Irish language 
an asset in the area of cultural tourism. The Irish language is conceived not 
only as a cultural but also as an economic asset and may be viewed as an 
added value for any business. It has got the potential to make each busi-
ness distinctive by introducing it into the everyday agenda, thus enhancing 
its sustainability. Bilingualism may be another added value, helping to keep 
the language visible and alive.

CONCLUSION

It is more than evident that a large number of world languages will be 
threatened to a greater or lesser extent by extinction in the coming de-
cades. Therefore, the success of specific revitalisation efforts is directly 
dependent on the particular position of Irish in the value system of the 
community in which it is used. Furthermore, the question of language se-
lection is clearly multifactorial and also depends on the personal choice of 
an individual to use the specific language. For the majority of inhabitants 
residing in Ireland, the Irish language is important as a symbol, while for 
the minority of active Irish language users it is an element important 
for identification, performing both a demonstrative and an instrumental 
function. The usage of any minority, regional or lesser-used language is 
connected hugely with the material benefits provided to individuals on the 
basis of minority language acquisition.

The unambiguous relationship between the Irish language and eth-
nicity is not absolute in the case of Irish. However, the Irish language still 
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fulfils the role of significant economic and cultural capital, which is used by 
different organisations and institutions. We can see that language as a cul-
tural construct generates the potential to create new places of work. In or-
der to make this happen, however, real support and implementation of all 
the officially-accepted provisions for the revitalisation of the Irish language 
are crucially needed. 

In spite of the fact that total societal bilingualism is not realistically 
achievable in Irish society, even in the long-term, exposing people to Irish 
and reminding them of its importance within different spheres of life can 
create reasonable conditions for the appreciation of Irish culture and histo-
ry. We have in mind that expressing Ireland’s distinctive culture and history 
through the medium of Irish language could be regarded as a condition for 
full individual Irish existence. 

The Irish language is supported more than any other minority language 
spoken in the Republic of Ireland. Despite this fact, the very existence of 
Irish-language-speaking communities is still fragile. The case of Irish lan-
guage is very peculiar as it is the autochthonous language of Ireland, which 
was spoken widely until the second half of the 19th century by the major-
ity of the island’s inhabitants. We hope that this data will spark interest on 
the issue of minority language preservation not only in Europe (Scottish 
Gaelic, Manx, Welsh, Cornish, Breton, Saami, Basque, Catalan, Flemish lan-
guages and so on) but also in the worldwide context (the Maori language 
in New Zealand, the Hawaiian language and others).

The interest in the Irish language can be increased through the me-
dium of different cultural activities aimed at Irish language enhancement. 
Although in our article we have pointed out just a few of them, there is 
a multitude of other activities being carried out by different Irish organisa-
tions and state departments. We mentioned only Údarás na Gaeltachta, 
Foras na Gaelige, Gaillimh le Gaelige, NUIG (National University of Ireland 
in Galway) and DAHG (Department of Arts, Heritage and the Gaeltacht). 

According to Šatava, 

Those who describe the language revitalization efforts as a mere waste of time 
for something that counts only for a few hundred or a few thousand people, 
reduce the human existence to only one aspect.16 

16 L. Šatava, Etnicita a jazyk, op. cit., p. 23.
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This assertion reflects well the importance and significance of any mi-
nority language in the context of the cultural identity of a particular com-
munity. All languages spoken in the world generate immense national 
cultural wealth and help to make their community distinctive and idiosyn-
cratic. All languages are crucial and invaluable parts of cultural and linguis-
tic diversity, while at the same time they are the unique elements of the 
spiritual heritage of humankind.

As far as the Irish language is concerned, we have seen that it can be 
used in real life through the medium of different cultural forms (sean-nós 
singing, storytelling, Irish language courses, Irish-medium education, etc.) 
supporting the interconnection of identity, culture and language. We hope 
that the Irish language will gain more supporters, enthusiasts and genuine 
Irish speakers in the process of time, in order that it will stay a vivid part of 
the Irish national and cultural identity. 
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A CASE STUDY: ROME’S ORCHESTRA 
DI PIAZZA VITTORIO AND THE SOCIAL 

FUNCTION OF MUSIC
Abstract

The research presented here is based on studies of the sociology of music, 
as well as on analyses of the dynamics of immigration. This explored some of 
the social dynamics and actions of a multi-ethnic orchestra founded and operat-
ing in Rome. The purpose of the study was to examine this orchestra as an ex-
ample of good practice regarding intercultural integration and was the criterion 
by which we chose to analyse the Orchestra di Piazza Vittorio, founded in 2002 
by Mario Tronco in one of Rome’s central multi-ethnic districts, the Esquiline. 
The question posed here is whether the creation of a multi-ethnic orchestra can 
act as an alternative model which, by means of the socialisation process, rede-
fines and rediscovers the age-old relational and integrating functions of music, 
availing of the collective memory, identity, heritage and varieties of music, with-
out forfeiting its own identity.
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INTRODUCTION

Immigration is the demographic humus of peoples whose negative popula-
tion growth-rates make it impossible for them to go on sustaining a wel-
fare state. 

Young Europeans agree that the creation of conditions for total eco-
nomic, political and social integration is mandatory: this, however, is 
a statement of principle. Italy and, more in general, the countries of 
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Southern Europe, are obliged to address the problem of open frontiers; 
the city of Rome, in particular, witnesses an increase in immigration rates 
higher than the national average.2

According to a recent European research project, it is migration from 
the Balkan and ex-Soviet-Union areas which creates the greatest diffidence 
towards immigration in countries alike.3 Greater degrees of acceptance are 
expressed towards immigrants from Eastern Europe, and/or from countries 
practicing a similar religion, as is the case of the Filipino and Polish women 
who move to live in Italy. Attitudes vary when it comes to people from 
developing countries. However, of the EU countries, it is in Italy that the 
migratory phenomenon gives rise to the greatest levels of concern as it is 
associated with issues of law and order and personal security. A little less 
than one third of EU citizens consider immigration a danger or a threat; 
26% fear for their cultural and national identity; and 33% for employment 
and personal safety. About 60% of the citizens of both groups believe that 
their “country is no longer able to cater for immigrants, even if legal.”

It was in similar conditions that the musicians – who had been pro-
fessionals for generations – of Rome’s Orchestra di Piazza Vittorio, came 
to meet the unknown challenge of migration to Italy, imagining it as an 

2 The data published by the Italian national statistics office, Istat, reveals that in 
the province of Rome the resident foreign population rose in one year from 228,205 to 
278,540 (+22.1%). In Italy, the entire foreign population listed with the national registry 
office rose by 268,408 persons, that is, by 10%, increasing from 2,670,514 to 2,938,922. 
The province of Rome, with its 50,535 new entries, accounts for one fifth of Italy’s ag-
gregate increase. The province stands out also for the high impact (6.9%) of immigrants 
on the overall local population (4,013,057). While the national average is 5%, that of 
the Lazio region stands at 6%, ranking among the first of the 20 Italian provinces for 
presence of an immigrant population. Rapporto Caritas, Dossier statistico Immigrazione, 
2015. According to the ISMU foundation for multiethnicity’s Thirteenth Report on immi-
gration, the phenomenon has continued to grow in Italy, and, from 2006 to the 1st Janu-
ary 2007, rose by 8.7%. See ISMU, Tredicesimo Rapporto sulle migrazioni, 2007, Milan 
2007, p. 41.

3 The survey led by G. Campione, Department of Statistics and Geopolitical Analyses 
of the Local Economy, University of Messina, has sought to identify the cultural, politi-
cal, economic and institutional factors that foster and inhibit the worsening of the mi-
gratory phenomenon. The aforementioned survey, conducted between December 2005 
and January 2006 and involving 8,000 respondents, was carried out by some of the most 
authoritative European research agencies and covered a population sample from five 
European countries: France, Germany, Great Britain, Italy and Spain.
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opportunity-packed, culturally and musically amenable occasion.4 For 
these musicians, music represented a total social truth in a complex and 
fragmentary reality, where social distance and demonstrations of intoler-
ance on the part of the autochthonous residents were challenges to be 
met alongside the task of attracting politically and socially heterogeneous 
audiences to their concerts. The creation of the Orchestra di Piazza Vit-
torio is also a statement of courage and enterprising ability on the part 
of each single musician, because neither the Italian State nor other public 
institutions support it financially.

THE SOCIOLOGY OF MUSIC

When dealing with a sociological study of music, it is of primary impor-
tance to define what music means, the sense in which the term is used 
and the areas which sociology can and should explain and interpret the 
many uses to which the musical phenomenon may be put and all the im-
plications involved, as well as predicting its existence and development. 
This is particularly important when studying contemporaneity; to this must 
be added direct sources such as the life stories of musicians with different 
social-musical identities, as in the case of the Orchestra di Piazza Vittorio.

Marcello Sorce Keller in Musica e Sociologia considers it a necessary 
precondition that the sociology of music is emancipated from ethnomu-
sicology, a story that reiterates and repeats itself, like the birth of sociol-
ogy as a science which required its release from anthropology (although 
it proved to be necessary that the two disciplines continue to feed each 
other). 

Although it is from ethnomusicological studies that one thinks of draw-
ing when seeking to understand the development of a multi-ethnic orches-
tra, it is by doing so that one also discovers that ethnomusicology has not 
addressed the innovations that the new kinds of music introduced to the 
country by immigrants have produced in Italy.5 Italy’s foremost ethnomu-

4 It is important to note that migration brings to Italy increasing numbers of refugees 
and segments of foreign populations who are professionals with high-level educational 
qualifications. The social composition of the Orchestra di Piazza Vittorio reflects this situ-
ation exactly. See E. Pugliese, M.I. Macioti, Immigrati e rifugiati in Italia, Rome 2006. 

5 See Aa.Vv., Enciclopedia della musica, vol. I–IV, Turin 2006.
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sicology studies concern popular traditions; the musicologists themselves 
consider it a rather complex undertaking to approach the mix of ethnic 
music, directed and co-created by that rather peculiar conductor of the 
Orchestra di Piazza Vittorio, Mario Tronco, a pop musician whose position 
bears little resemblance to that of a classical conductor. 

When must sociologists take an interest in and commit themselves to 
this kind of study?

Luciano Gallino, in the Dizionario di Sociologia, places the study of mu-
sic within the field of the sociology of art, in that music shares with art 
“the relationships existing between the contents, forms, genres, institu-
tions, individuals, the market of artistic production (sonata, concerto, sym-
phony . . .) and the main structures of the society within which production 
and sociality are generated, paying particular attention to the structure of 
the social classes, their ideology, as a prominent conditioning factor of mu-
sical production and its fruition.”6

Gallino attributes some specific social functions to music, such as those 
associated with communication (expression of collective feelings) and so-
cial control.

Music has peculiarities that the other arts do not possess, in so far as 
it is an “extremely ambiguous system of signs”; as a result, one is often led 
to make generic claims, namely “speculative effusions”. Besides, it is not 
possible to underestimate the fact that developments in technology, sys-
tems of production, musical reproduction, as well as the transmission of 
music through radio and television, have turned music into a form of mass 
communication.

By way of example, at the end of the 1980s, Roberto Cipriani pointed 
out that it was far cheaper to buy a cassette recording of classical music 
than a ticket for a concert.7 Following up in this statement by Cipriani, we 
can say that, at the moment, the diffusion of music is exploited more and 
more for strictly economic and musically reproductive reasons. Indeed, 
one example is the inversion of the price trend: today, unlike the 1980s, 
a CD often costs more than a concert ticket.8 

6 L. Gallino, Dizionario di Sociologia, Turin 1978, p. 37.
7 F.C. Ricci, R. Cipriani, Il consumo musicale in Italia, il caso degli arrangiamenti, Mi-

lan 1989.
8 It is no coincidence that, from the beginning, purely commercial sites were chosen 

to favour the spread of music to general audiences: the first concert hall was set up in 
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Music can act as a tranquilliser and a distraction; it is a medium of 
emotional expression and the integration of youth movements, as Fer-
rarotti explains, and has become, itself, a collective movement.9

Although, broadly speaking, these are the categories within which so-
ciological studies may move, some sociologists find this hard to do. Again, 
Luciano Gallino writes on this topic that: 

The fact that the task of the sociology of music is of unusual difficulty and am-
plitude, justifies the limited results achieved so far.10

On the contrary, Vera Zoldberg, the contemporary American sociolo-
gist, explains that, today, scholars have discovered the socially structured 
nature of art, cultural institutions, artists and audiences, and the fact that 
their critical function with regards to existing systems is of vaster intellec-
tual weight than used to be imagined, even in Adorno’s day.11 For these 
reasons, intellectual uncertainty is an indicator of the inadequacy of the 
theories and the lacunae found in the available data. 

One might ask why music should be “highlighted” from a sociological 
point of view when musical analyses, theories of styles and genres, social 
history, provide a far safer and more obvious kind of access to it.

The answer to this question is one of the aims of my investigation – to 
show the usefulness of sociological attention of the musical environment, 
where the focus, one should never forget, is the human being, namely: the 
composer, the performer, the “employer”, and the beneficiary.

Franco Ferrarotti tells us that “a society without artists is lost . . . a so-
ciety that lacks free, autonomous artists is lost. Their indicative ability 
is directly proportionate to the extent of their autonomy,” recalling that 
“the totally free, unbridled artist is an artist without terrain, outside of 
society.”12

Starting from the complex theoretical framework of the sociology of 
contemporary music, this study of the Orchestra di Piazza Vittorio sum-
mons up a variety of ranges in a multidisciplinary approach that may help 

Germany by a group of merchants from Leipzig, who, in 1770, availed of a hotel, while in 
1781 a cloth merchant’s home was converted into a concert hall.

9 F. Ferrarotti, Rock, rap e l’immortalità dell’anima, Naples 1997.
10 Ibid. 
11 V. Zoldberg, Sociologia dell’arte, Bologna 1990.
12 F. Ferrarotti, Homo Sentiens, Naples 1995, p. 3.
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resolve problems within the discipline itself. My research is based on the 
correlation between the different social dimensions found within the life of 
the orchestra itself: thus, a multi-ethnic group which practices the musical 
profession while becoming integrated in the country to which its members 
have emigrated, even socialising with other ethnic groups; at the same 
time, the orchestra is acquiring increasing visibility and success with Italian 
audiences of all ages. Finally, the orchestra is creating a new kind of mu-
sic, by interweaving the traditional melodies and rhythms of its members’ 
different countries of origin, and jumping the old fences existing between 
diverse kinds of music: folk, classical, jazz, light and rock.

It was actually Max Weber, in his study of the development of music in 
the Western world, who pointed out that the choice to use certain sounds 
made by a given culture reflects some of the essential characteristics of 
that same culture. Indeed, the sociologist hastened to emphasise the fact 
that polyphony was not an invention of the European Middle Ages, but 
was already present in sub-Saharan Africa, in Indonesia, where the peo-
ple’s musical ear was more highly developed, more sensitive than that of 
the European peoples.13

Enrico Fubini underlines the fact that the evolution of music has fol-
lowed internally more autonomous routes than those of the other arts. 
Literature, painting and architecture, have followed more coherent, more 
academic channels and pathways more independent of extra-cultural con-
tributions. Musicians have succeeded in transferring inventions from the 
world of learned music into folk music and those from the oral into the ac-
ademic tradition. Furthermore, there is considerable temporal-vertical mo-
bility in the world of music, in the transmission of its heritage from one 
generation to another; there is also an unusual degree of spatial-horizontal 
mobility from one country to another, more so, perhaps, than in the case 
of the other arts.

Adorno, in this regard, speaks of a universal language. There is no need 
for an affinity between musical language and nations, “even civilizations 
that are poles apart reach reciprocal understanding through music.”14

It is indeed true that, on the one hand, the transmission of music seems 
to require a maximum of specialization, of doctrine. However, it is also true 

13 See M. Weber, I Fondamenti Razionali e Sociologici della Musica, in: idem, Econo-
mia e Società, Milan 1995.

14 See W. Adorno, Introduzione alla sociologia della musica, Turin 1971, p. 189.
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that thanks to its easy memorization, it is spread and passed from people 
to people, reaching beyond political, geographical and linguistic barriers 
and boundaries with an agility and dynamism unknown to the other arts. 
This mode of development and mobility so different in time and space 
from that of the other arts, this ability to combine different elements, dif-
ferent styles, different musical civilizations, finds a possible interpretation 
in the fact that music seems to have an impact upon people more immedi-
ate and greater than any other socio-cultural phenomenon. There remains 
the fact that the history of music, and with it, that of the musician, is con-
sidered and continues to be regarded as marginal. In the field of sociol-
ogy, in particular, music remains a culture difficult to identify on the basis 
of institutional channels. As a form of culture, meaning subjective knowl-
edge, it lends itself to being a pastime, a form of play, of theoretical wis-
dom, of philosophical speculation, a profession. Music as an expression of 
a culture, as a means of cultural identification, as cognitive heritage, does 
not seem to have acquired a similar degree of legitimacy. It lends itself 
to becoming the subject of a proliferation of sectorial, specialist studies, 
independent of each other, studies that are little known because they are 
difficult for non-specialists to access.

Luigi Del Grosso Destrieri speaks of the musicalization of our societies, 
where musicalization means that there is almost no moment or occasion 
of our daily lives that is not accompanied by some explicit or implicit as-
pect or other of music, perceived at conscious or subliminal level.15 Music 
has invaded contemporary society as a mass phenomenon profoundly af-
fecting both the producer-performer and the consumer. 

In an attempt to analyse what music produces in human society, Mer-
riam attributes a number of universal functions to it, which do not regard 
the ability to communicate and understand the sense and meaning of mu-
sic as such, but, as the author states, its contribution to social integration 
which occurs because it satisfies the need to participate in something that 
is familiar to everyone (starting with the mother’s heart-beat that every 
child hears during the months of gestation), something that conveys cer-
tainty of membership of a group that shares values, a way of life and art 
forms.16 As such, it tends to renew solidarity, to reduce social inequality 
and unify society, in a constant manner.

15 L. Del Grosso Destrieri, Sociologia delle musiche, Milan 2002.
16 A.P. Merriam, Antropologia della musica, Palermo 1983.
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A further step needs to be taken, namely; the sociological study of mu-
sic and of the musician will be achieved in full only when the social-experi-
ential origins of musical life are acknowledged. For Antonio Serravezza, this 
approach is the premise for an analysis which goes beyond metaphysical 
speculation. It is only by demystifying origins and meanings that one can 
draw closer to humanity: 

Recognition of the social nature of the musical experience is of the utmost im-
portance, because it implies abandoning inadequate, mystifying conceptions 
of music. If we admit that music has a social origin, we implicitly acknowledge 
that it is born in the human world and takes part in events and transforma-
tions accomplished in this world, and therefore, is not, as it is often held to be, 
a heavenly messenger bearing news to men of a perfect reality, stable in all its 
meta-historical eternity.17 

This would bring considerable benefits to scholarship once beliefs 
imposed only by the metaphysical pathos that animated them, and their 
power of suggestion, were dismissed. In this way, it is possible to address 
the topic of music, also with a view to analysing the Orchestra di Piazza Vit-
torio on a more manageable terrain as it is “less cluttered with metaphysi-
cal residue and more accessible to reason and its tools.”18

RESEARCH INTO THE ORCHESTRA DI PIAZZA VITTORIO

This research project, which began from the moment the orchestra was 
founded in 2002, was brought to a conclusion in 2015.19 It was aimed, ini-
tially, at exploring this example of best practice whose aim it was to in-
tegrate various immigrant ethic groups. Later on, however, it was aimed 
at focusing on the inevitable transformation of the orchestra and on 
the originality of its musical creation. The Orchestra di Piazza Vittorio is the 

17 A. Serravezza, Sulla nozione di esperienza musicale, Bari 1971, p. 125.
18 Ibid.
19 A qualitative research methodology (case studies) was applied, availing of tranch-

es de vie from the lives of all the musicians (with focused interviews) which were inte-
grated through the use of research and observation techniques, typical of the field of 
ethnography and of grounded theory. A book by M. Gammaitoni, L’Orchestra di Piazza 
Vittorio, storia e storie di vita, will soon be issued by Laterza in Rome.
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brainchild of Mario Tronco and is located in Rome in one of the city’s cen-
tral, multi-ethnic areas, namely the Esquiline.20

Using structured observation of pre-concert rehearsals, I followed the 
professional coexistence of this community of artists (each one with his/
her particular, heterogeneous education and life experience) who hap-
pened, syncretically, to give life to an orchestra located in a district of 
Rome famous for its demographic (residential-ethnic) transformations. 

From being a typically native-Roman district, the Esquiline has be-
come the residential and commercial home of immigrants (today, of Chi-
nese, mostly, followed by Koreans, Bengalese and Egyptians), giving birth 
to a large, internally very heterogeneous community of immigrants, char-
acterised by conflict among ethnic micro-communities, creating diversity 
within diversity (diversity with regard to Rome’s autochthonous population 
and diversity among the different immigrant ethnic groups). 

As Francesco Piccolo writes:

What is true is that unlike many other areas of several other cities, here, dis-
tance, that is, the difference between one’s own life and that of the human 
family has been shortened to the utmost. Instinctively most communities tend 
to create separation between themselves and the reality, aspiring to be bet-
ter than it. Here no. Here, there is complexity. The difficulties of coexistence, 
tension and gestures of sharing. That is what the human family is like in Piazza 
Vittorio, like the rest of the world.21 

The Esquiline district brings together the stuff of stories and presences 
that testify to the profoundly hybrid nature of our cities, opening up pros-
pects of a future state, that fascinates some, arouses anxiety in many, but 
also involves the rejection of minorities which concerns everyone. It suf-
fices to walk through Piazza Vittorio (the neighbourhood’s central square) 
to fully understand concepts such as multi-cultural, multi-ethnic, plural, 
hybrid and intercultural society.

Analysing the life of a musical group that unites a micro-community, 
as an example for larger national and international communities, may be 
a social challenge capable of triggering new relational dynamics, redefin-
ing the concept and practice of social distance, availing of the art of music 

20 A musician from the Avion Travel musical group.
21 F. Piccolo, Noi che all’Esquilino ci viviamo, in: Aa.Vv., Prove d’Orchestra, Rome 2006. 
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used to harmonise differences. This may be the means by which to dis-
cover and appreciate cultural diversity, availing of the interplay between 
the different sounds that characterise the musical instruments of diverse 
cultural traditions.

The originality of this orchestra, and what makes studying it interest-
ing, lies in the fact that this is a group of professional immigrant musicians 
from several countries (India, Romania, North Africa, South Africa, Brazil, 
Ecuador), each of whom complements and enriches the musical ensemble 
by playing the original instruments of his/her native land. 

At present the orchestra consists of 16 permanent musicians, though 
its make-up can vary according to the repertoire played. Some of them 
have lived in Rome for quite some time and have adapted themselves to 
working in jobs remote from the musical profession. Mario Tronco devoted 
himself to setting up the orchestra by holding authentic auditions, with the 
intention of hiring only great musicians as they were expected to assume 
the task of diffusing a new image of the immigrant, namely: one of a seri-
ous professional capable of entering into a constructive relationship with 
the autochthonous residents and becoming an asset for the city of Rome 
first and, more ambitiously, for Italy and the rest of the world. Indeed, that 
is precisely how things stand, because the orchestra comprising Africans, 
Indians, South Americans and Europeans is a union of different musical 
genres: if a Moroccan sings a song of his/hers, all the others improvise and 
adapt their own music and instruments to those notes.

Therefore, the first musicians arrived; some of them at random, oth-
ers because they were already known in Rome and were called on to 
join. Many stay, others abandon or are forced to abandon the orchestra 
because of recent Italian regulations governing immigration. Originally, 
the orchestra could not afford to “hire” the musicians permanently. Con-
sequently, this made it impossible for many who worked only occasion-
ally – as many musicians do – to obtain a work permit entitling them to 
residency status.

Mario Tronco describes the disorder underlying the initial phase: how 
the idea of a multi-ethnic orchestra with a precise address took root, in 
a city like Rome, in an extremely problematic yet highly symbolic, typi-
cally Roman neighbourhood like the Esquiline. It is one which, in the last 
15 years, has become a neighbourhood of urban decay and where im-
migration is experienced by the native Italian residents as a syndrome of 
siege and widespread crime. As he relates:
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How was the Orchestra born? The idea cropped up just like that, a bet with 
Agostino Ferrente. Almost by chance I said “It would be lovely to create an 
orchestra of foreign musicians living here in Rome” and from that moment 
on, Agostino pestered me, we spoke of nothing else. I spoke about it to my 
wife, Francesca, and she was enthusiastic about the idea. Back then the Apollo 
11 project had just come to light and we felt the urge to do something con-
crete for our area, in our area. One evening Agostino, Annamaria Granatello 
(an Apollo 11 project designer) and I happened to be at the home of Monique 
Veaute, the organiser of the Roma Europa Festival, and we proposed a concert 
by the orchestra which did not as yet exist. She was passionate about it and 
she got us into splendid, deep trouble by asking us to play on the evening of 
the 24th November 2002, at the Festival’s closing event.22

Tronco’s words convey clearly the importance of community life to 
the orchestral experience. It is not a question of meeting, as happens 
with more classical types of orchestras, for purely technical, interpreta-
tional rehearsals. Here, the meetings between the musicians are creative 
from a musical-compositional point of view, and are existential encoun-
ters where life histories, different musical knowledge and customs are ex-
changed, together with the everyday problems regarding the city where 
the members of the orchestra live, problems they all share.

Mario Tronco plots the genesis of the orchestra beginning from his 
own wonder at having been able not only to create it, but also at the unex-
pected and unforeseeable world that it has revealed over time:

Since the birth of the orchestra what has happened that you would never 
have imagined? I never expected such great involvement on the part of the 
musicians. They are extremely generous, an inexhaustible source of ideas and 
proposals. There is healthy competition among them but it never becomes in-
dividualism and they play together as if they had known each other all their 
lives. I never expected the work continuity we are experiencing. I never ex-
pected to see people so happy at the end of our concerts. 

What foreign words have you learnt from the musicians? In reality, none, 
because they all speak a rather amusing kind of Italian; in actual fact, a new 
language is emerging within the orchestra, one we use during rehearsals and 
concerts. To say lascialo [‘leave it’, pronunciation /la-shah-lo/], we say accialo 
[‘lace/fasten it’, pronunciation /latch-ah-lo/], a word invented by Omar who, 

22 Interview with Mario Tronco published at www.orchestradipiazzavittorio.it. If not 
pointed otherwise, all further citations come from this source.

http://www.romaeuropa.net/home_festival.htm
http://www.orchestradipiazzavittorio.it
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as a Cuban, finds it practically impossible to pronounce /sh/. The nickname of 
the orchestra’s tour manager, Francesca, is “mama toilet” because the Indians 
call her that. Bilal, on the other hand, instead of simpatico and antipatico says 
“sempepatico” and “enpepatico”. 

. . . What I liked immediately about the orchestra was the fact that many 
of its members are authors, many of them write what they perform. There 
is even a group of seven members emerging within the orchestra and I hope 
that there will be further experiments of this kind. 

How do the contributions of the various musicians blend? In an extremely 
natural manner; the musicians are curious. After the first few rehearsals, each 
one of them invented and assumed a role for him/herself. Although they all 
work towards a shared final goal, they all play solo parts.

Since its foundation the orchestra has rehearsed at the Galileo Galilei 
senior secondary school in the Esquiline area and the Roman population 
has always been invited to listen, free of charge, to its open rehearsals. 
The orchestra holds concerts in Italy, Europe and in the USA. The film by 
Agostino Ferrente entitled Orchestra di Piazza Vittorio made in 2006 was 
awarded prizes by the critics and screened in many first-run cinema the-
atres. The orchestra has recorded three different CDs distributed by major 
retail chains. 

The orchestra was born also thanks to the support and cooperation 
of the area’s Apollo 11 association set up to revalue the Esquiline district, 
with the intention of establishing peaceful and active coexistence among 
the various cultural groups residing in the neighbourhood. Thanks to the 
pressing demands made by the association on the Municipality of Rome, 
restoration work was begun on the neighbourhood’s abandoned archaeo-
logical sites, on the Apollo (the theatre which it was hoped might become 
the permanent seat of the orchestra), on historically significant buildings, 
and on bad roads (to control the noise pollution produced by public trans-
port unsuited to driving through the narrow streets of neighbourhood).23

The director of the film, Agostino Ferrente, president of the Apollo 11 
association, describes the idea of the orchestra and the almost propitia-
tory role of the film, the first scenes of which were shot before orchestra 
actually existed. Indeed, Ferrente filmed every effort made, every audition 
held, every meeting with each new musician, without knowing what the 
outcome might be:

23 In 2007 Rome’s Municipal authority sold the Apollo theatre to a private purchaser.
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– You said that when you began shooting, the Orchestra did not exist as yet.
– Yes. In actual fact, initially there was only the idea of creating an orches-

tra beginning from scratch and the idea of filming too cropped up, without 
knowing how it might end . . . 

Normally when you make a documentary you begin by falling in love with 
a story or a situation and decide to narrate it; in our case I’m not saying that 
the film was born before the reality but the two things came to light more or 
less in parallel and stimulated each other. Mario and I, like some modern-day 
Don Quixote and Sancho Panza rode around Rome on a Vespa talking about 
this utopia, about a dream that might come true. And I must say that, had it 
not been for the eye of the camera, all the disappointments, unfulfilled expec-
tations, the difficulties we encountered would have been far harder to bear. 
Its presence made it the third accomplice: had all else failed, there would have 
been a film at least.

All told, it was as if the allied gaze of the hypothetical audience hidden 
behind that camera gave us strength, reassuring and protecting us . . . On the 
contrary, with hindsight, we like to think that the tenacity that made us want 
to give the film a happy ending and that imaginary audience which, mean-
while, rooted for us, acted as extra stimuli to the achievement of the enter-
prise, maybe even its determining factor.

One may hypothesise that the orchestra built a utopistic community, 
where it was possible to achieve individual, relational and social ambi-
tions. This is clear from the statements and aspirations of the various mu-
sicians. What prevails is enthusiasm along with musical curiosity towards 
what is different, towards the native culture of each, while remaining well 
aware that the orchestra is unique, not only for Italy but also for the world, 
due to its way of conceiving diversity, its collaborative approach to work: 
a complex kind of sociality.

By way of example, I shall now quote a few brief testimonies provided 
by some of the musicians, from which it is possible to evince their great 
professional commitment, their musical expectations and those related to 
their success/visibility in the rest of the world. This is all joined, however, 
to a note of wonder at having been able, by means of this union of miscel-
laneous cultures, to compose music together for which they have not as 
yet found a “label” capable of defining it. 

The work of these musicians is governed by respect and the urge 
to discover other leading people musically and existentially, therefore, 
to rediscover themselves in the light of a pluralist encounter, where every 
voice finds a space:
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Ziad Trabelsi (Tunisia): The orchestra is a turning point in my life: Mario Tronco 
is an open-minded musician who accepted my creativity immediately. 

Now, with the orchestra, we have passed on to the mature phase and, 
under the guidance of Mario and Pino, I am beginning to discover myself as 
an author, above all as a composer. For the western ear the notion of com-
position is very different (from that of Arabian music); besides having a gift 
one needs to follow some precise parameters that are not “protagonists” in 
eastern music. This new experience involves a dialogue between harmony and 
melody. Besides, this harmony has created a dialogic bridge which means in-
tegrating reality with all its problems, including that of the residency permit.

Houcine Ataa (Tunisia): The orchestra is unique because it has no equal, with 
so many international musicians. Each one has his/her own role, his/her musi-
cal particularity.

Gaia Orsoni (Italy): The orchestra? Who could have ever imagined that I too 
would belong to the group! A dream come true because playing on stage with 
international musicians is bonded by a love for music, human relations, es-
teem and friendship. The orchestra’s music is one that stems from a mix of 
many elements, difficult to find together. It is a truly unique experience.

In 2010 the orchestra began launching its grand musical challenge, 
namely: first a rewriting of Mozart’s The Magic Flute in 2012, then an ad-
aptation of Bizet’s Carmen in 2014, and the creation of an oratorio entitled 
Credo as a dialogue between different religions. Mario Tronco explains: 

From the beginning the orchestra received a number of signs, experienced 
some small coincidences which indicated the road to follow. It was great to 
receive an invitation from Teatro dell’Opera just when we were beginning 
our Magic Flute adventure, the brainchild of Daniele Abbado used to open his 
Magic Flute project held in the streets of Reggio Emilia during a white night 
event. The overture and those first 30 minutes of music brought it home to me 
that it was possible to imagine Mozart’s work as part of the popular oral music 
tradition. The rewritten opera followed the style and peculiarity of the orches-
tra and, therefore, it is in no way disconcerting that Papageno sings in Sen-
egalese instead of German. This is the route we have followed and which has 
paved the way towards potentially infinite new possibilities for the orchestra.

These experiments have led to previously un-trodden symbolic 
pathways of action, operating upon four levels, namely: that regarding 
the construction of the signs and symbols contained in the lyrics; that of 
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the symbolic reflection of emotional and cultural meanings; that mirroring 
other modes of behaviour and cultural values; that concerning the deep-
est, universal symbolism represented in the West by The Magic Flute, here 
revisited according to the feelings and musical languages of the many cul-
tures present in the orchestra of Piazza Vittorio.

Moreover, John Shepherd relates musical languages and social struc-
tures, underlining the dynamic nature of their rapport: 

Music is not a closed informational symbolic mode of communication relative 
only to emotional, vital, sentient experiences but an open mode which, by 
means of its essential structural nature, is uniquely suited to revealing the dy-
namic structuring of social life of which the material forms are only an aspect.24

In sociological literature, the group has always been considered an im-
portant concept capable of mediating between the individual and society. 
Thus, in the case of the orchestra we find a microcosm that delineates con-
ditions while being conditioned by the structure of the macrocosm where 
it operates and to which proposes itself. 

By tradition, the sociology of the arts promotes both an exogenous 
and endogenous study of artists’ lives with a view to understanding social 
change and shifts in the values that underpin the aesthetic effect of works 
of art, pursuing individual or group pathways. 

When the function of musicians was separated from that of poets 
(united at the time of the ancient Greek bards), they were obliged to wan-
der, to use their wits to survive during hard times: a condition typical of 
the migrant. Furthermore, a phenomenological interpretation might inves-
tigate the relationship existing between musicians and their bodies as me-
dia through which to relate to the world with their musical instruments, 
that is, relationships as a way of declaring their identity to the world exter-
nal to themselves.

The creation of a multi-ethnic orchestra lends itself to becoming an 
alternative model (proactive, both inside and outside the group) thanks to 
an organisational process of re-socialization, not of assimilation, that re-
defines social cohesion, recovering the age-old relational-integrative func-
tions of music from an identitarian multiplicity.

24 J. Shepherd, Whose music? A sociology of musical languages, New Brunswick and 
London 1977.
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“ME” IN OTHER REALMS: REINTERPRETATIONS 
OF IDENTITY IN FANTASY FICTION

Abstract

This article presents the notion of identity as perceived in Tanith Lee’s award-
winning novel Death’s Master. It focuses on the four main relations between 
identity and other concepts found in the novel, often resulting in identity con-
flict. It also addresses the traditional and non-traditional perceptions of the giv-
en phenomena, e.g. rejection of motherhood, gender fluidity, collective identity 
and the identity of abstract notions personified, such as death. Our goal is to 
examine the different concepts of “self” as related to social standing, sexuality, 
gender or nature. The overall aim of the article is to present how the author 
reworks the concepts of traditional identity in relation to stereotypical repre-
sentations of the characters. 

Key words: identity, Tanith Lee, Death’s Master, fantasy, fairy tales

INTRODUCTION

The late Tanith Lee belonged to the most prolific British authors of science 
fiction, horror and fantasy. Having written 90 novels and 300 short stories2 
in her life and being the first woman to win the British Fantasy Award3 
in 1980 for her novel Death’s Master, since then she continued produc-
ing high-quality literature resulting in awards such as two World Fantasy 

1 MA; Univerzita Mateja Bela, Banská Bystrica; barbora.vinczeova@umb.sk.
2 P. Farrell, “Tanith Lee Dead: 5 Fast Facts You Need to Know”, Heavy.com, 26 May 

2016, at http://heavy.com/entertainment/2015/05/tanith-lee-dead-dies-cause-of-death-
funeral-esther-garber-husband-john-kaiine/, 15 August 2016.

3 Ibid.
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Awards for best short fiction (1983, 1984) plus eight more nominations4 
including five more nominations for the British Fantasy Award. In 2013, 
the author received the Lifetime Achievement Award at the World Fantasy 
Convention5 and two years later, in 2015, she was awarded the Bram Stok-
er Award® for Lifetime Achievement.6

Considering the number of published novels and short stories, the au-
thor addressed numerous themes in her fiction. While her works are most 
commonly considered as falling into the genres of fantasy, horror, science 
fiction, and the new weird, she has also “reinterpreted fairy tales with even 
more frightful twists. . . . She also wrote lesbian fiction under the pseu-
donym Esther Garber.”7 The scope of her work is represented by themes 
such as immortality and vampires (the Blood Opera trilogy), gods and de-
mons (the Flat Earth series), identity and becoming (the Birthgrave trilogy), 
love and robots (Silver Metal Lover), alternate universes and utopia (the 
Four BEE series), fairy tale retellings (Red as Blood, or Tales from the Sisters 
Grimmer) and many others. She is also known for her erotic writing (Fatal 
Women) and did not avoid themes of homosexuality or bisexuality, with 
her characters often being androgynous or even capable of changing gen-
der. Indeed, gender, alongside sexuality and identity, are prominent and 
recurring themes in her works. 

In this article, we analyse the concept of identity in Lee’s famous novel, 
Death’s Master.8 We have chosen this novel for several significant reasons, 
one of them being the recurring theme of identity running through the en-
tire novel, whether being related to gender, social standing, parenthood or 
sexuality. In her work, Lee 

captured like few other modern writers a gothic, not to say goth, sensibility 
in which the relentless pursuit of personal autonomy and sensual fulfilment 

4 D. Schweitzer, “Interview: Tanith Lee”, Realms of Fantasy, 2012, at http://www.
rofmag.com/author-interviews/interview-with-tanith-lee/, 15 August 2016.

5 “HWA Announces 2015 Lifetime Achievement Award Winners”, Horror Writers As-
sociation, 2015, at http://horror.org/hwa-announces-jack-ketchum-tanith-lee-2015-life-
time-achievement-award-winners/, 15 August 2016.

6 Ibid.
7 S. Roberts, “Tanith Lee, Fantasy and Horror Novelist, Dies at 67”, New York Times, 

1 June 2015, at http://www.nytimes.com/2015/06/02/books/tanith-lee-fantasy-and-
horror-novelist-dies-at-67.html?_r=1, 15 August 2016.

8 The novel was first published in 1979 and reprinted in 2010.
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leads her characters to the brink of delirium, as well as to a fierce integrity that 
can cohabit with self-sacrificing empathy.9 

Our aim is therefore to present the author’s notion of identity fre-
quently resulting from the above-mentioned “personal autonomy and 
fierce integrity” and highlight how it relates to traditional perceptions in 
a case study of the selected novel. In Lee’s world, these perceptions are 
twisted, changed and reinterpreted, introducing new and unusual view-
points which contradict the stereotypical portrayal of characters, morality 
and ethics. 

Another reason is the low number of academic publications on Tanith 
Lee, and we intend to contribute to those that have already been pub-
lished, in the hope that academia takes up interest in the author and de-
votes as much attention to her as to similar famous British authors, such 
as Terry Pratchett. Regarding the already-published works, we rely on The 
Hidden Library of Tanith Lee (2001) by Mavis Haut as our primary source, 
since it is the only publication exclusively dealing with the author and her 
works. Although several other authors have analysed Lee’s work, this is 
most commonly in the form of articles focusing on a specific topic, such as: 
vampires (The Blood is the Life: Vampires in Literature edited by Leonard 
G. Heldreth and Mary Pharr), werewolves (Tanith Lee’s Werewolves With-
in: Reversals of Gothic Traditions by Lillian M. Heldreth), fairy tales (Don’t 
Bet on the Prince: Contemporary Feminist Fairy Tales in North America and 
England by Jack Zipes), robots (Robots and Romance: The Science Fiction 
and Fantasy of Tanith Lee by Sarah Lefanu), and the narrative structure of 
fairytales (Postmodern Fairy Tales: Gender and Narrative Strategies by Cris-
tina Bacchilega).10

Identity, a seemingly natural and simple concept, is complex and multi-
layered, having relations to other social and behavioural concepts. To 
best understand identity, we list several definitions, ranging from simpler 
“knowing who I am” or “the fact of being who or what a person or thing 
is”11 to deeper questions, such as “Where, among the different aspects 

9 R. Kaveney, “Tanith Lee obituary”, The Guardian, 1 June 2015, at https://www.the 
guardian.com/books/2015/jun/01/tanith-lee, 1 February 2017.

10 B. Vinczeová, “A Journey Beyond Reality: Poetic Prose and Lush Image in Tanith 
Lee’s Night Master”, Prague Journal of English Studies, vol. 5.1 (2016), p. 72.

11 “identity”, Oxforddictionaries.com, Oxford 2016, at http://www.oxforddictio- 
naries.com/definition/english/identity, 15 August 2016.

https://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/jun/01/tanith-lee
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2015/jun/01/tanith-lee
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/identity
http://www.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/english/identity
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we show to people, and among the metamorphoses we pass through in 
the different stages of our life, is our identity?”12 The concept of conflict-
ing identities is often addressed to in the book analysed here – whether 
it is a conflict between the male and female identity, or the identity of 
a mother versus that of a queen. It is not unusual for this conflict to result 
in tragedy, which “becomes ineluctable when characters are unable to ex-
tricate themselves from the conflict between who they are and who they 
are supposed to be.”13 

Identity conflict is, therefore, based on “what am I” versus “what am 
I supposed to be”, and even “what I want to be”. This dilemma results in 
the inability to answer the first question posed, which is knowing “who 
oneself is”. Mavis Haut focuses on Lee’s Birthgrave trilogy in relation to 
identity as something that “true identity can only be recognised through 
confirmation by another.”14 However, this may be also applied to Lee’s oth-
er works and her writing in general, such as manifestations of changing 
identity connected to names or gender: “a change in name indicates a shift 
in identity.”15 In fact, these manifestations of identity are present in the 
novel analysed here, regarding which we address identity conflict, as well 
as the changes of identity relating to name, gender, sexuality and nature.

We have structured this paper into four main parts focusing on the rep-
resentative character for a selected phenomenon. The first part analyses 
the concept of social standing conflicting with parenthood, as represented 
by a queen who is often regarded as an atypical example of a ruler. In ad-
dition, the conflict between a male and female identities appear along-
side sexuality, since the queen is portrayed as homosexual, yet is forced 
to bear a child. The concept of sexuality and gender in relation to iden-
tity is addressed in the second part, where we observe an androgynous 
and gender-changing character and focus how their personality changes 
with a selected gender. The third and fourth parts of the article focus on 
non-human characters, such as demons and the personification of death. 

12 R. Langbaum, “The Mysteries of Identity: A Theme in Modern Literature”, The 
American Scholar, vol. 34.4 (1965), p. 581. 

13 Z. Bi, Sk. Shaheen, “Literature and Identity in Diaspora Writings: With special 
reference to Rohinton Mistry’s A Fine Balance”, ELK Asia Pacific Journals – Special Issue 
(2015), p. 3.

14 M. Haut, The Hidden Library of Tanith Lee, London 2001, p. 14.
15 Ibid., p. 6.
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In Lee’s universe, demons stand very close to nature, their identity often 
reflects and copies natural phenomena, such as dying in winter or creating 
life from plants. In the last part, we present the character of death per-
sonified, which goes through a radical change in the novel, first having lit-
tle or no identity, but one which is gradually acquired and formed. We also 
address the issues of identity conflict, the accepted and unaccepted, the 
traditional and contemporary.

A MOTHER OR A QUEEN

The most apparent and perhaps the deepest conflict of identities can be 
found in Lee’s character of Queen Narasen. This ruler of a fictional land 
called Merh is described as “trained and raised . . . as if she were son 
rather than daughter, preparing her to rule after him, and this fitted her 
inclination very well.”16 The Leopard Queen is known for her love for kill-
ing leopards, her homosexuality, and for being cruel, but just. The image 
of a queen who enjoys hunting and women conflicts with the traditional 
perception of a queen being good and kind, as well as secondary to a king. 
Neither does her image lean to the “evil queen” as seen in fairy tales such 
as The Snow Queen, or the character of Disney’s Wicked Queen. We men-
tion fairy tales because Lee’s stories often include fairy tale imagery, sym-
bols and motifs, such as the significance of numbers, repetitions, wishes, 
and so on: 

although Lee wrote comparatively few actual fairy-tale narratives, a strong 
awareness of mythic structures and the expectations of magical narrative un-
derpin much of her writing.17

On the contrary, Lee’s queen is depicted as strong, self-aware, and very 
clear about her sexuality (“‘I do not lie with men,’ said Narasen”), while in 
her character we find both vices and virtues.18 She is proud, but loves her 

16 T. Lee, Death’s Master, Winnetka 2010, p. 14.
17 A.E. Duggan, D. Haase, H. Callow (eds.), Folktales and Fairy Tales: Traditions and 

Texts from around the World, Greenwood 2016, p. 573.
18 T. Lee, Death’s Master, op. cit., p. 18.
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country and is capable of making sacrifices. We do not observe a character 
that is black and white, thus not the 

simple binaries: rich and poor, beautiful and ugly, smart and stupid, kind and 
cruel, good queen and bad queen. But closer scrutiny reveals a rich canvas 
of queens who rule capably in their own right, who reign deceitfully in their 
sons’ absence, who are falsely accused of murder who actually attempt mur-
der, who suffer infertility, who grieve the loss of their children, who survive 
their fall from grace, who vie with other queens for power, who protect their 
families and realms, and who subvert social and political expectations.19

The conflict arises from a curse cast upon the queen: “When Narasen 
is fruitful, then the land shall bear fruit,” thus condemning the queen and 
her land to poverty, famine and plague unless she gives birth to a child.20 
The conflict is apparent right away: either the queen should ignore the 
curse and watch her land die, or she should sacrifice her identity in order 
to save her land. Lee follows the pattern of fairy tales, where “pregnancy 
and childbirth have always been significant,” although this time the need 
for pregnancy is based on a curse, not in a desire to continue the royal 
line.21 We know that Narasen is opposed to sleeping with men, but “she 
suffered it, and her people praised her,” although it was against her na-
ture.22 The identity of the ruler won the conflict within Narasen, forcing 
her to act so as to save her country, despite the fact that “she had thought 
of the child with distaste”23 and that she “eschews fertility, preferring the 
manly pleasures of leopard hunting.”24

Although the concept of parenthood and motherhood are foreign to 
the queen, she accepts the role of the mother for the sake of her country. 
She suppresses her own identity and takes up an identity that is forced 
upon her – the identity of a parent. Here, we observe the distinction be-
tween the desired and the expected; the wanted and the necessary; 
the natural and unnatural. For Narasen, the concept of motherhood is 

19 J.E. Carney, Fairy Tale Queens: Representations of Early Modern Queenship, New 
York 2012, p. 6.

20 T. Lee, Death’s Master, op. cit., p. 21.
21 J.E. Carney, Fairy Tale . . ., op. cit., p. 13.
22 T. Lee, Death’s Master, op. cit., p. 23.
23 Ibid., p. 52.
24 M. Haut, The Hidden Library . . ., op. cit., p. 51.
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unnatural and her character violates the traditional perceptions of women 
as birthgivers and happy mothers. The roots of this conflict are based in 
her homosexuality, but also in the rejection of the feminine. She does not 
enjoy pregnancy: “She could not ride or hunt; she had no appetite for food 
or drink or exercise”25 and she “endured the pregnancy stubbornly as she 
had endured all she had undertaken in order to retain Merh.”26

The distaste for being a mother grows in the Leopard Queen and the 
refusal of this new identity is apparent with her ideas to murder the child: 
“Yes, she might well kill this child,” and the need to get back her former 
identity associated with masculinity, demonstrated in hunting and lying 
with women.27 This does not happen since the queen dies after childbirth, 
thus sacrificing herself for the sake of her land. 

In the character of Narasen, we see a rejection of the feminine; the 
queen acts like a king, she has few or no maternal instincts and she ac-
cepts pregnancy only to save her country. We can see she is disgusted 
with herself, considering herself “fat as a great whale stranded aboard 
the pitiless land . . . [and] a warrior and a man who had been forced to 
play at motherhood.”28 We may say that until her death, she had retained 
her identity as a queen, then putting her country first and herself second. 
As she had never embraced the concept of parenthood, we perceive this 
identity as forced upon her, resulting in the above-mentioned tragedy as 
a consequence of identity conflict.

In the end, we must mention that the characters in Lee’s universe 
“live” even after dying, in the land of the dead. The importance of this fact 
lies in the queen’s identity, which she is unable to lose even after death, as 
well as in death’s kingdom, “where far from serving Death, Narasen grows 
so shrewish that Death quits his own kingdom to escape her.”29 Since she 
was unable to remain a queen in the world of the living, she does so in the 
world of the dead, ascertaining her identity as a powerful ruler regardless 
of the land she rules.

25 T. Lee, Death’s Master, op. cit., p. 53.
26 Ibid.
27 Ibid.
28 Ibid.
29 M. Haut, The Hidden Library . . ., op. cit., p. 51.
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THE FEMININE AND THE MASCULINE

While the relation of identity and gender is an underlying theme in the 
case of Queen Narasen, it is fully present with her child, Simmu, who “is 
born in understandable gender confusion.”30 Not only does the child seem 
androgynous at first, but it can change genders, being described as “flu-
id of gender and semi-androgynous”31, consequently given a name that 
means “twice fair”32, both in the male and female form. Although the child 
is able to change genders at will, he mostly appears as male and the au-
thor uses male pronouns when referring to him: 

Despite Simmu’s habit of slipping from one gender into the other according to 
the occasion, the two [Simmu and his friend] appear mainly as male.33

Androgyny has always been a prominent theme in literature, whether 
ancient or modern: 

The double-sexed figure shifted in terms of its representation from classical 
mythology to discourses of medicine and psychiatry in nineteenth-century 
sexology.34 

The double-sexed figure may refer either to androgynous characters, 
transsexual or hermaphrodites and has been a theme constantly occur-
ring in the work of prominent authors, such as Virginia Woolf or Angela 
Carter35. Tanith Lee works with androgyny shifted to the level of gender 
fluidity, and in terms of fantasy, she creates a character who can select 
a gender at will because of his supernatural parentage.36

The changing genders are associated with shifting identity: Simmu in 
his male form behaves differently from his female form, including having 
a different physical appearance (female or male reproductive organs and 

30 Ibid.
31 Ibid., p. 45.
32 T. Lee, Death’s Master, op. cit., p. 67.
33 M. Haut, The Hidden Library . . ., op. cit., p. 45.
34 T. Hargreaves, Androgyny in Modern Literature, New York 2005, p. 7.
35 See T. Hargreaves, Androgyny . . ., op. cit.
36 Simmu’s mother is the Queen Narasen and his father is a revived man sent by 

Death.
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physical characteristics), as well as sexual orientation. He uses the name 
Shell when in female form, indicating the relation of a name to one’s iden-
tity. The concept of homosexuality fades since Simmu uses his female sex-
uality to seduce men and vice versa. The conflict in this case arises from 
the opposition of male and the female, as well as on the level of human 
versus the non-human. Since Simmu was rejected by his own mother, it 
was fictional demons that brought him up: 

Nurtured by demon Eshva women, suckled by tigers and deer, he is outside 
any moral or social contract, with no duty even to speak or maintain a fixed 
gender. His graceful androgyny and whole, undamaged Eros endear him to 
demonfolk.37 

Consequently, typical human features, such as speech and social inter-
action appear only later in his life: 

Before it could chatter out one word of human speech, the child could charm 
the bird from the cloud and the snake from under the stone.38 

In the character of Simmu, we therefore see as natural, in the sense 
of being related to nature, his ability to communicate with animals and 
plants. However, the “human natural” is missing, having been omitted in 
childhood and never acquired. 

The ability to change genders comes from the child’s mother and her 
distaste for men. As the Leopard Queen was forced into pregnancy to save 
her country, after learning that her child was a boy, she wanted to have 
him killed: “If it is a man, take it and throttle the thing.”39 Right after being 
born, the child uses the ability of changing genders instinctively as an act 
of self-preservation: “Bless the gods, lady, for it is a son. . . . It is a female 
child.”40 In the beginning of Simmu’s life, there is no distinction between 
its male and female identity; it is represented by childhood playfulness, 
used as a game and taken as granted: “The child, intrigued by the stone 
boy, had assumed its female sex to complement him.”41 The transition is 

37 M. Haut, The Hidden Library . . ., op. cit., p. 47.
38 T. Lee, Death’s Master, op. cit., p. 64.
39 Ibid., p. 54.
40 Ibid.
41 Ibid., p. 65.
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described as “swift, as a chameleon would rearrange its colors, or a flower 
fold itself at the going of the sun.”42

Later in life, Simmu lives in a priesthood, which forces him to keep 
his male gender, but it is only as “jealousy does . . . stir the return of his 
sexual fluidity”43 since he “mislaid the knowledge he can be other than 
male.”44 As he is driven by the erotic, by seeking pleasure which includes 
seducing both male and female, Simmu’s ability to change genders can-
not be repressed for long. His male form can, however, be perceived as 
original, since he was born male and spends most of his life as a male. 
Maleness is associated with the ordinary, the normal, the expected and 
the human. Simmu appears as a man mostly during the day, and the fe-
male form has a connection to the supernatural, the night and darkness. 
When seducing his male friend Zhirem, Simmu conceals his female form 
as a dream, as something unreal and impossible in ordinary life: “I am 
your dream. How can I be otherwise, seeing I am the youth, Shell and also 
a maiden.”45 Later in life, “his heedless fluidity comes to an end and his 
sex will change only when he is asleep,” again relating the concept of 
femininity to the night.46 Night as the feminine and unconscious, and 
day as the masculine and conscious appear as motifs based in mythology47 
as the “opposition of Masculine and Feminine, day and night, conscious-
ness and the unconscious”.48

In Lee’s universe, the portrayal of gender fluidity in the character 
of Simmu represents a constant conflict, a battle which cannot be won. 
This fluidity is related to his upbringing and lack of humanity. Similar to his 
mother Narasen, it is humanity that is forced onto Simmu, since amongst 
humans he retains his male form, and changing into a female becomes 
less frequent, painful, and eventually impossible. In order to transform, 
he “caught up . . . with himself,”49 while later, the change is described 

42 Ibid., p. 66.
43 M. Haut, The Hidden Library . . ., op. cit., p. 48.
44 T. Lee, Death’s Master, op. cit., p. 68.
45 Ibid., p. 116.
46 M. Haut, The Hidden Library . . ., op. cit., p. 48.
47 M.I. Wali, Shakespeare’s Syzygy of Meaning, Pittsburgh 2011.
48 E. Neumann, The Fear of the Feminine and Other Essays on Feminine Psychology, 

Princeton 1994, p. 43.
49 T. Lee, Death’s Master, op. cit., p. 115.
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as “terrible, this transformation”.50 Changing into a female is also unaccep-
table in a “normal” world, as it is a feature that demons have and use. 
Simmu’s conflict between being human and non-human is resolved in his 
death. After being forced to lead a human life as a man, surrounded by 
riches and confined in a palace with a wife, Simmu loses his self that is 
associated with magic, night, nature and the supernatural. Again, we per-
ceive a tragedy resulting from the conflict of identities. 

NATURE VS. NURTURE

A strong relation based on the connection of identity and nature may be 
observed with non-human characters. Most of all, it is the Eshva who share 
a resemblance to wild animals rather than humans. Being described as of 
demonkind, they do not speak, use only gestures and are naturally curious, 
though their attention span is very short. Their “wordless language which 
seemed written on the air in somber lights” indicates diversion from hu-
manity – although they understand the human language, they never speak 
it.51 Their acts are random and often playful, and they seek “a fitting toy 
for the Eshva to play with”.52 Playfulness and curiosity are the major defin-
ing characteristics for these creatures, and their emotions are short-lived: 
“it was not the sort of love that lasts, the Eshva being the Eshva.”53 We 
mention the Eshva as in the novel they serve as a random natural force 
when they take up interest in Simmu and raise him. This “upbringing” is, 
however, not conscious; they rather keep the child company and do not 
consciously teach him anything. There is a constant danger of the child be-
ing left alone, since “they would have tired no doubt, the demon women, 
of their charge, or they would have forgotten it.”54 Their identity seems 
more collective than individual – all of them are described as beautiful, 
with dark hair and pale skin, and their only distinction is based on gen-
der. Their collective name, the Eshva, represents all of them, since they are 
never named as singular beings.

50 Ibid., p. 405.
51 Ibid., p. 64.
52 Ibid.
53 Ibid., p. 65.
54 Ibid.
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While the Eshva, with their curiosity and proximity to nature, resemble 
wild animals rather than humans, they are defined by the lack of inten-
tion or self-consciousness. They are motivated only by their curiosity and 
interest in the bizarre. However, we would like to address the character of 
the Demon Lord Azhrarn, who like the Eshva, serves as a natural force, yet 
has motives and goals. Haut associates his character with nature itself, and 
highlights references to natural cycles, such as his rebirth – spring, or his 
death – winter. “His response to natural beauty is often a turning point in 
the narrative,” as seen when he saves Simmu’s life because of his attrac-
tive physical appearance.55 The strong relationship with nature is stressed 
in the demon’s transformations, during which he often takes the form of 
wild animals, such as an eagle or a panther.

Azhrarn’s identity is conflicted. On the one hand, he is a stereotypical 
evil demon in that his wickedness is for his own amusement, as well as be-
ing capricious, cruel and vengeful. On the other hand, he is interested in 
anything bizarre, beautiful or weird with no necessarily cruel motive. “He 
is always contradictory” and no one can anticipate his mood and actions.56 
Since his nature is “ambivalent and unpredictable”, he resembles destruc-
tive natural forces.57 His goal is always to avoid boredom, and therefore 
“he seeks constant engagement” whether as an act of kindness or mal-
ice.58 He deflects himself from human nature, his only motive being his 
own amusement. 

Following the pattern of the previously mentioned characters Naras-
en and Simmu, we may also talk about gender in Azhrarn’s case. Although 
he can change shape and become an animal, he can also change his gen-
der and take on a female form. However, while in Summu’s case we per-
ceive androgyny and gender fluidity, Azhrarn’s maleness is much more 
pronounced. He lacks feminine attributes and even in his female form, 
he evokes fear and terror. His identity remains unchanged even when he 
takes on another shape. While Simmu uses his ability to choose gender in 
order to seduce the opposite sex, Azhrarn is clearly bisexual and has lovers 
that are both male and female.

55 M. Haut, The Hidden Library . . ., op. cit., p. 42.
56 Ibid., p. 43.
57 Ibid., p. 41.
58 Ibid., p. 43.
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A strong motif of secrecy is related to the demon, and the author 
“shrouds Azhrarn in a certain aura of mystery.”59 What seeps through the 
veil of enigma is an inhuman creature fascinated by humanity, lacking hu-
man motives: 

The motives of the demons were both complex and simple. What intrigued 
them, they permitted liberties and rapture. What was fruitless or insolent or 
unwary, they eradicated.60

Azhrarn therefore serves as an external force rather than a character; 
he views humans as his amusement and his actions serve only one goal, 
that is to keep himself entertained. 

DEATH AND IDENTITY

The figure of death personified often appears in mythic stories, fantasy 
novels or fairy tales. It has been depicted in paintings, literature or other 
forms of art in many cultures and religions, whether as a skeleton with 
a scythe or an angel. As a main character in works of fiction, such as Terry 
Pratchett’s Mort, Mark Zusak’s The Book Thief or José Saramago’s Death 
with Interruptions, death is perceived as having a certain character, being 
male, female, or androgynous, physical or non-corporeal, and with fea-
tures and an identity attributed to it by the given author. The personifica-
tion of death appears in fairy tales such as Godfather Death; mythology, 
represented by a god of death, e.g. Hades; or modern fictional fairy tales, 
such as Rowling’s Tales of Beedle the Bard:

Different cultural contexts, different group-specific views, as well as different 
individual attitudes create different images of death.61

Let us address then the identity of death in Lee’s universe and build it 
from references to his gender, physical appearance, actions, motivations 
and goals. The author follows the patterns of personifying death, giving 

59 Ibid., p. 44.
60 T. Lee, Death’s Master, op. cit., p. 436.
61 K.S. Guthke, The Gender of Death: A Cultural History in Art and Literature, Cam-

bridge 1999, p. 5.
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it human characteristics and making it appear as a person, “rather than 
remaining shapeless and chaotically threatening”.62 In Lee’s universe, death 
initially appears as male. He is black, “satin black like panther skin, or pol-
ished like a burnished black gem. And from the very blackness he seemed 
carved, to the shape of a tall and slender man. But his hair was long and 
white as ivory.”63 The contrast of black and white is complemented with 
references to his physical beauty: “His face was rare, inexplicable and 
desolate.”64 We can also observe that death is named as Lord Uhlume, mak-
ing him one of the five lords of darkness rather than an abstract character. 

Concerning the nature of death, Uhlume fits rather the Romantic Age 
as “the last best friend” rather than the notion of death in the Renais-
sance as the “devil incarnate”.65 This may be because of the opposition of 
Azhrarn as the lord of demons and Uhlume as death. This opposition is not 
only physical – Azhrarn is depicted as pale, with black hair, wearing black 
clothing, while Uhlume is dark, with white hair and white clothes. While 
Azhrarn is often referred to as wicked and cruel, Uhlume lacks a streak of 
malice and although he claims: “I am not necessarily compassionate”66, 
he “is always polite and without human cruelty”67 and “courteous and 
impassive”.68 The lack of cruelty on death’s side is often evident in the nov-
el: “‘Cruelty,’ said Death implacably, ‘is your food, not mine. Even now, not 
mine.’”69

In opposition to Azhrarn, who constantly seeks amusement and es-
cape from boredom, death has a sense of purpose. This purpose can be 
perceived as “being death”, that is, being himself, which turns out to be ex-
hausting: “In his dealings with mankind, Death can seem like a beleaguered 
adult amongst a swarm of demanding children.”70 The concept of death 
exhausting itself is not new – the need to pass the identity of death for 
someone else to “become death” has appeared in popular fiction, such as 
Pratchett’s Mort, or in the television series Dead Like Me. Uhlume “seems 

62 Ibid., p. 10.
63 T. Lee, Death’s Master, op. cit., p. 25.
64 Ibid.
65 K.S. Guthke, The Gender of Death . . ., op. cit.
66 T. Lee, Death’s Master, op. cit., p. 26.
67 M. Haut, The Hidden Library . . ., op. cit., p. 52.
68 Ibid., p. 51.
69 T. Lee, Death’s Master, op. cit., p. 416.
70 M. Haut, The Hidden Library . . ., op. cit., p. 52.
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to want to perceive himself through human understanding”71 and since at-
tributing human characteristics to himself, it is unavoidable for him to grow 
tired: “He alters gradually – remaining gentle and impartial, but increas-
ingly exhausted and despondent.”72 His weariness is “mortal” and “the fa-
tigue of a thousand centuries had caught him up. Why not?”73 The conflict 
between the inhuman and human aspect of Uhlume is not judged. When 
the author rhetorically asks “why not”, she indicates that even death has 
a right to peace.

In the end, Uhlume refuses to return to his kingdom of the dead. 
The conflict between who he is and who he wants to be is resolved 
when the dead Queen Narasen “grows more death-like than Death in his 
usurped kingdom.”74 Uhlume does not give up his identity as death, merely 
ignores it while he rests amongst humans and “Queen Death” takes care of 
his responsibilities. The part of Uhlume’s identity that is death is repressed 
as he clings to humanity, while Narasen sheds her humanity and become 
more like death. However, until the end of the novel, Uhlume does not 
cease being death, but rather lends his function to another.

Death in Lee’s world is therefore tied to characters with a name, per-
sonality and specific characteristics. Uhlume serves as a kind, but neces-
sary death, a representation of the romantic “unavoidable end” without 
an intention for mischief or malice. The conflict that arises is because of 
the “tiresome job”; we can see him growing weary and exhausted, no 
longer accepting his identity as death and yearning for rest. “Being death” 
is passed to “Queen Death”, namely Narasen, who fulfils the function of 
death, though we perceive no certainty and no final assurance that it will 
remain so.

CONCLUSION

Identity serves as one of the main themes of Tanith Lee’s Death’s Master. It 
may be observed on many levels and relates to one’s social standing, gen-
der, sexuality or nature. In the novel it is often conflicting, a choice between 

71 Ibid., p. 51.
72 Ibid., p. 52.
73 T. Lee, Death’s Master, op. cit., p. 453.
74 M. Haut, The Hidden Library . . ., op. cit., p. 52.
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two possibilities. We can also perceive identities forced upon characters, 
as well as the resulting tragedy, such as the death of a character.

In case of Queen Narasen, the ruler’s identity is in contrast to typi-
cal queens and often is she compared to a man, who is forced to take on 
motherhood. There is a strong motif of masculinity, which is a defining 
trait for Narasen, seen in hunting and her preference for women, indicat-
ing a resemblance to a king rather than a queen. The conflict between her 
identities arises from forced motherhood, which the queen undergoes un-
willingly and considers a necessary evil. The motherly instinct is not pre-
sent; the queen perceives pregnancy with obvious disgust and her hate 
manifests in thoughts of killing her child. The conflict of identities between 
mother and queen, parent and ruler makes Narasen an intriguing charac-
ter who is punished with death for refusing to be a mother. However, after 
dying, she achieves being a queen in the land of death. The strength with 
which Narasen clings to her identity as a queen beyond death is admirable, 
and we can say that even forced motherhood did not destroy it.

Gender fluidity is associated with identity in Simmu’s case, who strug-
gles between the human and the non-human. Here, the humanity is relat-
ed to maleness, the ordinary, the normal. Simmu appears as male during 
the day; daylight indicates the true nature of things. The night symbolised 
the strange and unaccepted, in this case, the change into a female. This 
change is handled as secret, and allusions are made to the relation of the 
feminine with the night. Simmu’s tragedy lies in humanity being forced 
upon him, when he is expected to stay and live like a mortal man. After 
losing the ability to undergo transformation, he loses a part of his self and 
ends his life tragically.

In non-human characters we perceive collective identity, demonstrat-
ed by the lack of individual differentiations. The fictional Eshva serve as an 
example of creatures that stand between humans and animals. Although 
they have a strong relationship with nature, being able to communicate 
with animals and plants, they lack human traits, such as speech or motives. 
They do not appear as individuals and they are never named individually. 
While the Eshva are collective beings, Azhrarn, as a character, is closely re-
lated to nature as well. He differs from the former by possessing motives, 
and his identity is contradictory. On the one hand, he serves as a portrayal 
of traditional demons, such as in the Bible, whose wickedness and desire 
to cause mischief harm humanity. On the other hand, his weakness for the 
interesting and the beautiful make him less threatening. The author often 
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employs an aura of mysticism around the character, cloaking his intentions, 
motives, and thoughts. His identity remains unclear and unresolved. Al-
though it is decidedly non-human, it is attracted to human aspects of life.

With the character of death we perceive the author’s choice to employ 
a personification of death, that is, a character representing an abstract no-
tion as a physical being. As many other authors, Lee makes death a person 
with certain attributes, which give death an identity and a sense of self. 
These attributes manifest as personality traits, such as kindness, patience 
and loneliness. Uhlume fits the romantic perception of death rather than 
the portrayal of cruelty promoted during the Middle Ages. Death as an 
identity is, however, transferable and is not necessarily tied to a charac-
ter. Thus, after passing his duties to Narasen, it is only the function that 
is transferred, with both characters being referred to as “death”. It seems 
that the identity of death as a concept exceeds ties to one character and in 
order to be maintained, can be attributed to another.

The presented case study as a literary analysis of the selected novel 
shows that identity is a strong and an ever-present theme in Lee’s Death’s 
Master. We have pointed out the identity conflict as a struggle between 
the individual and society, the male and the female and the human and 
the non-human. Although this analysis focuses on one novel only, future 
research could be encouraged to relate the above-analysed concepts to 
Lee’s work in general, thus providing a complex and an in-depth image of 
identity as a theme in the author’s novels. It would be also fitting to point 
out Lee’s place among the British fantasy authors, an aim that calls for 
a thorough and broad evaluation and comparison from the point of view 
of objective literary criticism. 
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THE DECAY OF AMERICAN CULTURE? 
PITIRIM SOROKIN’S VIEW ON THE RELEVANCE 

OF THE SEX REVOLUTION
Abstract

The undeniable shift in American culture over last decades, regarding the val-
ues and self-identity of its citizens, has been a subject of extensive inquiries. 
While there have been studies of many problematic developments, such as the 
erosion of social capital or the rise of narcissism, not much attention has been 
dedicated to the meta-perspective of the ongoing transformation and self-de-
structive mechanisms of modern social and cultural agendas. Pitirim Sorokin has 
pointed out the importance of a dominant attitude towards sex, which virtually 
predestines the future of a given society. Conservative in its outlook, his view is 
worth taking into consideration, especially due to its references to the historical 
data of past civilizations. This perspective is especially relevant for the modern 
cultural and scientific paradigm, which regards contestation of sexual expansion 
as unjustified and even illegitimate. Sorokin’s perspective on “sexual anarchy” 
might prove to be a valid one in regard to Western civilization.

Key words: Pitirim Sorokin, sexual revolution, sexual anarchy, cultural decadence

In his bestselling book The Fifth Discipline, Peter Senge discusses the com-
mon tendency of the human brain to stay oblivious to incremental, super-
imposing changes, registering only those which are very visible and sud-
den.2 Many serious changes undergo a silent, unnoticeable phase for most 
minds, before they reach a point of abrupt explosion that becomes ob-
vious to all perceptions. Yet a few are able to detect the looming shape 
of the new land at its dawn and foresee the direction, and maybe the 

1 PhD; Jesuit University Ignatianum in Kraków; andrzej.sarnacki@ignatianum.edu.pl.
2 P. Senge, The Fifth Discipline, New York 1994, p. 112.
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consequences of such change. To those observant and intuitive minds be-
longs that of Pitirim Sorokin, who in 1956 published a book entitled The 
American Sex Revolution, in which he predicted the vast cultural change 
that was going to mark the 1960s and influence all aspects of life in the 
following decades. The perspective of Sorokin is worth consideration, be-
cause it represents not just old-school moralising, but a scrutiny over a se-
rious social and cultural change before the epoch of the expansion of ideo-
logical arguments. This narrative is relatively sparce in its argumentation, 
and could be better understood only against the sequel to sensate and 
ideational culture, as presented in Sorokin’s magnum opus, namely Social 
and Cultural Dynamics, published a year later.3 

This article is not a presentation of Sorokin’s concept in full, but lim-
ited to his view on the meaning of a change in perception of the place of 
sexuality in a society. His views will be presented in the context of other 
shifts in American culture, already described as weakening social capital, 
the rise of narcissism, secularization and cultural Marxism. These will be 
presented only in a brief manner. Sorokin’s view on the sexual revolution 
has already been presented in detail by Russell Nieli.4 Moreover, an evalu-
ation of his work, as well as a broader presentation of Sorokin’s concept of 
sensate and ideational culture have been published in two other articles 
I have written.5 The contribution this article aims to make, however, is to 
present an analysis of Sorokin’s work, and to confirm, from a 60-year per-
spective, his intuition of the value of sexuality in our civilization. The nega-
tive aspects of this development seem to be overlooked in the scientific 
world, as well as in general literature or media, although the civilization in 
question has been showing signs of decadence.

3 P. Sorokin, Social and Cultural Dynamics, Boston 1957.
4 R. Nieli, “Critic of the Sensate Culture: Rediscovering the Genius of Pitirim So-

rokin”, Political Science Reviewer, vol. 35, no.1 (2006), pp. 264–379, https://isistatic.org/
journal-archive/pr/35_01/nieli.pdf.

5 A. Sarnacki, Aktualność Piotra Skargi – o niebezpiecznych aspektach społeczno-kul-
turowych, w: M. Chrost, I. Nowakowska-Kempna, Rzecz o dziele Piotra Skargi SJ, Kraków 
2012, pp. 245–256; and A. Sarnacki, „Peryferyjność monastycyzmu? Kameduli i cyklicz-
ność kultur Pitirima Sorokina”, Anthropos?, nr 25 (2016), pp. 30–43, http://www.anthro-
pos.us.edu.pl/texty/sarnacki.htm.
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CRITICAL ASSESSMENTS OF THE 20TH CENTURY SHIFT

Sorokin’s observation is also interesting from the perspective of contem-
porary prevalent narratives, with their axioms and dogmas that do not rec-
ognise any other evidence than those commonly accepted in the scientific 
community and Western culture. The very absence of Sorokin’s thought in 
modern discussion is caused by his unorthodox, and seemingly old-fash-
ioned precepts, which would oppose the mainstream school of thought. 
Nevertheless, his critique of the shift in American traditional values and his 
appeal against the self-destructive forces of modernised culture, are wor-
thy of cognizance, due to their original angle, which is empowered by the 
metahistorical context of Sorokin’s analysis. Almost 60 years later, a care-
ful reader of this investigation will be left wondering whether a prophet or 
an eccentric drifter of the scientific world drew these conclusions.

To begin with, there is no doubt that, during recent decades, American 
culture has been undergoing a momentous change. Formerly associated 
with a dream of endless opportunities, society has been showing signs of 
decadence. Pure faith in economic success and social promotion through 
hard work, honesty and responsibility, has become weakened through too 
many examples of corruption, political cynicism, or contrary standpoints. 
Before turning to Sorokin’s analysis for the causes of the crisis, it is worth 
mentioning other works that address the issue of problematic changes in 
the USA. This is not an extensive and systematic list of authors, but rather 
a few examples that illustrate a widespread sense of a cultural shift.

In his book published in 2000, Bowling Alone, the renowned American 
sociologist Robert Putnam observes the decline of social capital, which is 
based on trust and reciprocity. The strength of social capital depends on 
the magnitude of mutual trust within a particular society, something that 
makes people feel bonded, empowered, and happy. The observation of its 
erosion first relates to the fact that many organisations, such as clubs, po-
litical groups or neighbourhood networks are no longer being continuously 
revitalised by new members. For decades, the characteristic of American 
social strength and ability of mobilization was referred to as an exuber-
ance of social activities, among them churches, garden clubs and bowling 
leagues.6 Although the number of people bowling has increased over the 

6 R.D. Putnam, Bowling Alone. The Collapse and Revival of American Community, 
New York 2000, p. 16.
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last 20 years, the number of leagues has declined. People bowl alone and 
their individual leisure time is supported by the development of technol-
ogy. Although the growth of social media networks draws in millions of 
people, its superficiality is causing more isolation. 

As the sense of strong bonds at the community, organisation and insti-
tution level is the crucial quality of a dynamic society, which in return em-
powers it, society is able to manage the problems that need to be solved, 
be they those related to poverty, marginalization, health care or security. 
An active participation in different organisations teaches its members the 
value of community, responsibility and leadership. It gives them a sense 
of a shared identity and teaches the value of reciprocity. It is reflected in 
participation in political elections, an ability to cooperate, and the exten-
sion of social networks. Social capital in its bridging and bonding aspects, 
promotes civic virtues, good organisation that starts at the local level, en-
gagement that eradicates the pestilence of incapacitation, brings a sense 
of community, and empowers the struggle against conformism. Even the 
job-hunting process depends to a great extent on one’s people-network.

Putnam detects a critical shift that has been in progress for the last five 
decades. In the 1960s “America . . . was white, straight, Christian, comfort-
able, and (in the public square, at least), male.”7 At the turn of 20th century, 
it became clear to every American that this golden age of vibrant com-
munities had dissolved into civic malaise and poor economic prospects. 
Those who claimed that the average American has become less trustwor-
thy and less civic-minded, outnumbered those who claimed the opposite 
(80% to 12%).8 A similar opinion surrounds the decline of moral values, the 
widening of social polarization, the decay and erosion of civic participation 
and the growth of social disengagement, when people have become dis-
connected from family, friends, neighbours and institutions. 

Society is a vast and polymorphous organism, difficult to define and 
determine its course, which depends on many variables. Of course every 
society and culture changes during the course of time, as does the type 
of civic engagement, along with the growing trend of mobility and multi-
membership. Putnam carefully examines different aspects of social life, 
taking into account political and civic participation, religious engagement, 
connections in the workplace, informal modes of networking, involvement 

7 Ibid., p. 17.
8 Ibid., p. 25.
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in volunteering organisations and philanthropy events, as well as the gen-
eral attitude of reciprocity, honesty and trust, only to notice that all sec-
tors of American traditional engagement have suffered from decay and 
erosion.

For the first two-thirds of the twentieth century a powerful tide bore Ameri-
cans into ever deeper engagement in the life of their communities but a few 
decades ago – silently, without warning – that tide reversed and we were 
overtaken by a treacherous rip current. Without at first noticing, we have 
been pulled apart from one another and from our communities over the last 
third of the century.9

The reasons for these afflictive changes Putnam describes are born out 
of many complex factors. The first one is the breakdown of the traditional 
family unit and loosening of family bonds, reflected in the rising rates of 
divorce, single-parent families or single widows. Marriage and having chil-
dren usually translates into time spent in community organisations, mainly 
church and youth related. The erosion of social capital, which results in 
a general decline of social connectedness and trust, has also had an impact 
on the further advancement of interracial separation. Global economic 
transformation, epitomised by the removal of small shops and business by 
big corporations and chain-stores, also add to the general social discon-
nection. Putnam also lists factors like pressures of time and money, sub-
urbanization and electronic entertainment including television, which are 
partially responsible for the process. In his final remark Putnam underlines 
the most important cause in generational change, namely the shift in gen-
erational succession, due to a declining demographic.10

Approaching this change from a psychological perspective, Jean 
Twenge and Keith Campbell point to the growing and over-present phe-
nomena of narcissism in American culture.11 The proliferation of an open 
pursuit of personal fame and glamour could be understood as psycho-
cultural affliction that invades the mentality of parents and children alike. 
Children treated as princes, kings, members of royalty, stars, geniuses, 
the best, become inclined to indulgences and immediate reward. At the 

9 Ibid., p. 27.
10 Ibid., pp. 277–284.
11 J.M. Campbell, W.K. Twenge, The Narcissism Epidemic: Living in the Age of Entitle-

ment, New York 2009.



ANDRZEJ SARNACKI, S.J.110

same time, there are role reversals and a loss of parental authority, when 
children became partners, and the argument of “because I said so” has 
become unthinkable. Then overprotecting mothers and “helicopter par-
enting” have became the model in the over-psychologised upbringing of 
children, which often leaves the parents confused and acting irresponsibly. 
Children are rewarded for everything, and in the contrary to the common 
sense and adult world of market competition, they are daily reassured that 
coming in last place is as good as coming in first. Self-centred people do 
not gain just a confidence and high self-esteem, but become divorced from 
reality by overconfidence, egotism and a conviction of due entitlement. 
A “winning-attitude” does not set boundaries of respect or discipline, but 
encourages a futile quest for fame, and possibly a big circle of “friends” in 
social media. Social networking is the perfect space for narcissistic people 
broadcasting themselves and living their second life in a virtual world of 
self-creation.12 

As the most superficial part of American culture, narcissistic values are conve-
niently carried around the world in pop music, movies, television, and, increas-
ingly, in the Internet. The media sources smoothly glamorize the narcissistic 
ethos, showing its shiny surface of prosperity and self-glorification without the 
down sides of alienation and social breakdown. . . . Narcissism is the fast food 
of the soul. It tastes great in the short term, has negative, even dire, conse-
quences in the long run, and yet continues to have widespread appeal.13

Culture has become colonised by phantasmagorias of egoistic indi-
viduals obsessed with self-admiration, exhibitionism, an eternal youth fix-
ation, and a drive to be special, unique and amazing. Such attitudes are 
expressed in slogans of “believing in yourself”, “finding your own voice”, 
“feeling good about yourself”, having “a positive self-image”, etc. Initial-
ly well-intended against a “not good enough” upbringing, as the need of 
a healthy self-esteem and acknowledgment of fundamental equality, they 
have become a radical departure from the past, replacing the culture of 
modesty and service to others. The growing concern regarding physical ap-
pearance and having a “hot look” have resulted in the popularity of plastic 
surgery and modelling contests. Modern individuals seek attention at any 

12 Ibid., p. 109.
13 Ibid., p. 259.
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price, paying homage to a semi-religious worship of celebrities surrounded 
by a crowd of paparazzi, propagated by enormous business of celebrity 
gossip magazines and TV programs. It is also a religion of Santa Claus, a fig-
ure who is better than God: whereas God demands an effort to be good 
and distinguishes between sinful and meritorious deeds, Santa takes all 
people as good and worthy of receiving a gift. Even religious organisations 
mirror this trend, by the growth of “prosperity Gospel” churches, focused 
on self-admiration and God unconditionally inclining to one’s wishes.

The authors see direct impact on such attitudes in the social processes 
of the 1960s, when individual rights and liberties gained a historical mo-
mentum, while self-improvement became a self-admiration. The drive of 
the pleasure principle is a destructive behaviour that has short-term ben-
efits and long-term costs. In American culture the immunity to narcissism 
has weakened, with a growing encouragement to focus on own needs, 
personal success, and a tolerance of arrogance.14 As a result they observe 
the proliferation and upsurge of materialism, a painful unacceptance 
in the case of low-standard economic conditions, an obsessive focus on 
ones needs, all of which at the end makes people less happy and more 
depressed. At the same time, there has been a drastic increase of hostil-
ity and violence against both peers and “the other”. Cases of ridiculing, 
aggressive language, cyber-bullying and assault have been on rise, both at 
schools and at workplaces. The pressure of becoming famous, discovered 
and rich has made an impact on millions of minds. Artificial relationships 
and emotional emptiness, a sense of entitlement and inability to sacrifice 
or do something without calculation, have caused a drop in community 
services and voluntary activities.15

The narcissism epidemic has already had serious consequences. First, there 
has been a giant transfer of time, attention, and resources from reality to 
fantasy. Rather than pursuing the American dream, people are simply dream-
ing. Our wealth is phony, driven by credit and loose lending; this part of the 
narcissistic dream has already been dashed. Second, narcissism has corroded 
interpersonal relationships. There has been a switch from deep to shallow re-
lationships, a destruction of social trust, and an increase of entitlement and 
selfishness.16

14 Ibid., pp. 37, 53–60, 128.
15 Ibid., p. 176.
16 Ibid., p. 276.
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These books and many other share a similar concern regarding a sub-
stantial change in American culture. There is no shortage of apocalyptic 
prophesying that see the dissolution of traditional, hitherto indisputable 
values, as the beginning of the end, as self-destructive mechanisms of 
entrapped culture. A perfect example could be James Burnham who al-
ready claimed in 1964 that liberalism would eventually lead Western soci-
ety to suicide.17 Under the baton of a liberal economy, within the frame-
work of globalization, the traditional perception of hard work, as a certain 
way of climbing the social ladder and children securing a better future 
than their parents, has been fading. The transfer of labour oversees has 
changed the domestic labour market, shifting the labour force towards 
services, at the same time diminishing their chances to achieve a standard 
of living higher than the previous generation. The access of women to the 
labour market and their growing significance as part of the labour force 
adds another aspect to changes in traditionally understood roles. 

Although America has withstood the forces of secularization, the diver-
sification of mostly Christian churches has converged to the economic dy-
namic, giving birth to a phenomenon of a “religious market”. The competi-
tion between denominations is regarded as a source of spiritual vitality, 
when at the same time “religious products” have become more and more 
alike. This economic analogy has led to a thesis of a religious development 
specific to the late stage of capitalism.18 In its zenith, the socialist school of 
thought has become relevant as never before in American history.

There is a growing awareness of a political flavour and the influence 
of cultural Marxism that tends to dominate cultures of values and ideas. 
In its quest it promotes new assumptions claiming that people should be 
loyal not to their countries or religions, but to the concept of internation-
al brotherhood. Antonio Gramsci in Prison Notebooks talks about a long 
march through institutions (arts, cinema, media, educational system, pa-
pers, etc.), in order to change the way of thinking about patriotism, na-
tion, religion, values, mentality, which is to change the culture from the 
inside. The task is to remove the barriers of Christendom and Holy Scrip-
ture, especially with regards to religious communities, which hold them as 

17 J. Burnham, Suicide of the West: an Essay on the Meaning and Destiny of Liberal-
ism, New York 1964.

18 L.R. Iannaccone, “The Consequences of Religious Market Structure”, Rationality 
and Society, 3/2 (1991), pp. 156–177.
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a source of support and a reference of their identity. Consequently, it is 
meant to dismantle the family unit, in order that people look for support 
somewhere else. The concept of the alienation of old values and the crea-
tion of new ones is to be found in works of Georg Lukács, with the recur-
ring idea of a drive towards collectivism, where everybody conforms to 
a collective logic, even if it includes the use of coercion.19

These ideas have been realised by critical theory, which is understood 
as systematic questioning of everything traditional and the deconstruction 
of old convictions as relative, oppressive, or patriarchal. This went against 
traditional morality that praised the self-restraint, hard work and puritan 
mentality, as values of the middle class. Through endless repetition, all his-
tory became understood as a time of sexual repression and oppression. In 
the era of the baby-boomers, change meant also a commercialization and 
commodification of sexuality, which became a byproduct of the blending 
of sexuality and the liberal market. Sexual education, free love, the irrel-
evance of religion, the outdatedness of monogamy and family as middle-
class, and the pervasiveness of permissiveness, became an important part 
of the de-Christianization of the West.

SOROKIN’S VIEW ON THE SYMPTOMS  
AND GRAVITY OF CURRENT CULTURAL CHANGE

Sorokin’s unique standpoint consists in drawing attention to the signifi-
cance of the sexual revolution in the 1960s, as the substantial aspect of 
cultural and social change. Unlike the majority of later academics and com-
mentators, who acknowledge and glorify the central role of sex in social 
emancipation, Sorokin in his critical analysis claims that the new sexual 
paradigm endangers the very substance of society and is the sign of its 
decadence.20 His analysis of social changes in all known historical civiliza-
tions brings him to conviction of the importance of the sexual factor in 
the fate of a society. The perspective of his analysis does not refer to hu-
man rights or the idea of inevitable progress, as to the historical evidence 

19 G. Lukács, The Theory of the Novel, Cambridge, Massachusetts 1971 or History 
and Class Consciousness. Studies in Marxist Dialectics, Cambridge, MA 1971.

20 P. Sorokin, The American Sex Revolution, Boston 1956, pp. 16–17.
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of constructive and destructive forces in known civilizations. The common 
pattern of events suggests that social and political anarchy has been al-
ways paired with sexual anarchy. This regularity is not that new, as it might 
be thought. The morals of a society decline when its ethical imperatives 
and codes become regarded as irrelevant and relative, and changeable at 
will for any particular interest or desire. Within this framework the values 
of womanhood and manhood, the concepts of motherhood, fatherhood, 
marriage and family become a kind of ornamentations, regarded as igno-
ble and obsolete.21 The same applies to the concept of honour, religion or 
politics. 

According to Sorokin, all historical disturbances and riots are the con-
sequence of sexual anarchy. 

. . . evidence from almost every important revolution and social disturbance 
from the oldest Egyptian upheaval c. 2500 B.C. to the present time show the 
close connection between sexual and sociopolitical revolutions.22 

This is due to the revolutionary deconstruction of an existing system of 
values, institutions and order. The upper classes usually have their leading 
role in moral disintegration preceding events. These signs of decadence are 
known from all down-hill periods of Assyrian, Babylonian, Chalcedonian, 
Chinese, Cretan, Egyptian, Etruscan, Hellenistic, Roman or Russian history. 
The same pattern could be found in European history, such as in the Dutch 
Revolt of 1663 with its brutality and outburst of sexual activity, in the pe-
riod of Italian Renaissance’s sexualization, or in the French Revolution pro-
claiming divorce laws, lowering the age of marriage to 13 for girls and 15 
for boys, with the consequences of the skyrocketing of babies born out 
of wedlock and abandoned, the rise of the number of prostitutes, orgies, 
debauchery and an acceptance of scandalous behaviour among children.23 
Similar manifestations may be found in France, Austria and Germany dur-
ing the disturbances in the 19th century.

A rise of the significance of sexuality always has led to an increase in di-
vorce, premarital and extramarital sex being regarded as normal, marriage 
being viewed as a “social burden”, to the rule of sensualism, licentiousness, 

21 Ibid., p. 89.
22 Ibid., p. 102.
23 Ibid., pp. 100–101.
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depravity, hedonism, sadism, as well as to decreasing birth rates, thus de-
population. It brings demoralization and a rapid change in one’s life-style 
that becomes hedonistic. There will be trends towards the emancipation 
and masculinization of women, the effemination of men, a dissolving of the 
sacredness and inviolability of marriage together with growing irreligiosity, 
vulgar sensualist ethics, prostitution, and a growing social sense of enti-
tlement and passive expectation that the state will provide. When house-
wives become liberated, their preoccupation will be love affairs. Even the 
change of clothes from discreet to revealing, from modest to immodest 
will become common.24 The change in sexual behaviour has a significant 
impact on the arousal of sexual appetite, on one’s philosophical and moral 
outlook, as well as on one’s aesthetic, social, scientific or religious beliefs.25 

That proliferation of sexualization goes in parallel with the shift of oth-
er norms and attitudes characteristic to secularization. What was once re-
garded as demoralising now stands for progress and freedom. In the arts, 
the main focus is transferred from standard, normal daily activities, to the 
subnormal, abnormal, pathological, as well as emotionally and mentally 
deranged phenomena. Love, once pure and noble, has become portrayed 
as perverse, vulgar, exotic or brutal. Writers or film directors have been 
paying tribute to sex in its ever more vivid expressions, mingled with psy-
choanalytical interpretations. In addition, the arts have become shifted 
from the religious and ascetic to the erotic and obscene. Song lyrics have 
become erotically charged to an enormous degree, and are played in night 
clubs intoxicated by an alcoholic-saturated atmosphere.26

All spheres, including social science, are invaded by sexuality. There 
is observable sex-mindedness in psychology, sociology, anthropology and 
other disciplines, which Sorokin disregard as producing 

swaddling and toilet-training philosophies of history, according to which the 
manner of tending infants is the decisive factor which determines the culture, 
institutions and destiny of peoples and nations.27 

24 Ibid., p. 95.
25 Ibid., p. 15.
26 Ibid., pp. 21–37.
27 Ibid., p. 40.
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The Freudian pleasure principle and sex drive embodied by groups 
of psychoanalysts and psychiatrists have replaced the old faith in good 
and bad spirits affecting every human being. Sorokin also anticipates the 
plan of early sexual education for children, and the growth of hedonistic, 
warmly approved ethics in many religious denominations. This produces 
a religious schizophrenia, blurring previously accepted boundaries. The 
shallowness of new constructs is adopted and carried on by “sophisticat-
ed barbarians”, and “the open-minded and empty-minded midgets of the 
professions”.28 Sorokin disregards the opinion purportedly that a sexually 
free society is healthier and happier than one which is restrictive, as unsci-
entific.29 He sees no evidence that the lifting of the posit that suppression 
of libido relieves negative tension, thus providing healthier and mentally 
more stable society. On the contrary, the statistics confirm a proliferation 
of neuroses and psychoses, as well as an impairment of cognitive, intel-
lectual processes. The excessive pursuit of sexual pleasure causes an in-
ner chaos and moral deterioration, and pushes one towards a violation of 
moral imperatives. 

Sorokin sees a sex-obsessed society as sex-diseased, which diminishes 
its ability to make sacrifices and to deal with problems, such as defence 
and survival. Its lot can be compared to the history of many royal, aristo-
cratic families, whose loss of leadership and biological extinction was due 
to debauchery followed by sterility.30 This moral shift radically diminishes 
the creative capacity of a society and its vitality. Its spread is already a sign 
of the illness of its condition, as a revolution can “conquer only govern-
ments and groups already debilitated and demoralized through their own 
deeds.”31 Contrary to widespread convictions, Sorokin claims that “civilized 
societies which have most strictly limited sexual freedom have developed 
the highest cultures.”32 When its moral codes lose their validity, a decline 
happens within three generations.

Christianity on the other hand, is anti-materialistic, anti-sensualistic 
and anti-erotic system of values, guarded by commandments, and curbing 

28 Ibid., p. 53.
29 Ibid., p. 65.
30 Ibid., p. 79.
31 Ibid., p. 104.
32 Ibid., p. 111.
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the prevailing sexual anarchy.33 Marriage brings an important self-fulfil-
ment for a person, which includes existential and civic maturity and re-
sponsibility. This is why in all societies the marital bond has a high status 
and the condition of the survival of all. Among many, it enables people to 
deal with differences of the other person that lowers one’s level of selfish-
ness. As such, Christianity in times of sexual anarchy becomes the target 
of all criticism. Sexual continence (word that does not exist in many dictio-
naries), chastity or faithfulness, become viewed as oddities or ossified sur-
vivals of a prehistoric age. They are often portrayed as morally reprehensi-
ble, unscientific, and stupid, hence ridiculed and stigmatised.34

THE CONSEQUENCES OF THE SEXUAL REVOLUTION

A revolution changes the power structure at the level of both government 
and citizens. The transformation of the 1960s and 1970s became a pivotal 
point of the new course of Western culture. The appearance of the con-
traceptive pill on the market has taken away social censorship. Unwanted 
pregnancy, together with the legalization of abortion, quickly found a wide 
interest. As Bailey puts it, “the birth control pill was central to the be-
havioral and cultural changes that make up what we still call the sexual 
revolution.”35 Premarital sex, divorce, abortion, contraception, early sexual 
initiation, the promotion of homosexuality, extra- and premarital sex, 
pared by declining birth rates have become examples of the sexualization 
of all spheres. As a part of general individualization, it has brought a differ-
ent image of family, increased the content of eroticism in movies, news-
papers, books, TV shows, song lyrics, commercials, and the popular press. 

Sorokin, in his critical and negative view on this upcoming change, 
objects to its focus on sex, on sexual obsession regarding every aspect of 
life, on the treatment of sexual misconduct as normal, acceptable, extol-
ling promiscuity, monogamous marriage as obsolete and culturally relative. 
Once Victorian society lost its social control of sexual life, it demoralised 

33 Ibid., p. 97.
34 Ibid., p. 44.
35 B. Bailey, “Prescribing the pill: politics, culture, and the sexual revolution in Amer-

ica’s heartland”, Journal of Social History, vol. 30, no. 4 (1997), p. 827.
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the ruling class and introduced to politics liars, double-crossers, and trans-
gressors, unable to be loyal to constitutions.

Still greater has been the deterioration of the family as a union of parents and 
children, with “fluid marriages” producing a super-abundance of the physical-
ly, morally, and mentally defective children, or no children at all.36

As already mentioned, Sorokin has no doubts that the development 
is a harmful one, firstly, in its creative élan. Sexual profligates lose their 
sensitivity, self-discipline, sense of purpose, or ability to sacrifice, to com-
mit themselves to social demands, and so become incapable of sustainable 
effort. Instead they extol irresponsible and hedonistic lifestyle that con-
tributes very little, if at all, to society. Sexual obsession diminishes creative 
potential of any given society and devitalises it, eventually also in its eco-
nomic realm. Regarding scientists, uncritical of this development, Sorokin 
has a harsh opinion: 

We live in an era of learned intellectual “contractors” who can build philo-
sophical motels but are incapable of constructing Parthenons or cathedrals.37 

They produce hardly any works of lasting significance.
From the perspective of half a century, one may admit that Sorokin 

was right in many aspects. In the meantime, sex and pornography became 
a business commodity, having an enormous impact on media, school edu-
cation, arts or language. Words like “faithfulness”, “chastity” and “sexual 
continence” have become regarded as suspicious, archaic, and irrelevant. 
Partnership and free love have replaced promiscuity, when certain expres-
sions have tamed sexual behaviour like “friends with benefits”, or sex with-
out obligations/commitment. The rejection of procreation and use of con-
traception have become planned and responsible parenthood. The only 
valid and recognised science is the one with positive attitude towards so-
cial and cultural sexual transformation. Sexual mores have become pared 
with positive images of anti-war and pro-peace movements, human rights, 
especially women’s rights, challenging an oppressive system. 

36 P. Sorokin, The American . . ., p. 132.
37 Ibid., p. 144.
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It is no surprise that 60 years later the attitude of Sorokin would be 
vastly questioned, and to a much smaller extent supported. As a repre-
sentative of the former we could mention Nancy L. Cohen and her book 
Delirium: How the Counterrevolution is Polarizing America.38 The sugges-
tive title declares upfront that the blame of the current social tension is on 
a Christian countermovement that contradicts the achievements of greater 
sexual freedom. The already classic narrative sees gay marriage, birth con-
trol or abortion as rights and the climax of human freedom. In a too-well-
known tone, she depicts their opponents as sex-obsessed defenders of ig-
norance and backwardness. 

On the opposite side of the minority that defends traditional values, 
one could pay attention to the work of German sociologist Gabriele Kuby. 
In her book The Global Sexual Revolution: Destruction of Freedom in the 
Name of Freedom, she holds a view similar to that of Sorokin.39 The sexual 
revolution has changed the metaphysical context of norms, introducing 
confusion and disorder. Moreover, it is not just a natural development but 
an imposition of powerful agencies that enforce law and social censure.

The important observation of Sorokin, worthy of further studies 
says that the sex factor is one of the most important causes of the so-
cial development or quiet decay.40 When taking too much space in the 
social and mental spheres, it becomes a destructive force to all other 
spheres, and the decline could be irreversible. Sorokin declares that most 
people and leaders of decaying societies were unaware of their cancerous 
sickness.41 When talking about the inevitability of consequences, he thinks 
that it is possible to change the course of events. However, when sexual 
debauchery becomes deeply ingrained in culture and institutions, it may 
be too late to stop the catastrophic drift: 

The problem is no longer whether or not mankind has been declining. The 
problem now is whether mankind will take the last final step in this suicidal 
course.42

38 N.L. Cohen, Delirium: how the Counterrevolution is Polarizing America, Berkeley 
2012.

39 G. Kuby, The Global Sexual Revolution: Destruction of Freedom in the Name of 
Freedom, Kettering 2015.

40 P. Sorokin, The American . . ., p. 120.
41 Ibid., p. 151. 
42 Ibid., p. 147.
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INTRODUCTION

Values, the fundamental elements of social morality, are important con-
stituents of a personality. They are “programmed early in our lives”2 and 
are irrational, “although we may subjectively feel our own to be perfectly 
rational.”3 Values tend to be the guiding principles in decision-making: 

Values are ends, not means, and their desirability is either non-consciously 
taken for granted . . . or seen as a direct derivation from one’s experience or 
from some external authority.4 

Values are important both individually and nationally as they make up 
an a priori matrix of human behaviour and serve as a tool of self-identifi-
cation: “they inspire decisions and action or provoke feelings of guilt when 
behavior does not comply with their requirements.”5

Human values represent an abstract category which is unlikely to be 
easily defined or outlined with precision. They are a “deceptively difficult 
subject about which to write”.6 As a mental construct, values may differ 
from nation to nation, or culture to culture. Even the universal values in-
scribed on the main international documents, such as the European Con-
vention on Human Rights, can be understood with minor or major devia-
tions. One of the simplest definitions of values frames them as cognitive 
representations of desirable, abstract, trans-situational goals that serve as 
guiding principles in people’s lives.7 This is in line with Rokeach’s definition, 
namely: 

2 G. Hofstede, Culture’s Consequences: Comparing Values, Behaviors, Institutions, 
and Organizations across Nations, Thousand Oaks, CA 2001, p. 29.

3 Ibid.
4 D.J. Bem, Beliefs, Attitudes, and Human Affairs, Belmont, CA 1970, p. 16.
5 J. Becquart-Leclercq, “Absolute Values and Practical Problems: Dilemmas of Local 

Politics in France”, International Political Science Review / Revue internationale de sci-
ence politique, vol. 3, no. 2, Norms and Values (1982), p. 218.

6 M.D. Barr, Cultural Politics and Asian Values: The Tepid War, London and New York 
2002, p. 241.

7 Sh.H. Schwartz, “Universals in the content and structure of values: Theoretical ad-
vances and empirical tests in 20 countries”, in: M. Zanna (ed.), Advances in Experimental 
Social Psychology, New York 1992, pp. 1–65.
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To say that a person “has a value” is to say that he has an enduring belief that 
a specific mode of conduct or end-state of existence is personally and socially 
preferable to alternative modes of conduct or end-states of existence.8 

Kluckhohn described the phenomenon as “a conception, explicit or im-
plicit, distinctive of an individual or characteristic of a group, of the desir-
able which influences the selection from available modes, means and ends 
of actions”.9 All the three definitions narrow the term down to a prefer-
able mode of behaviour or principle, whether it is desired individually or 
as a part of the social agreement. For this reason, values can relate (or not 
relate) to cultures and mentalities.

The abstract nature of values does not prevent them from becoming 
increasingly important regarding politics. Values are “envisaged as basic 
axes that orientate human ideologies and practices”10; they are “neces-
sary referents that cannot be eliminated from the political scene”.11 The 
strengthening of the role of values is in line with the personalization of 
politics, which encompasses the two processes. On the one hand, candi-
dates’ personalities become the centre of voters’ attention. On the other 
hand, the individual personalities of voters become decisive in one’s politi-
cal choices.12 Hence, basic personal values are seen “as the crucial ground-
ing of ideology”.13

The importance of values in political discourses comprises the moti-
vation behind this research, which investigates the values promoted by 
means of top-tier political addresses. Our objective is to compare the axi-
ological vectors in the annual presidential addresses in Russia and the USA 
during the period from 2009 to 2015. We start from the premise that the 
two cultures may have a converging or diverging understanding of identi-
cal values or vary in the range of values coded within political statements.

8 M. Rokeach, Beliefs, Attitudes and Values: A Theory of Organization and Change, 
San Francisco, CA 1972, pp. 159–160.

9 C. Kluckhohn, Values and Value-Orientations in the Theory of Action: An Explora-
tion in Definition and Classification, in: T. Parsons, E. Shils (eds.), Toward a General Theo-
ry of Action, Cambridge, 1951, p. 395.

10 J. Becquart-Leclercq, “Absolute Values . . .”, op. cit., p. 218.
11 Ibid.
12 G.V. Caprara, P. Zimbardo, “Personalizing politics: A congruency model of political 

preference”, American Psychologist, 59 (2004), pp. 581–594.
13 G.V. Caprara et al., “Personality and Politics: Values, Traits, and Political Choice”, 

Political Psychology, vol. 27, no. 1 (2006), p. 2.
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The nature of the research predetermined the selection of the mate-
rial, which consists of the two sets of texts: the State of the Union Ad-
dresses by the American President and Addresses to the Russian Federal 
Assembly by the Russian President. We have chosen them because both of 
these sets are annual addresses delivered by the presidents to the respec-
tive parliaments and nations. They summarise the previous year and give 
the presidents’ vision of the next, outline the governmental policy, and re-
inforce the primary values of the nation, all of which make them suitable 
for the analysis of axiological vectors. 

The State of the Union Address and the Addresses to the Russian Fed-
eral Assembly hold a significant ritual capacity. In analyzing presidential in-
augural addresses, Karlyn K. Campbell and Kathleen H. Kamieson call them 
epideictic speeches because they are 

delivered on ceremonial occasions, fuse past and future in present contem-
plation, affirm or praise the shared principles that will guide the incoming ad-
ministration, ask the audience to “gaze upon” traditional values, employ an 
elegant, literary language, and rely on “heightening of effect,” that is, on am-
plification and reaffirmation of what is already known and believed.14 

The same relates to the addresses considered here. Both the State of 
the Union Address and the Address to the Russian Federal Assembly are 
delivered on the specific dates annually; they constitute a ceremony of 
their own kind. In Russia, the address sometimes coincides with the an-
niversary of the Russian Constitution (as in 2013). The addresses in both 
countries are supposed to contemplate on the past (including the recent 
past) and show the perspective of the future through the current situation. 
They employ finely written texts, give an overview of values, and reaffirm 
the nation’s beliefs and aspirations. In all respects, these speeches are epi-
deictic and ritual as they constitute not only a linguistic, but a political act. 
Elena Šeigal labels such texts a political performance.15 It is, therefore, im-
portant to keep in mind the performative nature of the analised addresses, 
as it predetermines both the structure and content of the texts to a signifi-
cant degree.

14 K.K. Campbell, K.H. Jamieson, “Inaugurating the Presidency”, Presidential Studies 
Quarterly, vol. 15, no. 2, (1985), p. 395.

15 E. Šeigal, “Inauguracionnoje obrasčenije kak žanr političeskogo diskursa”, Žanry 
reči, 3 (2002), pp. 205–214.
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In this paper, we analise the texts produced in the period from 2009 to 
2015. In Russia, this period encompasses the presidencies of Dmitri Med-
vedev and Vladimir Putin, while in the USA it incorporates almost the en-
tire presidency of Barack Obama. It may seem that the selection criteria 
are not adequate, because the political course of President Putin in Russia 
is different from the one of Dmitri Medvedev, while American discourse 
is represented by a president affiliated with the Democratic Party, whose 
political course would be in line with the course of his party, omitting the 
position of the Republican Party. However, the aim of this research is to 
uncover the axiological vectors in the USA and Russia over seven years as 
this period was intense regarding political events and could influence the 
values the politicians adhered to. Other considerations, such as political 
homogeneity, were not taken into account.

Structurally, the paper consists of the three main parts: the values in the 
Russian addresses, the values in the US addresses, as well as the conclud-
ing section, where a comparison of the two axiological systems takes place.

1. AXIOLOGICAL VECTORS IN STATE OF THE UNION ADDRESSES 
OF 2009–2015

The United States of America is a democratic country with all the respec-
tive attributes such as civil society, freedoms and liberties, rule of law, etc.: 

Democracy is often touted as diminishing the likelihood of war, protecting hu-
man freedom, and facilitating economic growth. . . . It is fair to say that there 
is a strong propensity to associate democracy with a wide array of activities 
and outcomes that people value.16 

Both inside and outside the country, people expect the USA to adhere 
to certain characteristic features of a democratic state, including the dem-
ocratic values, which are the foundation of the American political system, 
permeating all the strata of state management. Therefore, the State of the 
Union Addresses discussed below are also premised from these fundamen-
tal democratic values.

16 I. Shapiro, H.C. Casiano, “Promises and disappointments: reconsidering democ-
racy’s value”, in: I. Shapiro, H.C. Casiano (eds.), Democracy’s Value, Cambridge 1999, p. 1.
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1.1. State of the Union Addresses

The State of the Union Address is 

a communication between the President and Congress in which the chief ex-
ecutive reports on the current conditions of the United States and provides 
policy proposals for the upcoming legislative year.17 

It is an official address at the joint session of the US Congress, which is 
a part of the presidential constitutional duty according to Article II Section 3: 

He shall from time to time give to the Congress Information of the State of the 
Union, and recommend to their Consideration such Measures as he shall judge 
necessary and expedient.18 

Though originally it was intended for the Congress only, the latest 
technological advances have enabled presidents to deliver their State of 
the Union Address to the whole nation.

One should keep in mind the ritual nature of the address. It is set in 
a specific period of time between January 3 and February 2, at 9 p.m., 
Eastern Standard Time, in the House Chamber of the Capitol. The content 
of the address is ritualised too. Most American presidents “incorporate 
common rhetorical arguments and ceremonial traditions”19 with “biparti-
sanship, attention to both the past and the future, and optimism”20 being 
in the centre of the discussion. 

Karlyn K. Campbell and Kathleen H. Jamieson have revealed the three 
most recurrent rhetorical arguments in State of the Union Addresses are 
namely: public meditations on values; assessments of information and is-
sues; and policy recommendations.21 Obviously, the ceremonial character 
of the State of the Union Address predetermines the reinforcement of na-
tional values.

17 C.J. Shogan, T.H. Neale, The President’s State of the Union Address: Tradition, 
Function, and Policy Implications, 2015, p. 2.

18 “The Constitution of the United States”, at http://constitutionus.com, 9 Septem-
ber 2016.

19 C.J. Shogan, T.H. Neale, The President’s State . . ., op. cit., p. 2.
20 Ibid.
21 K.K. Campbell, K.H. Jamieson, Presidents Creating the Presidency: Deeds Done in 

Words, Chicago and London 2008, pp. 137–139.
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1.2. Liberal Values

It is clear that the State of the Union Address, as any other ceremonial ad-
dress, incorporates numerous references to values. However, the values 
conveyed in the address depend on the party affiliation of the president 
delivering the speech, since the values promoted by the Democratic Party 
(liberals) are different from the values of the Republican Party (conserva-
tives). As this research emphasises the State of the Union Addresses deliv-
ered by a liberal president, we need to discuss liberalism and liberal values.

Franklin D. Roosevelt wrote that the 

liberal party . . . believes that, as new conditions and problems arise beyond 
the power of men and women to meet as individuals, it becomes the duty of 
the Government itself to find new remedies with which to meet them.22 

George Lakoff distinguishes between theoretical and political liberal-
ism, whereas the latter

characterizes the cluster of political positions supported by people called “lib-
erals” in our everyday political discourse: support for social programs, envi-
ronmentalism; public education; equal rights for women; gays, and ethnic mi-
norities; affirmative action; the pro-choice position on abortion; and so on.23 

Contemporary understanding of liberalism also includes such charac-
teristics as “a premium on civil liberties”24 and counsel “against govern-
ment intrusion in private matters of personal and moral choice”25, “a gen-
uine respect and concern for the thoughts and feelings of the common 
people”26, commitment to “freedom, justice and peace”27, and “govern-
mental intervention in the economy”.28

22 F.D. Roosevelt, The Public Papers and Addresses of Franklin D. Roosevelt. 1938 
Volume, The Continuing Struggle for Liberalism: with a Special Introduction and Explana-
tory Notes by President Roosevelt [Book 1], New York 1941, p. 29.

23 G. Lakoff, Moral Politics: How Liberal and Conservatives Think, Chicago and Lon-
don 1996, p. 21.

24 J. Losco, R. Baker, AMGOV 2009, New York 2009, p. 141.
25 Ibid.
26 J. Taylor, Where Did the Party Go?, Columbia 2006, p. 5.
27 Ibid.
28 D.M. Shea, J.C. Green, C.E. Smith, Living Democracy: Brief National Edition, Upper 

Saddle River, NJ 2007, p. 360.
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George Lakoff, in Moral Politics: How Liberals and Conservatives Think, 
employs a conceptual metaphor to distinguish the morality-based patterns 
of the Republicans’ and Democrats’ behaviour, which follow two different 
family models. The morality of liberals puts emphasis on the Nurturant 
Parent model, while “at the center of the conservative worldview is a Strict 
Father model.”29 The former model suggests that “love, empathy, and nur-
turance are primary, and children become responsible, self-disciplined and 
self-reliant through being cared for, respected, and caring for others, both 
in their family and in their community.”30 The latter “posits a traditional 
nuclear family, with the father having primary responsibility for support-
ing and protecting the family as well as the authority to set overall policy, 
to set strict rules for the behavior of children, and to enforce the rules.”31 
Therefore, we may expect to see the Nurturant Parent model dominating 
the analised texts as they were delivered by a liberal president.

1.3. Values in the State of the Union Addresses of 2009–2015

This part of the paper is devoted to the analysis of the values coded in 
the State of the Union Addresses of 2009–2015 given by President Barack 
Obama. These statements contain sentiments unique to the persona of 
the politician, those that can be attributed to the values of the Democrats, 
as well as values such as bipartisanship, which the president is supposed 
to attend to because of the ceremonial nature of the address. The axio-
logical component in the State of the Union Address is highly prominent. 
Values are seen as a foundation of American democracy: “living our val-
ues doesn’t make us weaker, it makes us safer and it makes us stronger.”32 
Moreover, values perform the so-called parole function, whereby a person 
is categorised as a “friend” or “foe”, and an equal attitude can be expect-
ed only if the common values of the society are observed: “if you adhere 
to our common values, you should be treated no different than anyone 

29 G. Lakoff, Moral Politics . . ., op. cit., p. 21.
30 Ibid., p. 33–34.
31 Ibid., p. 33.
32 B. Obama, “Joint Session of Congress”, 2009, at https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-

press-office/remarks-president-barack-obama-address-joint-session-congress, 9 Sep-
tember 2016.
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else.”33 Below, we analise the main values from the State of the Union Ad-
dresses of 2009–2015 grouped according to the principles of proximity or 
opposition.

1.3.1. Leadership

One of the innate characteristics of all the addresses is patriotism regard-
ing the American nation and its values. This manifests not only in praising 
the country and its people, but also in delivering a competitive edge to the 
discourse. In the political addresses, America is portrayed as better than 
any other nation: “we need to out-innovate, out-educate, and out-build 
the rest of the world.”34 In the universe of American politics, the US is al-
ways victorious: “if the playing field is level, I promise you – America will 
always win.”35

The superiority feature shows itself in the concept of American lead-
ership. Svetlana Ivanova connects the notion to 15 dominants (nodes) in 
American political discourse, including help and support, management, ex-
ceptionalism, power, influence, etc.36 These nodes contribute to the image 
of the American nation as a leader: “It is time for America to lead again.”37 
Moreover, American leadership is presented as something natural and ex-
pected across the world: “the eyes of all people in all nations are once 
again upon us . . . waiting for us to lead.”38

1.3.2. People

As president of a democratic country, Barack Obama highlights the rule 
of the people and the importance of individual effort for the prosperity of 

33 Idem, “Joint Session of Congress”, 2010, at https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-
press-office/remarks-president-state-union-address, 9 September 2016.

34 Idem, “Joint Session of Congress”, 2011, at https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-
press-office/2011/01/25/remarks-president-state-union-address, 9 September 2016.

35 Idem, “Joint Session of Congress”, 2012, at https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-
press-office/2012/01/24/remarks-president-state-union-address, 9 September 2016.

36 S.V. Ivanova, “Chitroje slovo leadership, ili esčo ray o nacionalno-kulturnoj speci-
fike”, Političeskaja lingvistika, 3 (2014), pp. 62–65.

37 B. Obama, “Joint Session of Congress”, 2009, at https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-
press-office/remarks-president-barack-obama-address-joint-session-congress, 9 Sep-
tember 2016.

38 Ibid.
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the nation. The politician frequently incorporates himself and his cabinet 
into the scope of the whole nation by employing the personal pronoun 
“we” of the first person plural: “We will rebuild, we will recover.”39 He also 
addresses the nation in a straightforward fashion: “You don’t need to hear 
another list of statistics to know that our economy is in crisis, because you 
live it every day.”40

People constitute a value of their own, as an object of care and sup-
port. The projects suggested by Barack Obama are presented as the inten-
tion to make people’s lives easier. To reinforce his connection to common 
people, the President gives examples of regular Americans. His most fre-
quent examples come from the lives of teachers, entrepreneurs, soldiers, 
workers, farmers. The politician manages to increase the value of each 
American by giving specific names and telling their stories: 

When Bryan Ritterby was laid off from his job making furniture, he . . . found 
work at Energetx, a wind turbine manufacturer in Michigan . . .41 

This example was also used to highlight how new innovative industries 
make the lives of American workers better by creating new jobs.

1.3.3. Hard Work, Courage, Conviction, Strength, and Resilience

It has already been mentioned that the addresses delivered by Barack 
Obama are very patriotic. The politician’s pride is connected primar-
ily with American people, who constitute a value of their own kind. The 
reasons for praising Americans are listed in the form of the values in-
herent to the nation, such as strength, courage, and resilience: “We are 
strong. We are resilient. We are American”42; “. . . stubborn resilience in 
the face of adversity”43; “These were the times that tested the courage of 
our convictions.”44 Besides, Americans are continuously referred to as “the 

39 Ibid.
40 Ibid.
41 B. Obama, “Joint Session of Congress”, 2012, at https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-

press-office/2012/01/24/remarks-president-state-union-address, 9 September 2016.
42 Idem, “Joint Session of Congress”, 2010, at https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-

press-office/remarks-president-state-union-address, 9 September 2016.
43 Ibid.
44 Ibid.
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hardest-working people on Earth”45. On the one hand, Obama praises Amer-
icans for their qualities. On the other hand, the politician encourages them 
to cling to the same values by repeatedly introducing a slogan, which sums 
up the makeup of the nation: “We are not quitters”46; “We do not quit.”47

1.3.4. Freedom, Equality, Justice, Honesty, and Human Rights

Freedom and equality are among the categories traditionally associated 
with democracy, whereas equality is even more closely associated with the 
Democratic Party: “Democrats stand for core equality; an ideal that helps 
anchor the ideological nucleus of the American political system.”48 Both 
of them are highlighted in Barack Obama’s addresses: “For America must 
always stand on the side of freedom and human dignity.”49 

Democrats also connect equality to justice: “Justice and equality, two 
principle concerns . . . in the concept of government redistribution of 
wealth.”50 As a representative of the Democratic Party, Obama promotes 
“justice, and fairness, and equality under the law”51 and claims that Ameri-
cans “have a profound commitment to justice”.52 These basic values, along 
with human rights, are promoted as universal not only for the US, but 
for the entire world: “That’s why . . . we support the human rights of the 
women marching through the streets of Iran.”53

45 B. Obama, “Joint Session of Congress”, 2009, at https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-
press-office/remarks-president-barack-obama-address-joint-session-congress, 9 Sep-
tember 2016.

46 Ibid.
47 B. Obama, “Joint Session of Congress”, 2010, at https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-

press-office/remarks-president-state-union-address, 9 September 2016.
48 K.G. Trautman, The Underdog in American Politics: The Democratic Party and Lib-

eral Values, New York 2010, p. 33.
49 B. Obama, “Joint Session of Congress”, 2010, at https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-

press-office/remarks-president-state-union-address, 9 September 2016.
50 K.G. Trautman, The Underdog . . ., p. 38.
51 B. Obama, “Joint Session of Congress”, 2014, at https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-

press-office/2014/01/28/president-barack-obamas-state-union-address, 9 September 
2016.

52 Idem, “Joint Session of Congress”, 2015, at https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-
press-office/2015/01/20/remarks-president-state-union-address-january-20-2015, 
9 September 2016.

53 Idem, “Joint Session of Congress”, 2010, at https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-
press-office/remarks-president-state-union-address, 9 September 2016.
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1.3.5. Collectivism, Unity, a Bipartisan Approach vs. Individuality

The name of the country, namely the United States of America, as well as 
its motto engraved on the national emblem E pluribus unum (Latin for “out 
of many, one”) emphasises the collective effort and the unity of the na-
tion. In line with tradition, Barack Obama reinforces the necessity to hold 
to this value:

This nation is great because we built it together. This nation is great because 
we worked as a team. This nation is great because we get each other’s backs. 
And if we hold fast to that truth, in this moment of trial, there is no challenge 
too great; no mission too hard. As long as we are joined in common purpose, 
as long as we maintain our common resolve, our journey moves forward, and 
our future is hopeful, and the state of our Union will always be strong.54

In this example, Obama contends that the citizens of the USA are “the 
authors of the next great chapter of our American story”55, who prevail 
because they “chose to move forward as one nation, as one people”56 and 
“live the idea that we are our brother’s keeper and our sister’s keeper.”57

Though presidential rhetoric is unsurprisingly connected to the party 
interests,58 the State of the Union tradition allows the nation’s leader to 
set aside his political affiliation and encourage bipartisanship: 

By claiming a willingness to reach across the aisle, Presidents can remind lis-
teners that their constitutional authority includes a mandate to protect the 
welfare of all citizens.59 

54 Idem, “Joint Session of Congress”, 2012, at https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-
press-office/2012/01/24/remarks-president-state-union-address, 9 September 2016.

55 Idem, “Joint Session of Congress”, 2013, at https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-
press-office/2013/02/12/remarks-president-state-union-address, 9 September 2016.

56 Idem, “Joint Session of Congress”, 2010, at https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-
press-office/remarks-president-state-union-address, 9 September 2016.

57 Idem, “Joint Session of Congress”, 2015, at https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-
press-office/2015/01/20/remarks-president-state-union-address-january-20-2015, 
9 September 2016.

58 M. Eshbaugh-Soha, B. Rottinghaus, “Presidential Position Taking and the Puzzle of 
Representation”, Presidential Studies Quarterly, vol. 43, no. 1 (2013), pp. 1–15.

59 C.J. Shogan, T.H. Neale, The President’s State . . ., op. cit., p. 7.
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Besides, bipartisanship has been one of the major campaigning tools 
of Barack Obama’s 2008 campaign, which echoed in his State of the Union 
Addresses: 

These aren’t Republican values or Democratic values that they’re living by; 
business values or labor values. They’re American values.60

At the same time, “our values are mutually related and form value sys-
tems or hierarchies, but these systems need not be in a state of harmony: 
most people simultaneously hold several conflicting values”61, such as col-
lectivity and individualism, both of which are innate to the American na-
tion: “It’s the spirit of citizenship – the recognition that . . . we can pursue 
our individual dreams, but still come together as one American family.”62 
In Obama’s vision, one is a prerequisite of the other: “we have . . . placed 
our collective shoulder to the wheel of progress – to create and build and 
expand the possibilities of individual achievement.”63

1.3.6. Promise and Opportunity vs. Responsibility 

A similar opposition of values is opportunity/promise versus responsibil-
ity for these two values. Both opportunity and responsibility stem from 
the individuality of the American dream and the nature of the US democ-
racy: “We are a nation that has seen promise amid peril, and claimed 
opportunity from ordeal.”64 However, the nation is supposed to take up 
responsibility: 

What is required now is for this country to pull together, confront boldly the 
challenges we face, and take responsibility for our future once more.65

60 B. Obama, “Joint Session of Congress”, 2010, at https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-
press-office/remarks-president-state-union-address, 9 September 2016.

61 G. Hofstede, Culture’s Consequences . . ., op. cit., p. 30.
62 B. Obama, “Joint Session of Congress”, 2013, at https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-

press-office/2013/02/12/remarks-president-state-union-address, 9 September 2016.
63 Idem, “Joint Session of Congress”, 2014, at https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-

press-office/2014/01/28/president-barack-obamas-state-union-address, 9 September 
2016.

64 Idem, “Joint Session of Congress”, 2009, at https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-
press-office/remarks-president-barack-obama-address-joint-session-congress, 9 Sep-
tember 2016.

65 Ibid.
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1.3.7. Progress and Renewal 

Despite the promise of keeping traditional values of American democracy, 
Obama also promotes continuous development and movement, yielding 
a Hegelian dialectic conflict between the opposing ideas of preservation 
and transformation. Consequently, Obama states that looking back in his-
tory, American “progress was inevitable”66 and that America is “poised for 
progress”.67 Renewal and change are even more important to his political 
career: “I campaigned on the promise of change – change we can believe 
in, the slogan went.”68 At the same time, it is acknowledged that transfor-
mation is difficult: “But this is America. We don’t do what’s easy. We do 
what is necessary to move this country forward.”69

1.3.8. Innovation and Entrepreneurship, Independence and Environmentalism

The promise of renewal and progress in the economy is linked to techno-
logical innovation and entrepreneurship. The former is also seen as a pre-
requisite for American leadership: “The first step in winning the future is 
encouraging American innovation.”70 At the same time, innovation is por-
trayed as an innate feature of the American design: “In America, innovation 
doesn’t just change our lives. It is how we make our living.”71 Obama prais-
es the nation for giving birth to the outstanding innovators in technology: 

We’re the nation that put cars in driveways and computers in offices; the na-
tion of Edison and the Wright brothers; of Google and Facebook.72

66 B. Obama, “Joint Session of Congress”, 2010, at https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-
press-office/remarks-president-state-union-address, 9 September 2016.

67 Idem, “Joint Session of Congress”, 2011, at https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-
press-office/2011/01/25/remarks-president-state-union-address, 9 September 2016.

68 Idem, “Joint Session of Congress”, 2010, at https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-
press-office/remarks-president-state-union-address, 9 September 2016.

69 Idem, “Joint Session of Congress”, 2009, at https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-
press-office/remarks-president-barack-obama-address-joint-session-congress, 9 Sep-
tember 2016.

70 Idem, “Joint Session of Congress”, 2011, at https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-
press-office/2011/01/25/remarks-president-state-union-address, 9 September 2016.

71 Ibid.
72 Ibid.
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In a similar fashion, Obama sees entrepreneurship as a primary de-
velopment driver, which needs protection and encouragement: “Let’s 
do more to help the entrepreneurs and small business owners who cre-
ate most new jobs in America.”73 Just like innovation, entrepreneurship is 
named among the primary values of American society “We’re a nation that 
says, ‘I might not have a lot of money, but I have this great idea for a new 
company.’”74 

According to Obama, both innovation and entrepreneurship are a mat-
ter of economic survival and a tool to ensure American independence and 
leadership: “I do not accept a future where the jobs and industries of to-
morrow take root beyond our borders.”75 At the same time, it will help the 
country to become environmentally friendlier: “We have gone from a by-
stander to a leader in the fight against climate change.”76

1.3.9. Diversity and Tolerance 

Some of the values promoted by the President result from the so-called 
partisan presidency.77 Barack Obama, a partisan political figure, represents 
party ideology as in the case with immigration policy and minorities. Oba-
ma finds “unity in our [American] incredible diversity”78, depicting the im-
migration as a core principle of American design: 

In the end, it’s our ideals, our values that built America – values that allowed 
us to forge a nation made up of immigrants from every corner of the globe.79

73 B. Obama, “Joint Session of Congress”, 2013, at https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-
press-office/2013/02/12/remarks-president-state-union-address, 9 September 2016.

74 Idem, “Joint Session of Congress”, 2011, at https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-
press-office/2011/01/25/remarks-president-state-union-address, 9 September 2016.

75 Idem, “Joint Session of Congress”, 2009, at https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-
press-office/remarks-president-barack-obama-address-joint-session-congress, 9 Sep-
tember 2016.

76 Idem, “Joint Session of Congress”, 2010, at https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-
press-office/remarks-president-state-union-address, 9 September 2016.

77 R.M. Skinner, “George W. Bush and the Partisan Presidency”, Political Science 
Quarterly, 123 (2008), pp. 605–622.

78 B. Obama, “Joint Session of Congress”, 2010, at https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-
press-office/remarks-president-state-union-address, 9 September 2016.

79 Ibid.
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Obama reinforces the rights of ethnic and sexual minorities when he 
repeatedly condemns the law that denies them serving in the army: 

When you put on that uniform, it doesn’t matter if you’re black or white; 
Asian, Latino, Native American; conservative, liberal; rich, poor; gay, straight.80 

Any persecution based on gender, religion or sexual orientation is con-
sidered inappropriate: “We . . . condemn the persecution of women, or reli-
gious minorities, or people who are lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender.”81

2. AXIOLOGICAL VECTORS IN THE ADDRESSES TO THE RUSSIAN 
FEDERAL ASSEMBLY OF 2009–2015

2.1. Addresses to the Russian Federal Assembly

The Address to the Russian Federal Assembly is delivered by the President 
of the Russian Federation to both chambers of the Russian Parliament – 
the Duma and Federation Council. Just like the State of the Union, the ad-
dress is a constitutional responsibility of the head of the country, accord-
ing to Chapter 4, Article 84: 

The President of the Russian Federation shall: address the Federal Assembly 
with annual messages on the situation in the country, on the guidelines of the 
internal and foreign policy of the State.82 

Though the date of the address is not fixed, it is usually held in 
December.

The address defines the main vectors of domestic and foreign policy of 
the country. However, despite the constitutional background, the legal sta-
tus of the address is not clear. Since it has not been granted legal force by 

80 B. Obama, “Joint Session of Congress”, 2012, at https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-
press-office/2012/01/24/remarks-president-state-union-address, 9 September 2016.

81 Idem, “Joint Session of Congress”, 2015, at https://www.whitehouse.gov/the-
press-office/2015/01/20/remarks-president-state-union-address-january-20-2015, 
9 September 2016.

82 “The Constitution of the Russian Federation”, at http://constitution.ru/en/1000 
3000-01.htm, 9 September 2016.
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the public authorities, the influence of the address depends on how much 
the president can influence the political environment. Hence, it is the so-
cial, political, and ideological stance of the head of the state.83

Despite its unclear legal status, the Address to the Russian Federal As-
sembly is a ceremonial speech just as the State of Union Address is in the 
USA. At the same time, the democratic traditions in the Russian Federation 
number only several decades, which is not long enough to shape a well-
established custom. The Russian President’s Address to the Federal Assem-
bly is, therefore, less ritualised compared to the State of Union Address in 
the USA. Moreover, the fluctuating date and less rigid content structure 
make it a more independent document.

2.2. Deliverers of the 2009–2015 Addresses to the Russian Federal Assembly

This research focuses on the addresses delivered in the period from 2009 
to 2015 by President Dmitri Medvedev (2009–2011) and the current Rus-
sian President, Vladimir Putin (2012–2015). The politicians are known to be 
close collaborators with a similar vision. The widely-discussed term “tan-
dem” was introduced to denote the degree of their cooperation capacity, 
when Dmitri Medvedev was elected Russian President, while Vladimir Pu-
tin gave his consent to take charge of the parliamentary majority, as well 
as the government. This binary model provided for the peculiarity of po-
litical leadership in Russia, whereby the power was split between the two 
national leaders, as well as the continuity of policies.84 

Both politicians are connected with United Russia, a conservative 
party founded in 2011. It is often characterised as a “dominant party” or 
“party of power”85, because it is led by the highest authorities in the coun-
try: Vladimir Putin since 2008 and Dmitri Medvedev since 2012. In 2007 
parliamentary elections, the party declared a motto “Putin’s Plan – Russia’s 

83 M.Ju. Pogorelko, “Normativno-političeskije i normativno-pravovije istočniki i os-
novanija”, Naučny expert, 5 (2008), p. 34.

84 O.F. Leychenko, “Tandem kak osobennosť političeskogo liderstva v sovremennoj 
rossii”, Gumanitaryje issledovanija Vostočnoj Sibiri i na Dal’nem Vostoke, 4 (2010), pp. 
90–94.

85 Th. Remington, “Patronage and the Party of Power: President-Parliament Rela-
tions under Vladimir Putin”, in: R. Sakwa (ed.), Power and policy in Putin’s Russia, London 
and New York 2009, pp. 81–110.
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victory” to promote the so-called Putin Plan to strengthen the country.86 
It clearly indicates that the party is more dependent on the presidential 
leadership, unlike American parties which often predetermine the presi-
dential policy and values. Hence, it is safe to assume that the Russian 
presidential address and the values reinforced through it are not bound by 
the ties of party affiliation.

2.3. Values in the Addresses to the Russian Federal Assembly of 2009–2015

This section reveals the values coded in the Addresses to the Russian Fed-
eral Assembly delivered by Dmitri Medvedev and Vladimir Putin. Our anal-
ysis revealed that the axiological vector within the period of 2009–2015 
changed its direction together with the change of the political leader in 
2012 and under the burden of external factors. Taking this peculiarity into 
account, we will repeatedly address the axiological shift within this section.

2.3.1. Democracy, Modernization and Changes

According to the Russian Constitution, the Russian Federation is a demo-
cratic state. Therefore, the Addresses to the Russian Federal Assembly re-
inforce the value of democracy. However, with the change of president, 
the vector of understanding democracy alters as well. In 2009, Dmitri 
Medvedev guaranteed democracy: “As the guarantor of the Constitution 
I will continue to do everything possible to strengthen democratic institu-
tions in our country.”87 Already in 2012, Vladimir Putin specified that Rus-
sian democracy differs from the Western model: 

Russian democracy is the power of the Russian people, with their own tra-
ditions of self-rule, and not the fulfilment of standards imposed on us from 
the outside.88

86 B. Gryzlov, “Plan Putina my objazany realizovat’ v polnom objeme”, at http://web.
archive.org/web/20070806115246/http://www.edinros.ru/news.html?id=120703, 9 Sep-
tember 2016.

87 D. Medvedev, “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian Fed-
eration”, 2009, at http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/messages/5979, 
9 September 2016.

88 V. Putin, “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian Fed-
eration”, 2012, at http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/messages/17118, 
9 September 2016.

http://web.archive.org/web/20070806115246/http://www.edinros.ru/news.html?id=120703
http://web.archive.org/web/20070806115246/http://www.edinros.ru/news.html?id=120703
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A similar shift is observed with the value of change promised in 2009 
by President Medvedev: 

We . . . know that change is essential and that what kind of country we will 
hand down to our children . . . depend on us alone.89 

In 2012, President Putin confirmed the necessity of the changes, but 
pointed out that they must be controlled and limited: 

The change and modernisation of the political system are natural and even 
necessary, but . . . it would be inadmissible to allow for the destruction of the 
state to satisfy this thirst for change.90

2.3.2. Innovation, Modernization, and Entrepreneurship

Innovation is perceived as a renewal and a driver of the Russian economy 
by both politicians. In 2009, Dmitri Medvedev claimed that the older econ-
omy must give way to a smarter model:

Instead of a primitive raw materials economy we will create a smart economy 
producing unique knowledge, new goods and technology of use to people.91 

Innovation in his understanding is also linked to the encouragement of 
young talent: 

I hope the time is not far off when Russia’s prosperity will depend on . . . the 
ability of our state and society to find and encourage talented individuals . . .92 

89 D. Medvedev, “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian Fed-
eration”, 2009, at http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/messages/5979, 
9 September 2016.

90 V. Putin, “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian Fed-
eration”, 2012, at http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/messages/17118, 
9 September 2016.

91 D. Medvedev, “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian Fed-
eration”, 2009, at http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/messages/5979, 
9 September 2016.

92 Ibid.
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Young people are perceived as the ultimate beneficiaries of the inno-
vation because “modernisation is carried out for their sake.”93

Entrepreneurship is regarded as one of the means of innovation and 
modernization: 

Russia must create . . . opportunities for . . . small and medium-sized busi-
nesses. This would allow us to benefit from innovation . . .94 

Hence, both politicians are promoting a more favourable attitude to 
entrepreneurs: “all regions could offer two-year tax holidays to new small 
businesses.”95

2.3.3. Civil Society and Social Commitments

Civil society is repeatedly named among the prerequisites for sustainable 
development by both politicians. President Medvedev highlighted the ne-
cessity of creating the proper conditions for this democratic institution: “It 
is the government’s job to create the necessary environment for the devel-
opment of civil society.”96 President Putin expresses the hope that medical 
workers, educators, scientists and cultural workers will “become the core 
of a competent and active civil society”.97

Social commitments are a recurrent issue in the presidential address-
es. The government undertakes to support underprivileged categories of 
people: 

93 D. Medvedev, “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian Fed-
eration”, 2010, at http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/messages/9637, 
9 September 2016.

94 Idem, “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian Federation”, 
2011, at http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/messages/14088, 9 Septem-
ber 2016.

95 V. Putin, “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian Fed-
eration”, 2013, at http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/messages/19825, 
9 September 2016.

96 D. Medvedev, “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian Fed-
eration”, 2009, at http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/messages/5979, 
9 September 2016.

97 V. Putin, “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian Fed-
eration”, 2012, at http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/messages/17118, 
9 September 2016.
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Our priority was and is to support people in difficult circumstances . . . the au-
thorities will continue to carry out social commitments in full.98 

This support “applies to pensions, measures to support families with 
children, healthcare, creating a barrier-free environment for disabled peo-
ple, as well as the development of education and culture.”99

2.3.4. Patriotism, Sovereignty, Strong Government, and Independence

Patriotism has become a more prominent feature in the addresses by 
Vladimir Putin who has repeatedly referred to the necessity to absorb 
“the nation’s values, history and traditions”.100 Patriotism is listed among 
the traditional values, including those which are democratic:

Conscientious work, private property, the freedom of enterprise – these are 
the same kind of fundamental conservative values as patriotism, and respect 
for the history, traditions, and culture of one’s country.101 

In Putin’s addresses, patriotism is often manifested through sover-
eignty, which has become one of the most prominent values since 2012: 
“In the 21st century Russia must be a sovereign and influential nation amid 
a new balance of economic, civilisational and military forces.”102 Presented 
as a feature of patriotism, sovereignty in Putin’s discourse does not follow 
the dictionary definition, but acquires a new meaning as a notion rooted 

98 D. Medvedev, “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian Fed-
eration”, 2009, at http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/messages/5979, 
9 September 2016.

99 Idem, “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian Federation”, 
2011, at http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/messages/14088, 9 Septem-
ber 2016.

100 V. Putin, “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian Fed-
eration”, 2013, at http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/messages/19825, 
9 September 2016.

101 Idem, “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian Federation”, 
2014, at http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/messages/47173, 9 Septem-
ber 2016.

102 Idem, “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian Federation”, 
2012, at http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/messages/17118, 9 Septem-
ber 2016.
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in Russian history and culture. Thus, the politician claims that although not 
all nations can afford sovereignty, he declares that it is a prerequisite for 
national sustainability: 

If for some European countries national pride is a long-forgotten concept 
and sovereignty is too much of a luxury, true sovereignty for Russia is abso-
lutely necessary for survival.103

Moreover, Putin promotes the sovereignty of other nations just as his 
own, claiming that Russia will strive “for respect and national sovereignty 
and peoples’ independence and identity”.104

Sovereignty logically leads to the necessity of the country’s independ-
ence, which means lessening “critical dependence on foreign technology 
and industrial goods”105 and the intention to introduce the “policy of im-
port substitution”106, which can also be explained by the negative factors 
of international politics.

The list of traditional values is also complemented with the value of 
a strong government, which explains why the main public demands are 
addressed to the state: “Russia is characterised by a tradition of a strong 
state.”107 Russia becomes the ultimate value and purpose: “. . . we will work 
for the common good and for the sake of Russia.”108

103 Idem, “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian Federation”, 
2014, at http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/messages/47173, 9 Septem-
ber 2016.

104 Idem, “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian Federation”, 
2013, at http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/messages/19825, 9 Septem-
ber 2016.

105 Idem, “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian Federation”, 
2014, at http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/messages/47173, 9 Septem-
ber 2016.

106 Ibid.
107 V. Putin, “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian Fed-

eration”, 2012, at http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/messages/17118, 
9 September 2016.

108 Idem, “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian Federation”, 
2015, at http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/messages/50864, 9 Septem-
ber 2016.
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2.3.5. Spirituality and Morality

Since 2012, the values of morality and spirituality has become some of the 
most prominent on display and are seen as a prerequisite for Russia’s sov-
ereignty: “For Russia to be a sovereign and strong . . . we must be bet-
ter in our morality . . .”109 Spiritual values, according to Putin, “throughout 
our entire history, made us [Russia] stronger and more powerful”.110 The 
notion of spiritual values (duchovnyje skrepy), encompassing “charity, em-
pathy, compassion, support and mutual assistance”111, have become the 
foundation of Vladimir Putin’s understanding of Russianness and its inde-
pendence. National identity is closely knit with spiritual identity, which in 
turn is connected with “order and freedom, morality and civic solidarity, 
justice and truth, and nationally oriented consciousness”.112

Unlike Dmitri Medvedev, who rejects any “action dictated by nostalgia”113 
about the Russian Soviet past, Vladimir Putin believes that together with 
the “ideological slogans of the previous [Soviet] era”114, the country has lost 
“many moral guides”115, saying that Russians have metaphorically thrown out 
“the baby with the bath water”.116

Putin reinforces his idea of traditional values as a foundation of na-
tional policy, claiming:

there are more and more people in the world who support our position on 
defending traditional values that have made up the spiritual and moral foun-
dation of civilisation in every nation for thousands of years.117 

109 Idem, “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian Federation”, 
2012, at http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/messages/17118, 9 Septem-
ber 2016.

110 Ibid.
111 Ibid.
112 Ibid.
113 D. Medvedev, “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian Fed-

eration”, 2009, at http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/messages/5979, 
9 September 2016.

114 V. Putin, “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian Fed-
eration”, 2012, at http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/messages/17118, 
9 September 2016.

115 Ibid.
116 Ibid.
117 V. Putin, “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian Fed-

eration”, 2013, at http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/messages/19825, 
9 September 2016.
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In this respect, the development of civilization is directly connected 
with the morals of society.

2.3.6. Unity and Continuity

The 2012–2015 addresses delivered by Vladimir Putin are also remark-
able for establishing the unity of the nation: “. . . we must safeguard in-
terethnic peace and thus the unity of our society, the unity and integrity of 
the Russian state.”118 National unity is a precondition for the preservation 
of Russia: “. . . we must remain united and remember what is most impor-
tant for us: Russia.”119

The understanding and acceptance of the common history underlies 
the unity and prosperity of the nation: 

. . . we need to link historical eras and get back to understanding . . . that 
we have a common, continuous history spanning over one thousand years, 
and we must rely on it to find inner strength and purpose in our national 
development.120 

Based on continuous historical development, Vladimir Putin proclaims 
Russia an independent civilization united by Russian culture and language: 

For centuries, Russia developed as a multi-ethnic nation, a civilisation-state 
bonded by the Russian people, Russian language and Russian culture native for 
all of us, uniting us and preventing us from dissolving in this diverse world.121 

Putin highlights the national trend of shifting from individuality to col-
lectivity, whereby “people begin to relate their own lives . . . with the as-
pirations of the entire nation and the interests of the state”122, because 

118 Ibid.
119 V. Putin, “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian Fed-

eration”, 2015, at http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/messages/50864, 
9 September 2016.

120 Idem, “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian Federation”, 
2012, at http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/messages/17118, 9 Septem-
ber 2016.

121 Ibid.
122 V. Putin, “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian Fed-

eration”, 2012, at http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/messages/17118, 
9 September 2016.
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“working for one’s own interests has its limits.”123 He believes that the na-
tion “will move forward in unity”124 and “will achieve success.”125

2.3.7. Multiethnicity and Tolerance

The Russian Federation is a multiethnic country, with each ethnic group 
enjoying its own distinctive culture and language. Medvedev sees the mul-
tiethnic composition of the country as an advantage: 

This multicultural world is also Russia’s unique advantage, a world in which 
representatives of different nationalities and faiths have lived together for 
more than a thousand years.126

Vladimir Putin, in turn, guarantees respectful attitude to every 
ethnicity: 

We treat . . . with great care and respect every ethnic group. . . . Our diversity 
has always been and remains the source of our beauty and our strength.127

To prevent any interethnic conflict it is important to promote tolerance 
among the representatives of various nationalities. However, the under-
standing of the notion of tolerance differs from that of western countries: 

This is . . . understandable for a state like Russia, with its great history and cul-
ture . . . not so-called tolerance, neutered and barren, but the actual common, 
natural life of different peoples within the framework of a single state.128 

123 Ibid.
124 V. Putin, “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian Fed-

eration”, 2015, at http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/messages/50864, 
9 September 2016.

125 Ibid.
126 D. Medvedev, “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian Fed-

eration”, 2011, at http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/messages/14088, 
9 September 2016.

127 V. Putin, “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian Fed-
eration”, 2012, at http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/messages/17118, 
9 September 2016.

128 Idem, “Presidential Address to the Federal Assembly of the Russian Federation”, 
2015, at http://en.kremlin.ru/events/president/transcripts/messages/50864, 9 Septem-
ber 2016.
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It is obvious that in this case Vladimir Putin defies the liberal attitude 
to sexual minorities. He continues by saying that the promotion of same-
sex relationships leads to the revision of “moral values and ethical norms, 
eroding ethnic traditions and differences between peoples and cultures”.129 
Furthermore, according to the Russian President, this leads to the “destruc-
tion of traditional values”130 and “negative consequences for society”.131 
Vladimir Putin sees this kind of tolerance as “essentially anti-democratic, 
since it is carried out on the basis of abstract, speculative ideas, contrary 
to the will of the majority, which does not accept the changes occurring or 
the proposed revision of values.”132

CONCLUSION

This section compares the axiological vectors embedded in the 2009–2015 
addresses delivered by the US and the Russian Presidents. It uncovers the 
similarities and differences between the two value systems. Special atten-
tion is paid to the statements made by the Russian Presidents, because 
the axiological vector within the period in question underwent certain 
changes.

American and Russian leaders rely on values as the foundation of na-
tional development. However, the fundamental difference lies in the set of 
values the politicians select. Most of the values which Barack Obama uses 
in his addresses are predetermined by the long-standing tradition of the 
State of the Union as well as his party affiliation, whereas Russian politi-
cians are less bound by tradition.

The foundation of Obama’s axiological system is the leadership of 
American nation and the rule of democracy with the well-being of the 
people as the primary goal. The US President relies on hard work, courage, 
conviction, strength, and resilience as the values predetermining American 
leadership. Democracy is based on freedom, equality, justice, honesty, and 
human rights, which are promised and guaranteed. 

The understanding of Russian democracy changes from a more uni-
versal one to the more specific, encompassing the Russian tradition of 

129 Ibid.
130 Ibid.
131 Ibid.
132 Ibid.



147AXIOLOGICAL VECTORS IN THE AMERICAN AND RUSSIAN PRESIDENTIAL DISCOURSE . . .

self-rule and rejecting alien models. The leadership of the nation is signifi-
cantly less stressed, and the value of people is substituted with the strong 
emphasis on social commitments of the state. However, since 2012 the 
axiological vector has started pointing towards the sovereignty of Russia, 
which is heavily based on morality, traditions, and millennium-long history 
of the Russian nation. The spiritual values of Russia, such as charity, empa-
thy, compassion, support and mutual assistance, constitute its exceptional-
ism. In addition, Putin contends that strong government has always been 
a cultural component of the Russian nation, which is absent from Obama’s 
statements even despite his affiliation with the Democratic Party, known 
for its reliance on “Big Government”.

The unity of the nation is promoted by both Obama and Putin who 
reinforced it in his address in 2012. The foundations of unity, however, dif-
fer. The unity of the American nation is portrayed through the image of 
a country which is made up of immigrants from all over the world. More-
over, special attention is given to the unity of the political system, whereby 
Obama promotes the bipartisan approach to problem-solving. The unity 
in Putin’s understanding is based on the common history of all the ethnic 
groups which have been living together in harmony for many centuries, 
and glued together by the Russian culture and language.

The promotion of innovation, progress, and entrepreneurship is the 
one set of values that goes in unison in both the American and Russian 
addresses. All the three leaders concerned see innovation as the driver 
of national development and entrepreneurship as the primary means of 
innovation.

Tolerance is one of the most debatable points in the understanding 
of American and Russian leaders. Barack Obama supports equal attitude 
towards genders, ethnicities, as well as sexual minorities. Vladimir Putin, 
while promoting an attitude of equality towards all human beings, believes 
that Western tolerance to sexual minorities is destructive, dangerous, and 
anti-democratic, because it does not take into account the opinion of the 
majority of the people. 

We may conclude that the Addresses to the Russian Federal Assem-
bly are less predictable and more likely to change the axiological vector of 
their content. Specifically, in the investigated period, we have witnessed 
a noticeable change in the axiological system despite the fact that the 
Russian leaders are known for the proximity of their vision and party af-
filiation, whereas the State of the Union Addresses remained relatively 
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homogeneous in their values partly because of the established tradition 
and the ceremonial character of the statement, and partly because all the 
addresses were delivered by the same President affiliated with the Demo-
cratic Party. 

It is worth noting that the above-mentioned axiological change in 2012 
made the values embedded in the Russian addresses more vividly seen. 
However, the distinctive character of the new set of values increased the 
divergence of the axiological vectors of the State of the Union Address and 
the Address to the Russian Federal Assembly. The most striking difference 
coming to the fore with Vladimir Putin’s presidency is the tilt towards Rus-
sia’s sovereign democracy with its roots in national history and spiritual 
culture, which at least partially opposes the notion of liberal democracy 
promoted by Barack Obama’s administration. In addition to numerous nu-
ances of political stances, the view on the tolerance issue shows one of 
the widest gaps between the two notions and, therefore, increases the axi-
ological distance.

The results of this research have demonstrated that even a relative-
ly short period of time can incorporate visible changes in the axiological 
content. We believe that the comparative analysis of the larger spans may 
show how the changes have occurred within one and the same nation. 
Specifically, it is interesting to look at the major political addresses in Rus-
sia, as in recent decades the country has undergone political rebirths and 
crises which have influenced the values of the Russian nation. Regarding 
the USA, it would be worth comparing the divergence between the axio-
logical vectors of Democratic and Republican presidents. Finally, a compar-
ative analysis between the State of the Union Addresses and the Addresses 
to the Russian Federal Assembly over a larger period of time will help one 
to find the periods when the values of the two nations were closest or di-
verged most.
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IN SHAYKH FAZLALLAH NURI’S WRITINGS
Abstract

The aim of this analysis of Nuri’s writings is the creation of a model of culture 
which is based on the semantics of the notions qanun, eslam, mosvat, horriyat, 
mashrute/mashru'e, qanun-e asasi. Investigations into the model of culture pro-
posed by Nuri will allow us to distinguish its specific features and to discover its 
roots and condition at the time of confrontation with an alternative model. The 
word qanun ‘law’ is the central one in Nuri’s texts of the mashrute period. 
The history of its semantic transformation has its roots in the 1850s and the first 
contacts of the Iranian people with the West. Nuri inquired as to the semantics 
of the notions of qanun, mosavat, horriyat (azadi) and mashrute in discussions 
during the time of bast in Abdolazim mosque and in the conversations with rep-
resentatives of the British embassy. He acted against these elements of law. 
He regarded himself as a religious leader for his community which, as a whole, 
constituted God’s people whose final purpose was salvation. 

Key words: Islam, Constitutional Revolution, Iran, Nuri Fazlallah

ANALYTICAL MATERIAL

The letters, telegrams, fatwas and other writings of Shaykh Fazlallah Nuri 
were produced within the period 1905–1909, and were gathered into two 
volumes by Mohammad Torkeman. Some texts are evidence of Nuri’s at-
titude towards the problems he discussed, whereas others are a kind of 
appeal presented to various members of his readership, such as Mozaffar 
ad-Din Shah, state officials, representatives of foreign countries in Iran and 

1 Assoc. Prof.; Jagiellonian University in Kraków; malgorzata.abassy@uj.edu.pl.
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Shia clergymen. The collection of writings also contains some texts that 
were signed by a larger group of clergymen who shared Nuri’s opinion. The 
uniqueness of Nuri’s output, as a whole, is the fact that his thoughts do not 
evolve. There are some initial statements which are repeated many times, 
in many different ways. The Qur’an and hadiths are their main sources. 
This cognitive mechanism is in full accordance with such a culture in which 
“the Truth” is believed to exist in texts and can be discovered by exploring 
them.2 Nuri did not come up with any new findings within the field of the 
Islamic culture, and only articulated them when he was forced by circum-
stances to do so. 

THE RESEARCH PROBLEM

The aim of this analysis of Nuri’s writings is the creation of a model of the 
culture which is based on the semantics of the notions of qanun, eslam, 
mosavat, horriyat, mashrute/mashru'e, qanun-e asasi. A statement made 
by the Russian linguist, Victor Vinogradov is the point of departure for fur-
ther analyses of Nuri’s ideas. Vinogradov stressed the significance of cer-
tain words in a specific historical time by saying: 

In some semantic groups, the most significant individual words occur as se-
mantic centres, around which whole series of words and notions gather. When 
this conglomeration of words attracts new series of notions, its old mean-
ings change. Such central words are rather like “suns” for separate semantic 
systems; they sometimes express the basic “battle cries” of this or another 
epoch.3

2 There is a connection between a type of culture and the significance of texts with-
in it. Textual culture preserves a stable hierarchy of texts left by ancestors; the Truth 
was fully revealed and its meaning rendered to the initiated, the guards of tradition. 
Functional culture (which occurred in Europe after the Industrial Revolution) is opposite, 
it “reduces the text to its literal meaning and regards itself as that which has been in 
existence since ‘zero’ and is collecting moments of truth; it is a culture inclined towards 
the future, wherein it will achieve its completeness.” Comp. K. Rosner, Semiotyka struk-
turalna w badaniach nad literaturą, Kraków 1981, p. 210.

3 V. Vinogradov, Istoria slov, http://etymolog.ruslang.ru/index.php?act=contents& 
book=vinogradov, 30 November 2012 (headword: progress, trans. by M. Abassy).

http://etymolog.ruslang.ru/index.php?act=contents&book=vinogradov
http://etymolog.ruslang.ru/index.php?act=contents&book=vinogradov
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THE GROUNDS FOR THE RESEARCH

The period of the Persian Constitutional Revolution (1905–1911) was 
a time during which, in Iran, different conceptions of reality vied for su-
premacy. They were constructed on the basis of the same words but with 
different semantic interpretations of these words. Investigations into the 
model of culture proposed by Nuri will allow us to distinguish its specific 
features and to discover its roots and condition at the time of confronta-
tion with an alternative model – that of the West. 

The first phase of the mashrute (1905–1909) was shadowed with the 
slogan of a common struggle for social justice and independence of Iran 
from a foreign supremacy. Fazlallah Nuri, together with two other clergy-
men, Abdullah Behbahani and Mohammad Tabatabai, created a group that 
supported calling for majles and establishing a Constitution. Nuri expected 
that the document would do nothing else but organise sharia regulations 
in a brief and clear way. He had no doubts that the ulama would become 
social and political leaders in a situation when the Shah was unable to sup-
port the religious specificity of the culture and realization of the mission – 
awaiting for Mahdi’s coming. One should add that Nuri had been educated 
well enough to stand in the position of a moral and social leader: both 
his way of life and expressed views are evidence that Nuri was a devoted 
defender of a traditional, religious vision of reality. He had been a pupil of 
Mirza Hasan Shirazi (1815–1894), the author of the fatwa against the To-
bacco Concession in 1890. 

On the orders of his teacher, Mirza Hasan Shirazi, Nuri went to Tehran 
to follow the situation triggered by social discontent. After Mirza Ashtiyani 
had died, Nuri became one of the most influential clergymen in Teheran. 
Not only did he give lectures, propagate Islam and got engaged in politi-
cal and social actions, but also made efforts to put feqh and sharia into 
practice. 

THE THESES

Nuri’s model of culture is coherent and complete; it presents a thor-
ough vision of reality. These are features that make it highly attractive 
in the mashrute period, a time when historical events caused instability in 
the sociopolitical structure. This conclusion may be applied to other similar 
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periods of crisis, such as the Islamic Revolution of 1979. The model gains 
its power from the existence of another antagonistic culture model which 
is perceived as unfamiliar and threatening. The idea of culture propagated 
by Nuri is also attractive as a utopia due to its simplicity and appeal to the 
emotions. As a complete model, the concept of the Islamic thinker is not 
a dialogical one; Nuri did not accept any discussion with his ideological op-
ponents; instead, he focused on warning, instructing and giving advice.

SEMANTIC ANALYSIS OF THE KEY WORDS 
WITHIN THE BACKGROUND OF THE MASHRUTE PERIOD

The word qanun ‘law’ is the central term in Nuri’s texts of the mashrute 
period. The history of its semantic transformation has its roots in the 
1850s and was fully expressed in the newspaper Qanun, which was edited 
by Mirza Malkam Khan in London. Although the editor of Qanun referred 
to religion (“God blessed Iran, but his blessing was negated by the lack 
of law”4), his vision of the legal order, one similar to that of another con-
temporary thinker Mirza Yousuf Khan Tabrizi Mostashar ad-Dowle, had its 
roots in the ideals of the European Enlightenment which were conceived 
after the French Revolution (1789). Its basis was founded upon the princi-
ple of equality of citizens in the eyes of the law; this law was created ac-
cording to a social contract; it was the result of negotiations between vari-
ous social groups and their interests. Nuri acted against these elements of 
law. He regarded himself as a religious leader for his community which, as 
a whole, constituted God’s people whose final purpose was salvation. Nuri 
juxtaposed the law, given by God and based on the acceptance of God’s 
will – eslam – with conceptions of law written by man. Nuri’s reasoning 
was built on the basis of contradictions, namely: law created by human be-
ings as opposed to one revealed by God; imperfect and incomplete law in 
contrast to that which is perfect and complete; law focused only on world-
ly matters to one which encompasses both the worldly and divine worlds. 

For the community of believers it is obvious that God’s law is the best one 
and this is an indisputable question. Thanks to God’s mercy, we have the best 

4 Mirza Malkam Khan, Qanun, ed. by H. Nateq, Tehran 1976, p. 1.
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and the fullest divine laws; this is because it is the law which was revealed by 
the Lord of the World to His blessed messengers and prophets and the Last of 
His Prophets.5

Regarding the fact that the final goal of a Muslim’s life is not to achieve 
happiness on earth but to conduct worldly matters in such a way as to be 
prepared for the afterlife, the splitting of the law into two parts is unjusti-
fied. The earthly order should be, for the believer, a time to become ready 
for the life beyond material reality and to attempt to live one’s life accord-
ing to perfect divine order. Nuri singles out the sphere of eternity as the 
answer regarding the final goal of culture and the meaning of human life. 
Hence, worldly life is not a purpose in itself. As a consequence, results are 
not immediately evident, which, in turn, suggests concentration on inten-
tions which trigger actions.

We should desire to organize our worldly matters upon the foundation of Is-
lamic faith in order not to spoil our divine matters. Certainly, only God’s law is 
the right one; that is, because it is the one which encompasses both spheres, 
i.e. the order of this world and paradise.6

In the discussion about the origins of law, one notices the opposition 
of the Qur’an and Muslim tradition to the text of the Constitution, which 
is called by Nuri a “book of mistakes” (zalalatnameh). According to Nuri, 
the very notion of constitutional order had not been specified7, which 
caused numerous occurrences of exploitation from those who had writ-
ten the Fundamental Law (qanun-e asasi). As a result, the actions of the 
Persian parliament were not in accordance with these which the Qur’an 
provides for secular power, namely the protection of Islam and support 
for its promotion. Nuri tried to explain the semantics of the notion of 

5 F. Nuri, Ketāb-e tazkerāt al-qāfel va ershād al-gāhel, in: idem, Resa'el, elamiye-ha, 
maktubat, . . . va ruzname-ye Sheykh Shahid Fazlallah Nuri, ed. by M. Torkeman, Teh-
ran 1983, p. 55. (Unless otherwise indicated, all quotations from Persian translated by 
M. Abassy).

6 Ibid., p. 56.
7 “Az ānjā'i ke lafz-e mashruteh tā be hāl dar irān mosta'mel nabud va hāl gofte 

mishavad majles be qānun-e mashruteh raftār minamāyad va ma'ni-ye ān ma'lum 
nist . . .” F. Nuri, Esteftā'-e pirāmun-e hodud-e majles-e showrā-ye melli be khatt-e Sheykh 
Shahid, in: idem, Maktubat, elamiye-ha, . . . va chand gozaresh-e piramun-e naqsh, ed. by 
M. Torkeman, Tehran 1984, p. 65.
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parliament (majles) by certain descriptive definitions. In a letter to Ayatol-
lah Musavi8, he writes that the majles was summoned thanks to the mercy 
of the Shah, but God’s will initiated it as an outcome of martyrs’ struggle, 
the moral greatness of the people and the dissemination of Islam. Majles is 
a manifestation of what had been carried out in the spiritual domain. Nuri 
stresses the fact that crucial historical events are not human deeds but 
the actions of God. A believer may only pray for mercy and stand ready 
to accept it. It is worth repeating this statement, one which is essential to 
the understanding of Nuri’s idea of culture: God is the creator of all plans, 
while man is merely their humble contractor. In a telegram to clergymen 
in Najaf, Nuri defined the task of majles more precisely; he claimed that it 
had been summoned to 

protect and set free the ordinary people from oppression of the high and 
mighty of this world and to create such circumstances to protect Islam from 
any weakness.9

Moreover, the issue of a plenipotentiary (vekalat) is not quite clear, 
either. Nuri asks why people are to choose their representatives if Islam 
gives the right of social leadership to the Prophet and His heirs.

Don’t you know that in social matters a plenipotentiary is not necessary be-
cause the one who deserves it supports his plenipotentiary with the rank of 
sharia legate? Giving an opinion about matters concerning the community and 
the whole of mankind is proper for the Imam of Islam or his plenipotentiaries 
and has no relation to others, and any interference of outsiders is forbidden.10

According to Nuri, the plenipotentiary system is based on people who 
do not know feqh and this fact repudiates their competence to make de-
cisions concerning the Muslim umma and the state. The mojtaheds’ au-
thority is based on the knowledge which has been passed from teacher 
to student since the time of the Prophet Muhammad and Ali. One should 

8 F. Nuri, Nāme-ye Sheykh Shahid be marhum-e Āyatullah Āqā Seyyed 'Ali Āyatullahi 
Musavi, in: idem, Maktubat, elamiye-ha, . . . va chand gozaresh-e piramun-e naqsh, ed. 
by M. Torkeman, Tehran 1984, p. 40.

9 F. Nuri, Musude-ye telegrāf-e Shaykh Shahid va Jam'i az 'olamā' be Āqāyān-e Hajj-e  
Eslām-e Najaf-e Ashrāf, in: idem, Maktubat, elamiye-ha, . . . va chand gozaresh-e  
piramun-e naqsh, ed. by M. Torkeman, Tehran 1984, p. 44.

10 F. Nuri, Ketāb-e tazkerāt . . ., op. cit., p. 67.
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notice that such continuity is unusual in any except the Muslim culture.11 
Thus, the idea of giving ordinary people the right to choose representa-
tives damages the very foundations of Islam.

. . . what is the meaning of a representative system (vikalat)? Who is the elec-
tor and what is the representative elected for? If the problem concerns secu-
lar affairs, there is no need for the religious arrangements. If general religious 
matters are to be treated, then these matters are related to vilayat (i.e. the 
rulership which is authorised by God through His Prophet and the Imams, 
that is to say, the ulama), not vikalat. During the (Greater) Occultation of the 
(Twelfth) Imam, may God hasten His happy ending, (i.e. His return), vilayat lays 
within the capacity (only) of the specialists in fiqh and of the mujtahids, not of 
a layman.12

Nuri takes the position of social elitism; he claims that a higher or 
lower place in the community relates to one’s extent of knowledge of the 
Qur’an. These who are closest to reading God’s idea: the learned people, 
mojtaheds are at the top of the hierarchy. By raising the question of social 
leadership of the Shia clergymen, the heirs of the Prophet and the guards 
of tradition, Nuri refers to the hierarchical social order with God at the 
summit. The place of a man within the social hierarchy, which determines 
specific rights and duties, is connected with the level of knowledge of feqh. 
This can never be an object for negotiation or a result of voting. The princi-
ple of equality before the law disturbs the hierarchical order. This is one of 
the reasons why Nuri acts against the principle of equality (mosavat). 

The foundations of the Qur’an’s rule are based on the difference of law of vari-
ous people, and you swore by the Qur’an to act in accordance with the prin-
ciple of equality. The Qur’an’s rule was founded on the lack of freedom (azadi 
nabudan) for the press and speech; you swore to fight for their freedom. The 
Qur’an categorically condemns giving the right of revenge (qasas) and you 
swore you would support the right of compensation for the unbelievers.13

11 Comp. М. Мотаххари, “Вклад Ирана в Исламскую цивилизацию”, Иран Наме, 
no. 1 (2008), p. 83.

12 Quoted in A.H. Hairi, “Shaykh Fazl Allah Nuri’s Refutation of the Idea of Constitu-
tionalism”, Middle Eastern Studies, XXIII.3 (1977), p. 328. 

13 F. Nuri, Ketāb-e tazkerāt . . ., op. cit., p. 95.
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Equality, as an idea, constitutes the most obvious proof that the rights 
contained in the text of the Fundamental Law are contradictory to the 
Qur’an. The realization of the suggestion to combine constitutionalism 
with sharia, as expressed by the statement mashrute ya'ni mashru'e is im-
possible. In Nuri’s opinion it is not possible to combine religious and secu-
lar elements in order to form a stable basis for the vision of reality. They 
are incompatible. Nuri perceives the principle of equality as destructive for 
social order; he asks: 

If their intention was to call into being the divine laws and the aim of consti-
tutionalism was to protect the order of Islam, why then do they want to base 
its foundations on equality (mosavat) and freedom (horriyat), as each of these 
two principles is harmful and destructive for the basis of the order of divine 
laws?14

Subsequently, he explains that the people of Islam have to be obedient 
to God’s commands and, by reference to them, they have to make deci-
sions about who is equal and who is inferior to them. The issue of equality 
concerns not only relations between Muslims and non-Muslims but also 
family relations: a wife is not equal to a husband, nor a child to a parent, 
nor a pious but uneducated man to a mojtahed, etc. Regarding the fact 
that one’s position in a social hierarchy determines specific rights, it is 
not difficult to imagine what chaos would occur if the balance of the well-
ordered system was disturbed by implementing the principle of equality. In 
the light of the Fundamental Law, the social bonds which are based on the 
patriarchal order are negated. The religious community, united by God’s 
law, is transformed into a mechanical set of individuals who are focused on 
worldly matters. In the background of Nuri’s considerations, the opposition 
of the divine order to the satanic concept of reality occurs.

After they finished (the business of) establishing innovations and compiling 
misleading remarks (the constitution), they began to take actions. They per-
formed what they performed implementing obscenities, reprehensible ac-
tions, insulting Islam, distorting (its) provisions, degrading the divine ulama, 
violating the sharia and religion, enjoying indecency and forbidding right con-
duct, gathering together the false and making propaganda among the errone-
ous and ignorant. (They also) denied respect for the Book of God, (created 

14 Ibid., p. 59.



159THE CONCEPTION OF CULTURE, VALUES AND IDENTITY OF IRAN . . .

satanic) temptations in the minds of the common people about the elevation 
of cult practices (ordered by God), they shed blood and put (their innovative) 
ideas into operation.15 

The principle of freedom (horriyat), mentioned in Nuri’s writings, is 
also contradictory to the principle of submission to God’s will (eslam). The 
juxtaposition of azadi and eslam is a reference to the anthropocentric and 
theocentric visions of the world. 

Nuri inquired as to the semantics of the notions of qanun, mosavat, 
horriyat (azadi) and mashrute in discussions during the time of bast in 
Abdolazim mosque and in conversations with representatives of the Brit-
ish embassy. He did not read European texts nor did he ever visit Western 
Europe or Russia. Pointing to Russia and the Ottoman Empire, as sources 
of the ideas which had come to Iran, Nuri, in a naïve but accurate way, as-
sociated constitutionalism with the secularization of culture. The fact that 
Turkey had managed to combine Islam and European elements was not an 
argument which could convince Nuri that it would be possible to combine 
sharia law with the clauses of the Fundamental Law. He regarded the con-
stitution as a “book of mistakes”, because it falsified the meaning of law 
and implemented innovations that would lead not to strengthening, but to 
weakening Islam.

The model of culture presented in Nuri’s writings assumes one’s sub-
mission to God’s will (eslam) and a return to the time of perfect justice. 
Muslim culture is situated beyond space and time, in the eternal world. 
Earthly existence is merely a time of preparation to pass to that metaphys-
ical dimension. Time is not linear but cyclical; the progress of mankind is 
not regarded as limitless but it is regarded as a return to an initial state of 
justice and harmony.

CONCLUSIONS

Nuri regarded the qualities derived from Islam as familiar and as his own 
and emphasised them by creating an opposing, threatening model of 
“the other”. Historical circumstances helped Nuri’s model to gain power. 
Without such a specific situation created by the struggle for (and against) 

15 Quoted in A.H. Hairi, “Shaykh Fazl . . .”, op. cit., p. 331.
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the constitution, this model would not have emerged in such a coherent 
shape. Nuri presented a model which is static. Its borders are closed, ele-
ments from outside are not allowed to enter the system. Moreover, any 
development of the system is impossible and it will eventually become 
petrified. Real or imagined danger caused the radicalization of all elements 
within the model, including a call for the physical extermination of the rep-
resentatives of “the other” model. 

NURI’S PERSONALITY AND IDEA  
FROM HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE

There are many contradictory views towards Nuri’s conduct during the 
struggle for the Constitution in Iran. Some scholars regarded him as a de-
fender of Islam whereas others claimed that religion for Nuri was noth-
ing more but a tool to gain particular benefits. Baqer Mo’ameni refers to 
the content of the mashrute period’s newspapers and the information that 
Nuri accepted a bribe from Ejn ad-Doule, one of the Shah’s ministers.16 
Nazem al-Eslam Kermani reminds us that Nuri had asked the prime min-
ister, Amin as-Soltan, for 12,000 tumans for religious purposes and, after 
the request had been rejected, started manifesting his support for Behba-
hani – then a proponent of the constitutional movement.17 Ahmad Kasravi, 
in turn, claims that every step of Nuri’s was motivated by the clergyman’s 
religious enthusiasm and the desire to create a state based on sharia law.18 

Nuri’s conduct is sometimes juxtaposed with that of Behbahani and 
Tabatabai. Thus, the first is presented as a conservative, fundamentalisti-
cally motivated ulema whereas the two others are regarded as proponents 
of the constitutional order in Iran. Nuri commented on it thus: 

Neither I was an absolutist nor were seyyeds Behbahani and Tabatabai the 
constitutionalists. Simply, I was against them and they were against me.19

16 B. Mo’ameni, Din va doulat dar asr-e mashrutiyat, Stockholm 1998, p. 159.
17 A.H. Hairi, “Shaykh Fazl . . .”, op. cit., p. 209.
18 A. Kasravi, Tarikh-e mashrute, Tehran 1346 (1967), p. 287.
19 F. Adamiyat, Ideologi-ye nohzat-e mashrutiyat-e Iran, Tehran 1355 (1976), pp. 

429–430.
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After Teheran was occupied by the Bakhtiar army, Nuri was imprisoned 
and accused of betrayal of the mashrute. Having been given the choice ei-
ther to reject in public his previous opinion or to be sentenced to death, 
Nuri chose the second option. Nazem al-Eslam wrote that when Nuri was 
approaching the gallows, he said: “I’m coming. Khoda hafez” and was an-
swered: “Go to hell!”20 Mehdi Sharif Kashani, a member of a group associ-
ated with Ayatollah Behbahani, wrote about the day of the execution as 
follows:

The whole square was crowded with people. They vehemently applauded and, 
full of joy, watched the execution.21

This observation was confirmed by Nuri’s friends:

The people applauded and blasphemed. Great uproar fulfilled Tupchane 
square. When the body was taken from the gallows to the Nezamiye yard, 
there followed general confusion. Everybody who had anything in their hands 
hit the body and those who had no tool spat upon it.22

A question arises regarding the reasons for such fierce hatred towards 
a man who was a religious authority, a respected and eminent person. The 
turbulent time of the mashrute period brought about disturbances, blood-
shed and general uncertainty about the future. Ordinary people, who 
were only superficially aware of events, blamed Nuri for past misfortunes. 
Moreover, the model propagated by Nuri was not popular on the thresh-
old of the 20th century. It was rather in the background of such ideas as lib-
eralism, democracy, constitutionalism, codified law etc. As most eminent 
mojtaheds had allied themselves with the secular intelligentsia, Nuri’s idea 
seemed to be a little bit obscure. 

Nevertheless, both Nuri’s life and death has had far-reaching conse-
quences.

20 N. al-E. Kermani, Tarikh-e bidari-ye Iran, Tehran 1357 (1978), p. 535.
21 Ibid., p. 163.
22 Ibid.
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CULTURAL IDENTITY OF IRAN IN THE LIGHT OF NURI’S VALUES

After a certain time, the Nuri’s body became a symbol of the defence of 
Islam. It also started being interpreted as a great mistake to kill a mojta-
hed in the name of values totally disconnected from Islam. Mo’ameni com-
mented on this fact as follows:

The people were surprised by the public execution and, at the same time, 
they were given an object lesson how to hang a mojtahed. . . . The people, 
schemers and clergymen say that it would have been better to kill the sheikh 
in secret.23

Many years after the event, Jalal al-e Ahmad, the author of a popular 
book Weststruckness (Qharbzadegi)24, called Nuri a defender of Shia Islam’s 
integrity against the poisoning of it with Western influence:

For me, the body of the eminent man, hanging from the gallows was like a sig-
nal flag of west-poisoning over the roofs of our houses, after a two-hundred-
year struggle. . . . Now, in the shadow cast by that flag we, as a nation, are 
alien to ourselves; regarding our clothes, food, literature and – what’s even 
more dangerous – culture. We follow the Western education, we surrender to 
the Western thinking and we use the Western ways to solve our problems.25

Contrary to the opinion of most scholars who claim that the conflict 
among clergymen, between the proponents and opponents of the consti-
tutional movement, was due to the struggle for political power, we claim 
that the conflict had cultural roots and Nuri was the first who recognised 
the core danger. The temporary alliance between Nuri and the Shah’s court 
against mashrute is not surprising: both Islam and autocracy belonged to 
the traditional cultural values and, as such, supported each other against 
something they perceived as an alien cultural influence.

Thus, ideological differences between the proponents and the oppo-
nents of the mashrute movement were the consequence of a cultural split, 
not the reason for it. 

Subsequently, Nuri’s idea of culture won out in 1979 and became the 
basis for contemporary Iran.

23 Ibid., p. 173.
24 J. al-e Ahmad, Weststruckness (Qharbzadegi), Tehran 1341 (1963).
25 Ibid., p. 78.
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Abstract

At the beginning of November 2015, the Polish government’s decision to ac-
cept 6,800 refugees fleeing Syria and Eritrea created a fierce debate dividing 
Polish society. A poll conducted by the Polish Research Centre found that two-
thirds of Poles oppose taking in refugees from the Middle East and North Africa. 
Thousands of protesters and counter-protesters gathered on the streets. It is 
difficult to draw the line dividing the pro-refugee Poles and those who are op-
posed to taking them in. This line does not run between political leaders and 
“ordinary” citizens as, in both groups, one can find a variety of attitudes. One of 
the major factors behind anti-migrant views is Poland’s religious and ethnic ho-
mogeneity. This present state of affairs differs radically from the multinational, 
multicultural state of Poland as it existed up to the Second World War. Between 
the 15th and 17th centuries, while Europe was absorbed with religious turmoil, 
Poland was famous for religious tolerance and for being a sanctuary for many 
refugees escaping from persecution. Thus, have the Poles lost their spirit of tol-
erance and hospitality?
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INTRODUCTION:  
POLAND’S DEMOGRAPHIC AND CULTURAL LANDSCAPE

Contemporary Poland possesses perhaps the most culturally homogenous 
society in the whole of Europe.2 According to the Polish census from 20113, 
91.6% of inhabitants declared homogenous Polish ethnic-national identity 
and 2.17% (871 thousands) of people declared double ethnic-national iden-
tity. Only 1.44 % (554 thousands) of inhabitants declared solely non-Pol-
ish ethnic-national identity4. The largest minority nationalities and ethnic 
groups in Poland comprise Silesians, Kashubian, Germans, Ukrainians, Bela-
rusians, Roma, Russians, and Lemkos5. In recent years, Poland’s population 
has decreased due to an increase in emigration and a sharp decline in the 
birth rate. Altogether, the number of ethnic Poles living abroad is estimat-
ed to be around 20 million. The largest number of Poles outside of Poland 
can be found in the United States.6 

Poland’s demographic landscape is homogenous not only in its eth-
nic aspect but regarding religion, with Poles being overwhelmingly Ro-
man Catholic (88.4%).7 The percentage of religious minorities and atheists 
does not exceed 12%. Religious minorities include Polish Orthodox, various 
Protestant denominations, Jehovah’s Witnesses, Jews, Muslims and a few 
thousand atheists. Poland remains one of the most devoutly religious 
countries in Europe. 

The above-mentioned factors make Poland one of the least diverse 
societies on the globe. Walter Connor reported in 1971 that among 138 

2 See: N. Davies, “Poland’s Multicultural Heritage”, Acta Slavica Iaponica, 4 (1986), 
p. 79, also at: http://eprints.lib.hokudai.ac.jp/dspace/bitstream/2115/7953/1/KJ000000 
34106.pdf, 30 April 2016. 

3 Polish census of 2002 (Polish: Narodowy Spis Powszechny 2002) was a census in Po-
land taken from 21 May to 8 June 2002.

4 Wyniki Narodowego Spisu Ludności i Mieszkań 2011. Podstawowe informacje 
o sytuacji demograficzno-społecznej ludności oraz zasobach mieszkaniowych, Główny 
Urząd Statystyczny, Warszawa 2012, p. 17. 

5 Ibid.
6 “Centers of Polish Immigration in the World – USA and Germany”, at http://cul-

ture.polishsite.us/articles/art90fr.htm, 20 April 2016.
7 According to Central Statistical Office (Polish: GUS), at http://stat.gov.pl/cps/rde/

xbcr/gus/oz_wyzn_rel_stow_nar_i_etn_w_pol_2006-2008.pdf, 30 April 2016. See also: 
Concise Statistical Book of Poland, GUS, Warszawa 2010, 19 April 2016.

http://eprints.lib.hokudai.ac.jp/dspace/bitstream/2115/7953/1/KJ00000034106.pdf
http://eprints.lib.hokudai.ac.jp/dspace/bitstream/2115/7953/1/KJ00000034106.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Polish_language
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Census
http://culture.polishsite.us/articles/art90fr.htm
http://culture.polishsite.us/articles/art90fr.htm
http://stat.gov.pl/cps/rde/xbcr/gus/oz_wyzn_rel_stow_nar_i_etn_w_pol_2006-2008.pdf
http://stat.gov.pl/cps/rde/xbcr/gus/oz_wyzn_rel_stow_nar_i_etn_w_pol_2006-2008.pdf
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countries taken into account, only 12 (i.e. 9.1%) could be considered “na-
tional”, Poland included.8 

This present state of affairs – of an exclusively Polish Poland – differs 
radically from the multinational, multicultural state of Poland as it existed 
up to the Second World War. 

The historical Commonwealth of Poland and Lithuania9 (16th–17th cen-
turies) was in itself diverse linguistically, ethnically and religiously, as well 
as welcoming various ethnic and religious minorities. It was not only the 
homeland of most Poles, but also the homeland of almost all Belarussians, 
Lithuanians and Ukrainians, of several million Germans, and of the prin-
cipal Jewish community in the world.10 Already in the 13th century, Polish 
kings allowed Jews who had been expelled from western countries to set-
tle and practice their faith.11 Between the 15th and 17th centuries, while 
Europe was absorbed in religious turmoil, Poland was famous for its re-
ligious tolerance and for being a sanctuary for many refugees escaping 
from persecution. Moreover, the Warsaw Confederation (1573), which 
confirmed the religious freedom of all residents of Poland, was the first 
such document in Europe12. One could say that at that time the Common-
wealth of Poland and Lithuania represented a case of an “imperial regime 
of tolerance”.13 Norman Davies emphasises the universal character of Pol-
ish heritage which in the past was shared by many different people with 
many different ethnic connections.14

8 W. Connor, Ethnonationalism: A Quest for Understanding, Princeton 1994, p. 96.
9 The 1569 Union of Lublin established the Polish–Lithuanian Commonwealth, 

a more closely unified federal state with an elective monarchy, but which was governed 
largely by the nobility, through a system of local assemblies with a central parliament. 
It was a multinational state of vast proportions, much larger than Russia. 

10 C.S. Smith, “In Poland, a Jewish Revival Thrives – Minus Jews”, New York Times, 
12 July 2007, http://www.nytimes.com/2007/07/12/world/europe/12krakow.html, 
30 October 2017. Probably about 70% of the world’s European Jews, or Ashkenazi, can 
trace their ancestry to Poland – thanks to a 14th-century king, Casimir III, the Great, 
who drew Jewish settlers from across Europe with his vow to protect them as “people of 
the king”.

11 N. Davies, “Poland’s Multicultural . . .”, op. cit., p. 80.
12 H.E. Dembkowski, The Union of Lublin, Polish Federalism in the Golden Age, Boul-

der – New York 1982, p. 271.
13 M. Walzer, On Tolerance, New Haven 1999.
14 N. Davies, “Poland’s Multicultural . . .”, op. cit., p. 80.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Union_of_Lublin
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Polish%E2%80%93Lithuanian_Commonwealth
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Elective_monarchy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sejmik
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_York_Times
http://www.nytimes.com/2007/07/12/world/europe/12krakow.html
https://books.google.com/?id=svAaAAAAMAAJ&q=poland+lithuania+1588+slavery&dq=poland+lithuania+1588+slavery
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Furthermore, when the Second Polish Republic, also known as the 
Second Commonwealth of Poland was reborn after the First World War 
in 1918, religious and ethnic minorities comprised almost one third of the 
population. Only after the Second World War, due to the Holocaust, bor-
der changes, and deportations (in the two decades 1936–1956 over 20 mil-
lion people inhabiting the Polish lands were subject to forced “population 
exchange”) did a mono-ethnic Poland emerged from the chaos. It was a re-
constituted country which had new frontiers, a new social composition, 
as well as a new political regime. In fact, having a homogenous popula-
tion was an official aim of the Communist authorities and was exercised 
throughout their time in power. Although the 1952 Communist constitu-
tion guaranteed non-discrimination, “nationalities” (not “ethnic minori-
ties”) were barely mentioned in it. In practice, minorities could barely cul-
tivate their traditions through the channels of state-controlled “cultural 
associations”. Ethnic issues perceived as threatening to the state interest 
were downplayed and hidden from public view.

MULTICULTURALISM IN POLAND  
SEEN AS A HISTORICAL PHENOMENON

The last thirty years of Polish history may be divided into three periods: 
the continuation of the systematically liberalised communist rule; demo-
cratic change after 1989 up to Poland’s accession to the European Union 
in May 2004; and the last 12 years, as soon after Poland’s accession to 
the EU, new laws on national, ethnic and linguistic minorities was accepted 
and put into practice. 

Current Polish multiculturalism is different from that of multiethnic or 
immigrant societies, such as the UK. Indeed, multiculturalism in contem-
porary Poland is seen as a historical phenomenon. For instance, although 
“multicultural” festivals are organised in big cities, small towns and in bor-
derland regions, virtually most of them refer to past “multiethnic” or reli-
giously diversified life. Multiculturalism is also mentioned in the media and 
some official statements. Tolerance is evoked as an old Polish historical 
tradition. However, today, “tolerance and multiculturalism” serve rather as 
a myth that legitimises current politics than actual administrative and po-
litical practice. Meanwhile, the country’s rising standard of living and its 
membership of the EU makes Poland more attractive for immigrants from 
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so-called “Third World countries”. This gives one an opportunity to ob-
serve the Polish people’s reactions to immigrants. 

THE POLES FACING REFUGEE CRISIS:  
A “TEST OF DECENCY” PASSED OR FAILED?

How has Poland responded for the calls from EU for a Europe-wide shar-
ing of the burden of refugee crisis? Do the Poles still have their old spirit of 
tolerance? Is there anything left of this famous Polish hospitality? 

The Polish government policy towards this challenge changed signifi-
cantly during 2015 due to a change of government. Poland’s former Prime 
Minister Ewa Kopacz called the crisis a “test of decency” for Poland after 
it had been helped by richer countries in previous years.15 Although, she 
said this time the number of refugees would be far fewer than the 80,000 
refugees from Chechnya which Poland took in during the 1990s. Indeed, 
in September 2015, the pro-EU polish government led by Kopacz’s Civic 
Platform (PO) agreed to accept 7,000 refugees fleeing Syria and Eritrea. 
However, these declared numbers decreased rapidly two months later, 
when the right-wing Law and Justice party won the parliamentary elec-
tion.16 Poland’s new government that was sworn on 16 November 2015 im-
mediately took a hard line on the migrant crisis. In January 2016, the new 
Polish Prime Minister, Beata Szydło, told a press conference: “We would 
like to make use of the right to choose which groups of refugees are to be 
sent to Poland.”17 She has referred to the EU refugee quota deal as “black-
mail” and declared that Polish government cannot accept giving in to po-
litical correctness by accepting quotas that are being imposed on Poland. 
Instead, the Polish Prime Minister has declared the priority for her is the 
security of Polish citizens and has announced that up to 400 refugees will 

15 P. Skolimowski, “Poland Faces ‘Blackmail’ on Migrants, Probable Premier Says”, 
at http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2015-09-16/poland-faces-blackmail-on-
migrants-probable-next-premier-says, 1 May 2016. 

16 Founded 14 years ago.
17 “Poland to accept no more than 400 refugees this year”, Radio Poland, at: http://

www.thenews.pl/1/9/Artykul/236276,Poland-to-accept-no-more-than-400-refugees-
this-year#sthash.d7sJF34d.dpuf, 1 May 2016.

http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2015-09-16/poland-faces-blackmail-on-migrants-probable-next-premier-says
http://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2015-09-16/poland-faces-blackmail-on-migrants-probable-next-premier-says
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be relocated to Poland in 2016 as part of the previous government’s com-
mitment.18 This new government policy was also influenced by the terror-
ist attack in Paris on 13 November 2015. In response to such attacks, the 
current Polish Minister for European Affairs, Konrad Szymański, said that 
Poland cannot accept migrants relocated under a European Union quota 
system without security guarantees.19 

The new Polish government policy on the migrant crisis reflects the 
priorities of a national-conservative and eurosceptic government focused 
on domestic politics and interests and willing to defend them in Brussels. 
The Law and Justice leader, former Polish Prime Minister (2006–2007) and 
conservative politician Jarosław Kaczyński, said his party favoured allocat-
ing money to support refugee camps and warned that migrants would end 
up imposing their way of life on Poles. He responded to EU demands by 
saying: “Do you really want us to become guests in our own home? Poles 
don’t want it and neither does Law and Justice.”20 In Kaczyński’s opinion, 
Chancellor Angela Merkel’s welcoming attitude to refugees had turned 
Germany into a magnet for economic migrants.21 The conservative politi-
cian also warned that refugees from the Middle East could bring danger-
ous diseases and parasites to Poland, stating as following: 

There are already signs of emergence of diseases that are highly dangerous 
and have not been seen in Europe for a long time: cholera on the Greek 
islands, dysentery in Vienna . . . Also, there are some differences related to 
geography, various parasites, protozoa that are common and are not dan-
gerous in the bodies of these people, (but) may be dangerous here. Which 
doesn’t mean there is a need to discriminate against anyone, but you need 
to check.22

18 Ibid. 
19 “Poland demands EU security guarantees if it is to host refugees”, at http://lodz-

post.com/polishnews/poland-demands-eu-security-guarantees-if-it-is-to-host-refugees/, 
26 April 2016. This way Poland joined a quartet of EU members Hungary, Romania, the 
Czech Republic and Slovakia that have defied Brussels’ plan to redistribute the inflow of 
asylum seekers from the Middle East and North Africa among members of the union. 
Security concerns are high among the reasons touted by these countries.

20 P. Skolimowski, “Poland Faces . . .”, op. cit.
21 Ibid. 
22 “Polish opposition warns refugees could spread infectious diseases”, reported by 

M. Goclowski, A. Barteczko and A. Koper, edited by T. Heneghan, at http://www.reuters.
com/article/us-europe-migrants-poland-idUSKCN0S918B20151015, 1 May 2016.

http://lodzpost.com/polishnews/poland-demands-eu-security-guarantees-if-it-is-to-host-refugees/
http://lodzpost.com/polishnews/poland-demands-eu-security-guarantees-if-it-is-to-host-refugees/
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-europe-migrants-poland-idUSKCN0S918B20151015
http://www.reuters.com/article/us-europe-migrants-poland-idUSKCN0S918B20151015
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Kaczyński’s comments were heavily criticised by some of his politi-
cal opponents. Janusz Palikot, a leader of the left-wing party Your Move, 
slammed Kaczynski’s statement as racist and fascist. Palikot notified the 
public prosecutor of an offence of incitement to ethnic or racial hatred, in 
violation of Polish law.23 Kaczynski’s statement was also criticised in social 
media as offensive.

The new Polish Foreign Minister Witold Waszczykowski – a known 
eurosceptic – suggested that Syrian refugees could be trained and armed 
to form a military force that could be sent to fight ISIS and liberate Syria. 
Waszczykowski suggested refugees from the country were not as desper-
ate as they were sometimes portrayed, according to the AFP news agency 
stating:

Tens of thousands of young Syrian men disembark from their rubber dinghies 
with an iPad in hand and instead of asking for drink or food, they ask where 
they can charge their cellphones. They can go to fight to liberate their country 
with our help.24 

It is most probable that the politician had been drawing on the ex-
perience of Polish refugees during the Second World War, who formed 
the Polish Armed Forces in the West and Polish Armed Forces in the East 
to fight with the Allies and the Soviet Union against Nazi Germany. These 
formations operated from the United Kingdom and included fighter plane 
squadrons in the Battle of Britain and shock troops who fought in Italy. 
Waszczykowski said he wants to avoid a situation where Polish soldiers will 
be sent to fight in Syria while hundreds of the Syrians will drink their coffee 
in the cafes of Berlin.25 According to the Polish Foreign Minister, the main 

23 N. Ojewska, “Poland’s modest refugee policy proves controversial”, at http://
www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/2015/11/poland-modest-refugee-policy-proves-
controversial-151101102513587.html, 1 May 2016.

24 J. Stone, “Syrian refugees should be trained into an army to fight ISIS”, at http://
www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/syrian-refugees-should-be-trained-into-an-
army-to-fight-isis-polands-foreign-minister-says-a6736776.html, 1 May 2016.

25 F. Drury, “Poland’s new Right-wing government suggests sending Syrians BACK to 
‘liberate’ their country as a means of tackling migrant crisis”, Mail Online, 17 November 
2015, at http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3321945/An-ARMY-refugees-ISIS-Po-
land-s-new-Right-wing-government-suggests-sending-Syrians-liberate-country-means-
tackling-migrant-crisis.html, 1 May 2016.

http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/2015/11/poland-modest-refugee-policy-proves-controversial-151101102513587.html
http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/2015/11/poland-modest-refugee-policy-proves-controversial-151101102513587.html
http://www.aljazeera.com/indepth/features/2015/11/poland-modest-refugee-policy-proves-controversial-151101102513587.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/syrian-refugees-should-be-trained-into-an-army-to-fight-isis-polands-foreign-minister-says-a6736776.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/syrian-refugees-should-be-trained-into-an-army-to-fight-isis-polands-foreign-minister-says-a6736776.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/politics/syrian-refugees-should-be-trained-into-an-army-to-fight-isis-polands-foreign-minister-says-a6736776.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3321945/An-ARMY-refugees-ISIS-Poland-s-new-Right-wing-government-suggests-sending-Syrians-liberate-country-means-tackling-migrant-crisis.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3321945/An-ARMY-refugees-ISIS-Poland-s-new-Right-wing-government-suggests-sending-Syrians-liberate-country-means-tackling-migrant-crisis.html
http://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-3321945/An-ARMY-refugees-ISIS-Poland-s-new-Right-wing-government-suggests-sending-Syrians-liberate-country-means-tackling-migrant-crisis.html
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issue is integration. In his opinion the Arab communities will demand from 
Europe to respect the way they are used to living: 

Only a few people will integrate. We are just afraid that we will have to deal 
with the same problems related to Muslim existence that some European 
countries have been facing during the last few years.26

“TODAY THE IMMIGRANTS, TOMORROW THE TERRORIST!” 
PURE HATE OR FLEETING BACKLASH? 

Rafał Kostrzyski, the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees’ 
(UNHCR) spokesperson in Poland, told Al Jazeera that Polish politicians’ 
xenophobic statements related to the refugee crisis have been another 
factor stirring up resistance among the general public. The perspective of 
the arrival of tens of thousands of asylum seekers in recent months has 
sparked widespread alarm among Poles. The issue has divided society and 
led to a fierce anti-migrant backlash.

A poll recently conducted by the Polish Research Centre found that 
63% of Polish citizens oppose taking in refugees from the Middle East and 
North Africa27, while 53% oppose taking any refugees.28 Moreover, to the 
question: Do you think that taking in the refugees from the Middle East and 
North Africa could increase the danger of terrorist attacks? 80% of Poles 
questioned responded “yes”. However, Polish people are twice less scep-
tical about accepting immigrants from Ukraine (61% displayed a welcom-
ing approach to Ukrainians). In addition, 37% of Poles agreed that Poland 
could give temporary shelter to asylum seekers, while only 4% would allow 
them to settle down in Poland (regardless the origin of the immigrants). 

The above results of this poll were reflected in demonstrations that 
took place in September 2015 in many Polish cities. Thousands of people 
engaged on each side of the debate over government policy toward the 
refugees. Warsaw has been one of the fiercest opponents of EU attempts 

26 N. Ojewska, “Poland’s modest . . .”, op. cit.
27 In 2015.
28 “Stosunek do uchodźców w kontekście kryzysu imigracyjnego w Europie”, 

CBOS, “Komunikat z Badań”, no. 122 (2015), at http://www.cbos.pl/SPISKOM.POL/ 
2015/K_122_15.PDF, 1 May 2016. 

http://www.cbos.pl/SPISKOM.POL/2015/K_122_15.PDF
http://www.cbos.pl/SPISKOM.POL/2015/K_122_15.PDF
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to force members to accept their share of 120,000 refugees – a bill that 
was pushed through the European parliament. Around 10,000 right-wing 
protesters clutching the national flag assembled on the streets in the Polish 
capital, chanting slogans including “Today refugees, tomorrow terrorists!” 
and ”Poland, free of Islam!” Although police in riot gear watched over the 
crowds as some lit flares, there were no reports of violence. While it was 
one of the biggest demonstrations in the history of Poland, there were just 
a few reports about it in the mainstream European media. 

The language deployed at anti-refugee demonstrations in Poland re-
flects some distinctively Polish points of reference. On 12 September 
2015, at a football match in the city of Wrocław, supporters of the local 
team unfurled a banner declaring “We want the repatriate, not the immi-
grant.” Popularised by right-wing groups such as the Pan-Polish Youth, the 
slogan combined a rhetorical welcome to so-called “repatriates” (Polish: 
repatrianci) – residents of current-day Ukraine or Central Asian republics 
who could claim Polish descent – with a rejection of “immigrants”.29 The 
second group is identified as unassimilable foreigners, who had been pri-
marily characterised as “Africans” in earlier demonstrations but who now 
figured as agents of “Islamization”. This attitude to the refugee crisis is also 
supported by some leading Polish politicians, with Jarosław Kaczyński 
also stating that the Polish government should focus on bringing back peo-
ple of Polish origin from former Soviet republics.30 

The creation of an exclusively “Polish Poland” had been the long-
standing dream of the radical right-wing of pre-war politics. This was vision 
of the old National Democratic movement co-founded in 1897 by Polish 
politician and statesman, Roman Dmowski. National Democracy was ac-
tive from the period of the foreign partitions of Poland until 1947.31 Dmow-
ski believed that only a Polish-speaking Roman Catholic could be a good 
Pole. His thinking marginalised other minorities, and he was vocally anti-
Semitic.32 He remains the prototype of Polish right-wing nationalism and 

29 J. Noch, “Nie chcemy imigranta – chcemy repatrianta!”, at http://natemat.
pl/71409,tysiace-polakow-popiera-akcje-nie-chcemy-imigranta-chcemy-repatrianta-
dlaczego-nie-chcemy-splacic-dlugu-wdziecznosci, 2 May 2016.

30 M. Wąsik, “Nie dla imigrantów, tak dla repatriantów”, at http://wpolityce.pl/
polityka/266019-nie-dla-imigrantow-tak-dla-repatriantow, 2 May 2016.

31 Polish: Narodowa Demokracja, also known from its abbreviation ND as Endecja.
32 R. Michael, P. Rosen, Dictionary of Antisemitism: From the Earliest Times to the 

Present, Lanham, MD 2007, p. 70.

http://natemat.pl/71409,tysiace-polakow-popiera-akcje-nie-chcemy-imigranta-chcemy-repatrianta-dlaczego-nie-chcemy-splacic-dlugu-wdziecznosci
http://natemat.pl/71409,tysiace-polakow-popiera-akcje-nie-chcemy-imigranta-chcemy-repatrianta-dlaczego-nie-chcemy-splacic-dlugu-wdziecznosci
http://natemat.pl/71409,tysiace-polakow-popiera-akcje-nie-chcemy-imigranta-chcemy-repatrianta-dlaczego-nie-chcemy-splacic-dlugu-wdziecznosci
http://wpolityce.pl/polityka/266019-nie-dla-imigrantow-tak-dla-repatriantow
http://wpolityce.pl/polityka/266019-nie-dla-imigrantow-tak-dla-repatriantow
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Polish_language
http://books.google.com/books?id=d5927rY-UgoC&pg=PA70
http://books.google.com/books?id=d5927rY-UgoC&pg=PA70
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has been called “the father of Polish nationalism”.33 This nationalist vision, 
which can be summed up in the slogans of “One Nation, One Faith, One 
Republic, One Culture”, was conceived at the end of the 19th century.

As mentioned earlier, it had not always been like this: the old Pol-
ish proto-nationalism of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, based on 
a Polish-Lithuanian identity, was multiethnic and multireligious. The na-
tionalist ideology developed soon after the Partitions was initially free of 
“ethnic nationalism” of any kind. It was a Romantic movement for the res-
toration of a sovereign Polish state. The birth of modern nationalism un-
der foreign rule coincided with the Polish November Uprising of 1830 and 
the subsequent Spring of Nations. Modern Polish nationalism which re-
jected cultural assimilation was the consequence of Polish statelessness, as 
the Polish nationality was suppressed by the authorities of countries which 
had annexed the territory of the former Commonwealth (Russia, Prussia, 
and Austria). 

What is ironic, however, is that this right-wing, nationalist fantasy was 
put into effect not by the National Democrats, who by 1945 had passed 
into the museum of Polish history, but by the Soviet Union and by Sta-
lin’s Polish Communist minions.34 Since the fall of communism, several 
political parties have sought to re-establish some National Democrat tra-
ditions, with their adherents preferring to call themselves the “national 
movement”.35 

POLAND’S EVOLVING MIGRATION ROLE AND ATTITUDE

For most of the 20th century, Poland was country which sent out both refu-
gees and immigrants. During the Second World War, 3 million Poles ended 
up beyond Poland’s borders. After the war, faced with a poor economy and 
a Communist regime, more than 1 million Polish migrants left for greater 
prosperity in Western Europe and the United States. Like many Eastern 
Bloc countries in the post-war period, the Polish government maintained 

33 J. Páll árnason, N. Doyle, Domains and Divisions of European History, Liverpool 
2010, p. 93.

34 N. Davies, “Poland’s Multicultural . . .”, op. cit., p. 81.
35 The most significant party that declared itself a successor to the National Demo-

crats is the League of Polish Families. 

http://books.google.com/books?id=gWHu7SQQa04C&pg=PA93
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an isolationist approach to migration policy, strictly controlling both emi-
gration and immigration. In the 1990s, these policies began to change. As 
Poland sought to align itself with Western Europe, the government created 
an asylum regime in line with international standards and the 1951 Con-
vention on Refugees. Individuals from the former Soviet Union, Somalia, 
Afghanistan, and other countries began to seek asylum in Poland, and the 
government adopted an especially generous stance towards Bosnians and 
Chechens.36 The biggest change in Poland’s migration profile came with 
Polish accession to the European Union in 2004, along with the freedom 
of mobility that such membership entailed. Within two years of accession, 
more than 264,000 Poles had been approved for work applications in the 
United Kingdom alone. As of 2015, an estimated 1.3 million to 2 million 
Poles had taken up residence in other EU member states. 

Perhaps due to the high levels of emigration from Poland to other EU 
countries, the Polish public typically held very high opinions of migration 
throughout the 2000s. Data from the European Social Survey between 
2002 and 2012 show that Poles consistently held some of the most pro-
immigration views in Europe, expressing similar views towards refugees 
and asylum seekers.37 In the 2014 European Social Survey, 63.4% of Poles 
agreed or strongly agreed that their government “should be generous judg-
ing applications for refugee status” – a more positive response than voiced 
by Swedes (60.3%) and Germans (38.8%). Poland also showed a relatively 
tolerant attitude towards immigrants. The World Values Survey, conducted 
in Poland in 2012, found that Poles were not particularly averse to having 
immigrants or people of different races as neighbours.38 However, asked 
specifically about Muslims, the Polish response was not always as welcom-
ing. In the 2014 European Social Survey, 34.3% of Poles said that no Muslims 
should be allowed to come to Poland. This attitude stands in stark contrast 
to the relatively tolerant views on diversity, and may stem from the his-
torically strong religious component of Poland’s national identity. Howev-
er, the issue of immigration should not solely be defined through religion.

36 B. Bachman, “Diminishing Solidarity: Polish Attitudes toward the European Migra-
tion and Refugee Crisis”, June 2016, at http://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/diminish-
ing-solidarity-polish-attitudes-toward-european-migration-and-refugee-crisis, 2 March 
2017.

37 http://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/data/, 1 March 2017.
38 http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSOnline.jsp, 1 March 2017.

http://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/diminishing-solidarity-polish-attitudes-toward-european-migration-and-refugee-crisis
http://www.migrationpolicy.org/article/diminishing-solidarity-polish-attitudes-toward-european-migration-and-refugee-crisis
http://www.europeansocialsurvey.org/data/
http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/WVSOnline.jsp
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“OUR MUSLIMS” VERSUS “ALIEN MUSLIMS”,  
OR WHAT REALLY MATTERS: RELIGION OR RACE?

There are then two major reasons behind Polish anti-migrant views. The 
first is the specific character of modern Polish nationalism. The second is 
the increasing number of terrorist attacks in Europe associated with Mus-
lims and Islam. The followers of Islam in Poland may be divided into three 
groups: 

1) Tatar Poles (or Polish Tatars) who have been living in Poland for six 
centuries

2) immigrants from Arab countries who came to Poland in the 1970s, 
mainly as students – they often contracted mixed marriages with Poles and 
have permanent residence permits

3) new Muslim immigrants, such as refugees from Bosnia or political 
asylum seekers from Chechnya and some other Muslim countries, such as 
Pakistan or Afghanistan.39

In my paper, I will divide them simply into a “historical” Muslim com-
munity (Tatar Poles) and “newcomers” (the other two groups mentioned 
above). New Muslim immigrants in Poland are more numerous than Ta-
tars. This group is constantly growing, especially because of incoming stu-
dents and professionals from Arab countries. However, the number of all 
Muslims living in Poland does not exceed 30,000 people.40 The situation of 
these two groups is totally different and an analysis of their status and per-
ception serves as an indicator of accepted patterns for assimilation and 
forbearance towards strangers and otherness in Polish society.

Polish Tatars, called the Lipka Tatars (the Turkish name of Lithuania, 
which they originally inhabited), are descendants of Muslim settlers in the 
lands of the Grand Duchy of Lithuania from the 14th century. Their right 
to religious freedom has practically never been questioned. Tatars as-
similated as they gradually lost their language and began to use Polish in-
stead. They accepted local habits and cultural features of the surrounding 
Christian and Slavic population. Polygamy became a virtually banned prac-
tice, vodka, which is prohibited by the Koran, has become an acceptable 

39 M. Buchowski, K. Chlewińska, Poland, in: R. Zapata-Barrero, A. Triandafyllidou 
(eds.), Addressing tolerance and diversity discourses in Europe, Barcelona 2012, p. 355.

40 R. Włoch, “Islam in Poland. Between Ethnicity and Universal Umma”, Internation-
al Journal of Sociology, vol. 39, no. 3 (2009), p. 60.
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product. The 2011 census showed 1,916 people declaring Tatar ethnicity.41 
Assimilation, which has lasted for centuries, has made the community al-
most invisible. Today, Tatars live mostly in big cities, and they have merged 
with Polish society. They continue contracting marriages with Christians, 
and some have stopped practicing Islam.42 

Interestingly, the perspective of arrival of Muslims from Arab countries 
raised concerns about “our Muslims”, i.e. Polish Tatars. In facing the refu-
gee crisis, Polish people are afraid that the Tatars are in danger of being 
influenced by radical Islamists or, at best, will deviate from their traditions 
facilitating coexistence with Poles. These comments indicate a general-
ised aversion of most Poles to those considered alien and to “incompre-
hensible” cultural practices. A comparison of the situation of the different 
groups of Muslims living in Poland and of the different attitudes towards 
them shows that the Polish discourse on diversity and tolerance focuses 
on racial and cultural differences, and, in this particular context, religious 
matters comprise only as a secondary issue.43 The example of the Tatars 
shows that their faith does not make them “alien” and they are fully ac-
cepted. The negative attitude towards Muslims, mostly Arabs, ensues 
mostly from cultural and racial differences. One can see the specific char-
acter of this attitude in the controversial edition of popular right-wing Pol-
ish weekly magazine W Sieci (The Network). In February 2016 the cover 
of this weekly splashed a graphic depiction of “the rape of Europe”. The 
continent was symbolised by young blond women draped loosely in a Eu-
ropean Union flag and being assaulted by darker-skinned male hands. Al-
though only the arms and hands of the assailants are in view, the message 
of the headline is clear: “the Islamic rape of Europe”. Bearing in mind that 
the Polish discourse on tolerance focuses on racial differences, it is worth 
noticing that the photo does not reveal the religious denomination of the 
aggressors, only their race. 

41 Report in Polish: Ludność. Stan i struktura demograficzno-społeczna. Narodowy 
Spis Powszechny Ludności i Mieszkań 2011, GUS [Central Statistical Office], Warszawa 
2013, http://stat.gov.pl/cps/rde/xbcr/gus/LUD_ludnosc_stan_str_dem_spo_NSP2011.
pdf, 2 May 2016.

42 K. Warmińska, „Polskość” a „tatarskość”, in: M. Kempny, A. Kapciak, S. łodziński 
(eds.), U progu wielokulturowości. Nowe oblicza społeczeństwa polskiego, Warszawa 
1997, p. 278.

43 M. Buchowski, K. Chlewińska, Poland . . ., op. cit., pp. 355–357.

http://stat.gov.pl/cps/rde/xbcr/gus/LUD_ludnosc_stan_str_dem_spo_NSP2011.pdf
http://stat.gov.pl/cps/rde/xbcr/gus/LUD_ludnosc_stan_str_dem_spo_NSP2011.pdf


ELżBIETA WIąCEK178

Making the intention of the edition perfectly clear, the editors 
declared: 

In the new issue of the weekly The Network, a report about what the media 
and Brussels elite are hiding from the citizens of the European Union.44 

The edition was the reaction to the New Year’s Eve sexual assaults in 
Germany in 2015/2016. The Polish magazine pointed out that local govern-
ments in German cities, and most Western media outlets, at first ignored 
the story and only started reporting on the incidents on January 5th 2016, 
after a wave of anger on social media made covering them unavoidable. 
The journalist writing for The Network accused European media of ignoring 
or minimising the problems arising from the massive influx of immigrants 
and acts of violence in the name of tolerance and political correctness. 
Outlining the fundamental differences between eastern Islam and western 
Christianity (culture, architecture, music, gastronomy, dress), the editori-
al explains these two worlds have been at war over the last 14 centuries 
and the world is now witnessing a colossal clash of two civilizations in the 
countries of old Europe. This clash is brought by Muslims who come to Eu-
rope and carry conflict with the Western world as part of their collective 
consciousness. Concluding the cover article, Aleksandra Rybińska warned 

44 W Sieci (The Network), 15–21 February 2016, p. 2.
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against the collapse of the West in the face of this “Islamic rape”, quoting 
British historian Arnold Toynbee statement: “Civilizations die from suicide, 
not by murder.”45 The magazine also had strong words for German Chan-
cellor Angela Merkel, whom it accused of listening more to the German 
industrial lobby which claimed campaigns for cheap labour from outside 
the European Union.

The front cover of this politically conservative Polish magazine may be 
one of the most politically incorrect and provocative illustrations of the mi-
grant crisis to date. The Independent, a British online newspaper, accused 
the editorial of The Network of arousing fear in society by borrowing from 
a long-established set of racial codes.46 Ishan Tharoor, a journalist at The 
Independent quoted a Twitter user who compared The Network’s cover 
to the Nazi-era imagery and fascist propaganda that prevailed during the 
Second World War. For example, social media users uploaded a poster of 
a Second World War era Italian fascist call to arms, showing a dark foreign 
soldier seising a European woman or a French colonial soldier groping an-
other girl. The Independent concluded that the risk of a cultural invasion 
somehow contaminating Polish societies is, frankly, a phantasm conjured 
by fear-mongers.47

“REFUGEES WELCOME TO POLAND”

Although such exasperating anti-refugee attitudes appear to have won 
over the majority of Poles, not everyone shares these views: many have in-
stead been standing up to call for greater inclusion, revealing a much more 
complex social dynamic than is usually portrayed by the media. In dem-
onstrations provoked by the refugee crisis that took place in September 
2015 in many Polish cities, counter-protesters held banners aloft reading 
“Refugees, Welcome.”48

45 A. Rybińska, “Piekło Europy”, W Sieci (The Network), 15 February 2016, p. 3. 
46 I. Tharoor, “The so-called ‘Islamic rape of Europe’ is part of a long and racist 

story”, 18 February 2016, at http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/isis-
daesh-isil-polish-magazine-a6880951.html, 7 May 2016.

47 Ibid.
48 W. Rokicka, “Refugees welcome in Poland”, at https://witness.theguardian.com/

assignment/55f03403e4b0fd3fbcd76f6b/1707753, 7 May 2016.

http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/isis-daesh-isil-polish-magazine-a6880951.html
http://www.independent.co.uk/news/uk/home-news/isis-daesh-isil-polish-magazine-a6880951.html
https://witness.theguardian.com/assignment/55f03403e4b0fd3fbcd76f6b/1707753
https://witness.theguardian.com/assignment/55f03403e4b0fd3fbcd76f6b/1707753
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Pro-refugees campaigns among Poles can also be seen in the Internet. 
The members of the initiative “Refugees Welcome Polska” are convinced 
that refugees should not be stigmatised and excluded by being housed in 
mass accommodation centres. Instead, they should be able to live in shared 
flats (or other normal housing situations) with Poles, even on a small scale. 
To make it possible, the initiative established a website where every Polish 
citizen who is interested in helping refugees and has a free room in their 
flat or house can register.49 Then, through the organisation Refugees Wel-
come Polska, Poles who have registered themselves will be put it touch 
with a person who has fled to Poland. If it is necessary, the organisation 
will help to finance some expenses of hosting refugees. The Polish initia-
tive is a part of international network whose sister organisations may be 
found in Germany, Austria, Spain and Greece.

Another initiative is the NGO foundation Refugee.pl which was estab-
lished in January 2015 by the ten employees and supporters of the Refu-
gee Counselling Centre of the Polish Humanitarian Organisation.50 Refugee.
pl continues the work of the Refugee Counselling Centre while members 
of the foundation try to encourage Polish people to welcome refugees by 
running education programs, assuming that more knowledge means less 
fear. At present, the Refugee.pl foundation is conducting two projects aim-
ing to support the pre-integration process of refugees (applying for asy-
lum) settling into Polish society.51

One interesting example of the internal controversies around the refu-
gee crisis is the reaction to a private initiative called Estera Fund. The pres-
ident of the foundation, Miriam Shaded, is the daughter of a Syrian-born 
Presbyterian pastor in Warsaw. According to Shaded, Estera Fund was es-
tablished to help Syrian Christians who “for the sake of their religion fol-
lowers of Christ are savagely tortured and exterminated. Their religious 
affiliation often prevents them from seeking help in the neighbouring 
countries.”52 Estera Fund assists Syrians in their homeland by offering them 

49 http://refugees-welcome.pl, 7 May 2016.
50 The full name of organization is: Małgorzata Jasiczek-Gebert Foundation Refugee.

pl. Małgorzata Jasiczek-Gebert was the manager of the PHO Refugee Counselling Centre 
for many years until her death in 2011.

51 http://refugee.pl/projekty/projekty-realizowane/, 7 May 2016.
52 http://fundacjaestera.pl/en/, 8 May 2016. The whole campaign is financed by pri-

vate funds from charitable institutions, communities and churches, as well as people of 
good will.

http://refugees-welcome.pl
http://refugee.pl/projekty/projekty-realizowane/
http://fundacjaestera.pl/en/
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legal aid in gathering documents necessary for leaving the country and re-
ceiving Polish visa and refugee status. In Poland, the foundation takes care 
of the refugees, accommodates them and provides them with the means 
necessary for a decent life. It also helps them in assimilating by, among 
other things, teaching them Polish. Having received approval from the Pol-
ish authorities, Estera Fund has organised the arrival of more than 150 
Christian Syrians to Poland. However, Polish NGOs have accused Estera of 
applying discriminatory criteria by choosing refugees of only one religion. 
Miriam Shaded aroused even more controversy in February 2016 because 
of her public call (in the Polish press and in social media) to outlaw Islam as 
a totalitarian system, which legitimises crime.53

AN ALTERNATIVE SOLUTION: PROJECT LEBANON

Facing the fact that most Polish citizens are against taking in the refugees 
from the Middle East, the Polish Centre for International Aid (PCPM) has 
proposed an alternative compromise solution, namely securing basic shel-
ter for Syrian refugee families in Lebanon. PCPM is the largest Polish sec-
ular non-governmental organization providing foreign humanitarian and 
development assistance.54 Its ongoing project, entitled “Project Lebanon”, 
has been implemented since 2012. Both Muslim and Christian locations 
are included in the project. As there are no camps for Syrian refugees in 
Lebanon because the Lebanese government does not allow them to be es-
tablished, such refugees are forced to rent apartments or other lodging 
spaces such as garages or basements (paying 200–400$ a month). Because 
of the high cost of rent, refugees quickly lose their savings. “Project Leba-
non” aims at securing basic shelter for 630 refugee families currently living 
in north-eastern Lebanon. 

53 “Meet Miriam Shaded of the Ester Foundation in Poland & Her Desire to Outlaw 
Islam”, at http://tellmamauk.org/meet-miriam-shaded-of-the-esther-foundation-in-po-
land-her-desire-to-outlaw-islam/?lang=pl, 8 May 2016.

54 The NGO was founded in 2006 and since then has implemented over 40 projects 
in the core areas of health and education, secure livelihoods, and refugee assistance. It 
focuses its primary efforts in six priority countries: South Sudan, Ethiopia, Palestine, Ta-
jikistan, Lebanon, Georgia. PCPM has been the single largest recipient of funds from the 
Polish Government (Polish Aid).

http://tellmamauk.org/meet-miriam-shaded-of-the-esther-foundation-in-poland-her-desire-to-outlaw-islam/?lang=pl
http://tellmamauk.org/meet-miriam-shaded-of-the-esther-foundation-in-poland-her-desire-to-outlaw-islam/?lang=pl
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Thanks to previous UN funding and current funding from Polish Aid, 
PCPM is able to pay rent to Lebanese families letting apartments to refu-
gees (150$ per month). Financial resources to cover those costs are trans-
ferred to families via debit cards issued by a Polish bank. The project is 
being implemented in 11 locations in the north-eastern part of Lebanon, 
close to the Syrian border. The locations are situated in the Lebanese prov-
ince of Akkar, which was the region most affected by the refugee crisis. 

“Project Lebanon” is an integral part of the Regional Response Plan for 
Syrian Refugees coordinated by the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees (UNHCR). One of the UNHCR’s weekly reports has described 
the benefits of “Project Lebanon” for the refugees and host community 
alike, as follows: 

PCPM’s project is one of the first and longest-running activities in Lebanon 
that focus on lifting the burden on Syrian refugee families renting accommo-
dation. Furthermore, the project has an equal impact on the Lebanese host 
communities that are affected by presence of refugees, a population that is 
equal to or even surpassing the local population in some locations.55

Within the framework of “Project Lebanon”, this Polish organisation 
has built playgrounds for the children of Syrian refugees in Lebanon. These 
playgrounds were manufactured by a Polish company and transported to 
Syria by ship. The main objective of this initiative is to reduce war trauma 
and its effects on children. 

Why is the option to help the refugees without relocating them to Eu-
rope a reasonable proposition? The first reason is the much lower cost of 
providing help in Lebanon. For example, the EU’s financial allocation for the 
internal relocation of one refugee from Greece or Italy to another country 
would, in Lebanon, suffice to provide comprehensive humanitarian aid to 
13 Syrian refugees, cash for sheltering 29 refugees or food assistance to 
42 refugees. These numbers show that the Polish government can help the 
refugees more efficiently, without inviting them to Poland. 

Another argument is based on the wishes of the refugees themselves. 
Many of them, especially the elderly, do not want to relocate to Europe. In 

55 UN High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR), “Inter-Agency Regional Response 
for Syrian Refugees (12–18 September 2013)”, 18 September 2013, at http://www.ref-
world.org/docid/523c2f7e4.html and at http://www.alnap.org/resource/19525, 10 May 
2016.

http://www.refworld.org/docid/523c2f7e4.html
http://www.refworld.org/docid/523c2f7e4.html
http://www.alnap.org/resource/19525
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Lebanon they live in a similar cultural environment to that of Syria. Those 
who are staying close to the border can sometimes even see their own 
houses from this distance. Thus, they prefer to stay in Lebanon and wait, 
hoping that one day they can go back to their homeland. 

The solution offered by The Polish Centre for International Aid is a kind 
of “third way” – between the rejection of refugees and taking them into 
European countries. Unfortunately, this third way is not very present in the 
Polish media or political discussions.

Source: http://pcpm.org.pl/disparities-in-aid-for-refugees.html, 3 Decem-
ber 2016

POLISH HOSPITALITY: NOT FOR EVERYONE?

On Poland’s official travel website one can read the following: 

You will be overwhelmed by the exceptional hospitality offered by the Polish 
people and the good-hearted everyday social rituals you will experience. . . . 
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If you are invited for dinner, better go on an empty stomach because other-
wise you will find it difficult to feast on a generous helping of soup with noo-
dles, pork cutlet with cabbage and potatoes, topped with a cheesecake and 
washed with a bottle of home distilled flavored liquor.56 

However, when we examine the official government policy towards 
refugees, one must admit that this legendary Polish hospitality applies only 
to the locals, tourist or expats. In opinion of the members of Polish organi-
zations helping the refugees the absence of any integration policy by the 
state is a policy in itself and a deliberate choice.57 After making their claim 
for refugee status, refugees are taken to a welcome centre and accom-
modated in a well-appointed former barracks. The refugees receive three 
meals a day, with a bus taking children to school while the adults can at-
tend language lessons. Each person receives only 70 zloty (16 euros / 18$) 
a month in pocket money. The hardest part comes after refugees leave the 
centre. After they leave, the state offers each refugee only 100–270 euros 
(110–300$) a month for a year. They are then left to their own devices, 
supported only by non-profit organizations that offer language lessons or 
help them overcome administrative hurdles. As the government’s integra-
tion policy exists only on paper, it is the NGOs and local authorities who 
try to take over from there. The lack of available work, along with financial 
benefits that are higher in Western Europe, discourage refugees from stay-
ing in Poland. No wonder that for most refugees arriving in Poland is only 
a stop-over on the way to wealthier European Union member states.

Thus, the contemporary debate on tolerance in Poland refers con-
stantly to the mythical tolerance of the historical Commonwealth of Po-
land and Lithuania, resulting in a low-level of social conscience regarding 
the real problems of minority groups.

56 http://www.poland.travel/en/useful-information/polish-manners, 1 May 2016.
57 “No country for refugees: Hostile Poland’s growing fear of migrants”, at http://

www.hindustantimes.com/world/no-country-for-refugees-hostile-poland-s-growing-
fear-of-migrants/story-Cg8Pf60h5m5wtCDhpbg4mO.html, 1 May 2016.

http://www.poland.travel/en/useful-information/polish-manners
http://www.hindustantimes.com/world/no-country-for-refugees-hostile-poland-s-growing-fear-of-migrants/story-Cg8Pf60h5m5wtCDhpbg4mO.html
http://www.hindustantimes.com/world/no-country-for-refugees-hostile-poland-s-growing-fear-of-migrants/story-Cg8Pf60h5m5wtCDhpbg4mO.html
http://www.hindustantimes.com/world/no-country-for-refugees-hostile-poland-s-growing-fear-of-migrants/story-Cg8Pf60h5m5wtCDhpbg4mO.html
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THE POLES BETWEEN VALUES

The conflict between the pro-refugees Poles and those who are opposed to 
taking them shows the conflict of values within the Polish nation. According 
to research based on the World Values Survey conducted by the political 
scientists Ronald Inglehart and Christian Welzel, cultural values that vary 
between societies may be divided into two predominant dimensions: tra-
ditional versus secular-rational values; and survival versus self-expression 
values.58 Traditional values emphasise the importance of religion, national 
pride, and traditional family values. Secular-rational values have the oppo-
site preferences to traditional values. Survival values place an emphasis on 
economic and physical security. This is linked with a relatively ethnocentric 
outlook and low levels of trust and tolerance. Survival values involve a pri-
ority of security over liberty and distrust in outsiders. Self-expression val-
ues give high priority to self-expression, interpersonal trust and quality of 
life. Some values more common in societies that embrace self-expression 
values include growing tolerance of foreigners, rising demands for autono-
my and freedom from central authority. This is expressed by participation 
in decision-making in economic and political life.59 

The complex reaction of Polish society to the refugee crisis shows 
that the Poles are situated at a crossroads between traditional and sec-
ular-rational values. Polish society is also divided between survival values 
and self-expression values. Pro-refugee organizations and individuals dis-
playing tolerance of foreigners embrace self-expression values, while the 
Poles who are against taking in the refugees from Middle East embrace 
survival values. However, these groups have something in common. In 
both cases, their protests in public spaces and on social media show the 
importance of self-expression for Polish society. In particular, the protests 
emphasise the importance of a specific subset of self-expression values, 
namely “emancipative values”. According to Inglehart and Welzel, eman-
cipative values combine an emphasis on freedom of choice and equality 
of opportunities.60 Emancipative values, therefore, involve priorities for 

58 R. Inglehart, Ch. Welzel, “Changing Mass Priorities: The Link Between Moderniza-
tion and Democracy”, Perspectives on Politics, vol. 8 (June 2010). 

59 https://web.archive.org/web/20131019112321/http://www.worldvaluessurvey.
org/wvs/articles/folder_published/article_base_54, 30 November 2016.

60 R. Inglehart, Ch.Welzel, “Changing Mass Priorities . . .”, op. cit., p. 15. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ronald_Inglehart
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christian_Welzel
https://web.archive.org/web/20131019112321/http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/wvs/articles/folder_published/article_base_54
https://web.archive.org/web/20131019112321/http://www.worldvaluessurvey.org/wvs/articles/folder_published/article_base_54
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https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christian_Welzel
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lifestyle liberty, gender equality, personal autonomy and the voice of the 
people. This subset of values constitutes the main cultural component of 
human empowerment and encourages nonviolent protest. Thus, eman-
cipative values make civil society more self-expressive and vitalise civil 
society. 

Many different concerns – such as security, Catholic identity, and Eu-
ropean economic disparities – are guiding the Polish public’s declining sup-
port for refugees, particularly those from the Middle East and Africa. For 
policymakers and civil-society groups who seek to restore public support 
for immigration, it is crucial to recognise that the driving forces behind 
anti-immigrant sentiment in Poland are hardly unique. The amalgamation 
of security fears due to concerns about crime and terrorism, economic 
fears about the distribution of public resources, anti-EU sentiment result-
ing from a sense that supranational bodies are eroding national sovereign-
ty, have been seen across the European continent (i.e. in the success of the 
Freedom Party of Austria). While these reasons of public anxiety are not 
unique to Poland, the case of anti-refugee sentiment in Poland clearly dem-
onstrates how these factors can overlap and intersect. Despite the calls by 
Pope Francis to help refugees, the Roman Catholic Church, traditionally an 
important player in Poland has also not helped to soften the attitudes of 
the Polish public. However, at times the Catholic Church stance on the is-
sue was divided among those who accepted Francis’ guidelines and church 
leaders whose views mirrored those of the Polish public. Thus, the influen-
tial Polish bishop, Tadeusz Pieronek, said that fears of Muslim refugees are 
“justified”, which is why the church should only “open its doors to Syrian 
Christians”.61 Moreover, after the shift in the Polish government’s position, 
the governments of the Visegrad Group are in even closer alignment in 
their rejection of the EU’s common refugee policy than they were before.
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CAREER CHOICES OF PHD GRADUATES 
IN THE SOCIAL SCIENCES AND HUMANITIES

Abstract

How successful are PhD graduates in the Social Sciences and Humanities when 
stepping out beyond the academic setting, or else entering professional circles 
within the academic structures, namely research and lecturing positions? The 
aim of this article is to present partial results of a qualitative research under-
taken in Slovakia as a part of the international POCARIM project, mapping ca-
reer paths of PhD graduates in Social Sciences and Humanities. This article dis-
cusses various aspects shaping career paths of such graduates. The empirical 
sampling provides facts for our reflection regarding qualified researchers and 
their experience. Each respondent has his/her own life story and the analysis 
is accompanied with some of the actual examples. It shows how the decision-
making process can develop and what directions a career path can take. Based 
on narrative accounts, basic factors affecting a postdoctoral course of life were 
identified and analised from three basic points of view, namely: gender, eco-
nomic and individual.

Key words: career, PhD, Social Sciences and Humanities, graduate

INTRODUCTION

The current situation in higher education is marked by economic restraints 
concerning investment in all fields of scientific training, both on the national 
and European level. The public pressure regarding overall expenditure cuts 
in science has led to serious questioning of the role of investment in the So-
cial Sciences and Humanities (SSH). “In some countries the expenditure in 
the SSH field has faced disproportionate cuts reflecting a belief that these 
disciplines are less important to economical growth and productivity, and 
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as such they should receive a lower level of public subsidy.” Along with the 
continuous restraint on investment there comes a need of “an evidence-
based justification for continued or potentially more focused investment”. 
The POCARIM project, therefore, was developed to respond to this chal-
lenge, its aim being to map the career paths of doctoral graduates in SSH in 
13 partnership countries. In the broad sense, the study aspires to capture 
the diversity of professional career paths, employment trends and the im-
pact of SSH doctoral graduates in Europe. The aim is to comprehend the 
patterns of employment trends and job searches of PhD graduates in SSH.2 

The research of the POCARIM project is focused on several areas. Our 
quantitative research provided us with data on the career paths of young 
scientists who graduated with a PhD degree between 2000 and 2012. A to-
tal of 130 questionnaires were collected from an online survey. The basic 
questions that were asked aimed at finding out how the career path of 
a respondent had developed. Subsequently, there were 25 individual meet-
ings each with a different PhD graduate. The method of a semi-structured 
interview was employed and many details related to their professional life 
were added to the questionnaire data. The focus was on the account of 
their career paths, the ways of benefitting from mobility opportunities 
during their studies and their ensuing professional position in the academ-
ic environment or elsewhere, and what impact their knowledge, research 
experience and work has had on society. We were interested in the fol-
lowing: the extent of interdisciplinarity and the intersectoral character of 
their work; what the first steps in their career were; whether postdoctoral 
students wish to stay in the academic environment or whether their choice 
is to go into a different sector; and, if so, what their motivation is.

As far as the exploratory sample is concerned, our intention was to 
ensure variety. Therefore, respondents from various scientific fields, of 
different ages, and from different parts of Slovakia were addressed. The 
only criterion was graduation with a PhD in SSH within the years 2000 and 
2012. Additionally, we used also secondary data from the Institute of Infor-
mation and Prognoses of Education providing statistics on the number of 
doctoral graduates between the years 2003 and 2012.

2 L. Ackers, POCARIM. Mapping the Population, Careers, Mobilities and Impacts of 
Advanced Research Degree Graduates in the Social Sciences and Humanities. Proposal 
for FP7-SSH-2011-3 Supporting Action 8.8.3, Career Paths and Patterns of SSH Graduates, 
Liverpool 2009, pp. 3–4.
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This article will reflect upon various aspects affecting the career paths 
of the PhD graduates following their completed studies when entering the 
job market. The research shows there are several economic, social and in-
dividual factors which play a significant role in the decision-making process 
regarding their future steps. 

Doctoral studies are generally understood as training for a scientific 
career and whose aim is to carry out research which should demonstrate 
student’s ability to conduct independent scientific work.3 From a differ-
ent point of view, one culturally determined by our social setting, such re-
search studies can be perceived as a kind of “interim period” for young 
scientists who are at the beginning of their career and have decided to 
dedicate their life to science. The “interim period” is meant in the sense 
that, on one hand, the expected outcome of doctoral studies is scientific 
research contributing to the development of general scientific knowledge, 
as well as to one’s personal knowledge and skills. On the other hand, the 
position of research student in the academic environment is not clearly de-
fined. Sometimes doctoral students fall within the regulations, terms and 
guidelines of a university or a scientific institute generally applying to stu-
dents. In other instances, they are expected to fulfil their duties and act 
upon their rights as members of a team with an employment contract.

GENDER ASPECTS OF A RESEARCH CAREER

Based on the statement of the Institute of Information and Prognoses of 
Education, the number of PhD graduates in Slovakia is gradually increas-
ing.4 During the period 2000–2008, the number of PhD students at Slo-
vak universities grew by 85%.5 Many new fields had qualified to obtain 
an accreditation in advanced studies of higher education. Moreover, in 

3 Idem, “Moving People and Knowledge: Scientific Mobility in the European Union”, 
International Migration, vol. 43, no. 5 (2005), pp. 99–131.

4 „Ústav informácií a prognóz školstva (2003–2012)”, Štatistická ročenka – vysoké 
školy, Bratislava 2012, at http://www.uips.sk/prehlady-skol/statisticka-rocenka---vysoke-
skoly, 13 July 2016.

5 J. Helbich et al., Akademická kariéra výskumných a pedagogických pracovníkov na 
vysokých školách v SR a možnosti jej optimalizácie, Bratislava 2009, http://www.minedu.
sk/akademicka-kariera-vyskumnych-a-pedagogickych-pracovnikov-na-vysokych-skolach-
v-sr-a-moznosti-jej-optimalizacie/, 13 July 2016.

http://www.uips.sk/prehlady-skol/statisticka-rocenka---vysoke-skoly
http://www.uips.sk/prehlady-skol/statisticka-rocenka---vysoke-skoly
http://www.minedu.sk/akademicka-kariera-vyskumnych-a-pedagogickych-pracovnikov-na-vysokych-skolach-v-sr-a-moznosti-jej-optimalizacie/
http://www.minedu.sk/akademicka-kariera-vyskumnych-a-pedagogickych-pracovnikov-na-vysokych-skolach-v-sr-a-moznosti-jej-optimalizacie/
http://www.minedu.sk/akademicka-kariera-vyskumnych-a-pedagogickych-pracovnikov-na-vysokych-skolach-v-sr-a-moznosti-jej-optimalizacie/
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some particular fields of SSH, there are more women becoming interested 
in gaining a scientific qualification. The statistics show a narrow majority in 
the following fields: education, psychology, linguistics, literature, cultural 
studies, history of art, economics and business studies, mass media and 
communication studies.6 As a consequence of the fact that in these fields 
there is a higher percentage of women who attained PhD degrees, the 
interest of women in higher education in SSH has generally increased, as 
well as their concern to continue in the academic environment after their 
graduation. In total, the share of women with an academic qualification is 
35.3%. However, there is a survey which shows that the share of women 
is generally increasing among younger scientists, with 42% of women em-
ployed in research and science out of all scientists up to the age of 35. 
However, the lower share of women is apparent.7

Nevertheless, the Statistical Office of the Slovak Republic did not con-
sider the question whether the young women had had a family with chil-
dren at the beginning of their career. This fact has a considerable impact 
on the career choice of a young female scientist. The character of social 
patterns of women represents a significant aspect influencing their behav-
iour. Deciding between a career and the family results in a conflict of roles 
as it involves the issue of a woman’s identity. In contrast, there are women 
who do not experience such conflict as the career is their clear priority.8 
However, we did not encounter such a case in our investigation. Every in-
terviewed woman had certainly considered the conditions required for 
having a family while deliberating her career path. Some women choose 
the academic path after their graduation as they believe that they can 
start a family and care for children along with their research studies and 
work on their dissertation. This seems to raise their opportunities in find-
ing a post as if being a subject with a higher probability of a perspective 
maternity leave. Many women start their doctoral studies with a genu-
ine zeal for science. Therefore, they postpone the steps towards starting 
a family. Later, those women who have not already started their family 

6 „Ústav informácií . . .”, op. cit.
7 Výsledky mimoriadneho štatistického zisťovania o kariére držiteľov doktorátov v SR 

(CDH 2006), Štatistický úrad SR, 2008, http://portal.statistics.sk/files/Sekcie/sek_500/
Veda-a-technika/publ/Publikacia_CDH2006.pdf, 21 January 2016. 

8 W. Patton, M. McMahon, Career Development and Systems Theory. Connecting 
Theory and Practice (2nd ed.), Rotterdam 2006. 

http://portal.statistics.sk/files/Sekcie/sek_500/Veda-a-technika/publ/Publikacia_CDH2006.pdf
http://portal.statistics.sk/files/Sekcie/sek_500/Veda-a-technika/publ/Publikacia_CDH2006.pdf
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before completion of their doctoral studies usually have difficulties find-
ing employment, facing various disadvantages due to their age and gen-
der. Generally, the position of women and post-doctoral researchers is 
uncertain. The age of beginning their career corresponds with the age of 
starting a family,9 and the employer considers this fact when deciding on 
a type of an employment contract for a new young scientist. Principally, 
at Slovak universities and research institutes, the length of the first em-
ployment contract for a young researcher is usually offered for one year. 
After this period, the researcher has to enter a competition for the same 
position again. A new contract is considered and if renewed, it is usually 
again for a year, sometimes for three. The third renewal of the contract 
may be for five years. Based on the respondents’ answers, currently, this is 
the longest possible contract. Nowadays, only fixed-term contracts are be-
ing offered at our universities. This leads young female scientists into being 
under time pressure when trying to harmonise the starting of a family and 
their career. At the present time, a young scientist who wishes to work in 
the academic environment has to consider her or his priorities carefully 
and use the time provided for building their career in a consistent manner. 
If a woman wants to start a family, she should do that immediately after 
signing a contract. However, there is a possibility that during her maternity 
leave the contract will be terminated and she will be replaced, or her posi-
tion will not be opened again.

I have a fixed-term contract and that is the worst possible option. It might 
not be renewed. Unsurprisingly, the fact that I am a woman of certain age 
who might want to start a family will be considered, and this can be a reason 
for not getting a new contract. (Female, 33, Research Assistant – University 
Lecturer) 

The answer to the question whether the respondent is postponing 
starting her family is as follows:

Yes, exactly. My contract was renewed three times and next year I have to 
enter the competition again. My colleague did, and her contract was renewed 
for three years, then she needed to become pregnant as soon as possible to 
stay on maternity leave for a year and then to come back quickly, there would 

9 L. Husu, Sexism, Support and Survival in Academia. Academic Women and Hidden 
Discrimination in Finland (1st ed.), Helsinki 2001.
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be still a place for her. This is how female researchers have to plan their life 
they would have at least a small chance to come back. That is exactly the situ-
ation at our institute. During the last two years there were 6 or 7 women who 
went on maternity leave. And soon there will be another boom, because we 
are compelled to. I have some colleagues at the same age. I’m 33 and I think 
that I would like to have a family already, but I have to wait for the renewal of 
my contract. (Female, 33, Research Assistant – University Lecturer)

In the public sector the state doesn’t regulate that the duration of a con-
tract should not be counted during maternity [leave] and it should be inter-
mitted. And that’s wrong. If a young female scientist wants to go on a mater-
nity leave, her contract can be terminated during maternity leave. If I imagine 
that with contracts in education, you get them for a year or two, I think, the 
maximum is three years. You can get one for five years after having renewed 
a contract three times. The reality is such that a young female researcher gets 
usually only one or two years. Take that the young women are approximately 
25 when they start their doctoral studies, they finish them at 29 and then they 
get a contract for a year or two. What about the children? There’s no logic and 
it concerns men as well. So paternity leave is not an option. This is one of the 
reasons why I was taking into account rather the Slovak Academy of Sciences 
or other Slovak institutes, because it’s an important motive for me. (Female, 
30, Research Assistant at the Slovak Academy of Sciences)

This respondent’s main decision-making criterion about her career 
was the potential of having a family in the near future. The next statement 
shows a negative attitude towards an applicant who was pregnant dur-
ing the selection process in an employment competition. She should have 
been offered a part-time contract as an internal member of a university 
institute. However, the board decided to offer her only an agreement con-
tract despite the fact that the researcher was able to harmonise her work 
with her family life. In an agreement contract, the employer is not obliged 
to provide various benefits as in an employment contract. The respondent 
decided to accept this offer, because she wanted to stay in contact with 
the academic environment and the research team despite the fact that 
her remuneration and social benefits resulting for the agreement contract 
were not adequate for her as a university lecturer.

I would like to stay at the university up to a point. But now my situation is ac-
tually insoluble. When I said to our head that I am pregnant, it was absolutely 
out of the question and he refused to talk about it any further. The women, 
who work there, they were fine, they could imagine that it would be possible. 
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I will deliver the baby in summer which means I could give lectures before that 
and afterwards as well, but the professor did not agree. He simply closed the 
issue and there was no space for discussion, simply I am pregnant and there’s 
no need for other questions. Still he wants me to cover some subjects, be-
cause one of us has left. This means I will be lecturing even more, but only 
as an external, not internal employee. (Female, 30, Consultant, International 
Company)

On the other hand, female researchers are well aware of the advan-
tages present at universities. Generally, the working hours are not strictly 
fixed and controlled and the researcher, who is a mother, can use her time 
for work and family more flexibly. However, this condition has also another 
aspect as, in fulfilling the traditional role, a woman is expected to take care 
of the household and management of the whole family. Therefore, female 
researchers cannot work in linear manner (uninterrupted research activ-
ity), these women work more in cyclical manner (with breaks for childcare 
and household chores) and this prevents them from absolute and contin-
ual concentration on work and thus from progress on the career ladder.10

So, my personal observation is that for women who have children it is an ad-
vantage to work at university. I do not think that they are more burdened then 
women in other professions, not at all. And you can see that easily. There is 
more space for time management and even to create required time break 
even in the normal working hours. So I believe it is also about personal re-
sponsibility as it can easily fall into deterioration when personal issues start to 
prevail over the working time or vice versa the working issues in free personal 
time. So the risk is in neglecting the time management with a benevolent ap-
proach. (Female, 31, Research Assistant – University Lecturer)

Now, if I was to make a decision whether to come back to business or to aca-
demic environment, I would rather choose the academic one, because with 
a child it is an ideal place for combining everything together. But on the other 
hand, I do not want to go back to the fundamental research which I was doing. 
I shall see where my steps will lead to. Maybe, at the end, I will go back to that, 
because when working in business, I used to sit there until 7 p.m., and that is 
not possible with a child, I can’t imagine that. (Female, 30, on maternity leave)

10 H. Havelková, “Některé teoretické a praktické aspekty problematiky žen ve vědě”, 
Gender, rovné příležitosti, výzkum, 4 (2001), pp. 36–42, http://www.cec-wys.org/kon-
text/ff83091c/08_mladi_alice.pdf, 22 February 2016.

http://www.cec-wys.org/kontext/ff83091c/08_mladi_alice.pdf
http://www.cec-wys.org/kontext/ff83091c/08_mladi_alice.pdf
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THE ECONOMIC ASPECTS OF A RESEARCH CAREER

According to research conducted by Tampoe11, the motivation among edu-
cated people is projected into more than one area. The first position is 
taken by a need for personal development, followed by autonomy in work-
ing tasks, a sense of success and satisfaction with one’s work, recognition 
by the employing organisation, as well as remuneration. The position of 
salary is influenced by a number of factors. However, it remains a specific 
work motive.12 The financial reward is an instrumental tool for providing 
the one’s basic needs and securities and may be perceived also as one of 
the means of achieving a certain social status.13 

The statistics for the year 2008 prepared by the Statistical Office show 
that 61% of qualified researchers work in a field relevant to their expertise, 
while the majority of doctoral students plan to pursue an academic career 
building on their present research activities.14 In spite of this, the choice of 
employment presents a very complex problem. The economic aspect, in 
the sense of salary and benefits, has a significant role. However, in the aca-
demic environment the financial remuneration is not very motivating, as 
evident in a survey from the Statistical Office of the Slovak Republic. The 
highest dissatisfaction was expressed by PhD-qualified researchers over 
their position in the pay structure and the benefits resulting from this pro-
fessional classification as set by the government.15 In fact, the base of their 
salary is lower than the average wage in Slovakia, while net pay is even 
lower than a scholarship for doctoral students. Many doctoral graduates 
revise their choices about future work in research. If a young scientist has 
not established himself at an academic institute or has been not working on 
one of the larger international projects, his or her perspectives are virtually 

11 M. Tampoe, “Motivating knowledge workers – the challenge for the 1990s”, Long 
Range Planning, no. 26(3) (1993), p. 49–55.

12 G. Kravčáková, J. Lukáčová, T. Búgelová, Práca a kariéra vysokoškolského učiteľa, 
Košice 2011, http://www.upjs.sk/public/media/5596/Praca-a-kariera-vysokoskolskeho-
ucitela.pdf, 12 February 2015.

13 J. Lukáčová, Miera pracovnej spokojnosti doktorandov, in: T. Búgelová, G. Krav-
čáková (eds.), Hodnota duševnej práce pre organizáciu a spoločnosť. Zborník vedec-
kých prác z výskumného grantu VEGA č.1/0865/08. Determinanty, kritériá a hodnotenie 
duševnej práce, Košice 2010, pp. 277–288.

14 J. Helbich et al., Akademická . . ., op. cit. 
15 Ibid. 

http://www.upjs.sk/public/media/5596/Praca-a-kariera-vysokoskolskeho-ucitela.pdf
http://www.upjs.sk/public/media/5596/Praca-a-kariera-vysokoskolskeho-ucitela.pdf
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very narrow. In the academic environment, the opening of positions is rare 
and there is an increase of the phenomenon of holding an insecure posi-
tion (postdoc).16 Even if there is a postdoc position opened, they usually 
fulfil the function of “cheap labour” at universities.17 After graduation, only 
a small number of PhD graduates continue with their work in the academic 
environment. There is no transparent system of publishing job postings, 
the selection criteria are not defined clearly and appropriately and there is 
favouritism being employed to a great extent. These practices are not very 
motivating. Therefore, young scientists rather decide on a different career 
path which often does not correspond with their achieved qualification.

There is a gender aspect present again in the decision-making process 
regarding employment positions. Here, the gender stereotype viewing the 
importance of man’s role as the provider of the family is involved.18 Spe-
cifically, it is an economic role. Therefore, men also face a difficult choice 
whether to stay in science, thereby bringing down the living standard of 
their family, or to abandon their original desire to work in academic re-
search. They are often forced to reach out for alternative solutions of their 
employment and turn to private economic sector where they can find 
more possibilities for career advancement and, thus, financial reward as 
well. Some of them try to follow “the golden mean” choosing positions 
where they can partially utilise their knowledge and experience acquired 
during their doctoral studies. 

. . . well, it was a tough period of my life. It wasn’t easy to make it in archaeol-
ogy even with a PhD, especially, when one has to consider also others not just 
himself. During my doctoral studies, I started my family and this changed my 
attitude to life. I couldn’t work for a pittance anymore, which we used to get 
for our research. One does not take into account the type of work any longer 
and takes what comes even it is far away from one’s expertise. My priority 
was to stay in my field at least to some extent. I have dedicated a great part 
of my life to that and there is quite a bit of hard work behind it. Still, I had 
great difficulties to find a job. In the time after my graduation, I was entering 

16 A. Červínková, “Věk, gender a věda: problematická situace mladých vědců 
a vědkyň”, Kontext: časopis pro gender a vědu, 1 (2003), at http://www.cec-wys.org/kon-
text/ff83091c/08_mladi_alice.pdf, 20 July 2016. 

17 Ibid.
18 “Rodové stereotypy”, Glosár rodovej terminológie. Aspekt, 2006, at http://glosar.

aspekt.sk/default.aspx?smi=1&ami=1&vid=119, 20 July 2016.

http://www.cec-wys.org/kontext/ff83091c/08_mladi_alice.pdf
http://www.cec-wys.org/kontext/ff83091c/08_mladi_alice.pdf
http://glosar.aspekt.sk/default.aspx?smi=1&ami=1&vid=119
http://glosar.aspekt.sk/default.aspx?smi=1&ami=1&vid=119
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competitions even outside my field and I was reconciled with the fact that 
I won’t work in archaeology anymore. And then, there came an offer from 
the Monuments Board of the Slovak Republic [The Slovak National Heritage 
Board] and that was the chance. I could stay in my field and at the same time 
to bring some change and contribute to the better standard of the archaeo-
logical ambit. (Male, 32, an employee of the Monuments Board)

Those qualified PhD researchers who stayed in the academic field of-
ten emphasise an excessive workload which has an impact on the qual-
ity of their work and remains without adequate financial reward. The na-
ture of their responsibilities is often not delineated by their working place. 
Thus, they take their work home and their personal and professional life 
blend into each other. There are many workplaces where the working time 
is not strictly set at 8 working hours at the prescribed workplace. However, 
this can result in such situation that researchers work on their projects or 
undertake the administrative tasks in their personal time.

On one hand, we are not bound by strict working hours and on the other, one 
has to take the work home. The preparation of the lectures is done at the din-
ing table, and then, when finalizing the projects, sleepless nights come and 
one has to be with it in his personal time. On the other hand, I can pick up my 
daughter from the nursery at the time I need to or take her to the doctor. There 
is no control over that whether I’m physically present at work, except the lec-
tures and consultation hours, of course. The physical presence isn’t required, 
but it doesn’t mean that I don’t have to present the results of my work, be-
cause I was with my daughter. When she goes to sleep, I sit in front of my com-
puter until late at night. And I keep thinking for myself what the sense of this 
toil for the pittance is. (Female, 31, Research Assistant – University Lecturer)

At some university institutes, it is not an issue to have another part-
time job or an agreement contract elsewhere. Nonetheless, the responsi-
bilities of research assistants are so time-demanding that it is practically 
impossible to dedicate some time to other employment activities. 

I would like to have another job where I could relate my work to practical ap-
plications. The responsible ones at the institute say, it’s o.k., but you can do 
that during your vacation. Why work during my vacation instead of relaxing, no 
way. If I had in my contract the space for that, I would like to work as a coun-
selling psychologist or at least to practise psychological diagnostics. . . . We are 
so overloaded here. I would simply have to put away some of that to manage 



CAREER CHOICES OF PHD GRADUATES IN THE SOCIAL SCIENCES AND HUMANITIES 199

two jobs. A university lecturer could go into practice but the lecturing would 
have to be part-time and it doesn’t make sense to stay in such position. It’s 
the money that give us bread. So it’s not easily done. To cut down such a small 
wage by changing your contract to a part-time one is an unrealistic nonsense. 
(Female, 45, Research Assistant – University Lecturer)

In cases where graduates focused on different field outside academia, 
they claim that their PhD qualification is an ineffective encumbrance or 
without any relevance and value. Some of the respondents have encoun-
tered negative response from a potential employer. They were considered 
to be overeducated or ineffectual in practical areas, because their experi-
ence was oriented towards science which, in many cases, does not have 
any relevance to practical issues and reality. Some of them have encoun-
tered rejection because their education was higher than the education of 
their prospective manager. This can be a problem for companies and espe-
cially for particular managers as it brings down their business reputation.

Exactly, my PhD qualification was an obstacle in different sectors than the aca-
demic one. It was shown to be a handicap for employers. Usually, I had higher 
qualification and they thought they would not be able to offer an adequate sal-
ary. Well, in the different environment they believe it’s too academic and they 
didn’t know how to utilize my education. The position I work at now doesn’t 
require PhD qualification. (Female, 31, Project Manager in the Public Sector)

I don’t regret the decision to gain a PhD qualification. However, when I was 
teaching at the secondary school, the PhD was absolutely ineffective. It wasn’t 
applicable, neither from the economic perspective nor from the professional 
one. It was even counter-productive in relationships with my colleagues who 
were thinking that my doctoral studies were about my self-importance. (Fe-
male, 35, Research Assistant – University Lecturer)

Another answer to the question about the effect of a PhD qualification 
in the selection process for their present job is as follows: 

. . . there was no outcome at all. They were not interested in the level of quali-
fication. There are even many people only with a college certificate. And they 
are in senior positions. (Female, 28, Accountant, International Company)

I was told right at the beginning that my CV was filed as the last one. My 
colleagues expressed many times, while I was working there, that it was 



DAGMARA MAJEROVá200

absolutely discouraging for them, my profile, that I was never doing anything 
normal, being too clever, coming here and for sure I will want to pursue a ca-
reer at a flying speed, because I have PhD. (Female, 30, maternity leave)

The desire for a career growth is, for many PhD-qualified specialists, 
a reason for leaving their home town or their current place of living. In the 
case of a position offered in another region, they are willing to relocate 
and temporarily, or even permanently, settle in the place of their work. For 
qualified researchers, the economic motivation for migration is a common 
phenomenon. When the most educated people leave the less attractive 
parts of Slovakia in order to find an employment in the parts where suit-
able jobs are offered, it is possible to speak of a “brain drain”. Only two of 
the interviewed respondents gained a long-term postdoctoral internship 
abroad. However, many of the respondents did not reject the option of 
relocating to a foreign country in the future if they were offered a post 
in their field with adequate remuneration. Thus, they would raise their 
chances of finding employment later in Slovakia, where experience gained 
from foreign countries is still highly valued. Nevertheless, this possibility 
was not acceptable for those who were in a long-term personal partner-
ship or married. The fact of having a family or a partner has an impact 
on the decision-making process of the PhD-qualified researchers about 
the employment in a different location. Jacob Mincer19 explained this in 
his study where he related work migration with the family context. The 
place of employment is influenced by an individual approach towards per-
sonal life and family. Mincer based his theory on the fact that spouses or 
partners make the decision whether to relocate together and the family in-
terests are placed prior to personal success. If the relocation should cause 
greater loss for one partner, it is not pursued.20 One can find evidence of 
this in the following statement of a respondent who had to make decision 
where to do her doctoral studies and then again whether to stay in her 
current location after her graduation.

19 J. Mincer, “Family Migration Decisions”, Journal of Political Economy, vol. 86, no. 5 
(1978), p. 749–473.

20 A. Červínková, “Postdokovat po světě: genderové politiky akademické mobility”, 
Gender, rovné příležitosti, výzkum, 11, no. 1 (2010), pp. 49–59, at http://www.genderon-
line.cz/uploads/0874692f4c84cc0408d86164faaf073f38937b6b_postdokovat-po-svete.
pdf, 20 July 2016.

https://econpapers.repec.org/article/ucpjpolec/
http://www.genderonline.cz/uploads/0874692f4c84cc0408d86164faaf073f38937b6b_postdokovat-po-svete.pdf
http://www.genderonline.cz/uploads/0874692f4c84cc0408d86164faaf073f38937b6b_postdokovat-po-svete.pdf
http://www.genderonline.cz/uploads/0874692f4c84cc0408d86164faaf073f38937b6b_postdokovat-po-svete.pdf
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And I have a partner here, my husband, that was the reason why I decided to 
study at the Slovak Academy of Sciences and not abroad. It would be nice 
to go abroad for a postdoc internship, but my husband is employed at the mo-
ment, he finished his studies and got an academic post, he is at the university. 
First, we travelled because of me [six-month international internship for doc-
toral students], so now we stay home because of my husband and I suppose 
that after my maternity leave we will go to something like a Fullbright, or so. 
It’s possible to go there with the family and you get higher pay. (Female, 30, 
Research Assistant, Slovak Academy of Sciences)

INDIVIDUAL ASPECTS OF A RESEARCH CAREER

According to the PhD graduates in SSH, the academic setting is often not 
sufficiently interrelated with the current reality – on the one hand, the 
problems are seen from an academic distance and, on the other, the appli-
cation of research is not being carried out. For professional establishment 
in the university environment, young scientists need to obtain work expe-
rience outside the academic setting. They believe that they can also apply 
their knowledge and skills acquired during their doctoral studies in other 
sectors and, at the same time, increase their chances on the job market. 
This argument was asserted not only by the qualified researchers who are 
employed in a different sector, but also by academic staff.

I even got a lecturing offer in economics from the Technical University in 
Košice. Yet, I said to myself, not university now, but practical life. (Female, 28, 
Accountant, International Company)

And I was not planning to stay at that place after my graduation when I was 
starting my doctoral studies. I really wanted to get some professional experi-
ence from the practical field and then maybe to come back. That would suit 
me. But not to stay at the institute without real life experience. What would 
I present to the students? Just empty definitions? (Female, 29, Project Man-
ager, Public Sector)

I wanted to go back to the profession on practical grounds, at least on part-
time basis and I believe it is a great mistake that university lecturers don’t 
have opportunities for that; to practise their knowledge. That’s what should 
be every lecturer inspired by or it should keep him to the ground as well. Put 
simply, then at the lectures they wouldn’t present such rubbish which is far 
away from the reality. (Female, 45, Research Assistant – University Lecturer)
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Červínková (2003) using the term “insecure position”, described the 
postdoctoral students in situations of such positions, even during their 
studies. Academic institutes sometimes promise a contract before gradua-
tion, and when completed the promise is not fulfilled. There are more fac-
tors entering the scene which influence the decision whether to accept the 
graduate or not, especially the financial factor that means an insufficient 
budget, or the social factor which involves personal relationships with the 
graduate student at the institute.

I was very keen in staying at the institute as a researcher. Everything was in-
dicating that I would because there was a new director, so I hoped that she 
would retain me. It was my big dream to work in science. And also, considering 
that I was the first and one of two doctoral students of a professor who was 
at his retirement age. . . . The seniors were leaving, I was meeting the required 
conditions, I gave birth to children and finished my doctoral studies. So I was 
hoping for that. Still, the director said, I should forget about it. So they do not 
have any specialist in my field at the institute and it is slowly dying out. (Fe-
male, 42, General Director, Cultural Institute)

Moreover, the structural conditions of our society significantly influ-
ence the strategies of our decision-making process about one’s future ca-
reer path. Several respondents stated that they were very fortunate as, at 
the time of their graduation, nearly every university was undergoing per-
sonnel restructuring. In the year 2009, there was a general reaccreditation 
at Slovak universities with a requirement to adjust the number of employ-
ees to the number of students. As many academic institutes did not meet 
this requirement, they were obliged to recruit more employees than previ-
ously. In this manner, there were some positions opened for several young 
scientists who had just graduated at that time.

It was chaotic, because at the end of the summer there were echoes that no 
positions would be opened, as there are too many people employed at our 
university, but gradually, after two months the situation radically changed and 
I can say that all the doctoral students found a job at our institutes, except 
one. Most of us who graduated that year were employed and stayed. Still, I do 
not know whether they are there until now, but at that time they were. (Fe-
male, 31, Research Assistant – University Lecturer)
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CONCLUSION

This study has pointed out several aspects involved in the decision-making 
process of qualified researchers in SSH regarding their life paths, particu-
larly their careers. This article considers various life situations of young sci-
entists being tossed into insecure positions after graduation and trying to 
find employment. The European Union is engaged in improving the situ-
ation and increasing motivation to foster interrelations and cooperation 
among the member countries by various steps and arrangements. Progres-
sively, the European Research Areas (ERA) and the European Higher Educa-
tion Area (EHEA) are being created. One of the main tools is a well-devel-
oped system of mobilities, internships and grants, which should provide 
young researchers with opportunities for professional growth and, at the 
same time, take care of their motivation to return to their home country, 
where they would be able to utilise their experience and knowledge. The 
European Commission asserts its endeavour to interrelate scientific re-
search and societal challenges. However, as many doctoral graduates have 
stated in their interviews, there is still a great problem to interrelate scien-
tific research with the economic sector within the job market. 
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Culture as a ”collective programming of the mind” defines and forms us 
as individuals, as well as members of society (or societies). Indeed, he or 
she is not a self-contained entity as they need a creator, a person who 
acts, along with the fact that this occurs not in isolation, but in coopera-
tion with other existing persons. It is important to emphasise that culture 
is not a product of one person, place or time but that one may link with 
confidence certain cultural objects and artefacts with certain figures (cre-
ator, author/s), dates or geographical locations.

   Values comprise the motor of human activity, a substance blending the 
will to cooperate with others. They constitute, at the same time, a cultural 
nucleus, stimulating the human mind, influencing the making of choices, 
decisions and actions. Homo faber is, by nature, inclined towards creation 
while owing both his individual and communal being to the community. 
We are therefore social, collective entities, the vast majority of whom are 
unable to function in isolation from other people. Group belonging 
(initially related to family, subsequently to peers, neighbours, society, 
nation or civilization), causes a common sharing of values, the (co-) forming 
of the identities of a certain individual – identities, one may add, remain-
ing in the process of continual development.
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