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“To Thine Own Self Be True.” 

Polonius’ speech in Shakespeare, Hamlet  
“Spirit has not only lost its essential life; it is also conscious of this loss, and of 

the finitude of its own content.” 
(Hegel, The Phenomenology of Spirit) 

“As soon as ever a philosophy begins to believe in itself, it always creates a 
world in its own image.” 

(Nietzsche, Beyond Good and Evil) 
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Abstract: “Hermeneutics of suspicion”, according to the coiner of the phrase, Paul 
Ricoeur, was a commitment to unmasking “the lies and illusions of consciousness” 
(Ricoeur, 356). This paper raises the issue whether or not in the last few decades we 
have witnessed a new strand of hermeneutical suspicion, no longer confined to elitist 
thinking but permeating mass culture and raising a rather new set of interrogations 
about identity and what constitutes authentic human existence. Using insights from 
social constructionism (its psychology-oriented strain) as well as the cultural studies 
method of submitting diverse cultural phenomena to close analysis, the paper is a 
practical exercise which has the potential of feeding back into the theoretical frame 
of history of ideas/(post)modernity studies (and does so, implicitly). 
 Modern, science-framed, psychology developed through its self-imposed task of 
revealing the consistent, authentic subject concealed in ever changing presentations 
of the self, or else a coherent structure of deep selfhood (an idea also embedded in 
the Romantic paradigm, which may seem paradoxical at a superficial look). It was 
inevitable that an idea of education as the realization of the subject’s authentic self 
should emerge from this, which could only be a challenge to the established idea of 
education (the naturalization of societal constructs in the human subject). 
 However, any authenticity-seeking method discloses that the seemingly self-
evident character of the self and the principle of subjectivity informing it are, in fact, 
as elusive and enigmatic as the external object itself. The films in question address, 
each in its own different way, precisely this point of failure of the education for the 
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human subject. The road from a socialised ‘natural’ attitude (feeding from various 
forms of social dogmatism) to an ever more individuated, self-realised self is 
exposed as a myth or a dead-end and the only way out left for us to seek may be into 
an intersubjective ‘fluidity’. 

 
In the beginning I will simply state what will be almost the conclusion of 

this paper: late modernity has become pervasively aware that engaging in a 
paideutics with the aim of achieving the authentic and ultimate personal realisation 
is bound to fall short of its strongest goal, that of a highly achieved life (which 
previous ages used to call eudaimonia). And yet: that which can be superficially 
seen as an act of failing – and this reading may even be legitimate from a societal 
point of view – contains its own oblique, deferred and unavowable triumph. 

This alternative paideutics with an ambiguous or open ending translates into 
a narrative pattern – with the films analysed below eloquent instantiations of it. The 
ambiguity – or perhaps double reading warranted by the text/script – between an 
ostensible utter failure of the ‘education for authenticity’ and a dubious private gain, 
deferred but already recognised as there (a true Derridean différance) may be seen as 
an enduring and characteristic late modern/postmodern narrative – enduring, we are 
entitled to suspect, thanks to how it manages to circumvent both the heroic and the 
tragic ethos, the grand finale and the cathartic one, while retaining something of both 
(a Verwindung).  

For the historian of ideas, the theoretical underpinnings of this pattern are 
salient; it is not an ingenuous “brave new world” product but is saturated with (or 
haunted by) such (post)modern philosophical ideas as the subject/object divide1, 
Kant’s concepts of moral autonomy and categorical imperative2, Nietzsche’s 
Übermensch, the phenomenological and existentialist concept of authenticity 
(Heidegger’s3 and, respectively, Sartre’s4), the post-structuralist critique of the 
humanist project, in particular with respect to the decentered subject (Bataille, 
Lyotard, Derrida, Foucault, to quote but a few). Given they are all well-discussed 
concepts and given that the way in which they bear upon the narrative pattern we 
have called education for authenticity can easily be inferred, they shall remain 
largely implicit through this paper, but that does not mean that the theoretical load 

                                                      
1 Descartes’ idea that the thinking subject cannot grasp the ultimate nature of objects 
ultimately means that the subject cannot possibly know, by means of thinking, whether 
he/she has attained authenticity (itself an abstract object). 
2 For Kant, the (rational) individual is the source of the moral principles that govern his/her 
actions and structure his/her experience. Thus, the individual can be free not by acting on 
material principles (such as appetites or desires), which one does not give oneself, but 
according to the categorical imperative (which Kant does not see as self-restraint, but as a 
principle allowing action according to one’s own nature). 
3 Authenticity, for Heidegger, implies the shifting of one’s attention from the everyday 
modes of existence and getting a glimpse of the truly individual possibilities for existence. 
4 Sartre, while thinking that it s impossible to escape “bad faith” (inauthenticity) completely, 
hints at the possibility of a “self-recovery of being which has been previously corrupted” 
(Sartre: 116n). 
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they have brought to the way the (post)modern subject is perceived today will not be 
implicitly present in the demonstration. 

One may also find it refreshing to observe that this narrative does not remain 
at the ‘high-culture’ level of critical theory and literary experimentalism but has 
been embraced, keenly felt, and indeed ‘dug’ by some successful products of 
popular culture. 

So, what pattern do the three films mentioned in the subtitle share? To be 
sure, they are movies about education, and, just as surely, the education they are 
dealing with is a different one. Different from what? What is the common 
denominator of what is normally regarded as education? The most inclusive answer 
to this lies, I believe, in the concept of constructionism, which will be instrumental 
throughout this demonstration. In polar opposition with essentialism, which sees 
phenomena as possessing traits essential to themselves – therefore an identity – 
constructionism states, simply put, that everything is constructed, or that every 
categorial structure or concept that has currency in reference to human society is, in 
fact, the product of countless prior human decisions and interactions, with no 
independent existence (for instance in the “world of ideas,” in “nature” or as divine 
intention). Thus, human identity is itself constructed, and institutional education is 
the means by which this constructive process is made to appear natural, by which we 
internalise the precepts a certain society functions by. Working under the essentialist 
tenet, which, applied to the human individual, would mean that there is a fixed, well-
formed structure that is the foundation of selfhood (the same way in which there is a 
foundational code in nature, to be uncovered by natural sciences, for instance), we 
would need to have (or aspire to have) a unified, coherent process of education, 
directed towards this single goal of uncovering that foundation of selfhood. It is 
rather self-evident, though, that modern institutional education is not conceived on 
essentialist, but on functionalist tenets, allowing for very diverse teaching methods, 
designed to build equally different sets of skills in any individual who so chooses; 
we are, therefore, labouring under constructionist premises. 

Still, given the dialectical functioning of the collective mind, when 
functionalist – or, in larger terms, constructionist – premises became so firmly 
established in the communal psyche that have largely been taken for granted (which 
coincided, roughly, with the onset of late modernity), new enactments of an urge 
towards authenticity also appeared. The task of self-realization (Bildung), seen as a 
duty to translate the inwardness of the individual psyche into action, to form and 
express it in universal terms, even if receiving little support from collective 
discourse, remains tempting for the late modern/postmodern individual. The 
question that remains equally important in our times as in the times of Aristotle, 
Montaigne or Goethe is the extent in which this self-realization is possible or is 
bound to remain an urge that will exhaust itself clashing against the inescapable 
“inauthentic” patterns of society. 

So now we arrive to the other trait that the three movies share, which is, as I 
have stated form the first, that they present cases in which the teaching process both 
fails and succeeds. In order to see how exactly this is achieved, we need to have a 
close look at the particularities of each one. 
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In Dead Poets’ Society (1989), the central question is whether it is possible 
to fully seize the freedom on which human action is founded. In 1959, the students 
of Welton Academy, a privileged but highly conservative American school, are 
subjected by an energetic English Professor by the name of Keating to an exciting 
process of educational experimentation the likes of which they had never 
encountered, with the purpose of “liberating” their minds. On closer inspection, this 
exciting process contains nothing new: an ancient slogan (“seize the day”), inspiring 
readings of poetry (all long-established parts of the Western cultural heritage), and a 
doctrine that we can safely consider to be a didactic re-enactment of what Rousseau 
did in his 1782 Confessions when he “sought to break the shackles of opinion and to 
do with courage what seemed to me good, without giving the slightest thought to the 
judgement of others” (Rousseau 1970). The goal of education is, here too, seen as 
Bildung, the formation and development of character through free and courageous 
action inside society (and derivatively, it turns out, freely chosen personal relations). 
Just as in the German model of Bildung, the ideal of freedom and self-expression 
found itself at odds with the constraints of realism (significantly, they “skip most of 
that” in the curricular book) and, instead, saw in aesthetics not just a means of 
education, but also (which is evident from the proceedings of the “underground” 
society the students form, called precisely “Dead Poets’ Society”) the pre-eminent 
means of manifestation of the individual soul. But these rather simple and already 
time-honoured ideas of free thinking and practical aesthetics enter into an 
irreconcilable conflict with institutionalised education, best summarised in the 
following dialogue between Prof. Keating and Headmaster Nolan: 

 
KEATING: I always thought the idea of educating was to learn to think for yourself.  
MR. NOLAN: At these boys’ ages? Not on your life! Tradition, John. Discipline. 
Prepare them for college, and the rest will take care of itself. 
 

What is worth considering in the headmaster’s profession of faith is not so 
much the part about tradition and discipline – only to be expected of a headmaster of 
a reputed school of that epoch and a perfect constructionist statement – but ‟the rest 
will take care of itself”. It implies a belief that after the process of inuring the young 
mind with all the norms and patterns of society, the free thinking will just happen, 
spontaneously perhaps, or, if not, then perhaps it was not meant to be. It is also a 
recognition that free thinking is ultimately irrelevant. 

The encounter between the students’ minds and the idea of free acting and 
experiencing begins to produce unforeseen consequences. The students begin to 
challenge the Welton administration more and more overtly, while one of them, Neil 
Perry, pursues his acting passion against his father’s wish, even forging his 
signature. After Neil is discovered, faced with his father’s strict life planning for 
him, he chooses to commit suicide, unable to put up with the idea of a long span of 
life without freedom. In typical scapegoating fashion (we are familiar with the 
mechanism from René Girard), the communal apparatus is set in motion and Prof. 
Keating is banished from the academy, order apparently re-established. Surprisingly, 
perhaps, I do not find the failure of this educational attempt in the scapegoating itself 
(it is, after all, an implacable mechanism by which a community deals with the threat 
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of mimetic contagion which has the very real potential to destabilise its web of 
shared behaviours, beliefs and norms), but in the students’ reaction. The majority of 
them understand the new course of action and adapt to it pragmatically (some 
immediately, some when they understand the inevitability of it), preferring their own 
survival as social individuals to a continuation of the authenticity experiment. 
Apparently, the circle is closed, the experiment has failed. Still, the act of standing 
up on their desks when the teacher makes his final appearance is profoundly 
disturbing (for the headmaster, too, who seems to understand its significance). A 
gesture the teacher had once made to prove the point that one must constantly 
change one’s point of view becomes, creatively, a moderated gesture of defiance 
towards one’s community as well as of symbolic uprightness. Still, not everybody 
makes the simple gesture, which also proves that a community’s constraints act 
deeply on individual consciousness and can make one act, just to be on the safe side, 
even more conforming than is necessary. 

We may think that the students who choose not to stand up have in fact 
chosen a path of pragmatism and conformism, which also implies the wilful 
abandonment of personal courage. We may hope that the students who do choose to 
stand up have understood how to take the golden middle path between acceptance of 
self-annihilating societal patterns and the courage to act, or else how to suck the 
marrow out of life without choking on the bone. Yet we do not have that certitude (it 
may be just a gesture of recognition for the departing teacher, which is not the same 
thing). In all its unsettling ambiguity, this scene is an e pur si mouve of late 
modernity.  

Yet this scene is deep-reaching for another reason, namely the act of 
recognition and solidarity that happens between the students, known in philosophical 
discourse as intersubjectivity. The self-consciousness of the awakened individual 
cannot exist by itself and without recognised expression, or it will be simply 
solipsism. Self-consciousness needs to develop and become manifest in an act of 
mutual self-recognition. And this is the only place in the film when this truly 
happens: the students join each other in the decision to stand up, they make eye-
contact and express a mutuality and an inevitability in their shared position, they 
perceive it to be right. This mutuality also implies differentiation from society’s 
expectations and a latent conflict. Awareness of society’s pitfalls becomes the 
necessary condition for the emergence of a fully human being. But this cannot be 
done by fiat; trust and mutuality cannot simply replace the standard societal pose of 
suspicion and false objectivity towards the other. The act of mutual self-recognition 
that can establish authenticity is a social process. 

Whiplash (2014) is a recent production that also builds upon the idea of an 
alternative education for authenticity, except this time the focus is not so much on 
self-awareness as on an individual’s desire to reach the highest performance 
possible, to be like “the greats”. It is this ultimately metaphysical desire that prompts 
jazz percussionist and music student Andrew Neiman (the “new man”) to enter into 
conductor Terence Fletcher’s band and subject himself to the abusive and gruelling 
treatment he knows from the start it involves. 

This is a film about utmost focus and intensity of desire and the disturbing 
question it raises is whether this is what it takes to produce a great personality (or 
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great artistic accomplishment). Is it enough to have above average abilities, to desire 
to be great and to rally all your inner resources towards it? The answer given is, 
again, ambiguous: first, after a period of intense, obsessive practice and struggle to 
outperform himself, Neiman crushes under the pressure, makes mistakes, is 
dismissed from the band and gives up music completely. Although the film does not 
give a direct answer and treats this breakdown, intelligently, in a minimalist fashion, 
we may wonder: is it the realization that one’s best may not be good enough that 
really makes Neiman collapse, is it a loss of faith after literally stretching out his 
limits? Or is the story simply an irony: the only outcome to expect after such intense 
efforts is not greatness, but just physical and emotional burnout? 

Whatever the case, after a chance encounter with his former boss Fletcher, 
Neiman accepts his invitation to resume playing by performing with his band at the 
JVC Jazz Festival. On stage, before the performance begins, Fletcher reveals that he 
knows that Neiman’s testimony had got him fired from the university and retaliates 
by leading the band with a piece Neiman does not know. Neiman leaves the stage 
humiliated, but returns, begins playing Caravan brilliantly and cues the band. He 
continues his solo even after the lights go down. Having previously made a token 
confession to Neiman that the reason he pushed his students to such limits was that 
they might go beyond what was expected of them and become the next Louis 
Armstrong or Charlie Parker, Fletcher is taken aback by his former student’s 
behaviour, but senses what Neiman is up to and begins to guide him. As the solo 
ends, they share a smile and Fletcher cues the finale. 

This film has been vilified by many on account of the abusive treatment 
shown on screen, but I think that is an oversimplification. Neiman acts as if he is 
fully aware that Fletcher’s rough treatment is not a simple ego trip, but is staged to 
educate his students both professionally and psychologically (through a series of 
unforeseen emotional ups and downs). In other words, the torturer and the tortured 
have an understanding throughout, working towards a common goal. The first part 
of the plot rests, in fact, on the unquestioned premise that only those who can master 
their emotional drives and prove themselves able to withstand unaccommodating 
treatment that keeps pulling at sensitive chords stand a chance to achieve greatness. 
We are, again, familiar with that plot, at least since the dictum per aspera ad astram, 
derived from Virgil’s Aeneid and widely circulated in the Western word. It is also a 
great happy-end plot, which the Western film industry has banked upon since its 
classical age of Follow a Star and My Fair Lady. As a result, we cannot help but feel 
a sense of positive anticipation. 

Precisely here may lie the greatest merit of the film: instead of following the 
time-honoured happy-ending pattern and literally show Andrew Neiman achieving 
greatness on stage, it breaks abruptly with the pattern and makes us face our own 
presuppositions. Then, instead of going into the other extreme and make us 
experience the rawness of deep failure (or hamartia) – also done before – it 
embraces ambiguity. We never find out whether Fletcher’s retaliation did not indeed 
mean the end of Neiman’s career (because ‟these cats never forget”). We cannot be 
fully sure whether Neiman’s solo really means that he has achieved greatness (the 
actual technical and artistic quality of the film solo does not warranty it). In any 
case, the success story remains suspended. Still, we do know that he has been able to 
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transform what seemed to be a complete and definitive end of his career at least into 
a personal success by a show of audacity (not unlike the one in Dead Poets’ 
Society). Even more importantly, we know that he has managed to make happen one 
of those rare moments of authenticity: Fletcher, who at first obviously relishes his 
revenge on Neiman (which ostensibly means the definitive end of his career), is at 
first surprised at his comeback, then angered, then abandons all that to the pure 
passion for music they both share; they experience together that connection we have 
experienced in Dead Poets’ Society: the intersubjective self-recognition in a 
common act that transcends learnt societal patterns. 

Stanley Kubrick’s Full-metal jacket (1987) may be the earliest production of 
the three, but it carries the deepest and most disturbing ambiguities. In the boot camp 
of Parris Island, South Carolina, a group of Marine Corps recruits are subjected to 
extreme, dehumanising, methods of training, designed to turn them into “ministers 
of death” with an indomitable psyche. At least that is what the plan sounds like, 
based on the same premise as in Whiplash that by submitting a young person to the 
harshest treatment for body and mind, that person would be ‘toughened out’, would 
overcome his/her weaknesses and soft spots and become the best that he/she can be 
(in this case, a person thoroughly engaged in his/her life goal of being a useful 
member of society, in other words, a “killer”). 

It is highly significant that the first gesture with which Drill Instructor 
Hartman targets his new recruits directly is intended to weed out all humour and 
replace it abruptly – giving them no time to realise what is going on – with sheer 
terror and self-loathing: “I’ll give you three seconds... [...] to wipe off that stupid 
grin... or I will gouge out your eyeballs and [...] you!” Here we may juxtapose 
Bergson’s famous statement that “the comic does not exist outside of what is strictly 
human” (Bergson, 84). We can ask ourselves what kind of human subject is born out 
of this conditioning method, designed to suppress humour by creating an association 
with terror. If anything, a disconnected one, existentially trapped in his/her own 
individuality, experiencing a radical loneliness amid his/her peers – given that the 
function of humour, according to the same Bergson, is pre-eminently social, 
unifying. His mortification technique seems to consist in identifying the main 
sources of the recruit’s self-respect and sense of identity and in their swift 
“deconstruction” (“I do not look down on niggers, kikes, wops or greasers. Here, 
you are all equally worthless!”; “Only steers and queers come from Texas,” etc.). 

At the same time, though, Hartman manages a very pithy expression of the 
same per aspera ad astram principle that we have seen at work in Whiplash: 
“Because I am hard, you will not like me, but the more you hate me, the more you 
will learn.” Thus it becomes clear from very early on that we are not experiencing 
evil in its ‘natural’ form: it is an assumed attitude, or else a role that the Instructor 
puts on, like that of an actor, and this role is a means to an end. Although Hartman 
does not tell us so in so many words (as Fletcher does), it is clear that his posture is 
the result of a belief in a principle, it is his way of doing good. This is how the 
inescapable ambiguity of the film is ushered in: the brutality we are watching, is it 
because that is the ultimate nature of the human being, or is it a just a means to 
become strong, in the Nietzschean sense, to become invulnerable, and thus fully 
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human? Is Hartman right in assuming his brutal role for the sake of creating 
invincible Marines? 

We also suspect that the Joker, who, from among the recruits, is not only a 
highly reflective subject, but also most closely and sympathetically watched by the 
camera (like an alter ego of the director), is aware from the beginning that 
Hartman’s stance is an act (which would explain his puzzling “John Wayne” 
comment). We suspect, too, that from that moment on all the recruits – in various 
degrees, depending on each individual psychology and reflective capacity – get 
entangled in a complex and duplicitous societal game: to demonstrate one’s capacity 
of convincingly embracing the self-annihilating roles dealt to them, while inwardly 
preserving one’s self-esteem and sense of self-reality and channelling one’s physical 
and mental resources towards accomplishing their common goal (through and 
despite the Instructor’s vilification). 

As we watch the progress of the training, taking the recruits deeper and 
deeper into becoming adept killing machines, we are faced with one dilemma: what 
is the true meaning of authenticity? To remain in a quasi-innocent state of lack of 
constraints, idleness of the mind and of the body, and indulgence of the senses with 
as little of Sartre’s “bad faith” as possible (because that implies awareness)? Or, by 
experiencing the depths of bad faith through mortification and double binds, and to 
rise above it, a new person acquainted with darkness, keenly aware of his/her 
strengths and limits, ready to face extinction, and labouring under no illusions about 
human nature? Which of the two states should a human being prefer (in terms not of 
personal comfort, but of self-realisation)? 

For a while, the film feels like a story of success, in the same vein as the 
later G.I. Jane (1997) or Men of Honour (2000). The training per se is a success. In 
Joker’s words, the men “are ready to eat their own guts and ask for seconds. The 
instructors are proud to see us growing beyond their control. The Marine Corps does 
not want robots. [...] The Marine Corps wants to build indestructible men. Men 
without fear.” In case the sight of the much more toned and disciplined bodies 
moving in unison might prompt some viewers to think this is the preferable state, the 
film gives us the story of Private Lawrence Leonard, called “Pyle”, the “weak link” 
in the squad, who graduates, gets his hand on a “full metal jacket” of live bullets, 
and then, having heard one too many stories of killer marines, kills Hartman, then 
himself. 

As the focus then shifts to the Vietnam war, we are reminded of the same 
dual vision on human nature through Joker’s successful zeugma: “I wanted to meet 
interesting people of an ancient culture and kill them.” What happens then, 
predictably, is a first-hand familiarisation with several Dantean circles of war 
horrors and crimes. 

There is no joint e pur si muove as in Dead Poets’ Society and no rising 
from the ashes in an intersubjective act that transcends societal patterns. But there is 
still at least one private victory, of the oblique, unavowable kind that we have started 
by postulating: it is that of the Joker, who delivers the final line: “I’m in a world of 
sh*t, yes. But I am alive. And I am not afraid.” 
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To summarise, I have tried to point out that these three films are all 
symptoms of the same inauthentic condition that the human individual finds himself 
in (post)modernity. They are all instances of what I have dared to call a “new school 
(or hermeneutics) of suspicion”, starting from Paul Ricoeur’s term, which was 
understood to mean a commitment to unmasking “the lies and illusions of 
consciousness”. While the old one was (according to Ricoeur) carried out by Marx, 
Freud, and Nietzsche, the new one may be all the more significant because it 
descends to the level of popular culture and its disturbing message is exemplified, 
not theorised. Even if outside the spectre of theory, these films manage to embed a 
critique of the societal state of things and draw out less avowable sides of the human 
condition. 

More than that, they manage to dramatise the self’s inauthentic condition: 
authentic selfhood is pure interiority but it cannot remain quietly within the body as 
empty possibility; it must seek expression in external forms (presentation), and in 
doing so it becomes bound to the limiting and illusory world of representations (to 
inauthentic forms). Selfhood in the modern era is a paradox; it is both intersubjective 
and incommunicable. When one becomes aware of this paradox, the only way out is 
through an ambiguity which cannot be dramatised or narrated (or it will land in 
inauthentic forms), but can only be suggested. 
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