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Volodymyr Turchynovskyy

Experiencing Dignity in a Post-truth World: 
Public Culture as a Challenge

Within the last year or two, a “post-truth world” has been 
mentioned and discussed in the world’s leading me-

dia with increasing frequency and is becoming a trendy concept 
widely referred to by the many in the expert and academic circles . 
However, in the today’s “digital world” of “exponential growths” 
in technology and rapidly changing patterns of social interactions 
our abilities to reflect upon and to cultivate appropriate attitudes 
often seem to lag behind the new realities which, ironically, we, 
humans, have engineered and brought into existence . 

As we are trying to make a home in 21st century space and 
time (what if we all happen to become the new immigrants into 
a digital world) an effort of sustaining a discourse on the challeng-
es of the post-truth world is both timely and important in help-
ing to position ourselves politically, socially, and morally in view 
of the emerging challenges and opportunities .

In what follows, I would like to begin by sharing a few obser-
vations on the concept of “post-truth” . I will proceed by making 
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a reference to the case of the Ukrainian Revolution of Dignity 
which, I think, powerfully highlights some important insights as to 
how the experience of the dignity of the human person brings 
about a new quality and depth of authenticity in the people’s re-
lationships . I will conclude by asking myself whether a new kind 
of the public culture influenced by the post-truth attitudes will be 
capable in sustaining the liberal society projects . 

1. Post-truth: A few observations

My first observation is about the change of an attitude . Our 
attitude towards truth is changing massively: we are not ashamed 
of telling lies publicly any more . A lie seems to be perfectly quali-
fied as an opinion not only of an individual but also of a social 
group, party, etc . The “factual truth” is retreating from the fore-
ground of the public and political space in the face of what is seen 
as a sincerity and authenticity of an expression of emotions and 
feelings about something or someone . It is not “thinking right” but 
mostly “feeling right” which increasingly defines the present public 
culture and articulates the current culture of communication .

My second point highlights the connection between the change 
of attitude towards truth with the issue of the political elites and 
a rise of populism . A shift towards a kind of an “emotional think-
ing” also reflects a shift in the people’s perception of the political 
elites and their messages . The rise of populism clearly indicates that 
there is a clear cut division in a social and political texture of any 
given society . Namely, there are us – “the true people” – confront-
ing the “fake elites” (predominantly, political elites but certainly 
not limited to politicians only) which cannot be trusted no matter 
how rational and sound they are in presenting their arguments, so-
lutions, and strategies to us .

The power of an argument rooted in the facts no longer works . 
The more researched, analytical, and facts-based a presented case 
is the more its proponent is blamed by us “the true people” as 
someone who exercises the “fake elites” manipulative power games . 
Something just doesn’t feel right .

What instead feels right is someone’s ability to express, visual-
ize, and communicate an emotion or feeling which matches and 
reinforces our own emotions . As it seems there is no apparent need 
to say true things to win the people’s attention, it is much more 
efficient to communicate the right emotion which would make 
your addressees feel right . Thus, the notion of a factual truth seems 
to be retreating in the face of an understanding of a truth as a way 
to sincerely and authentically express an emotion in the public 
square . It is not so much “thinking right” as “feeling right” which 
is increasingly counted in the present public culture . Our present 
day communication capability to almost instantaneously transfer 
“emotion” to a vast number of people amply reinforces the “feeling 
right” trend and attitude of the people .

The third observation has to do with a rapid technological ad-
vancement and the emergent social networks patterns . The famous 
Facebook “like” which has grown to a kind of a “like”-industry of its 
own, not only reflects but also actively promotes and shapes our new 
communicational style, attitudes, and habits . “Like/dislike” becomes 
the dominant language of the present days . “True/false” or “right/
wrong” options are not considered as the elements of a new com-
munication style promoted by Facebook . Even though Facebook be-
comes the largest “fact- and data-collecting” factory in the world it, 
ironically, manages to successfully diminish the value and role of “fac-
tual truth” in our own eyes . We are continuously and increasingly 
training ourselves to express our attitudes towards the facts, events, 
people, etc . by positioning ourselves on either “like” or “ dislike” side . 
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This becomes a new communicational pattern of the  present day 
which has an incredible marketing potential (in business and like-
wise in politics) . The “like” becomes almost a “currency” of its own 
which is easily converted into more conventional ones .

It is obvious that with Facebook we are quickly learning a new 
language and new communicational habits . Our “Facebook lan-
guage” is image- and emotion-based with an in-built focus 
on the “like” as a kind of “communicational multiplier” . With this 
Facebook language seems to be a perfect fit for a post-truth world 
in which facts and “things as they are” are seen as less and less rel-
evant in shaping public discourse . Instead, technological advance-
ment allows for individual feelings to be instantaneously transferred 
into a public opinion domain . The message “this is what we feel” 
displayed by the social networks qualifies for a public opinion or, 
perhaps, even a decision when it comes to referendums or elections .

My concluding observation is about a search for the authen-
tically human experiences and relationships . An important thing 
which is manifested by the phenomenon of a post-truth world 
is a  desire of the many to find ways for the sincere expressions 
of their feelings . Perhaps, our public cultures were not conducive 
(or became less and less so) of an emotional and spiritual profundi-
ty in our relationships as much as they encouraged and facilitated 
an emotionally shallow “surfing” and interacting . Profundity of our 
emotional life and the depth of the experiences we are experienc-
ing “here and now” are also conditioned by our capacity of mak-
ing and sustaining our long-term commitments and visions which 
in turn implies our ability to unfold the truth of who we are . 

If viewed from this angle, a concept of post-truth is not so much 
referring to the times emptied of truth altogether but rather points 
to an anthropological challenge, namely, the fact that there is 
a growing gap or imbalance within our human lives between a ra-

tional and an affective self which is often augmented by a  lack 
of the long-term commitments (responsibilities) which transcend 
not  only the present moments but even one’s life . The  attitude 
of the post-truth world is a manifestation of the changes in peo-
ple’s self-perception and self-understanding which in turn further 
modify our public culture . In a word, the architecture and design 
of our public squares mirrors the images we have of our own selves .

2. revolution of Dignity:  
A ukrainian case for a new public culture

One of the major achievements of the Revolution of Dignity 
in Ukraine, 2014 is this . The Revolution has released the whole 
of Ukrainian society from any obligations entailed by its previous 
post-soviet ethos (or public culture) which was a kind of muta-
tion of what used to be a soviet style totalitarianism . By the word 
“ethos” I mean here a tacit agreement of the majority to replace 
the  vanished communist ideology with a strange mixture of pa-
ternalistic nostalgia, corruption as a way of making decisions and 
doing things, and distrust as a default attitude .

Maidan clearly indicated that there is a critical mass of people 
in Ukraine who can effectively challenge the existing post-soviet 
social habits and attitudes on a scale which is truly unprecedented 
since the 1991 collapse of the Soviet Empire . It is also clear that 
people’s feeling of being released from the powers of the past can-
not be immediately converted into new social patterns and virtues . 
It requires time, commitment, hardship, and sacrifice . It is a process .

The Revolution of Dignity in virtue of its being “staged” and 
thus lived from within by millions has made a major contribution 
by letting us make a breakthrough in unfolding a whole new di-
mension of communication with the concepts such as dignity, soli-
darity, and sacrifice being at the very heart of it .
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Until very recently, we in Ukraine used to predominantly speak 
the language of identities: people from the Western Ukraine 
vs . people from the Eastern part of the country; Ukrainian speak-
ing vs . Russian speaking persons; those who were born and spent 
a larger part of their lives under the soviets vs . those who are young 
and never breathed the air of the soviet era; Greek-Catholics 
vs . Orthodox; etc . This is not by the way a uniquely Ukrainian situ-
ation . I am sure that there are many patterns like this if viewed 
globally, where the language of identities is predominantly defin-
ing and shaping the public culture .

What was so powerfully witnessed at the time of the Maidan 
was the emergence of a new modality of communication, which 
we might call a language of values . It was very spontaneously 
and beautifully born from the spirit and ethos of the solidarity 
of the Maidan community . The very name “Revolution of Dignity” 
aptly reflects our growing ability to communicate in a language 
which enables us to transcend the differences among ourselves 
not  by simply ignoring them but rather by respectfully allowing 
them to unfold and enrich our dialogue .

Maidan became a place where representatives of multiple 
identities each speaking in its own voice met and collaborated . 
And this is, by the way, another important lesson which, I think, 
the Revolution teaches us: if we are seriously concerned about our 
future we should be bilingual . Meaning we should be able to mas-
ter both the language of identities and language of values .

By winning freedom from the communist past we have opened 
ourselves up for the design of a new public culture rooted in a dif-
ferent set of values and based upon different principles from those 
defining a post-soviet (and post-totalitarian) ethos . Importantly, 
it was the experience of the dignity of the others which moved 
hearts, cultivated people’s attitudes, cleared their vision, and moti-
vated their actions . 

I am using the “public culture” concept here in a rather broad 
sense as a set of consistent values, attitudes, communicational pat-
terns, and actions which are centred around the following questions: 
How do we as a Ukrainian society portray the future of the coun-
try? How do we define and articulate our idea of the common good? 
What is the concept of citizenship which would connect and lever-
age our vision of Ukraine’s future and the common good of its peo-
ple? A fourth question adds some very crucial existential weight 
by inviting us to test our own level of commitment to the principles 
and values we laid out in answering the first three questions . One 
should certainly ask oneself how far one would be ready to go by 
committing oneself to protect and grant to fellow citizens the civic 
values and rights articulated by a new social contract .

These are the questions which, I believe, set the long-term 
agenda for Ukrainians and trigger their commitment to cultivating 
a new public culture along with the social capital needed to facili-
tate societal transformations in Ukraine . In a word, my hope is that 
the Revolution of Dignity will be continued in a culture of dignity 
which will define, shape, and orient the country’s future . 

3. towards a free society public culture

An important question we should be asking ourselves is wheth-
er the “post-truth world” and the public culture associated with it 
are capable of sustaining a free and virtuous society along with its 
(political) democracy and market economy machinery .

Liberal society can’t function properly and it would mutate into 
something very different if it is not permeated by a certain kind 
of public culture and values . Thus, it requires a certain social capital 
of a given culture which enables cultivation of certain attitudes and 
ways of acting reflective of the fundamental values among which 
the human dignity is of the utmost importance .
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To put things in a somewhat oversimplified way, there are two 
constitutive elements of a liberal society, namely, a public square 
and a public culture . A public square is a space wherein political 
activity and market (-economy) actions take place while a public 
culture serves as a kind of “software” (or an “application”) needed 
to properly run a democratic kind of interaction . Such as, the ways 
we understand our own humanity and personhood along with 
a  role played by dignity in defining interpersonal communica-
tion and in promoting attitudes that prioritize the common good 
are critical in cultivating and sustaining our public culture and its 
communication pattern, its language .

What happens if these two ideas, namely “public culture” 
and “public square” do not appropriately match one another, are 
not  sufficiently cohesive, and are not really complementing and 
leveraging one another? Well, things go wrong . A public square 
without an appropriate public culture could be turned into a kind 
of political supermarket, or become empty, useless in the citizen’s 
eyes and thus an utterly unwelcoming and void place, or, perhaps, it 
would be transformed into an entertainment stage which promotes 
“having fun” or, however sad it might sound, it can become an in-
humane place of violence, persecution and execution .

In one of his texts, George Weigel claims that the rapid secu-
larization of Europe has posed a dilemma for a modern liberal- 
democratic state . What he has in mind is this: a state rests 
on the social capital that it could not itself generate . Weigel gives 
his own phrasing to this problem by saying that “it takes a certain 
kind of people, formed by a certain kind of culture to live certain 
virtues, to keep liberal democracy from decaying into new forms 
of authoritarianism” .1 On a personal level we might find ourselves 

1   “Democracy and Its Discontents”, Ethics & Public Policy Center (blog), accessed 
April 3, 2018, https://eppc .org/publications/democracy-and-its-discontents/ .

caught in this kind of a problem as well . Think of the situations 
wherein one readily utilizes his or her relationship with the other 
and thus becomes a “consumer” of that relationship’s benefits with-
out being able (or even willing) to sustain and cherish it on his or 
her own part . To enjoy the benefits of our relationships there have 
to be a set of attitudes and values accepted by us as a kind of “in-
terface” for our interpersonal communication along with the com-
mitment to invest ourselves in sustaining and “cultivating a culture” 
of our being-in-relation .

Lord Jonathan Sacks in his acceptance speech Rediscovering Our 
Moral Self as 2016 Templeton Laureate reminds us of the idea that 
a free society is a moral achievement . Thus, he claims that “without 
self-restraint, without the capacity to defer the gratification of in-
stinct, and without the habits of heart and deed that we call virtues, 
we will eventually lose our freedom” .2 

It’s important to realize that moral achievements unlike many 
other things are not really transferable in a way that many other 
things can be . We might own buildings, land, and all kinds of as-
sets which we inherited from our predecessors but I can’t think 
of inheriting moral achievements from my predecessors in exactly 
the same way . I may admire them, they might be a huge motiva-
tion and inspiration for me, I might feel proud of having some 
personal lineage with those who were morally great, but certainly 
I can’t confer someone’s moral achievements upon myself and be-
come a proud owner of those qualities myself .

This is why a liberal society is always a challenging goal for 
every generation . And we have to go time and again through 
the challenge of achieving liberty or failing to do so . It is true that 

2   “Rediscovering Our Moral Purpose”, Standpoint, accessed June 28, 2018, http://
www .standpointmag .co .uk/text-july-august-2016-speech-lord-jonathan-sacks-
templeton-prize-rediscovering-moral-purpose .
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a  previous generation or generations might provide us with social 
capital which might in some important way facilitate or, sadly, 
hinder our generational effort to achieve liberty . Already estab-
lished policies and procedures, patterns of political life, the quality 
of a “public square” and level of trust, as well as the vitality of civil 
society, its values and culture are hugely important instantiations 
of the social capital accumulated by previous generations .

One thing we should attend to is a temptation to “outsource” 
this kind of a constant achievement of a free society and sustain-
ment of our freedom to something other than ourselves . The mar-
ket itself isn’t per se a source of a free society, nor is the state, 
nor current technology with its miraculous potential for artificial 
intelligence . Generally speaking, the idea of outsourcing a “free so-
ciety project” is an extremely risky and potentially very damaging 
endeavour if looked at from political, social, historical, and moral 
viewpoints .

Conclusion

In my view, the phenomenon which is labelled a “post-truth 
world” is manifestly sending us the following two important mes-
sages . One of them is, as I have already indicated, of an anthropo-
logical nature . Existentially, it reveals itself as a thirst and search 
for an authenticity in one’s life, actions, expressions, and commu-
nications . On a deeper personal level what is experienced by us 
as a “thirst for authenticity” is derived from a lack of inner unity 
and simplicity (oneness) of our inner selves challenged by the wid-
ening gaps between the rational, religious, and emotional parts 
of oneself which often seem to exist in their own “silos” .

The second message is this . The post-truth world manifests, 
I  think, the fact that the social capital which was crucial for 

the sustainability of a liberal society is critically diminished . If you 
think of social capital as a kind of endowment generated by a cer-
tain public culture, my intuition is that we have reached a point 
at which we may want to ask ourselves whether we are still “pro-
ducers” of a liberal society’s social capital or, perhaps, we would 
rather qualify as the “consumers” of a product marketed as a “lib-
eral society” . 

Thus, the extent to which an idea of outsourcing “a free society 
project” embeds itself into the texture of our current public culture 
is proportionate to the risk of “democracy mutations” into a kind 
of  authoritarianism (either manifested in by a brutal repressive 
power of one ruler or by a much “softer despotism” which nonethe-
less eventually excludes and disregards people’s civic responsibili-
ties and virtues) . And the truth about post-truth is that whenever 
we decide to outsource the “big things” (such as our families, reli-
gious commitments, moral convictions, values, civic responsibili-
ties, death, etc .) which were actually enabling us to receive our life 
as a gift and make a sincere gift of it, we end up dwarfing ourselves 
by self-confinement to the pleasures and emergencies of the “now” .

I would conclude by referencing Charles Taylor’s idea3 
of  the  “ethics of authenticity” which, I believe, has the power 
to build the foundations of a vibrant public culture in which be-
ing  authentic grows from a person’s ability to transcend oneself to-
wards the other in domains as diverse as the family life, education, 
business, public or military service, politics, neighbourhood activi-
ties, or religious communities .

3   See Charles Taylor The Ethics of Authenticity (Harvard University Press, 1992) .


