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The Aesthetics of Resignation

The moment in which we realize that, as a community, we may be standing at a crossroads seems
an appropriate time to revisit Hegel’s conception of history. It could be briefly summarized as a
model of qualitative growth: whatever society experiences, it subsequently puts to use in its further
development; as long as the world keeps moving forward, it becomes a world of infinite progress.
The capitalist paradigm, largely nourished by this Hegelian principle, has implanted in “us” the idea
that the solution to every problem, in the broadest sense, lies in constant production — not only of
goods and services, but also of knowledge, solutions, and the overcoming of obstacles. We must
always improve, grow, and mature. To survive in the world, we must be productive; in every
situation, we must be able to produce a solution. When we speak of production, we speak
simultaneously of progress.

Ondřej Vavrečka’s experimental documentary is important because it offers a critical reflection on
this paradigm. Yet in his case, criticism does not mean rejection; it is rather an analysis or reflection
on the underlying assumptions — a critique of the Kantian, that is, transcendental type. A key
aspect of Vavrečka’s approach is evident already in the title: if the film is called 1+1+1, it is crucial
that the solution to the incomplete equation is not revealed. Its other side remains hidden — not
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only in the title, but also in the images and in the film’s very resolution. Most philosophical
inquiries — and let us admit that such research often takes place across different media — aim to
reach a conclusion grounded in a specific argument, always ending in a more or less convincing
narrative. Vavrečka’s approach is inspiring because he dares to say, “Let’s wait a bit longer.” If
such an answer once signified helplessness or evasion, today it becomes an act of courage. The film
seems to embody the theory of resignation as formulated by Czech philosopher Tereza Matějčková,
an expert on Hegel’s concept of world history: to reach knowledge, we must be able to withdraw, to
take a step back, to admit to others and to ourselves that we do not always have to win. Like
Matějčková’s philosophy, Vavrečka’s images are not a discourse of dominance; both are bound to a
kind of distance — “holding oneself one step back, a form of hesitation and contemplation.” The
three figures followed in 1+1+1 do not arrive at any logically formulated understanding; the more
steps they take, the more they are convinced that they do not know where or why they are going.
Yet their experience does not lead to frustration. They do not strive to obtain answers at any cost;
rather, as the film progresses, they become increasingly willing to admit that the meaning of the
journey may remain hidden or obscured. However, if we do something and cannot not do it, if we
are drawn into this activity almost unwillingly while its purpose escapes us, then the questions
arising from this existential condition are necessarily critical in nature.

If we are to understand Vavrečka’s work as a philosophical activity, we must locate and formulate
the question his film poses. For that reason, let us return to the intellectual framework to
which 1+1+1 refers. Liberalism, shaped by the “overcoming” — or rather the “survival” — first of
World War II and then of the Cold War tension between the Western and Eastern blocs, is founded
on an almost axiomatic paradigm: the world finds its solution in the ideology of progress and
production, that is, in capitalism; if this system fails, our task is to “fix” it, not to abandon it.
Vavrečka’s contribution lies in the courage not to attack this paradigm, but to pose a question aimed
at its very core — at why, in fact, we concern ourselves with this problem in the first place. If we
have accepted production as the central mode of our existence — if we live in order to produce, if
we live by producing — then where are we actually heading? What does this activity lead to? Is
there any telos, any meaning or purpose? To regard Vavrečka’s work as inherently philosophical is
not to see it as a reflection on the current political paradigm (if it were, his film would serve rather
as an impulse for ideological debate), but because it questions that paradigm’s very meaning. The
experimental filmmaker realizes that before we affirm or reject the ideology of production, we must
first uncover its nature. What does production mean? What does production (or progress) produce?
How much good does it contain — and how much harm? If Vavrečka’s characters fail to reach
positive arguments, then the world of progress and production becomes increasingly difficult to
defend or to legitimize in any way.
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The film 1+1+1 is inspiring in that it holds itself back to a certain extent. Although its theme
concerns the Hegelian conception of history and the world, it does not assume the role of judge; it
does not declare whether a world founded on progress and production is right or wrong. At this
point, the film accepts the premise that such a world — whether we like it or not — is the one we
live in. Vavrečka’s work instead poses a simple but exceptionally important question: if we have
accepted such a paradigm and bound our lives to production, where are those lives actually
heading? Framed in this way, the problem is ultimately more ontological than political or ethical.
1+1+1 is characterized by the fact that whenever it seems about to articulate its own vision or
narrative of the world, it ultimately takes a step back or to the side. For most of its runtime, it gives
the impression of gathering the courage not to present a logically structured argument, but rather
an image that would reject progress as a paradigm. Yet it is precisely this approach toward such a
judgment that can deeply affect the viewer — compelling them to complete the argument internally,
in their own mind. The product of such a “withdrawn” film is, consequently, a very active viewer. If
the film, both in its conceptual and formal dimensions, is governed by a kind of politics of
resignation — or, as has been said, of “withdrawal” — it means that it presents the viewer with
images that contain no explicit “ideological theses.” Instead, these images are thematically selected
and composed in a way that can eventually lead the viewer toward certain conclusions. The film,
therefore, suggests rather than asserts, provokes rather than proclaims.
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In 1+1+1, the characters do not deliver philosophically formulated arguments, nor do they engage
in deep intellectual discussions about how the bourgeois right-wing world is heartless and lacking
empathy. When Vavrečka wishes to go as far as having his characters express skepticism toward
production and capitalism, he simply lets them sing a line of advice: that it’s best not to work.
Although such moments carry a distinctly political message, they are simultaneously veiled by
aesthetic and theatrical stylization. In these instances, the viewer is guided less toward listening to
and weighing an ideological thesis than toward observing human bodies emancipated from the
system. This manner of expression is, in fact, quite typical of the film. While 1+1+1 is almost
overflowing with meanings, it seems to generate them only as by-products. Nearly every shot in
Vavrečka’s work can set off a stream of questions. The film’s semantic excess makes it impossible
to extract a single, concrete thesis; instead, the viewer’s task is to find their own position within this
abundance. This situation arises above all because the film does not forcefully bind the viewer to its
“message.” There is something else present in these images — bodies, atmospheres, movements, or
subtle background events — all so powerful that they continually overshadow representation itself.

If we have said that Vavrečka’s film does not pass judgment on the world of progress and
production, this is only partially true. The specific mode of resignation that defines the experimental
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filmmaker prevents him, on one hand, from adopting an explicitly rejecting stance; on the other
hand, however, the images he presents to the viewer clearly do not belong to such a world. Already
the opening sequence contains a long shot of timeworn, age-marked cutlery, accompanied by the
following voiceover: “I really hate throwing away things I love. So before I get rid of them, I film
them — to preserve at least their imprint, so they can shine one last time.” If the film’s theme is a
world founded on progress — that is, on production in the broadest sense — it does not show the
viewer anything that could be called modern. While 1+1+1 is filled with images not of the old, but
of the non-modern, it does not aim for nostalgia or sentimental traditionalism. Rather, it moves
toward questions such as: Do we truly need progress and the continuous production of new
products, services, methods, ideas, and everything else? Do we produce merely for the sake of
producing? Do we move forward simply for the sake of moving forward? Does progress, in the end,
become an essence and a principle rather than a means? Even though the film never articulates a
critical thesis directly, the very fact that it raises or encourages these questions reveals its
framework as a critical one. 1+1+1 is, after all, a film about — and for — people who, rather than
earning money for an expensive holiday, would prefer to chill out in the nearest meadow.

Benjamin Slavík
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