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Abstract

This study examines the crisis of meaning in neoliberal societies through the
philosophical framework of Byung-Chul Han and explores its cinematic rep-
resentation in The Matrix. In contemporary neoliberal societies, concepts
such as freedom, individuality, happiness, and self-realization are increas-
ingly shaped by productivity, competition, quantification, and market value
rather than ethical, communal, or spiritual dimensions. The study argues
that this transformation has produced a profound crisis of meaning that is
reflected in contemporary culture and especially in modern conceptual cin-
ema.

Han is one of the most influential critics of neoliberalism and digital capital-
ism. Unlike earlier disciplinary systems described by theorists such as Michel
Foucault, contemporary power no longer functions mainly through repres-
sion or external coercion. Instead, neoliberalism operates through subtle
and internalized forms of control, including self-exploitation, psychopolitics,
transparency, digital surveillance, and data extraction. According to Han,
individuals perceive themselves as free while simultaneously participating
in their own domination. People voluntarily expose themselves to systems
of surveillance, continuously optimize their performance, and produce data
that can be used for economic and political control. As a result, contempo-
rary society experiences the erosion of inwardness, contemplation, authen-
tic identity, and meaningful human relations.

The central question of this research is how neoliberal structures and digital
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technologies contribute to the collapse of meaning and identity, and how
this condition is symbolically represented in The Matrix. The study proposes
that the film should be understood not only as a science-fiction narrative
about artificial intelligence and simulated reality, but also as a philosophical
allegory of neoliberal psychopolitics and digital domination.
Methodologically, the research adopts a descriptive-analytical approach
based on qualitative content analysis. The theoretical framework draws
primarily on Han’s major works, including Psychopolitics, The Burnout So-
ciety, The Transparency Society, and The Agony of Eros. Concepts such as
self-exploitation, transparency, emotional capitalism, and dataism are used
as analytical tools for interpreting the narrative structure, symbolic imagery,
and characters of The Matrix. The film is treated as a cultural text that re-
flects broader social and philosophical anxieties associated with neoliberal
modernity.

The study first situates neoliberalism within its historical and philosophi-
cal context. Emerging after the crisis of Keynesian capitalism in the 1970s,
neoliberalism transformed political and economic systems through deregu-
lation, privatization, financialization, and the weakening of collective insti-
tutions such as labor unions and welfare structures. However, neoliberalism
is not merely an economic doctrine; it also reshapes human subjectivity.
Individuals are encouraged to perceive themselves as entrepreneurial proj-
ects that require constant optimization and self-improvement. Failure is in-
ternalized as a personal weakness rather than understood as the result of
structural inequality.

Han’s critique is significant because it highlights the psychological and ex-
istential dimensions of neoliberalism. In contemporary society, individuals
become both master and servant simultaneously. The neoliberal subject
willingly exploits itself in pursuit of productivity and success, generating ex-
haustion, anxiety, depression, and alienation. Life becomes subordinated to
measurable efficiency and performance, gradually destroying the possibility
of authentic meaning.

The research also examines Han’s concept of psychopolitics, which describes
forms of digital power operating through emotional influence, behavioral
prediction, and data extraction. Contemporary technologies do not simply
monitor human behavior; they shape desires, preferences, and perceptions.
Big data, algorithms, and social media platforms transform human experi-
ence into quantifiable information. Consequently, freedom itself becomes
a mechanism of domination because individuals voluntarily participate in
systems that monitor and manipulate them.

These philosophical ideas closely parallel the world represented in The Ma-
trix. The film depicts a society in which humans unknowingly inhabit a sim-
ulated reality generated by intelligent machines. The Matrix can therefore
be interpreted as a metaphor for neoliberal digital systems that replace au-
thentic existence with mediated experiences and illusions of choice. Human
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beings within the simulation believe themselves to be free while their bod-
ies and minds are controlled by technological structures that sustain the
system. This mirrors Han’s argument that neoliberalism transforms individ-
uals into self-regulating subjects who actively reproduce the systems that
dominate them.

The character of Neo plays a central symbolic role in this interpretation.
Neo represents the resistant subject who gradually recognizes the artificial
nature of reality and seeks a more authentic existence. His movement from
ignorance to awareness reflects the philosophical struggle against digital
alienation and neoliberal psychopolitics. Neo’s awakening is not only intel-
lectual but existential, requiring him to confront painful truths hidden be-
neath systems of comfort, entertainment, and illusion.

The study further analyzes the film’s representation of freedom. Han argues
that neoliberalism does not suppress freedom directly; instead, it exploits
it. Individuals are given the illusion of unlimited choice while remaining
trapped within systems of consumption, surveillance, and algorithmic con-
trol. Similarly, in The Matrix, freedom appears to exist within the simulation,
yet this freedom is fundamentally limited by the architecture of the system
itself. The apparent autonomy of individuals conceals deeper forms of dom-
ination.

Another major aspect of the analysis concerns the collapse of the distinc-
tion between reality and simulation. Han maintains that digital culture cre-
ates a world dominated by images, information, and quantification. Human
experience becomes fragmented into data flows detached from embodied
reality and meaningful narrative structures. In The Matrix, this condition is
visualized through a simulated environment that becomes indistinguishable
from reality. The film demonstrates how technological systems can control
not only bodies but also perception and consciousness.

The research also explores the relationship between dataism and the crisis
of meaning. Han criticizes the contemporary faith in data and quantification,
arguing that genuine meaning emerges through narrative, interpretation,
memory, and human relationships rather than numerical measurement. In
neoliberal societies, however, social interactions and personal identity are
increasingly reduced to metrics, visibility, and algorithmic evaluation. This
reduction of human life to data contributes to existential emptiness and the
erosion of authentic identity. The Matrix reflects this condition by portraying
humans as biological resources functioning within a technological network.
The findings indicate that The Matrix functions as a cultural and philosoph-
ical critique of neoliberal modernity and digital capitalism. Through its sym-
bolic imagery and narrative structure, the film exposes the mechanisms
through which technological systems produce conformity, dependency, and
alienation while presenting these conditions as freedom and normality.
The study ultimately suggests that contemporary digital culture intensifies
forms of isolation and existential uncertainty that were already emerging
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within late capitalist societies. In Han’s framework, neoliberalism not only
transforms labor and economics but also restructures emotions, commu-
nication, and interpersonal relations. Human interaction increasingly be-
comes mediated through digital platforms that prioritize speed, visibility,
and performance over depth, reflection, and genuine connection. This pro-
cess contributes to what Han describes as the disappearance of the “Other,”
a condition in which individuals become enclosed within systems of same-
ness, self-reference, and algorithmically reinforced preferences. The loss of
meaningful encounters with alterity further deepens the crisis of meaning
because authentic subjectivity depends upon relationships that cannot be
reduced to calculation or efficiency.

Within The Matrix, this condition is symbolically represented through the
artificial uniformity of the simulated world. The inhabitants of The Ma-
trix experience an existence structured entirely by the logic of the system,
where individuality appears possible but remains fundamentally controlled.
The repetitive architecture, standardized environments, and mechanized
routines depicted in the film visually reinforce the dehumanizing effects of
technological rationality. Even human desires and perceptions are shaped
according to the needs of the system. In this sense, The Matrix itself func-
tions as an allegory for digital capitalism, where technological infrastruc-
tures invisibly organize everyday life while concealing their mechanisms of
control.

The relationship between resistance and awakening also occupies an import-
ant place in this analysis. Han emphasizes that contemporary domination
is difficult to resist precisely because it appears pleasurable and voluntary
rather than openly oppressive. Individuals willingly participate in systems of
self-exploitation because they interpret productivity and constant activity as
signs of freedom and self-worth. Similarly, many individuals within The Ma-
trix prefer the comfort of illusion over the uncertainty of reality. The char-
acter of Cypher illustrates this tendency particularly well, as he consciously
chooses simulated pleasure over difficult truth. His decision reflects the se-
ductive nature of neoliberal systems that offer comfort, entertainment, and
consumption in exchange for conformity and passivity.

Ultimately, both Han’s philosophy and The Matrix suggest that recovering
authentic meaning requires confronting uncomfortable realities and resist-
ing systems that reduce human existence to data, productivity, and con-
sumption. The search for freedom therefore becomes not merely political
or technological but deeply existential. Meaning can only emerge through
forms of reflection, relationality, and human experience that exceed the log-
ic of neoliberal optimization and digital control.

Keywords: Crisis of Meaning, Neoliberalism, Technology, Byung-Chul Han,
The Matrix
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