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Introduction

Havi Carel and Greg Tuck

Film studies scholars have always drawn on philosophical ideas. Philoso-
phers, and in particular those working on aesthetics and philosophy of
art, have been interested in cinema for as long as it has existed. However,
the last few years has seen the emergence of extraordinary interest in the
conjunction of film and philosophy. This is not to say that it is a well-
defined field of enquiry or one that has broad agreement amongst its
practitioners on what exactly it is and what it should be doing. Is it a name
for a type of philosophical sub-discipline, the identification of an object of
philosophical enquiry, or illustration? Is it a reorientation or a methodo-
logical approach to the study of film, a new way of doing ‘film studies’? Is
it really, in even the most porous and provisional sense of the term, a ‘dis-
cipline’? And is it the same sort of practice regardless of which side of the
conjunction one originates from? In addition, both film studies and phi-
losophy are themselves heterogeneous practices, divided between radically
different conceptions of what ‘counts’ as legitimate modes of study. Thus
the conjunction becomes even harder to define. So why bother with it?
What is to be gained from asking the question ‘what is film-philosophy’?

Disciplinary boundaries are both productive and limiting, a necessary
guard against simplification and generality, as well as self-serving barri-
cades that protect the status quo. Hence studies that attempt interdisci-
plinarity have their own special rewards and dangers. At their best they
can introduce concepts and modes of analysis from one discipline and
apply them to another, refreshing seemingly tired or well-worn ideas.
At their worst they can seem ill-considered impositions which overlook
well-established and subtly structured modes of thought, producing
inappropriate applications and unproductive unions.

When considering film and philosophy, the philosopher’s first ques-
tion is: ‘are such mass cultural products philosophically productive?’.
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And if so, what is it about films rather than other aspects of culture (gar-
dening, football, soap operas) that makes it a worthy site of attention?
The film studies scholar may ask, given that as a discipline film studies
has been influenced by a broad range of humanities and social sciences
disciplines, what is to be gained by limiting its theoretical resources to
a single area, namely philosophy?

While there are studies that describe themselves, perfectly legitimately, as
exercises in the philosophy of film, in these cases film is clearly positioned
as the junior partner. Film here is the object of study and as such is reduced
to a thing placed under a pre-existing and fully-developed philosophical
gaze, rather than seen as a more troubling site of thought and experience
in its own right, one which has equal potential to expose the problems and
limitations of a given philosophical method. Similarly, while offering more
equality between the terms, the conjunction ‘film and philosophy’ still sug-
gests a pre-existing demarcation between the fields. In some cases the dis-
cipline of film studies seems to be ignored or sidelined. As a consequence,
film tends to be reduced to a single ‘object’ (the individual film), shorn of
its wider historical and cultural articulation and its reliance on the complex
institution we call ‘cinema’. Under such circumstances, the film risks being
reduced further to a set of notions or concerns that could have been identi-
fied from the script, rather than issues that arise from an engagement with
the visual, aural and kinetic experience of moving images.

The uptake of philosophical ideas within film studies has itself not
been without problems. Sometimes the adoption of certain philosophi-
cal positions can look rather piecemeal and contingent. Consequently,
philosophical differences tend to get magnified and the so-called divide
between analytic and continental traditions, which is increasingly tra-
versed, or even seen as irrelevant in much contemporary philosophy,
remains championed by many in film studies.

Yet beyond this particular binary of a successful or failed assimilation
there is another possibility for such conjunctions: a revitalising hybrid-
ity that aims at a more truly synthesising outcome. Here the conjunc-
tion is less a boundary, traversed from one side to the other more or less
successfully, but a moment of expansion in which a field of thought
becomes mapped and nourished by both traditions. The boundary is
not so much crossed, as expanded, broadened so as to become a terrain
of its own. To keep open the possibility of mutual transformation while
offering a coherent yet non-excluding notion of what this new terrain
may yield, we describe this domain as film-philosophy.

As will become apparent, even this more open and provisional descrip-
tion of the conjunction does not preclude disagreement among our
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contributors, who engage in a variety of differing film-philosophical
endeavours. But this lack of agreement is what, in part, contributes to
the area’s richness, as we hope readers of this volume will agree. At the
same time, the collection has not been set up as an adversarial relation
between these different approaches. While critiques are both mounted
and defended against a range of philosophical positions, what unites
these contributions is a desire to map out a practice, a variety of ways
of doing film-philosophy that is mutually informative to both philoso-
phy and film studies. Hence readers will discover how cognitivist film
theorists appeal to philosophy of mind and perception and even to neu-
roscience to analyse the experience of film viewing, alongside a range
of more traditional aesthetic or phenomenological descriptions of the
film experience. Some chapters demonstrate a direct engagement with
a named philosopher such as Cavell, Adorno or Merleau-Ponty while
others develop a more synthesised approach in which themes and ques-
tions, rather than method, dominate. Our aim is to open up, rather than
close down, debate and to allow readers to make their own judgements
on which of these approaches seem the most suitable for their purposes.

While some contributors remain cautious, others are more optimistic
about the future of film-philosophy. Nonetheless, they are all prepared
to consider not only what philosophy can bring to our understand-
ing of film, but also what film can bring to our understanding of
philosophy. How can an understanding of film as an individual text,
aesthetic tradition, and social and historical practice help us to broaden
our understanding of philosophical activity as going beyond the writ-
ten and spoken word? Does this practice transform our views of what
philosophy is? What does a more philosophical consideration of the
medium-specificity of motion pictures (if indeed such a hybrid art form
can be said to have one) add to our understanding of film? These are
some of the issues that are discussed in this book. The collection is
presented in three parts. Part I offers general overviews and speculation
about what the conjunction can achieve. Part II discusses the boundaries
of film-philosophy and its relation to other media. Part III delivers more
particular readings of individual films or filmmakers.

Part I Deep Focus: Approaches to Film-Philosophy

The collection opens with Thomas E. Wartenberg'’s careful consideration
of what film can achieve philosophically. He outlines what he calls the
moderate pro-cinematic philosophy position, which defends the view
that film can creatively be used to illustrate philosophical ideas, but it
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can also be used for more than this. Specifically, film can be used as a
thought experiment, or in the case of avant-garde cinema to perform its
own aesthetic experiments. Next, Robert Sinnerbrink develops what he
refers to as a romantic film-philosophy, one which claims film as its own
mode of philosophical presentation. In much the same way that poetry’s
capacity to deploy language in its own provocative and evocative ways
challenges the primacy of prose, the multi-sensuous experience of cin-
ema opens up profound new ways of thinking that philosophy can learn
from. Andrew Klevan’s sustained engagement with Stanley Cavell’s read-
ing of Wittgenstein produces a generous and affirmative understanding
of the collective pleasures of cinema. Klevan outlines the rewards of
careful spectatorship, revealing a medium capable of discovering, inves-
tigating and returning to the profound significance of what might at first
appear inconsequential and ordinary moments.

In direct contrast to this sense of appreciation, Hamish Ford engages
with the thought of Theodor Adorno to produce a far more austere read-
ing of the failure of art in general and cinema in particular to transcend
its material conditions of existence. However, in the bleak social analy-
sis offered by some of the most challenging examples of European Art
cinema, Ford maps a confrontation with negativity that is not entirely
without hope. In the final chapter of this part John Mullarkey engages
with the thought of Francois Laruelle to radically question not only
film’s capacity to philosophise, but philosophy’s ability to escape from
its own modes of idealism and representational thought that predeter-
mine its analysis. Film’s failure to capture what we call reality is illustra-
tive of a wider philosophical failure; one which cannot be overcome but
is lived with through a more pluralist approach to what is philosophi-
cally or artistically productive.

Part IT Wide Angles: The Boundaries of Film-Philosophy

The second part of the collection addresses the issue of medium-
specificity and materiality of cinema in order to investigate its similarity
to and difference from other art forms. It begins with Stephen Mulhall’s
chapter on Wanted (Timur Bekmambetov, US/Germany, 2008) a film
that reflects many of the issues raised by contemporary cinema based
as it is on a graphic novel and heavily reliant on digital technology and
special effects. Mulhall’s close reading not only raises profound ques-
tions as to the status of cinematic ontology in the digital age but also
opens up wider philosophical considerations regarding the definition of
the real itself. The next chapter presents a debate between Amy Coplan
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and Derek Matravers on the immediacy of cinema and its capacity to
produce affect and how this affect relates to emotional response. While
both are sympathetic to much contemporary cognitive film theory,
Coplan wonders to what extent film produces a more immediate, non-
cognitive affect, a question which itself raises important issues regard-
ing the limits of the cognitive. Matravers responds by questioning
whether such affects are unique to cinema or are equally, or even better
produced, through our engagement with literature.

Catherine Constable continues this consideration of cinema’s relation
to writing by widening it to include philosophy itself as a written practice.
More specifically she compares David Croneberg’s cinematic treatment
of J. G. Ballard’s novel Crash with Jean Baudrillard’s philosophical one,
in order to examine to what extent style, both in written and cinematic
form, is a mode of philosophy. Karin Littau considers the materiality
of the printed word in relation to the cinematic image to remind us of
the vital role media history has to play in our conceptualising of film-
philosophy. In the final chapter Greg Tuck continues to consider both
the aesthetic and historic boundaries of film through an examination
of Early Cinema’s relation to painting.

Part III Directors Cut: Readings in Film-Philosophy

While our final section continues to raise a range of issues about
film-philosophy, what marks it out is a deep engagement with the
intentions and techniques of a particular filmmaker. We begin with
Vivian Sobchack’s reading of Derek Jarman’s Blue (UK, 1993). Despite
the supposed simplicity of the image, Sobchack reveals the percep-
tive density and performativity contained in the experience offered by
this film. By holding back on the urge to interpret and judge, instead
attending to what we actually perceive, she uses the film to present a
sophisticated phenomenological pedagogy in which the primacy of
embodiment to the cinematic experience challenges its reduction to a
cognitively informing domain.

Her chapter is followed by Julian Baggini’s analysis of the moral universe
opened up by the films of the Coen brothers. In films such as No Country
for Old Men (US, 2007) and Burn After Reading (US, 2008), Baggini identifes
arecognisable human world that develops a philosophically vital analysis
regarding the ethical as more effective when concerned with keeping
our baser instincts in check than in offering models of moral perfection.
While excited by the possibility of film’s contribution to such debates,
Baggini is also keen to outline what he feels are its limits.



PROOF

6 Introduction

The moral and ethical theme is continued by Andrew McGettigan’s
analysis of Michael Haneke’s two versions of Funny Games (Austria,
1997 & US, 2007). Here it is not just the thematic but formal presenta-
tion of moral behaviour that comes under examination, not least in
the question to what extent Haneke manages to represent our capacity
for violence in ways that truly open new ways of thinking about it.
For McGettigan the problem of avoiding cliché or worse, succumbing
to the irrational pleasures of violent imagery, is overcome by Hanake’s
counter-aesthetic that encourages reflection rather than identification.

In the final chapter Havi Carel discusses Shinya Tsukamoto’s Vital
(Japan, 2004) as an example of how film can materialise complex emo-
tional experiences such as grief and mourning. Carel demonstrates that
the existential issues raised by the narrative, not least what it is that gives
life and animation to the human body, are echoed and in part answered
by the form of the film and by Tsukamoto’s aesthetic choices.

While clearly offering a broad range of opinions and approaches to
film-philosophy, what all of these contributions share is a profound
belief in the value of the conjunction for both disciplines. In a world
more and more dominated by mediating technologies of the audio-
visual, it is almost a duty of philosophy to engage with cinema. Film
studies has much to offer philosophy in this respect, reminding it to
examine the wider significance of the cinematic experience and not to
succumb to the temptations of ‘script’ philosophy or limiting its engage-
ments to films it can more easily identify as ‘art’ and therefore subsume
under existing aesthetic models. It is what films do that is different from
existing art that requires most attention. Film studies, too, is enriched by
the conjunction, not least by being made aware of its own philosophi-
cal underpinnings and the need to both broaden and strengthen them.
The practice of film-philosophy is not limited to debates in aesthetics
and philosophy of art, but also reinvigorates contemporary debates
in epistemology, metaphysics, politics and ethics, as this collection
demonstrates. It can serve to push philosophy to confront its residual
iconoclasm that makes some of its practitioners fearful of images and
the imaginary as well as demand a more rigorous approach to the uptake
of the philosophical canon by film studies. Together they demonstrate
that however uncanny the view of Plato’s cave as a metaphor for cinema
seems, it is clear that the movies offer far more than illusion.
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