What theory of film do Wittgenstein and Cavell have? (Introduction II)

Rupert Read

In this second Introduction to the volume, I attempt first to unanswer this question, and then to sketch through ‘abstracts’ what the individual essays in the volume consist in, especially in relation to the concepts of ‘theory of film’ and of ‘film as philosophy’.

This collection consists largely of efforts to ‘read’ an extremely diverse set of quality films as philosophy, and to critically assess such efforts. The authors in this collection see (some!) film(s) as actually doing philosophical work, rather than merely illustrating philosophical theses. If this book succeeds, then, it will succeed among other things in showing that diverse films can be/do philosophy.
   But why should it be thought that such a task uniquely has to do with Wittgenstein and Cavell? Is it because these two philosophers have a powerful film theory which can reach films – or aspects of those films – beyond the grasp of ‘Psychoanalytical theory’ or ‘Cognitive theory’?

   No, it is not.
 It is a striking feature of the essays in this collection, especially evident perhaps in the essays by Critchley and Conant, that they do not attempt to apply any film theory, not even an allegedly ‘Wittgensteinian’ one, to the films they discuss. In most of the essays in this collection, there is then an implicit challenge to the very idea of ‘Film Theory’. In Conant’s essay, this challenge is more explicit.

   But nor is it simply a coincidence that the authors in this collection, all of them powerfully influenced by Wittgenstein or Cavell or both, have developed the particular kind of interest in film that suited them 
 to being gathered under the auspices of the title ‘Film as philosophy: Essays on cinema after Wittgenstein and Cavell’. There are a number of (inter-related) features of Wittgenstein’s and Cavell’s (inter-related) thought which crystallized that title and this gathering of authors. Some of those features have already been brought out by my co-editor in ‘Introduction I’, above. Some are implicit in subtle or vivid ways in the essays that follow, and I will not labour them here. Three are however worth mentioning immediately. 

   First is the belief, shared by all or virtually all of the contributors to this collection, that Wittgenstein’s thought helps to clear the way for an appreciation of how films can philosophize. Wittgenstein’s questioning of the utility of theory in philosophy generally, his non-theoretical approach to aesthetics (see Glendinning’s essay, especially), and his emphasis on the importance of not thinking but looking, all conduce to approaching films not in the spirit of master approaching pupil, but in the spirit of an admiring co-conversationalist.

   Second, and not unrelated, is the belief that films quite often succeed in philosophizing, where they succeed, in ways that mirror aspects of the activity of Wittgenstein’s own philosophizing. That is to say that films can engage the audience in a therapeutic process of ‘dialogue’ (see ‘A philosopher goes to the cinema’, above, and Hutchinson and Read’s essay, and Rudrum’s), that films can investigate the absurd, can probe and ‘show’ journeyings beyond the limits of thought, can deliberately collapse under their own weight just as many of Wittgenstein’s thought-experiments do (examples of such films perhaps include much of Peter Greenaway’s oeuvre up to and including about ‘Prospero’s Books’, ‘Memento’, and ‘Last year in Marienbad’),
 and yet that films can also show the life of human beings and their others in ways that, as Wittgenstein himself suggested, argumentative prose could not (see for instance Mulhall’s essay).

   Third is the belief that Stanley Cavell has -- in a manner quite unencumbered by any tedious larding with quotations from or invocations of Wittgenstein, but yet implicitly informed by the first and second beliefs just mentioned -- shown and exemplified more clearly than anyone else the way in which one can practice an understanding of the intellectual thinking of films. Cavell has done so with regard principally to great Hollywood fare,
 not with regard to the ‘art’ films which might more naturally have been thought easy meat for his ‘method’. Cavell has provided an existence proof for a ‘method’ of approaching (some) films which, while philosophically-sophisticated (embodying for instance the acknowledgement of ‘acknowledgement’ that is write so large in much of Cavell’s (and of Mulhall’s) oeuvre), makes in practice a good case for being a ‘method’ that sees serious conceptual thought in these films without either being governed itself or seeing them as governed by any set of thoughts systematic and pre-formatted enough to be worth calling a theory.

It is worth noting that a number of films discussed in this collection (for instance, ‘Fight Club’, ‘Memento’, and most of the films discussed by my co-editor, above) harbour, as did Wittgenstein, and as do Cavell and after him a number of significant Wittgensteinian thinkers such as Louis Sass, James Guetti and Ray Monk, an abiding fascination with ‘mental illness’, with madness. Again, this is hardly a coincidence. With filmmakers such as Harmony Korine and the ‘Dogme 95’ directors such an integral part of today’s cinematic scene, it is perhaps increasingly obvious that films think, that films are no longer merely to be viewed as illustrative material for pre-existing philosophies (as films are typically presented as being in philosophy teaching of film) nor as illustrative material for pre-existing ideologies or theories (as films as typically presented as being in Film Studies). And much of this thinking, for reasons that are worth further exploration, 
 is done, is (I would submit) naturally done, on film. Broader acknowledgement of all this within Philosophy may depend largely on whether Wittgenstein and Cavell come to have the influence on the philosophical reception of film that the papers in this collection believe – and argue – they should. An influence not usefully expressible in terms of a statable set of propositions, but rather in terms of a distinctive conception of philosophy: as a non-doctrinal activity. As a set of methods of questioning whatever can be successfully questioned and being careful not seriously or literally to question anything else. As an unfolding of reason which is reliably self-conscious about both the perennial danger of an overweeningness of reason and the perennial danger of committing oneself to absurdities about ‘the limit of thought’. As a way of clearing the way for films to show us the thinking that they accomplish, and for us to think with and through them, not as a way of substituting for either of those processes. 

This collection aims to advance philosophy -- understood after Wittgenstein as a subject which does not advance in any respect resembling the advance of science -- by fostering an understanding of how the new medium of film can be seen as engaging in the same: as reasoning and as exploring the ‘limits’ of reason. As, after Cavell, helping us to understand what a movie is,
 and what we are not, and are.

What is a movie? James Conant
This long essay is a major work in the philosophy of film. It attempts to account for the ‘ontology’ of film not, as is usual in philosophy and film theory, by means of simply subjecting film to philosophical analysis using pre-arranged criteria, criteria alien to films themselves, but rather, beginning from suggestions in Wittgenstein and Cavell, by means of seeking to understand (in part, from examples of films themselves) how we have learnt to find the viewing of movies a quite natural thing, even while any attempt to explain how this can be so—to explain from what ‘point of view’ a movie is shot, for instance — seems unavoidably to result in paradox.

Cogito Ergo Film:  Plato, Descartes, and Fight Club Nancy Bauer
This paper provides a reading of the film Fight Club as a commentary on two revolutionary moments in the history of philosophy, Plato’s allegory of the cave and Descartes’s cogito, both of which construe philosophy as exposing the epistemic unreliability of everyday experience.  Fight Club explicitly figures its characters as prisoners in Plato’s cave who, adopting what Stanley Cavell has identified as the stance of the modern philosopher, both yearn for and continually attempt to deny their yearning for a world in which they can conscience invest themselves.  Fight Club suggests that discovering this world is a matter of finding a place from which to judge the status of the one we find ourselves in, a place that turns out to coincide with a seat in a movie theatre.

In space no-one can hear you scream: acknowledging the human voice in the alien universe Stephen Mulhall
This paper summarises and extends some of the argumentative themes of Mulhall’s treatment of the 'Alien' series in his 'On Film' (Routledge 2002). It brings into the foreground the degree to which Ripley's situation in the Alien universe is represented cinematically in terms of the status (specifically the repression and reclamation) of her voice; and Mulhall uses this image to explore the relation of the individual directors of the films in this series to one another, to their central character and to the medium of their work. This process adapts various ideas of Stanley Cavell's, and concludes with a consideration of the role of philosophy in the ongoing conversation surrounding these films, and hence film as such.
‘Memento’: A philosophical investigation Phil Hutchinson and Rupert Read
Read & Hutchinson explore the anti-Cartesian philosophy of the protagonist (Leonard Shelby) of the recent philosophical film noir, ‘Memento’. They argue that the film achieves its teaching, which is not by any means identical with Shelby’s, through showing the viewer the alleged world of a seriously psychologically (though not necessarily neurologically) damaged person, and then forcing the viewer to understand how that ‘world’ collapses under its own weight, somewhat like the Tractatus or Wittgenstein’s ‘builders’ thought-experiment. One way of summing up the central question of this paper is as follows: How does Leonard know to look for the photographs of people he has met in his pockets? Isn’t that knowing, that repeated action of his, itself part of his ‘filing system’, his mind in action, in much the same way as Wittgenstein (in laying out the philosophical inadequacy of Empiricism, of ‘imagism’, etc.) describes in PI?
The everydayness of ‘Don Giovanni’ Simon Glendinning
Glendinning looks at Joseph Losey’s film version of the opera, using critical and aesthetical tools from Kierkegaard, Wittgenstein and Cavell, and seeks to explore a sense in which the opera (at least as filmed) itself develops and expounds a sense of the “everyday”, in something like Wittgenstein’s sense of that word. Glendinning argues that the film has the capacity literally and figuratively to refocus our vision, a capacity to defamiliarize and thus to bring into focus the everyday. What is at issue in this case is not the defamiliarization of ‘everyday perception’ but the defamiliarization of our sense of the everydayness of Don Giovanni himself. Ultimately, it is a defamiliarization which enables us to acknowledge that the Don is not just a clever seducer who desires beautiful (that is aesthetically worthy) women, but is an arbitrary, frighteningly predatory force, indeed, virtually a demon himself. 
Silent Dialogue: Philosophising Švankmajer David Rudrum
What happens when communication breaks down? When the conversations through which we supposedly ‘talk things over’ and ‘work things out’ fail, to the point where a dialogical interaction can’t really be said to take place at all? These are the themes that the Czech filmmaker Jan Švankmajer explores in his short film Dimensions of Dialogue. Divided into three sections (‘Exhaustive Discussion’, ‘Passionate Discourse’, and ‘Factual Conversation’), each part symbolises a form of failure and collapse in a form of dialogical exchange. 

This essay uses Švankmajer’s masterpiece in order to shed light on three very (very!) different philosophical conceptions of dialogue. ‘Exhaustive Discussion’ explores the Lyotardian notion that since dialogue requires commensurability, it is reductive of difference and entails a form of discursive violence. ‘Passionate Discourse’ addresses Bakhtin’s philosophical conception of dialogue as an essentially benign moment, a process of ‘sympathetic co-authoring’ that he claims is ‘akin to love’. Finally, ‘Factual Conversation’ illuminates the kind of practical dialogue discussed by Wittgenstein: everyday communication that entails ways of acting, and facilitates the performing of tasks. This final section is developed at the greatest length.

By allowing the wordless, visual medium of film to critique philosophy of language, the essay demonstrates that philosophical understandings of dialogue all too often underestimate the possibilities of breakdown, failure, and stand-off, whilst their enactment on screen realises these possibilities as a disconcerting and troubling fact.

Calm: Terence Malick’s ‘The thin red line’ Simon Critchley
Critchley reads Malick’s recent film as yielding an existential ‘message’ concerning calm in the face of death, but a message not accessible through reading the film simply through any pre-existing philosophical text (e.g. Heidegger’s), nor through the philosophical influences on Malick (e.g. Stanley Cavell, his Harvard teacher). Rather, one must allow the film itself to work on one, and one must be willing to hear and see its philosophising. A philosophising expressed through character/voice pairings, mise-en-scene and developments of atmosphere and of moral point of view that Critchley lays out for the reader.
“Habitual Remarriage: The Ends of Happiness in 'The Palm Beach Story'”  

Stuart Klawans

Pursuits of Happiness, Stanley Cavell’s study of “the Hollywood comedy of remarriage,” is marked by what seems to be a significant omission: a near-total silence about Preston Sturges’ The Palm Beach Story. By means of a Cavell-inspired reading of this film, and through an un-Cavellian fleshing out of the description of the central performance, “Habitual Remarriage” tests the terms and the limits of Pursuits of Happiness.

   Stanley Cavell in conversation with Andrew Klevan on film as philosophy: What becomes of thinking on film?
This interview elucidates Cavell’s up-to-the-minute views on the topic(s) of the volume. Andrew Klevan, a distinguished young Film Studies scholar, engages in dialogue with Cavell, bringing in interdisciplinary perspectives and the point of view of practical film criticism. The title of the conversation, ‘What Becomes of Thinking on Film?’, is intended to evoke two of Stanley Cavell’s essays on film: ‘What Photography Calls Thinking’ (in Raritan, Spring 1985) and ‘What Becomes of Things on Film?’  (in Themes Out of School: Effect and Causes (University of Chicago Press, 1984)).  In sum, how do philosophy and film meet each other in Stanley Cavell’s thinking and writing, and how might their association profit the criticism, theory and teaching of film?

� To quote a robust statement of a similar ‘(non-)position’ elsewhere in ‘human science’: “Despite our disclaimers…we will no doubt be read as…having sought to advance, perhaps surreptitiously, an alternative ‘theory of mind and behaviour’. If we have offered anything that may remotely be construed as a theory, it would be a ‘theory of language’, but only if the word ‘theory’ is used in the most attenuated sense… . To state our position as starkly as possible: we refuse to become embroiled in the spurious antinomies which permeate so much of philosophy, psychology and sociology, which polarise realism / constructivism, idealism / materialism, dualism / monism, realism / instrumentalism, behaviourism / mentalism. We favour none of the above.” (These are the concluding remarks to the Conclusion of G. Button et al, Computers, Mind and Conduct (Cambridge: Polity, 1995).)  In short: you can call what is advanced in this book a ‘theory of film’ and/or a ‘theory of language’ if you wish – provided you recognise that the word “theory” is being used then in the vaguest, most bloated and attenuated sense imaginable. 


� And there are many others who could, I think, quite comfortably have been gathered under the same title, had they the time and had we the space. See for instance many of those who have written in and edited the collections mentioned in note 4, below. And also the work of the next generations, graduate students of Cavell, Conant, myself, and so on.


� Harold Garfinkel famously remarked that ‘social and cognitive scientists’ “…often suppose that taking away the walls is the best way of revealing what keeps the roof up.” (p.223, Button et al, ibid.)  And indeed it is not; but sometimes, providing one recognises fully the nonsensicality of one’s enterprise, one can learn much (about oneself, about us, about the temptations of (un-)reason that we are subject to) by doing just that in imagination. By imagining, or showing, what one imagines it would be (like) to step outside ‘the bounds of sense’.


� Of great utility in understanding Cavell’s work on Hollywood film are two recent collections: Stanley Cavell: Cinema et philosophie (edss. S. Laugier & M. Cerisuelo; Paris: Presse de la Sorbonne, 2001), and A. Crary’s and S. Shieh’s forthcoming collection from a major conference on Cavell’s work.


� We have included Stuart Klawans’s essay as the voice of a distinguished film critic who, while not convinced by some of Cavell’s readings, does at least – unlike some critics, film theorists and philosophers, very clearly appreciate what Cavell is trying to do. Klawans is thus a kind of dissenting voice in the collection, but the best kind of dissenting voice – a comprehending voice. See also n.1, above.


� For such exploration, see for instance the forthcoming work of a student of mine, Emma Bell. Arguably, the naturalness of the limits of reason and the ‘limits’ of thought being much explored in great (filmic etc.) art is itself thematized in such recent works as ‘The king is alive’, ‘Fight Club’ and ‘Donnie Darko’.


� See p.3 of Mulhall’s On film (London: Routledge, 2002) for further explication.





